WHAT COULD A BUSINESS
RELIABILITY CHECK-UP
ACTUALLY UNCOVER?

See how an ordinary conversation might uncover something
important hiding in plain sight.

A founder-facing illustration based on real business experiences from research with
more than 130 business owners.

Most businesses have things that could be improved.
That's not what a Business Reliability Check-Up is looking for.

It's looking for the smaller number of things that could actually matter—an assumption, dependency, workaround,
missed safeguard or other condition that seems perfectly manageable today but could produce an expensive
surprise tomorrow.

And “overlooking” something doesn’t necessarily mean you don’t know it exists.

Sometimes the vulnerability is hiding in plain sight: something you know about, have learned to live with, or have
simply never had a reason to examine more closely.

What might a Check-Up like that look like in practice?

Here’s one example.



A NOTE ABOUT THIS EXAMPLE

The Check-Up conversation that follows is hypothetical.

It is inspired by the actual experience of a business owner who participated in the research behind the Business
Reliability Check-Up. The underlying business situation, mistake and changes made afterward are real.

The imagined conversation illustrates how a Business Reliability Check-Up might have explored the vulnerability
before the mistake occurred.

IMAGINE CATCHING IT BEFORE IT HAPPENS.

Think about a growing custom merchandise company, a few years into business, with a team producing and
distributing custom posters, T-shirts and wristbands.

Business is going pretty well.

The founder signed up for a Business Reliability Check-Up. It wasn’t because something was broken. He was
curious about what a fresh outside look might reveal—especially something that could be difficult to see when
you're immersed in running the business every day.

We meet.

| first ask him to help me understand the business: what it does, how it operates, what's changing, what seems to
be going well and what occasionally causes headaches.

Then we begin looking deeper.

My questions are informed by patterns I've found studying the experiences of more than 130 business
owners—places where otherwise capable people and healthy businesses can become vulnerable.

At one point, | ask:

“Is there anything in your business that you already know is a little
shaky—but you keep putting off fixing because it hasn’t caused a serious
problem yet?”

He thinks for a moment.

“Actually, yes. Our website can’t accept orders very far in advance.”

Most orders aren’t a problem. The normal turnaround is about two weeks.

But occasionally a customer wants to place an order months ahead.

“What happens then?”

He explains that the website can’t accommodate it, so he handles those unusual requests himself.

He makes a note to enter the order manually when it gets closer to the fulfillment date.

Nothing terribly alarming about that.

Until we keep talking.

I “So what has to happen for that customer to get what you promised?”

“I have to remember to enter the order a few weeks before it's due.”

I “And what happens if you don’t?”

Now we've found something worth looking at.
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THE VULNERABILITY ISN'T THE PERSON. IT'S THE DEPENDENCY.

The founder isn't careless.
The business isn’'t badly run.
And the website limitation itself isn’t necessarily a serious problem.

The vulnerability is the workaround created by that limitation:

Accept the Wait several Manually
- Make anote - - Remember -
request now weeks enter order

An important customer commitment depends on one person remembering to do something in the future.
That's the kind of thread a Check-Up is designed to follow.

Not because | somehow know the founder is going to forget an order.

| don't.

The founder supplies the facts about how his business works. My role is to know where to probe, what patterns to
listen for, and when an ordinary-sounding answer deserves another question.

So we explore it.

Could the advance order be captured immediately?

Could the system hold it until the appropriate production date?
Could there be a review step?

Most importantly:

Could the process be redesigned so nobody has to remember at all?

That's a different question from:
“How can we make sure you remember?”
The first creates a safeguard.

The second still depends on memory.

AND THEN THE CHECK-UP CONTINUES.

We don’t stop after finding one interesting issue.

We continue looking across the other areas where the research suggests vulnerabilities can hide—in assumptions,
people, processes, decisions, follow-through, preparation and other operating conditions.

Perhaps we don't find anything else particularly concerning.

That's okay.

The goal of a Business Reliability Check-Up isn’t to manufacture a long list of problems.
It's to find what matters.

Most of this company’s operations might look quite sound.

But this one seemingly modest workaround deserves attention because the downside could be much larger than
the inconvenience of fixing it.

A valuable customer is depending on it.
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NOW HERE'S WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED.

The Check-Up conversation you've just read is hypothetical.
The underlying business experience isn’t.

A co-founder of an actual custom merchandise business in my research received a customer’s order request
several months in advance.

His website couldn’t accommodate it.

So he made himself a note to enter the order about three weeks before the deadline.

Then he forgot.

The business lost what he described as a major sale—and the respect of the customer.

The founder considered the mistake completely preventable and a major threat to his business.
Perhaps the most revealing thing he told us was this:

“I knew that this was a flaw in our system, but | kept putting it off even though | knew that
something like this might happen.”

The vulnerability wasn’'t completely invisible.
It was hiding in plain sight.

He knew the limitation existed. He knew the workaround depended on his memory. And he even recognized that
something could eventually go wrong.

But nothing bad had happened yet, so fixing it kept losing the priority battle to more immediate demands.
Until it didn’t.

Afterward, the company didn’t simply resolve to remember better.

It changed the system.

Advance orders could now be logged when they were received. The business also added a review step and
improved documentation.

When he participated in the research, nearly all of those changes remained in place, the problem had not recurred,
and he rated the changes extremely successful. He said the improved system had helped the company’s
reputation immensely.

Imagine discovering the vulnerability before the customer discovered it for you.

BUT A VULNERABILITY MIGHT LOOK COMPLETELY DIFFERENT IN
YOUR BUSINESS.

The custom merchandise example involves a process and an unusual customer order.
Other business owners in the research encountered vulnerabilities that looked nothing like it.

Here are two.

WHEN GOOD HELP ISN'T ENOUGH
A pet-sitting business
A pet-sitting business owner was taking on more work than she could physically handle herself.

Her solution seemed sensible: bring in people she trusted to help serve her customers.
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Most were friends.

But personal trust didn’t guarantee that they would deliver the same professional, caring and thorough experience
her customers had come to expect from her.

Some customers noticed the difference.
She ultimately lost several clients.

Afterward, she became much more deliberate about worker selection, training, communication and planning. She
added a process and checklist. Nearly all of the changes remained in place when she participated in the research,
and she reported no recurrence.

The payoff went beyond avoiding another problem: she reported increased customer satisfaction and more
referrals.

A Business Reliability Check-Up conducted earlier obviously couldn’t know that particular workers would eventually
disappoint customers.

But the conversation might have explored something more fundamental:

“As you delegate work, what do customers expect from you personally
that someone else might not realize they’re expected to reproduce?”

That could lead somewhere interesting.

Perhaps the vulnerability isn’'t whether someone can perform the basic job.

It could be whether the business has identified and transferred the less obvious things customers value about how
the job gets done.

WHEN SUCCESS CREATES THE VULNERABILITY

A solo consulting business

A consultant had a very good client.

Then the client became an even better client.

More assignments. More projects. More revenue.

That's success.

Except, gradually, that single customer came to represent more than half of the consultant’s income.
Nothing had gone wrong.

The relationship was good.

The revenue was welcome.

Then the client left.

More than half the business disappeared almost overnight.

The consultant survived and rebuilt. Today, customer concentration is actively monitored and no single client is
allowed to become that dominant again.

What might a Business Reliability Check-Up have explored before that happened?
Perhaps:

“Has anything that’s going especially well in your business quietly made
you dependent on it?”

That's an unusual way to look for vulnerability.
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We naturally pay attention to what's going badly.

Sometimes it's worth looking closely at what's going extremely well.

THREE BUSINESSES. THREE VERY DIFFERENT VULNERABILITIES.

A growing merchandise company had an important customer commitment that depended on someone’s future
memory.

A pet-sitting business needed to delegate work—but hadn't fully protected what customers valued about how that
work was delivered.

A successful consultant gradually became dangerously dependent on his best customer.
PROCESS PEOPLE BUSINESS MODEL

None of these businesses needed someone to tell them everything they were doing wrong.
And none of these vulnerabilities necessarily looked like an emergency while things were going well.

That's precisely the point.

WHAT MIGHT YOUR VERSION BE?

Maybe it's a workaround that was supposed to be temporary.
Something important only one person knows how to do.

An assumption everyone accepts but nobody has checked lately.
A customer or supplier you've become unusually dependent upon.
A commitment that depends on someone remembering.

A responsibility that everybody assumes somebody else handles.
Or something entirely different.

Some of the most important things a Check-Up might uncover aren’t completely hidden.
They're things you've become accustomed to seeing.

You may not need a long list of problems.

You may need to find one thing that matters.

The Business Reliability Check-Up uses research-informed questions and conversation to look across the places
where vulnerabilities like these can hide.

You know your business.
My role isn’t to arrive pretending | know it better than you do.

It's to bring an outside perspective, know where to probe and what patterns to listen for, and help us examine
together whether something that sounds ordinary deserves a closer look.

Not to predict every possible mistake.
Not to eliminate normal business risk.
And not to tell you how to run your business.

It's a structured outside look designed to help you see what matters more clearly, strengthen what's vulnerable,
and build a more reliable business.

Before an expensive surprise tells you where you should have looked.
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INTERESTED IN AN EARLY BUSINESS RELIABILITY
CHECK-UP?

The Business Reliability Check-Up is now entering pilot testing.

Early participants will receive a personalized, confidential look at their own business while
also helping me test and refine the experience.

Learn more or express interest in participating:

https://williamholsten.com/business-reliability-check-up/
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