
When everyone around you treats a clumsy process as “just how things work,” it’s tempting to assume you’re
being picky. Maybe sending three emails to get one approval is normal. Maybe invoices always need a second
round of corrections. Maybe a client’s request has to be copied from an email into a project tool, then into a
spreadsheet, then into another email so the right person sees it.

After years of working with service teams, I’ve learned to take that kind of frustration seriously. Not every
annoyance points to a business. But repeated, shared frustration can be a useful signal: the work is costing people
time, attention, and sometimes trust—and they may already be paying to cope with it.

If you’re asking what to read into accepted inefficiency, start here: it may reveal a gap between how work happens
and how people wish it happened. That gap can be a business opportunity. It can also be a sign of status quo bias,
tool sprawl, unclear ownership, or a process that hasn’t kept pace with customer expectations. The challenge is
figuring out which one you’re looking at.

“Normal” Is Not the Same as Necessary
People often normalize a process because it’s familiar, not because it works well. They build routines around its
weaknesses: a reminder email here, a personal spreadsheet there, a note to “double-check the invoice before it
goes out.” Those workarounds can make a broken workflow look functional from a distance.

This is one expression of status quo bias: the tendency to prefer an existing arrangement, even when a better one
may be available. In a busy organization, this isn’t necessarily stubbornness. Changing a process has a cost.
Someone has to decide what changes, update the tools, explain the new steps, and deal with the transition. When
the current system is painful but survivable, teams may choose the familiar pain.

That’s why listening for phrases like “we’ve always done it this way” or “it only takes a minute” can be useful. A
minute repeated across dozens of projects, clients, and employees adds up. More importantly, the phrase may be
concealing extra steps that nobody has counted: locating information, checking whether it’s current, following up,
correcting mistakes, and figuring out who owns the next action.

Frustration Can Be the Seed of a Durable Business
Many useful businesses begin with a practical observation: a group of people keeps struggling with the same task,
and the available options don’t solve it well enough. That struggle might be inconvenient rather than dramatic.
But if it happens often, affects a valuable outcome, and can be addressed reliably, it may support a durable service
or product.

The key is to distinguish a passing irritation from a recurring problem. A person might dislike one awkward email
template. That alone doesn’t tell you much. But if a team loses hours each week chasing approvals because
requests are scattered across inboxes, the problem has frequency, cost, and a clear workflow context.

Before treating frustration as a business opportunity, investigate it. Ask people to walk you through the last time
the problem happened, rather than asking whether they would buy your idea. People are good at describing a
frustrating day and less reliable at predicting how they’ll behave around a proposed solution. Look for actual
evidence: repeated workarounds, delayed payments, missed handoffs, rework, or existing spending on ways to
patch the process.

Questions That Separate a Real Problem from a Passing Complaint



How often does this happen, and who is affected?

What happens if nobody intervenes?

What do people do today to work around it?

Does the problem create measurable cost, delay, risk, or client frustration?

Who has both the authority and the budget to change the workflow?

If nobody can name a meaningful consequence, the problem may not justify inc a new business. If people already
spend money or staff time to manage it, you may have found something worth exploring.

Tool Sprawl Often Hides a Workflow Problem
In service businesses, inefficiency rarely lives in one tool. It tends to live between tools. A client request arrives by
email. Someone transfers it into a project-management platform. A status update goes into a spreadsheet. A
colleague asks for context in chat. Then, when the work is done, someone gathers the details needed to prepare
an invoice.

Each tool may be reasonable on its own. The friction comes from the handoffs: information has to be copied,
interpreted, checked, and passed along. If nobody owns the full path from request to payment, the team becomes
the integration layer.

This is why adding another app is often a disappointing first response to workflow inefficiency. A new tool can
make one step easier while adding another place to check. Before buying software, map the process as it actually
happens. Include the informal steps: reminders, side conversations, approval nudges, and the “I keep my own list
because I don’t trust the main one” spreadsheet.

What you observe What it may indicate What to investigate Requests live in several email threads No clear intake
path or source of truth Where requests begin, how they are prioritized, and who confirms receipt Invoices require
repeated corrections Billing depends on fragmented project information When scope, time, approvals, and billing
details are captured People maintain private spreadsheets The official workflow may lack visibility or trust What
employees need to track that the shared system does not show Work stalls when one person is away Knowledge
and ownership are concentrated Which decisions or details only that person can access

The aim isn’t to eliminate every tool. It’s to reduce unnecessary translation and ambiguity. A sensible workflow
should make it clear what happens next, who owns it, and where the relevant information belongs.

Agency Operations Make Small Inefficiencies Expensive
Agency teams feel these problems sharply because their business depends on moving work through people. A
missed detail at intake can turn into scope confusion. Scope confusion can create extra work. Extra work can delay
delivery or make a project less profitable. And a delay in gathering project information can push an invoice out by
days or weeks.

At a 25-person agency, the cost isn’t limited to the person doing the administrative task. A strategist may lose
focus while hunting for an approval. An account lead may spend billable time reconciling what was promised. An
operations manager may become the human router for every request. Leadership may see a revenue problem
without seeing the small handoffs that contribute to it.

This matters especially for productized services. A productized offer promises a defined outcome, scope, price, or
delivery pattern. That promise is easier to keep when the underlying process is repeatable. If every client requires a
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bespoke intake, custom tracking, and manual invoice reconstruction, the business may be selling a standardized
service on top of a highly improvised operation.

Look at the Whole Path, Not One Admin Task

For example, don’t only ask, “How do we send invoices faster?” Trace the path that makes an invoice possible:

1. A request or project is approved.

2. Scope and pricing are recorded in a reliable place.

3. Delivery progress and any approved changes are documented.

4. The person responsible for billing can access the information they need.

5. The invoice is reviewed, sent, and followed up on consistently.

If the invoice is wrong or late, the cause may be much earlier in the workflow. Fixing only the final step can make
the symptom less visible while leaving the system’s underlying friction intact.

AI Is Raising Expectations—But It Doesn’t Remove the Need for Good
Operations
AI has changed what clients and employees expect from routine work. People see software summarize a thread,
draft a response, or extract details from a document, and they start asking why the rest of the process still
depends on manual copying. That expectation inflation is understandable. When some tasks become faster, older
delays become more noticeable.

But automation is not the same as a good workflow. If project details are incomplete, an automated invoice
process may produce incorrect invoices faster. If client requests arrive in inconsistent formats, an AI assistant may
miss a key commitment. If the team has no agreed source of truth, a new system can make it harder to know
which information is current.

Use AI where it reduces repetitive effort and where the consequences of an error are manageable. For instance, it
may help summarize an email thread, identify invoice fields that need review, or draft a routine update. Keep
human oversight where judgment, contractual interpretation, client relationships, or financial accuracy are at stake.
Most importantly, make sure the workflow tells the automation where the information comes from and what
should happen when confidence is low.

How to Test Whether There’s a Business Opportunity
A useful opportunity doesn’t have to be a software company. It might be a productized service, a carefully
designed implementation, a workflow audit, a template package, or a tool that removes a particularly expensive
handoff. The right form depends on the problem and the people experiencing it.

Start with a narrow, observable slice of work. “Make agency operations more efficient” is too broad to test.
“Reduce the time it takes to move an approved project from client email to a complete, billable record” is easier to
understand and measure.

A Practical Validation Sequence

1. Observe: Follow the work from the first request to the final outcome. Don’t rely only on the documented
process.

2. Count: Estimate how often the friction occurs and how much time or delay it creates.



3. Identify ownership: Find the person who feels the problem and the person who can approve a change. They
may be different people.

4. Test a small change: Try a simpler intake form, a clear approval rule, or a shared billing checklist before
replacing the entire stack.

5. Measure the result: Compare turnaround time, correction rates, follow-up volume, or team effort before and
after.

This sequence protects you from building a solution around the loudest complaint rather than the most costly
problem. It also reveals whether the issue is caused by missing software, unclear process design, insufficient
capacity, or competing incentives. Sometimes the best answer is a tool. Sometimes it is a rule, an owner, or a
shorter process.

What to Read Into the Silence
When everyone accepts inefficiency as normal, don’t immediately assume they’re waiting for a clever product. They
may lack authority to change the process. They may believe the problem is too small to fix. They may have tried a
solution before and lost trust in the rollout. Or the inefficiency may be serving an unstated purpose, such as giving
a manager control over approvals or allowing a team to accommodate custom client requests.

Acceptance is a clue, not proof of demand. The more telling question is what people do despite accepting the
process. Do they build workarounds? Pay for support? Hire someone to manage the handoffs? Delay client work
to reconcile details? Those behaviors reveal the practical cost more clearly than a complaint alone.

And if nobody wants the problem solved, take that seriously too. A business opportunity needs more than a
frustrating workflow. It needs a reachable customer, a solution they will adopt, and a reason the improvement is
valuable enough to justify the change.



Turn Frustration into a Better Question
The next time you hear “that’s just how we do it,” pause before accepting it—or proposing a new platform. Ask
what the process costs, who absorbs that cost, and why the workaround has become part of the job.

Workflow inefficiency can point to a business opportunity, especially when it repeats across teams or companies.
But the strongest signal is not frustration by itself. It’s frustration connected to a frequent, consequential problem
that people already try to solve. Follow the work, map the handoffs, and test improvements on a small scale.

That is how you tell the difference between a normal annoyance and a durable need—and how you build a
solution that makes work genuinely easier instead of adding one more tool to the pile.


