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Operational Constraint Assessment
A practical field tool for identifying where flow breaks, decisions stall, and leadership systems create operational drag.
	Important principle
This assessment is based on direct observation of process flow, not individual performance.


Part of the MWLG Leadership Operating System
	Intended audience
	Executive leaders, operations leaders, supervisors, frontline leaders, continuous improvement teams

	Best used when
	A process repeatedly stalls, creates rework, requires constant coordination, or depends on informal workarounds

	Output
	A one-sentence recommendation identifying the highest-leverage starting point for improvement

	Version
	Website Resource | Version 1.0




Purpose
The Operational Constraint Assessment helps leaders observe a process, identify where flow breaks, and determine whether the primary issue is decision clarity, priority stability, standard enforcement, material availability, or another recurring restraint.
The objective is not to blame people. The objective is to locate the point in the system where work repeatedly stops, stalls, loops back, or requires informal intervention to keep moving.
What This Tool Is Designed To Do
Create a clear current-state snapshot of one process or workstream.
Identify the most common places where work stops or slows down.
Separate observed facts from opinions, assumptions, and personality-based explanations.
Clarify who is authorized to make decisions versus who actually makes them.
Document the downstream effects of unclear standards, delayed decisions, or unstable priorities.
Produce a one-sentence recommendation for where improvement work should begin.
What This Tool Is Not Designed To Do
It is not a disciplinary tool.
It is not a performance review of individual employees.
It is not a full value stream map.
It is not a solution design session.
It is not a substitute for leadership ownership after the constraint is identified.
How To Use This Assessment
	Step
	Guidance

	1. Pick one process.
	Select a process that creates repeated delays, rework, confusion, or cross-functional frustration. Do not assess the entire organization at once.

	2. Observe the work.
	Watch the process as it actually runs. Capture what people do, where work waits, who they ask, and what decisions are delayed.

	3. Record facts only.
	Use direct observations, simple counts, examples, and representative quotes. Avoid judging motives or assigning blame.

	4. Identify the primary constraint.
	Decide whether the main issue is decision clarity, priority stability, standard enforcement, material availability, information flow, or another system factor.

	5. Define success before designing solutions.
	Document what better flow would look like and which simple metrics would show improvement.

	6. Make one recommendation.
	Summarize the highest-leverage starting point in one sentence. Keep the recommendation focused and actionable.


Recommended Use Case
Use this assessment before launching a improvement event, accountability initiative, process redesign, leadership intervention, or new operating rhythm. It is especially useful when leaders disagree about the root cause of a recurring operational problem.


Operational Constraint Assessment Form
Complete this section during or immediately after direct observation. Keep entries brief, factual, and specific.
	Date:
	
	Observer:
	

	Area / Process Observed:
	
	Business Unit / Department:
	

	Assessment Type:
	☐ First Review   ☐ Follow-Up   ☐ Post-Improvement Check
	Duration Observed:
	

	Process Frequency:
	☐ Daily   ☐ Weekly   ☐ Per Job   ☐ Constant   ☐ Other: _______
	Document Owner:
	


1. Process Snapshot (Current State)
	What this process does in plain language
	Write one sentence. No jargon.



	Who is involved
	List roles, not names. Example: Scheduling, purchasing, frontline leader, quality, customer service.



	How often this process runs
	Daily / weekly / per job / constant / seasonal / other.



	Primary customer of the process
	Who receives the output of this process? Internal or external customer.




2. Where Flow Breaks
Where does work stop, stall, loop backward, wait, or require extra coordination? Check all that apply.
	☐ Waiting on decision
	☐ Waiting on material or resource

	☐ Waiting on clarification
	☐ Waiting on rework or approval

	☐ Waiting on priority direction
	☐ Waiting on information

	☐ Waiting on customer response
	☐ Waiting on inspection or quality review

	☐ Waiting on staffing coverage
	☐ Other: ____________________________


Observed examples (facts only):
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Workarounds Observed
What do people do to keep work moving when the normal process fails?
	☐ Side conversations
	☐ Informal approvals
	☐ Skipping steps

	☐ Re-sequencing work
	☐ Tribal knowledge solutions
	☐ Expediting

	☐ Waiting for a specific person
	☐ Using personal notes or unofficial trackers
	☐ Other: ____________________________


Representative quotes, if applicable:
	“We usually just…” ________________________________________________________________

	“We usually just…” ________________________________________________________________

	“We usually just…” ________________________________________________________________


4. Decision Ownership: The Constraint
Use this section when the process stalls because people are waiting for permission, clarification, priority direction, approval, or a judgment call.
Decision type: Example: schedule change, quality call, material substitution, customer commitment, staffing adjustment, exception approval.
	Who is authorized to decide?
	


	Who actually decides?
	


	Average decision delay
	


	What happens while waiting?
	


	What information is missing when the decision is delayed?
	



Impact of delay:
	☐ Idle time
	☐ Rework
	☐ Frustration

	☐ Expediting
	☐ Missed deadlines
	☐ Customer impact


5. Standards and Enforcement
	Is there a documented standard?

	☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Unknown

	Evidence / location:


	Is the standard consistently followed?

	☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Sometimes

	Observed variation:


	What happens when it is not followed?

	☐ Coaching   ☐ Correction   ☐ Nothing   ☐ Depends on who

	Example:


	Is the standard still useful?

	☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Needs review

	Reason:



6. Downstream Effects
What problems does this constraint create elsewhere? Check all that apply and list affected teams or processes.
	☐ Rework
	☐ Missed schedules or commitments

	☐ Overtime
	☐ Quality issues

	☐ Finger-pointing
	☐ Firefighting

	☐ Customer dissatisfaction
	☐ Excess meetings or follow-up

	☐ Employee frustration
	☐ Leadership escalation


Departments, roles, or customers affected:
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________


7. Why This Is the Right Place To Start
Not every problem is the best starting point. Use this section to verify whether this process is high-leverage enough to justify focused improvement work.
	☐ It affects multiple departments or teams
	☐ It creates recurring delays

	☐ It generates rework
	☐ It forces constant coordination

	☐ Fixing it would reduce noise elsewhere
	☐ It affects safety, quality, customer experience, or retention

	☐ It exposes a leadership system gap
	☐ The process is visible enough to build momentum


Primary constraint identified:
	☐ Decision clarity
	☐ Priority stability
	☐ Standard enforcement

	☐ Material/resource availability
	☐ Information flow
	☐ Role ownership


8. What Success Would Look Like — No Solutions Yet
Define the desired operating condition before debating solutions.
	If this process improved, we would expect to see:
	☐ Fewer interruptions
☐ Faster decisions
☐ Less rework
☐ More predictable flow
☐ Better handoffs
☐ Fewer escalations
☐ Other: ____________________________


	Simple metrics to watch:
	☐ Cycle time
☐ Rework count
☐ Decision lead time
☐ Number of escalations
☐ Number of defects / errors
☐ Schedule adherence
☐ Other: ____________________________


	Current baseline, if known:
	


	Target condition:
	


	Review date:
	



9. Recommendation — One Sentence
	Based on observed flow breaks and decision delays, this process represents the highest-leverage starting point for improvement because:

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________


Required Note
This assessment is based on direct observation of process flow, not individual performance.


Implementation Guide
Use the completed assessment to move from observation to disciplined improvement without jumping directly to unsupported solutions.
Recommended Review Cadence
	Cadence
	Purpose
	Owner

	Day 0
	Complete observation and constraint assessment
	Observer / process owner

	Day 1-3
	Review findings with responsible leaders
	Process owner / department leader

	Day 7
	Confirm primary constraint and success metrics
	Leadership team

	Day 30
	Review baseline movement and decide whether to continue, adjust, or expand
	Leadership team


Common Failure Points and Countermeasures
	Failure Point
	Countermeasure

	The assessment becomes a complaint session.
	Return to observed facts, examples, counts, and direct process evidence.

	Leaders jump to solutions too early.
	Finish the current-state observation and success definition before designing countermeasures.

	The issue is blamed on one person.
	Ask what the process allows, requires, delays, hides, or fails to clarify.

	The recommendation is too broad.
	Limit the recommendation to one process, one primary constraint, and one starting point.

	No one owns the next step.
	Assign an owner, due date, and review cadence before leaving the discussion.


Facilitator Questions
Where did the process stop most often?
What decision was missing or delayed?
Who had the authority to decide, and who actually decided?
What workaround kept the work moving?
What downstream problem did the constraint create?
What simple metric would prove that the constraint improved?
What is the smallest next action that would reduce the constraint?
Recommended Companion MWLG Resources
	Resource
	Use When

	Baseline Metrics Assessment
	You need to establish a starting point before tracking improvement.

	Phase 1 Stabilization Playbook
	Communication, expectations, and early problem surfacing are inconsistent.

	Phase 2 Accountability & Ownership Playbook
	Leaders are not owning metrics, decisions, or corrective actions.

	Leadership Independence Test
	You need to verify whether frontline leaders can solve problems without constant escalation.

	90-Day Operational Readiness Program
	The constraint affects new-hire readiness, retention, training, or workforce stability.


Product Decision
This assessment is best used as a standalone free resource and as a companion tool for Phase 1 stabilization, and Phase 2 accountability work. It should remain short enough to complete during direct observation, but structured enough to prevent leaders from confusing symptoms with constraints.
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