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People doing professional services work are 
occupied with four kinds of work. We do work that 
directly provides value to our clients. We do work 
that is incidental [Type 1 Waste] in providing value 
to our clients. We do work that is a do-over [Type 2 
Waste] of both value-adding and incidental work. 
We do work that is superfl uous [Type 3 Waste] to the 
other three kinds of work.
When we are delivering value, whether in direct 
client engagement or in working separately from our 
clients, the process of working includes both value-
added work

— the nurse takes a patient’s blood pressure, 
administers medications, and attends to the 
patient’s comfort
— the therapists’ direct contact time with her 
patient. 

and necessary actions (incidental) in support of 
value-added work

— the nurse travels to get supplies from 
central stores, unpacks those supplies, cleans 
up later and travels to discard materials all 
in service (incidental) of taking some clinical 
action. 

Incidental work is sometimes necessary to work, but 
this can be reduced with attention and improvement 
actions.
In some cases, the process of working doesn't 
produce the desired result. It could be either a 
process that oneself performs or someone else 
performs. In either case, there is now something else 
for someone to do. 
We call this failure demand. 

Failure Demand
The Hidden Drag on Professional Services Performance

Hal Macomber and Calayde Davey, Ph.D. with Sysun Howell, Joeris Contractors

work waste
1) primary value-adding!
directly provides value to our clients. 

2)  secondary value-adding needs...
additional actions performed by the provider or 
customer that are otherwise not needed.

incidental    [Type 1 Waste]
non-value added but necessary work.

do-overs    [Type 2 Waste]
of both value-adding and incidental work.

superfl uous    [Type 3 Waste]
does not contribute to client value nor directly 
support doing the do-over.
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Failure demand is 
— failure in the processes that result in 
demand on our time or resources.

The nurse might spill something somewhere during 
the process of delivering care. It is either for her to 
clean up or for someone else.  We call this a process 
that is in some way not capable, meaning, the 
process fails.

— A process is capable when it reliably gives 
you the desired result and fails if it doesn’t. 
Alternatively, a do-over can result from 
someone not performing a process, either 
one's own work or someone else's work.
— The reason the nurse cleans the skin with 
alcohol before she injects a treatment is to 
prevent bacteria on the skin to penetrate our 
system. Skipping this step in the process can 
result in infection, which requires “re-work” in 
treating the patient.

In all situations of failure demand, there can be 
work that does not contribute to client value nor is it 
directly in support of doing the do-over. 

We call this superfl uous work [Type 3]. For instance, 
when there is some computer-related problem 
requiring engagement with a help desk, the 
customer takes certain actions to get an issue 
addressed which includes making the call, doing 
some troubleshooting himself, and taking actions.

Any failure in processes that result in new demand 
on our time or resources is called Failure Demand.

Accompanied by the customer’s actions there are 
additional actions performed by the customer that 
are otherwise not needed 

— completing a service ticket, waiting for a 
callback, identifying oneself to the help desk, 
completing a service survey.

all when the help goes right the fi rst time. And a 
good deal of help desk requests doesn't go right 
the fi rst time. So there is tracking software needed 
on the help desk side. There are callbacks the client 
makes to help the help desk. There are the records 
kept by the client. All this is superfl uous work.

process of working doesn’t 
produce desired result 

a process that one self performs
 - or - 

a process someone else performs
results = failure demand

now there is something else
for someone else to do

1
capable
process

when it reliably gives you 
the desired result, 

process incapable if it 
doesn’t

3
process exists, 
not followed

may not know about 
it, inattentive or 

distracted

2
do-over / 

break in process
someone not performing 

a process, either one’s 
own work or someone 

else’s work

types of 
process 
failure
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Depending on the kind of professional services, a 
very large percentage of the time is associated with 
failure demand. For help desks, it may be 100%. 
Some blatant examples include:

— Failure demand is so insidious that Tracey 
Richardson said when Toyota looked at their 
standard work, at least 75% of standard work 
processes included actions that address work 
failure. 
— On construction projects, a study showed 
that, depending on the complexity and 
quality of the project, there were at minimum 
15-20 RFI’s per 1 million dollars in project 
value. Consider for a moment that an average 
administrative cost per RFI exceeds $3,000. 
This means, by addressing failure demand 
in RFI’s alone, you have a 6% opportunity 
in cost improvement measure on any given 
project. Just the administrative actions across 
the team in the RFI process typically costs 
6% of project value. This does not include 
additional costs in resolving the RFI condition 
within each domain (engineering, design or 
trade partners) such as 
    — to research and develop a solution  
       (which is larger costs)
    — the costs of implementation 
       (which can be even larger costs and  
       result in a change request) 

While RFI’s are necessary, when we don’t understand 
a situation, with every opportunity to resolve an RFI 
is an opportunity to reduce failure demand in the 
system, and greatly diminish cost escalation.
Many industries use timecards to provide evidence 
that work has been done. When time cards are 
late, that creates failure demand on other people 
(supervisors or payroll) who now have to chase 
people for the time cards.

— Customarily, timecards are meant to 
record the time you spent during the week 
at the end of the week by recollecting your 
activities. The job-to-be-done for time cards 
is to record. This is easy to overlook and we 
fault people for not being diligent. 

But, maybe the failure is not in the people doing 
the work, but the process. The process is failing the 
people or the work. 

— For example, if we change the job-to-be-
done to record work as it is being done, then 
at the end of the week there is only one step 
left — to be  “done” and recorded.

Most importantly, recurrent failure demand is very 
demoralizing. Eliminating failure demand creates 
tremendous capacity for your most capable people 
and changes moods.

Learn More
This work is part of a larger initiative that Hal and 
Calayde are doing to support companies seeking 
to become high-performing kaizen systems where 
waste reduction is incidental to improving the skills 
for critical thinking, creative thinking, and making 

change happen. 
Talk with us about designing a company-wide 

kaizen program by starting with reducing failure 
demand

info@thepocketsensei.com
Also, please join others using The Pocket Sensei, 

Mastering Lean Leadership for practical help 
putting Lean practices to work on your projects and 
within your companies.  Get the book on Amazon 

http://bit.ly/PocketSensei and visit us at 
www.thepocketsensei.com

Magnitude
Failure Demand & Profi tability in Professional Firms
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Workshop Start
1. Recognize work as resulting from failure demand.
2. Identify the source of that demand. 
3. Take actions to correct the situation through the use of countermeasures. 
4. Confirm that the changes we made result in a reduction in the failure demand.

Important Distinction
The most diffi cult skill is to identify failure demand, not solve it - yet. That can come later. First get good 
at fi nding the blindness present in your work - the blindness that creates demand on your time that is not 
oriented to value-creation. Later, you can study the root cause or solutions that bring you where you want to 
be,  and how you want to spend your hours. But start with your day, and your hours.
Support efforts that focus on the job-being-done, not on the identity of a person in their job, profession or 
career. Start with how your hours of your day is spent, and understand the problem of failure demand on 
your own time before you take it to others.

how do you spend 
your time

where does process failure occur

value-adding 
activities

dealing with 
failure demand

Important Distinction 
Do not look to the person of the job, fi rst look to the process of how work is interrupted or broken or missing 
a process. Always start by studying your own process and where in the process of the work that you do you 
may be creating failure demand. Next, study the “their process” in a similar fashion. Continue through and 
turn to “our process” as we interact with those around us, then possibility of missing or a lack of process.

my process1

our process3

their process2

no process4
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Typical Sources of
Failure Demand

People
• Misdirection and assignments
• Mood getting in the way
• Distraction
• Lack of suitable qualification/skills
• Task-switching

Process Design
• Ambiguous purpose
  [we don’t know why are we doing this] 
• Incorrect / misunderstanding the 
  job-to-be-done
• Not learning from work / in the midst of 
action
• Uncontrolled or unexamined variation
• Long durations
• Large batching
• Lagging signals of performance
• Multiple approvals
  [quality control “someone else will catch it”]

Communication (Speech-Acts)
• Ill-defined conditions of satisfaction
• Missing declarations of completion
  [I’m done but don’t tell the customer I’m  
  done]
• Misunderstanding
  [not grasping the meaning / intentions /  
  practices]
• Not listening 
  [not tuning into background concerns] 

and 
• not speaking
  [typically acting on assumptions without
  agreements, or clarifying    
  misunderstandings, or resignation]
• Context degrades
  [misunderstanding the set of concerns that 
  you try to address]

Work Waste pointing to
Failure Demand

Incidental Work [Type 1 Waste]
• Incidental in providing value to our clients.
• non-value added but necessary work 
[unpacking or over-packaging]
• clean-up later versus while doing the work 
[coming back]
• preparation steps and post-action steps

All Do-overs [Type 2 Waste]
• of both value-adding and incidental work.
• Ohno’s 7 Wastes
• Coordination Waste 
  [by-when? example]
• Expediting paths through processes    
  [babysitting process steps]
• Constraints [Physical, Policy, Paradigm]

Superfl uous Work [Type 3 Waste]
• Recording and tracking failure demand 
correction
• Reporting/status on  failure demand items
• Measuring on failure demand
• Follow-up
• Secondary Needs point to Failure Demand
• Rescheduling of work / people [foreman / 
supervisors] Barrier for Compliance [recycling]
• Low flow efficiency [patient room + anxiety]

Other Work Costs
• Delay costs
• Unanticipated Costs [ballooning budgets]
• Risk [escalation consequences]
• System Costs for
• Tracking
• Communicating
• Measuring

Where & What
Here are some clues for where failure demand could occur in your work processes. Understanding and 
getting to the source failure demand arises from asking good, open ended questions - not providing 

statements. In getting good at seeing failure demand, focus on process, not people. Keep all our attention 
on the fl ow of work through the process in your own environment.
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Analyse

Recognizing sources
• Some analytical models and tools
• Good 5-Why
• Time-Value Analysis
• Ishikawa (fishbone) diagrams
• Jobs-to-be-done study
• Failure mode and effects analysis [FMEA]
• Design of experiments [learning what really 
matters in a process]
• Designing process so you know in performing 
the action that it is good or not [understanding 
your own feedback loops]

Act

Installing countermeasures
Some guidance
• Temporary countermeasures to test and 
minimize failures in the process [flexibility]
• Poka-yoke [failure proofing]
• Kaizen [proactive problem-finding and 
experimentation]
• PDSA [scientific method]
• Toyota Improvement Kata
• A3 Learning [not problem-solving]
• Radical process redesign [not unexamined]

Knowing this...
Map out (roughly) how much of your time is spent on failure demand activities versus value-demand 

activities in a typical week. Odds are your week looks like this:

How To
Some guidance on recognizing and alleviating failure demand.

dealing with 
failure demand

value-added demand 
on your time
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1. Welcome, introductions, set expectations [15 mins]
2. Introduce the key distinctions [30 mins]

   - Value demand + Incidental Work
  - Failure Demand
   Failure demand in my process
   Failure demand in another's process
   Failure demand in our process [tolerance stacking and compounding effects]
  - A process that is not capable
  - Do-overs/process breaks
  - A process that was not performed
  - Superfl uous Work + Secondary Needs

3. Describe demonstrative examples for your exercise [5 mins]
  - RFI’s or Revise and resubmit submittals

break [1 hr mark] 
4. Identify Failure Demand [10 mins]
5. Write down 10 items that describe non-value adding work that you do, arising from FD. 
 [10 mins]
6. Share [10 mins] In triads, have participants share their failure demand.
7. Debrief Whole Room [10 mins].  Ask for one person from each triad to share another participant's most 
interesting/surprising FD.

break [1h 30 mark]

8. Workshop [50 mins]. 
  Facilitator selects one of the failure demands (by the facilitator) to work on as an example
  [10 mins]. Next, have the triads work on each others' failure demands one at a time 
  [40 mins]. Debrief the room exploring what was learned [10 mins]

9. Plus | Delta [10 mins] 
          break [2h 40 mins mark]

10. Exploring Failure Demand Initiative Alternatives [50 mins]
Use a C-level leader to maintain focus
Have every department and project identify current failure demand
Eliminate three sources of failure demand every month for each department and/or project
Don't be concerned with measuring the dollar value of the waste eliminated
Have a monthly review with all departments and projects reporting on their progress
Celebrate learning rather than outcomes
Kick-start a kaizen program

break [3h 30 mins mark]

Failure Demand
Workshop Program - Facilitator

START

END
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Participant Book
Workshop Notes
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