
PROCESS MANAGEMENT

Confronting Confusion

Overcoming four types of confusion 

that cause chaos in the workplace

by Martin F. Stankard

Just the Facts

• Four common types of workplace confusion stem from motivation, accountability, improvement teams and 
systematic improvement.

• These types of confusion affect process management, job satisfaction, product and service quality, 
competitive survival and success at various levels in an organization.

• Confusing situations present opportunities for people and organizations to learn and grow.

Confusion is a lack of clear understanding that causes you to feel so uncertain or uncomfortable that you have 
difficulty making decisions. But rather than panic, the experience of confusion presents an opportunity to stop, learn 
and seek clarity in your life and work.

There are four common types of organizational confusion that affect process management and job satisfaction at the 
operating level, product and service quality at the process and customer levels, and competitive survival and success 
at the strategic level. 

Lessons learned from more than 100 consulting assignments in large sales and service operations provide examples 
that quality professionals at all organizational levels can draw from to help their organizations overcome these 

damaging types of confusion.
1

The real roots of motivation

The first type of confusion all quality professionals should watch for is confusion about each employee’s motivation to 
do his or her best work. One reward or incentive scheme may motivate some people but leave others indifferent or 
frustrated. 

Example. The quality vice president of a bank sponsored a Baldrige assessment.
2
 Among other findings, the 

assessment feedback showed that more than 90% of the bank’s annual reward and recognition budget (more than 
$500,000 per year) rewarded heroic employee efforts to remedy problems, errors and upsets after they had occurred 
and damaged customers or bank operations. 

When senior management heard this feedback, it mandated that at least one-quarter of all reward and recognition 
awards in each department be given to employees who had improved customer service outcomes, and prevented 
errors and upsets before they hurt customers or bank operations. The bank’s CEO personally reviewed all 
departments’ quality and improvement reward and recognition efforts monthly. 

Two years later, at an ASQ regional conference, the bank’s quality vice president presented the results of this change 
as a follow-up on the assessment feedback. Trends in customer satisfaction, market share growth rate, profitability 
and service quality all improved, and many exceeded competitive benchmarks. 

To address confusion about motivation:

• Ask operation managers who reward reaction after problems erupt if they also recognize employees who 
prevent problems. If not, suggest shifting some recognition to employees who make changes to ensure 
customer satisfaction through consistent, cost effective and superior quality.

• Invest in prevention that pays off in fewer repetitive upsets, errors and process problems. Rewarding 
firefighting encourages more firefighting. Recognizing people who prevent problems satisfies a deep drive in 
employees to be asked for their help, to be viewed positively by those they respect and to be part of a winning 
team.

• Train and coach the people supervising or working in operations to use problem solving and prevention tools, 
such as the five-why root cause analysis, job aides and quality checklists. Make the right way to work the 
easier way. 

When speaking with organizational leaders, suggest spotlighting employees who successfully boost customer value 
and employee morale. It may not even require monetary recognition. For example, when surveyed, roughly two-
thirds of 10,000 employees felt more rewarded by a sincere "thank you" from a boss or coworker. Members of 

successful teams said their best reward was to let them do it again.
3
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Blaming a scapegoat

The second type of confusion arises from blaming problems on scapegoats instead of asking, "Why did our process let 
us down?" Senior managers who assign blame damage organizationwide motivation and improvement. 

Example. An executive interrupted a team that was presenting problems and publicly blamed two employees, who 
were not on the team, for causing the problems. Uncomfortable silence ensued. 

Unproven blaming not only demoralizes employees, but fear of being blamed publicly for failure also makes people 

less likely to seek root causes and innovate.
4
 To address confusion about accountability, supervisors or those who 

lead process improvement projects should:

• Go easy on people and hard on processes. When problems arise, instead of asking, "Who is to blame?" 
first ask, "Where and why did our processes let us down?" Avoid using pay, promotions, privilege and 
punishment (the four P’s) as a threat. Instead, pass accountability up the ranks and pass credit down to those 
who improve processes.

• Go and see for yourself. Seek out people whose firsthand knowledge lets you base decisions on hard facts. 
Demand proof when people offer opinions and guesses. When asking the five whys to find the root causes of 
recurring problems, always use firsthand data from people directly involved. Damage caused by problems 
does not obey organizational boundaries, so the search for their root causes shouldn’t either.

• Avoid putting people in a blaming frame of mind by replacing confusion and fear of failure with 
positive feelings of learning and success. Involve people in pilot-testing process changes. Use risk-free 
experiments to shift the dynamic from blaming people for a problem after it occurs to learning how to prevent 
such problems in the future. Promoting learning in place of finger-pointing takes genuine and sometimes hard-
nosed leadership.

Cross-functional improvement teams

The third type of confusion arises when executive sponsors of cross-functional process improvement teams do not 
consider their roles as improvement sponsors or the improvement team members’ traits and skills. Quality 
professionals coaching improvement efforts should advise executive sponsors of process improvement on:

• Forming, chartering and training process improvement teams. Quality professionals should then train 
improvement sponsors and the members of the teams they sponsor in improving end-to-end performance of 
processes affecting organizational success. 

Example. An effective lending process is essential for commercial banking solvency and profitability. The 

executive sponsor of a cross-functional team improving loan quality and volume should chair a steering team 

whose members include managers from all functions that provide resources to lending (commercial lending, 

finance, credit, loan approval, loan administration and IT, for example). 

The steering team of six to eight senior managers reports to the executive sponsor and usually meets for one 

to two hours monthly to review improvement team progress. Steering team members also should participate 

in improvement training.

• Defining which process (customer service, new product development, sales, facilities maintenance, 
underwriting or hospital admission, for example) presents improvement challenges or problems. Sponsors also 
should define what the desired improvement is (and is not), and why it is a strategic bottleneck. 

The label "software process improvement," for example, is not specific. But saying, "Our software engineering 

process slows down development of new products essential for us to compete," can be defined using examples 

from recent business successes and failures that show what to improve (customer desire for new software 

offerings) and what not to improve (investing in outdated products).

• Choosing people with two or more years of experience in all aspects of the process to be improved as core 
process improvement team members. Also advise sponsors on the selection of functional managers as 
steering team members. In addition to core team members’ roles as process experts, those with appropriate 
skills may perform such ideal roles as: 

◦ Rocket scientist—a team member with spreadsheet and data analysis skills who can lead a metrics 
and data analysis sub-team.

◦ Plate breaker—a respected team member who knows the process problems and can use humor to 
point out unpleasant truths other team members may prefer to ignore. The plate breaker helps focus 
on the team’s objective and creates peer pressure that prevents whining, blaming and excuses. 

◦ Sergeant major—a team member the steering team members and process workforce trust who can 
get things done. Sergeant majors often lead corrective, quick-hit process improvements while the core 
team designs a better future end-to-end process. A sergeant major also may guide pilot testing and 
train the workforce to deploy the improved process. 

◦ Guest or consultant—specialized experts who participate in team meetings as needed. 
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◦ Team trainer, coach or facilitator—usually lean or Six Sigma process improvement specialists from 
the quality function or HR who can train and advise the team, its executive sponsor and the steering 
team.

Other than each member’s process expertise, a sponsor never should identify which team members are 

chosen for which ideal role. Don’t worry if the available team members can’t fill all these ideal roles. If an 

experienced process quality improvement trainer or coach supports the team and its leader, work with the 

people you have and fill in gaps as needed with just-in-time training and coaching. Sponsors and their quality 

professional advisors should: 

• Address new team members’ concerns up front. Answer team members’ "me" questions: Why am I on this 
team? What’s in it for me? What will happen to me? How do I know I can trust you?

• Use a structured process improvement approach and take steps one at a time while respecting all team 
members’ points of view. Gradually build the capability of new team members by working on small and 
medium-sized processes first. After one to three process improvement projects, some or all team members 
may join teams that work to improve larger strategically critical processes. 

• Consider team size when setting team meeting times. As a guideline, each team member should have at least 
20 minutes of "air time" per meeting. A three-person team may meet for an hour, but few teams are 
productive after working for three hours or more. This implies a maximum team size of nine. 

When process complexity demands more than nine team members, organize members of the whole team to 

serve on subteams of two or three members. Subteams typically include: metrics and data analysis; voice of 

the customer (carrying out focus groups, surveys and quality function deployment); quick hits to make fast, 

small improvements as opportunities surface during a long project; corrective action if the process being 

worked on lacks it; training and deployment; and, occasionally, tasks that don’t require the whole team, such 

as cost-benefit analysis. 

When the whole team meets, break into subteams and work on tasks in parallel. Before the meeting ends, 

reconvene the whole team to share and discuss subteam progress, problems and plans. 

• Ensure team members have the job flexibility to attend team meetings without jeopardizing their regular job 
performance. Absenteeism from team meetings signals that missing meetings is acceptable and is an early 
warning sign of failure. Senior managers, though willing, usually have too many conflicting obligations to 
attend improvement team meetings regularly. If their contributions are desired, it is better to invite them to 
serve on the steering team.

• If needed, provide backup for team members whose absence from regular work disrupts business. Thank and 
credit all contributors.

• To maximize the odds of a successful improvement plan, break risky tasks into smaller, easier tasks. A team 
with the know-how to perform 60 to 80% of all steps in a new process can run small, fail-fast pilot tests to 
invent ways to close process gaps. While simulating the improved process on a few typical work units, 
members with the deepest experience improvise ways to fill process gaps as needed. Gradually increase the 
complexity of work units as pilot testing progresses. When a pilot test goes wrong, stop it; diagnose what 
went wrong, learn, adapt the process, retrain and rerun the pilot test on similar work units.

Systematic improvement

The fourth type of confusion arises from mistaking incremental improvements scattered around the organization for 
strategic improvements that yield organizationwide benefits. Understanding how your organization works as a 
system—and using that understanding to set improvement priorities—resolves this type of confusion.

Organizations are social systems in which individuals balance fulfillment of their organization’s purpose with pursuit of 
their own goals. To improve the performance of your organization as a system, those in charge first must identify the 
critical bottlenecks that limit overall organizational performance. One or more critical bottlenecks always exist inside 
or outside of the organization. If no such bottleneck existed, the organization would produce infinite volumes of 
perfect-quality products or services, which is impossible.

No matter how many improvements an organization makes, if it does not relieve its systemic performance 
bottleneck, it will fall behind its competitors that systematically improve. Beyond local improvements, an 
organization’s annual planning cycle must assess the organization’s opportunities and processes, identify the vital few 
processes limiting mission accomplishment and sponsor improvement efforts to relieve strategic process bottlenecks. 

W. Edwards Deming first sketched this systematic improvement approach in a flowchart he presented to Japanese 

business leaders in 1950.
5
 Sadly, not many U.S. firms were led by plate breakers. Champions for systematic 

improvement are uncommon, but they create tremendous opportunities for quality professionals with the know-how 
and courage to work with such leaders.

Senior quality professionals and consultants can help organizational managers assess and improve their 
organization’s performance by:
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• Focusing on the question, "Why does our organization exist?" CEOs tend to describe their organizations in one 
of three ways: function—what the organization does for customers; process—how it produces its products and 
services; or structure—the organization’s major parts. 

A rare fourth description—purpose and mission—replaces confusion with clarity at all levels by stating why an 

organization exists in its wider context (such as to produce products and services that create customer 

appetite and satisfy that appetite in its markets). 

Employees of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel Co., for example, understand that they are ladies and gentlemen 

providing genuine care and comfort to the ladies and gentlemen who are guests in their luxury hotels. 

• Identifying the vital bottlenecks blocking mission accomplishment, then sponsoring, forming and training 
strategic improvement teams of managers and supervisors to make needed changes. Begin with the most 
critical strategic bottleneck and coach a team to remove it. In the process, learn by doing, measure outcomes, 
recognize success, and improve and repeat the process for the next strategic bottleneck. 

• Facilitating or coaching teams on strategic projects. Quality professionals experienced in training and leading 
improvement teams can help team members avoid conflicts with regular job responsibilities by planning work 
so that no team member works more than two days per month on strategic improvement. A six-member 
project team, for example, would plan tasks that add up to 12 days of effort per month for as long as the 
improvement takes. Each month, senior leaders review each team’s progress against its plan and take 
corrective action, if needed. These teams are mission critical and must not fail.

• Encouraging top management to use the four P’s to reinforce a culture that pursues the organization’s 
mission. Team members who were effective plate breakers for strategic improvement, for example, can be 
promoted swiftly. As operating quality and productivity increase each year, better quality at lower cost gives 
marketers a competitive edge in attracting enough new business to avoid workforce reductions. 

Example. After five years, a bank doubled its total business volume with no change in its workforce. The bank 

was expanding at four times the growth rate of the total banking market and earned the highest return on 

assets of hundreds of peer banks in its asset class. After five years of rapid promotions and strategic 

improvement successes, a lender who had been a valuable plate breaker in the first year’s improvement effort 

became the CEO of a non-competing bank.

• Making people proud by balancing focus on the financial scoreboard with measurable progress toward 
achieving enterprise and personal goals. Engage and humanize your organization by involving people’s hearts 
and minds in answering questions such as, "How can each person’s contribution to systematic improvement 
help him or her achieve personal goals?" For many individuals, being asked to serve with other team members 
on an important improvement project is its own reward. 

Example. The manager of a bank’s largest branch stood in the center of her branch’s lobby and told the 

bank’s CEO: "I’ve worked at this bank for 25 years and for all those years, we had the same problems. By 

working on a process improvement team, we made those problems go away." She thanked the CEO for letting 

her serve on the team and the team trainer for teaching the bank process improvement. Her team had 

streamlined loan and account opening and platform servicing in her branch and scores of other retail 

branches. 

Team members also benefit from monthly meetings with members of the executive steering team. In a 

growing firm, members of successful teams often are promoted based on their contributions to team 

successes.

Stay ahead of creative destruction

Economist Joseph Schumpeter defined creative destruction as a long-term cycle in which new and better products 
and organizations replace earlier, outdated products and organizations. As outmoded organizations are acquired or 
disbanded, their human and economic resources become available for re-employment in the next wave of innovation 
in technology, product designs, processes and customer delight.

Permanent shifts in market share often occur during slumps and recessions. Smaller innovators use market 
slowdowns to develop and innovate. In contrast, large, risk-averse organizations slow down innovation to save costs. 
When economic activity picks up and customers start buying the next new thing, the laggards find they have become 
uncompetitive.

During a professional career, you may find yourself in an organization that is not improving or innovating fast enough 
to escape Schumpeter’s recycling of people and assets. Developing a broad and adaptable skillset—along with a 
mindset that sees confusing situations as opportunities to learn—will help you recognize and seize opportunities that 
others ignore. 
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