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A diagnostic framework for determining whether an operational workflow is ready to
automate — before a tool is selected.
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Methodology & diagnostic instrument

Purpose

This framework assesses a single question: is an operational workflow ready to automate?
Automation is an amplifier. Applied to a stable, well-instrumented process it removes effort;
applied to one held together by manual re-entry, verbal coordination, and downstream rework, it
executes the existing defects faster, more confidently, and with less visibility into where they
originate.

Readiness is therefore an operating-model question, not a technology question — and it is
assessed before any tool, platform, or agent is chosen. The instrument has four parts: a
five-precondition readiness model, a method for establishing the current state, a root-cause
taxonomy, and a dependency-ordered remediation sequence anchored to a single lead metric.

The readiness model: five preconditions

A workflow is ready to automate when five structural preconditions hold. Growing operations
meet few of them by default — not through error, but because coordination was outpaced by
volume. Each precondition is assessed as met, partially met, or not met.

Precondition What “ready” looks like What it guards against

Single source of One authoritative digital record of Status spread across system,

truth where each job is and what has spreadsheet, paper, and memory; a
happened to it. losable artifact carries the live version;

channels disagree.

Structured, Specifications, quantities, and Inputs derived and re-keyed by hand

reusable data classifications captured once in at every stage; free text and
defined fields and reused overloaded fields; nothing captured
downstream. once.

Process Tagged, timestamped events that No statistics collected; rework

measurement make error, rework, and cycle time untagged and indistinguishable from
visible. genuine demand.

Clear ownership One accountable owner per activity Responsibility shifts between roles;
and a defined approver where work is simultaneously duplicated and
approval matters. dropped.

Control gates Enforced checkpoints at critical Discretionary, ungated transitions;
transitions — entry to production, incomplete work advances and cost is
release to the floor. sunk before issues surface.

Until these hold, the correct response to a request for automation is not a smaller automation. It
is the groundwork.
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Establishing the current state

A workflow cannot be assessed if it cannot be seen, and in the cases where reliable end-to-end
documentation rarely exists, what exists is documentation describing intent, and stakeholders
who each hold a different mental model of how work flows. These are three techniques that
establish a defensible current state:

* Representative-path modeling — Rather than averaging conflicting accounts into an
unverifiable consensus, model one internally consistent path an order takes when nothing
goes wrong — at the level of physical actions, system touches, handoffs, and decisions.
One coherent path that can be validated beats a composite no one recognizes.

» Triangulation — Cross-check each step across interview statements, observed behaviour,
and system structure. Where they diverge, observed behaviour takes precedence over
documented intent.

» Validation playback — Replay each mapped segment to the people who perform the
work, confirming it reflects reality rather than assumption.

The output is a verified baseline against which variation, failure points, and automation
requirements can be measured.

Root-cause taxonomy

Operational problems present as a long list of individual symptoms. They typically resolve into
four structural causes; naming the structure is what makes them addressable rather than

endless.

Root cause

No single source
of truth

Unstructured
data, manual
re-entry

Ambiguous,
shifting ownership

No control gates
at transitions

What it means

Status, specifications, and
corrections live across
system fields, paper,
verbal relay, and shadow
records — none
authoritative.

Key data is entered
through free text,
overloaded categories,
and repeated calculation
rather than captured once
in controlled fields.

Key activities lack a
stable accountable owner,
a defined approver, or a
consistently understood
system role.

Financial and capacity
decisions rely on
discretion rather than

Representative
symptoms

Staff reconstruct status
from disagreeing sources;
parallel records hold
conflicting dates; audit
history is incomplete.

The same value
calculated twice; every
line keyed by hand; no
reliable classification for
the categories the
business runs on.

Overlapping
responsibility; repeated
checks with no clear
owner; handoffs that
depend on specific
individuals.

No formal pre-production
clearance; capacity
checked informally;
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Risk if automated

Triggers and
dashboards act on
stale or partial data
while presenting it as
authoritative.

Automation
reproduces and
accelerates
inconsistent inputs
instead of resolving
them.

Tasks, approvals, and
escalations route to
the wrong role, or an
unclear responsibility
model is formalized.

Automated
progression moves
unsuitable work



Root cause What it means Representative Risk if automated

symptoms
explicit criteria, statuses, missing data does not forward more
and auditable approval. reliably stop progression. consistently and more

quickly.

A non-technical factor often sustains all four. Where the cost of failure is comfortably
absorbed — by healthy margins, slack, or a forgiving market — the cost of these problems is
paid for rather than felt, which suppresses the urgency to resolve them. Diagnosing that
condition is part of the assessment, because no remediation sequence survives contact with an
organization that does not believe it has a problem.

Remediation sequence

The preconditions have a natural dependency order; addressing them out of sequence wastes
effort. Because an unmeasured process cannot see itself, the first objective is to make it
observable.

Sequence Addresses The move Rationale
Foundation Structured, Capture specifications once in Every downstream condition
reusable defined fields; convert line-item depends on inputs that can be
data entry from keying to selection. trusted and reused.
Consolidate = Single Consolidate status into one Only possible once the
source of authoritative record with underlying data is clean, and it
truth timestamps; generate paper and creates the event history
department views from it. measurement needs.
Gate Control Add an explicit financial-clearance Low-cost once status is visible in
gates status and a capacity check before = one place — mostly status and
release; enforce required-field process changes, not new
completeness. infrastructure.
Ownership Clear Assign one accountable owner Organizational change:
ownership and a defined approver per politically hardest, and gated by
activity; map system roles to real whether the organization feels
responsibilities. enough urgency to act.

Interim rule. Until the foundations are in place, automate only discrete, well-bounded tasks that
themselves advance a precondition - structured capture at the point of entry - for example,
rather than end-to-end workflows, which harden existing defects in place.

Measurement

Lead indicator. Instrument the process around one signal: the clean-order rate — the share of
orders that pass through every stage with no error and no corrective communication. It is the
clearest single measure of process health; the gap between it and 100% defines both the
improvement opportunity and, once events are instrumented, the automation business case.
Supporting measures include:

e redo and rework rate
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 error origin and detection stage

* end-to-end cycle time, and time in stage

» on-time delivery, and rush-order rate

» orders released without financial clearance

Adoption is part of readiness

A tool can do exactly what it is designed to do and still go unused. A manager-facing visibility
tool and an operator’s moment-of-work tool are not the same design problem; a tool that solves
the first while ignoring the second becomes one more parallel record rather than the one that
replaces the others.

Before a build, there must be operator-fit validation, a named owner for the change with
authority to make it stick, defined decision rights, and an explicit mandate to retire the records
the new one replaces. In a low-standardization environment without these, even a good tool
dies on contact. Readiness includes the organization’s readiness to adopt the change —
assessed before the first line is written, not after.

Using this framework

To apply the instrument: assess the workflow against the five preconditions using the scorecard
on the next page (met / partially met / not met); identify which of the four root causes are
present; sequence remediation in dependency order; and instrument the clean-order rate so
that progress — and the eventual automation case — can be quantified.

The discipline it enforces is the willingness to say the unglamorous thing when it is true: not yet,
and here is what must hold first. Get the foundations right and the tool nearly chooses itself.
Skip them and no tool compensates.
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Readiness scorecard

Assessment worksheet — score each precondition against the evidence, then read the result against the remediation sequence.

Scoring key

Met — holds consistently and is observable in the system of record; not dependent on workaround, parallel records, or individual memory.
Partially met — holds for some cases only, or only through manual effort, a shadow record, or one person’s knowledge.
Not met — absent, or observed behaviour contradicts what the system implies.

Precondition

Single source of
truth

Structured,
reusable data

Process
measurement

Clear ownership

Control gates

Result. End-to-end automation is appropriate only when all five preconditions are Met. Any Not met is remediated first, in the sequence on the previous page; a

Evidence to look for

Ask three people where a job currently stands and whether
they consult the same record. Confirm whether one digital
record is authoritative, or whether staff fall back on paper, a
spreadsheet, or memory — and look for conflicting values
(e.g. two due dates) across records.

Trace a specification or price from first entry to production:
captured once in defined fields, or re-keyed and re-derived
downstream? Check for free-text or overloaded fields
standing in for structured categories, and whether line
items are selected from reusable definitions or typed by
hand.

Ask for the current rework rate and average cycle time.
Check whether stage-entry events are timestamped, and
whether rework is tagged and linked to its originating order
— or whether no such data is captured at all.

For each key activity (pricing, approval, validation,
release), identify the single accountable owner and the
approver. Look for activities that several people re-check
but no one owns, and whether system roles map to
responsibilities people actually recognize.

Confirm whether an explicit, auditable status gates entry to
production (e.g. financial clearance) and release (e.g. a
capacity check). Test whether incomplete or missing data
actually stops progression, or whether work proceeds on
discretion.

Rating

Met
Partially met
Not met

Met
Partially met
Not met

Met
Partially met
Not met

Met
Partially met
Not met

Met
Partially met
Not met

Notes / findings

Partially met precondition can support bounded automation that advances that precondition — never end-to-end automation built on top of it.
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