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PROCESS DEBT

WHY YOUR COMPANY ISN'T READY
FOR Al (AND HOW TO FIXIT)

Al can't run on tribal knowledge and undocumented
handoffs. Before you can automate work, you need to
define how work actually gets done.
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Executive Summary

The Tell

When | walk into an organization to assess its
operational health, | don't start with
documentation requests or system audits. | start
by asking people to describe how work actually
gets done.

What I'm listening for isn't the answer. It's the
silence before the answer.

In healthy organizations, people describe their
processes with casual confidence. In organizations

carrying heavy process debt, | hear something
else: hesitation, throat-clearing, careful
qualification. No one wants to speak first. And
when someone finally does, | hear the second tell—
silo pride mixed with blame.

"Well, | don't know what other teams do, but MY
process is clear.....The problem is that other
departments are slow, or don't follow through, or
don't give us what we need."

That pattern—silence followed by defensive
deflection—is the sound of process debt
compounding.

The Numbers Don’t Lie...

95%

of generative Al pilots at
companies fail to create
measurable value.

MIT NANDA Report, 2025

Organizations reporting
significant financial
returns are

X

as likely to have redesigned
end-to-end workflows
before selecting data
modeling techniques

McKinsey, 2025

Companies using isolated Al
experiments see

5% or less

savings, while leading
companies achieve cost

savings up to 25%
with end-to-end Al
integration

McKinsey, 2025



“...The problem is that other departments are
slow, or don't follow through, or don't give us
what we need."

That pattern—silence followed by defensive
deflection—is the sound of process debt
compounding.

What Is Process Debt?

Technical debt is a well-understood concept in software
development. It refers to the accumulated cost of shortcuts,
workarounds, and deferred maintenance in a codebase. You can ship
faster today by cutting corners, but eventually those corners extract
a toll: systems become fragile, changes become risky, and progress

slows to a crawl.

Process debt is the operational equivalent. It's the accumulation of
undocumented tribal knowledge, workarounds that became policy,
handoffs held together by individual relationships rather than defined
requirements, and procedures that exist only in the heads of long-

tenured employees.

Every organization carries some process debt. It accrues naturally as
companies grow, adapt, and respond to market pressures. A small
amount is manageable—even healthy. But left unchecked, process
debt compounds. And like financial debt, the interest eventually

becomes crippling.

Here's what makes this moment different: Al can't operate on process
debt.

Large language models, automation tools, and Al agents require clean
inputs: documented workflows, explicit decision criteria, defined
handoffs, and structured data. They can't navigate the informal
networks, unwritten rules, and institutional memory that human

workers use to bridge the gaps in broken processes.

This creates an uncomfortable truth for executives eager to capture
Al's productivity gains: before you can adopt Al, you have to pay

down your process debt.



The Excuses (And Why They Don't Hold)

When | tell leaders their organization needs to document and formalize
processes before pursuing Al initiatives, | hear the same objections repeatedly.
Each one sounds reasonable. None of them are.

"Our process is organic and collaborative, so you can't define it."
Translation: No one owns it.

"Organic" is often a euphemism for "we've never forced anyone to commit to
how this actually works." Collaboration doesn't preclude definition—it requires it.
How can people collaborate effectively if they don't have shared expectations
about inputs, outputs, and responsibilities?

What this excuse really signals: The process has never been stress-tested. It
works only because specific individuals make heroic efforts to bridge the gaps.
When those people leave, get sick, or take a vacation, the "organic collaboration”
collapses.

"We're in the process of changing our process, so we don't want to
define it until those changes are done."

Translation: We've been saying this for three years.

Change is constant. If you wait for stability before documenting, you'll wait
forever. More importantly, you can't manage change to a process you haven't
defined. How do you know if the change improved anything? How do you
communicate the change to stakeholders? How do you train new employees?

What this excuse really signals: Leadership hasn't committed to how the process
should work. The "change" is perpetual tinkering without a target state.

"It will be too much work to keep the documentation up to date.”
Translation: We'd rather maintain the chaos.

Yes, documentation requires maintenance. But undocumented processes
require something far more expensive: constant firefighting, repeated
explanations,

inconsistent outcomes, and institutional knowledge that walks out the door with
every departure.

What this excuse really signals: The organization has accepted process
dysfunction as normal. The pain of the current state has become invisible
because everyone has adapted to it.



The Real Cost: A Cautionary
Tale

A regional healthcare network I'm familiar with decided
to implement a new patient scheduling platform. The
project had executive sponsorship, adequate budget,
and a capable implementation team. On paper,
everything was aligned for success.

The implementation focused intensively on the core
process: appointment booking and provider calendar
management. The team mapped workflows,
configured the system, trained staff, and ran pilots.
The new platform worked beautifully—inside the
scheduling department.

Then they went live.

Within days, the clinics began backing up. Not because
scheduling failed, but because every connecting
process broke simultaneously. Referral management
couldn’t route incoming referrals into the new system
correctly. Medical records couldn’t attach prior
documentation to scheduled visits. Insurance pre-
authorization requests stopped flowing to the billing
team. Pharmacy coordination for pre-procedure prep
ground to a halt.

The implementation team had optimized one process
in isolation while ignoring the handoffs—the points
where information flows between process areas.
Those handoffs had been held together by informal
workarounds, manual interventions, and tribal
knowledge. When the new system disrupted those
fragile connections, there was nothing documented to
fall back on.

The result: thousands of delayed or rescheduled
appointments, emergency paper-based processing,
significant staff overtime, and a five-month recovery
effort.

This wasn't a technology failure. It was a process debt
crisis that the technology implementation exposed.

Where Process Debt
Actually Lives

Most organizations think of process in terms of
what happens within a functional area. The
warehouse has a process. Finance has a process.
Customer service has a process.

This framing misses where process debt
accumulates most dangerously: at the handoffs.

A handoff is any point where work, information, or
responsibility transfers from one process area to
another. It's where an order moves from sales to
fulfilment. Where a customer complaint moves
from support to engineering. Where a financial
close moves from operations to accounting.

Handoffs are where process debt hides for three
reasons:

No clear ownership. The sending team thinks their
job is done when they hand off. The receiving team
thinks their job starts when they receive. The
handoff itself belongs to no one.

Undocumented requirements. The receiving team
needs specific information to do their work, but
those requirements have never been explicitly
defined. Instead, they've evolved through ad-hoc
requests, informal relationships, and repeated
friction.

Invisible to leadership. Executives see functional
metrics—warehouse efficiency, support ticket
resolution, financial close timing. They rarely see
handoff metrics because handoffs cross
organizational boundaries.

When you implement Al or automation, you're often
trying to accelerate or enhance a specific process
area. But Al doesn't automatically fix broken
handoffs—it amplifies them. Garbage flows faster.
Gaps widen. The informal human interventions that
used to patch the holes get automated out of
existence.

Before you automate anything, you need to know
where your handoffs are and what the receiving
processes actually need.



Where to Start: The Cognitive Processing Framework

Not all processes are equally suited for Al implementation. Understanding which processes to address first
requires a framework for classifying the type of cognitive work involved. | use a five-level hierarchy based on
the cognitive complexity of the work:

Perceptual Work focused on detecting signals, recognizing patterns, spotting
Level 1 anomalies, or monitoring large volumes of inputs. Examples: quality inspection, alert
monitoring, document classification, data entry validation.

Analytical Work focused on calculations, comparisons, structured logic, models, or
Level 2 forecasts with defined rules and variables. Examples: financial reconciliation,
inventory optimization, pricing calculations, compliance checking.

Evaluative Work focused on judgment, prioritization, trade-offs, approvals, or
Level 3 applying criteria where context matters. Examples: credit decisions, hiring
recommendations, exception handling, risk assessment.

Creative Work focused on generating new ideas, reframing problems, or designing
Level 4 novel solutions where there is no single right answer. Examples: product design,
marketing campaigns, strategic planning, problem-solving under ambiguity.

Integrative Work focused on synthesizing across domains, aligning decisions with
Level 5 strategy or purpose, and considering second-order impacts. Examples: executive
decision-making, organizational design, stakeholder negotiation, crisis response.

The Key Insight
Al implementation success correlates inversely with cognitive level.

Perceptual and Analytical work (Levels 1-2) can be automated with high reliability today. Current Al excels at pattern
recognition, calculation, and rule application at scale.

Evaluative work (Level 3) is partially automatable—Al can support and accelerate human judgment, but humans remain
in the loop for consequential decisions.

Creative and Integrative work (Levels 4-5) remain predominantly human domains. Al can assist, generate options, and
accelerate exploration, but the synthesis and judgment remain human responsibilities.

Most companies make the mistake of targeting Al at high-cognitive-level work first—the prestigious, vi
sible, strategic work. This is backwards. The wins are in Levels 1and 2: high-volume, unglamorous work where Al can
operate with minimal human oversight.

But here's the catch: you can't successfully automate Level 1-2 work if the handoffs into and out of that work are
broken. Process debt at the boundaries will sabotage even the most straightforward automation.




Resolving process debt isn't a one-time project—it's a capability you build. But it starts with a
specific sequence:

Step 1: Build the Process Architecture

Before you can address process debt, you need a map of where work actually gets done. This
isn't a detailed process map of every task—it's a higher-level architecture that identifies:

What are the major process areas in the organization?
What is the cognitive processing level of each area?
Where are the boundaries between areas?

This architecture gives you a landscape view. It tells you where to look.

Step 2: Identify the Handoffs

With the architecture in place, systematically identify every point where information, work, or
responsibility transfers between process areas. For each handoff, ask:

What is being handed off?

Who sends it? Who receives it?

What triggers the handoff?

How is the handoff executed today? (System? Email? Verbal? Telepathy?)

Most organizations discover they have far more handoffs than they realized—and far fewer of
them are formally defined.

Step 3: Define Cross-Process Requirements

This is the critical step most organizations skip. For each handoff, explicitly define:

What does the receiving process actually need to do its work?
In what format? With what timing? At what quality level?
What happens when requirements aren't met?

This step often reveals uncomfortable truths. Receiving teams have been compensating for
inadequate handoffs through heroic effort, manual rework, and informal workarounds. Sending
teams have been declaring victory at the handoff without understanding downstream
consequences.



What "Done" Looks Like

A complete process debt resolution engagement produces:

A process architecture documenting where work gets done and the cognitive level
of each process area

A handoff map identifying every cross-functional transfer of work or information
Defined requirements for each handoff, agreed upon by sending and receiving
process owners

Prioritized recommendations for where to begin Al implementation, based on
cognitive level, handoff health, and business impact

This isn't just documentation for documentation's sake. It's the foundation that makes
Al adoption possible—and sustainable.

The Choice

Every organization will eventually need to adopt Al to remain competitive. The
question isn't whether, but when and how.

Companies that address their process debt now will be positioned to adopt Al
smoothly, capturing productivity gains while managing risk. Companies that ignore
process debt will experience what that warehouse implementation experienced:
technology projects that expose and amplify dysfunction rather than resolving it.

Process debt is a choice. You can pay it down deliberately, on your timeline, with
controlled effort. Or you can let it compound until a failed implementation forces

you to address it under crisis conditions.

The interest on process debt is paid in delayed transformations, failed projects,
and competitive disadvantage.

The time to start paying it down is before you need to.
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Sam Meyer
Principle Consultant, Step 4 Consulting

Sam Meyer is a process architect and author with over a decade
of experience designing, analyzing, and improving how work
actually gets done inside complex organizations. His work sits at
the intersection of process design, organizational behavior, and
leadership—focusing not just on efficiency, but on how
processes quietly shape incentives, behavior, and ultimately
culture.

Sam is the author of Process Culture, a concise and practical
exploration of how culture is not something organizations “set,”
but something that emerges predictably from the incentives
embedded in everyday processes. In the book, he introduces a
clear framework for understanding how process design creates
relief, recognition, momentum, fairness, and learning incentives
—and how misaligned incentives quietly drive disengagement,
silos, and burnout.

As a thought leader, Sam challenges traditional culture-first
change approaches, arguing instead that sustainable cultural
change is a design problem, not a messaging problem. His
perspective emphasizes ethical and practical process design:
creating systems where doing the right thing is also the easiest
and most rational thing for people to do.

Sam'’s work is especially relevant for leaders navigating growth,
cross-functional complexity, and Al adoption—where unclear
processes and misaligned incentives are often amplified rather
than solved. His writing and advisory approach are grounded,
systems-oriented, and deeply human, helping organizations
build structures that support both performance and trust.
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Connect with me on LinkedIn
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