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The problem this addresses

As organisations scale, recurring workflows accumulate steps rather than being redesigned. Activities are 
added to compensate for gaps elsewhere. Decisions get made without being named as decisions. Effort 
concentrates on preparing information rather than acting on it.

When these workflows become burdensome, the instinct is to automate them. That instinct is 
understandable and often premature. Automation applied to an undesigned workflow produces faster 
problems. AI applied to unstructured inputs produces confident wrong answers.

This framework exists to answer a specific question: for each activity in a recurring workflow, what is the 
right intervention, and in what order should those interventions happen?

The core thesis
Sequencing is the argument. Process redesign comes before standardisation. Standardisation before automation. 
Automation before AI. Each level creates the conditions that make the next one reliable. Skipping a level does not 
accelerate the outcome; it compromises it.

How to use this framework

This framework can be applied to any recurring reporting, forecasting, approval, or exception-handling 
workflow. It is not a technology-selection checklist. It is an activity-level decision method that determines 
whether each component should be redesigned, standardised, automated, AI-assisted, or retained under 
human ownership.

The framework can be applied through an activity-level assessment register that records the constraint, 
embedded judgment, intervention decision, rationale, feasibility, human-review requirement, owner, and 
measure for each activity. A working assessment tool is available separately at shikhakhare.netlify.app.

Practical inputs required
• Current-state workflow — step-by-step description of how the work moves today
• Activity and decision inventory — what happens, and where judgment is currently applied
• Data and system dependencies — what information is needed, from where, and whether it is trusted
• Stakeholder and ownership map — who is involved, and who is accountable
• Measures and service expectations — how performance is currently tracked
• Risk and governance constraints — what controls exist, and what must not change

The four stages



The framework runs in four stages, in the same order, every time. The dependency order should not be 
skipped, even when stages are compressed to fit an engagement.

Stage What it does What it produces

1. Diagnose Understands the workflow end to 
end across six dimensions. Surfaces 
the actual constraint rather than the 
presenting symptom.

A clear statement of what is actually constraining 
the workflow, and what the workflow exists to 
produce

2. Design Defines what the workflow should 
look like. Combines practitioner 
design judgment with client context 
knowledge.

A future-state design showing where human 
judgment sits and where it does not

3. Build Evaluates every activity against a 
structured hierarchy of intervention 
options and assigns an explicit 
decision.

An activity-level recommendation with rationale, 
tool feasibility, and a phased implementation 
sequence

4. Govern Installs the ownership, measures, 
adoption plan, and review cadence 
that hold the design in place after 
handover.

Named ownership, a minimum measure set with 
thresholds, an adoption plan, and a review 
rhythm

Stage 1 — Diagnose

Most transformation work begins by asking what should change. This framework begins by asking what is 
actually constraining the workflow, which is frequently not what the presenting symptom suggests.

The diagnosis is captured step by step through the current process, examining six dimensions as it goes. A 
constraint in any one of them will limit the effectiveness of interventions in the others.

Dimension The question it answers

Process What is the work, end to end? Where does it break down, slow down, or require 
judgment?

Data Is the right information available, in the right shape, at the right time, and is it 
trusted?

Technology Is the constraint in the tools, or in how the tools are being used?

People Who is involved, who owns this, and what changes for them after any intervention?

Governance How is this controlled and checked, and who has authority to change it?

Commercial and 
organisational

How is this funded and measured, and what does success look like to whoever 
commissioned the work?

The diagnosis does not proceed to design until two things can be stated clearly: the primary constraint, and 
what the workflow is intended to produce, for whom.



A distinction that changes the recommendation
Where a workflow involves manual adjustments to data, those adjustments typically fall into one of three 
categories — each requiring a different intervention.

Type What it is Correct intervention

Data correction The source data is wrong. Someone 
corrects it before it is used.

Fix at source. Automating the 
correction automates the production 
of wrong data faster.

Business judgment The data is correct, but real context is 
not yet captured — a known deal, an 
expected timing shift.

Preserve and structure the judgment. 
Automating it removes a safeguard, 
not a burden.

Integration gap Two systems were never connected. 
Someone manually bridges them.

Close the integration gap. The manual 
step should not exist once systems are 
connected.

Distinguishing between these is often the single most consequential finding in a diagnostic.

Stage 2 — Design

Clients are not expected to arrive knowing what their workflow should look like. If they did, they would not 
need the engagement.

This stage is a structured conversation. The practitioner brings design judgment and a library of workflow 
patterns. The client brings context, constraints, and knowledge of what the current manual steps are 
protecting against. The design emerges from combining both.

Design versus Build
Design determines what the future-state workflow should contain and where decisions belong. Build determines the  
appropriate intervention for each activity that remains. Design asks: what should exist? Build asks: how should it 
operate?

Mapping decisions, not activities
Most process maps show what people do. This stage maps what gets decided, by whom, on what basis, and 
whether that decision is documented anywhere.

Decisions that happen without being named as decisions are the highest-risk finding in any workflow. Nobody 
owns them, nobody checks them, and nobody notices they are happening until the person making them 
leaves. They are also where automation quietly fails: automate a workflow without knowing a judgment was 
embedded in it, and the system picks an answer arbitrarily.

Deliberate calls on every component
Not everything in a workflow is broken. Each component receives one of three explicit calls: keep it as-is, 
rework it, or remove it, each with a stated rationale. A call here describes what changes, not how — that 
detail is determined activity by activity in Build.



Stage 3 — Build

Each activity is evaluated against a structured sequence of intervention options. Technology is never the 
assumed answer. The question asked of every activity is: what is the actual constraint here, and what type of 
intervention addresses it?

Process redesign  →  Standardisation  →  Automation  →  AI augmentation

Analytics as an enabling capability
Analytics is treated as an enabling capability rather than a standalone activity-level outcome. It supports diagnosis, 
exception management, performance measurement, and AI readiness across multiple activities — it is not assigned 
to a single intervention category.

Six decision outcomes
Every activity receives one of six explicit decisions, each with a documented rationale.

Outcome When it applies

No change needed Already correctly designed and fit for purpose. A finding, not an intervention.

Redesign process The constraint is structural. The activity exists because the workflow was never 
deliberately designed.

Standardise Necessary and correctly placed, but producing inconsistent outputs because nothing 
enforces structure on the inputs or the process.

Automate Follows repeatable rules requiring no judgment. Once documented and given 
consistent inputs, a system does it more reliably than a person.

AI-assisted (human 
reviewed)

Involves interpretation or synthesis at a scale exceeding practical human capacity, but 
the output is a draft or a flag that a human reviews before acting on.

Human-led Requires judgment, contextual knowledge, or accountability that cannot be encoded. 
Retained under human ownership by design, not by default.

The test of a rigorous assessment
A rigorous assessment will usually identify activities that should remain human-led. If every activity is marked for 
automation or AI, the assessment has not been done rigorously. Naming judgment explicitly, with reasons, is what 
separates transformation judgment from technology enthusiasm.

Feasibility, AI review intensity, and sequencing
Every technology-dependent intervention is assessed for whether existing tools can deliver it before anything 
new is considered. Where AI is involved, the level of human review is set deliberately and calibrated to risk — 
not left fixed indefinitely. Four review levels apply in practice:

Review level When it applies

Full review Every AI output checked before use — high stakes, novel cases, or early in 
deployment



Review level When it applies

Sampled review A defined percentage checked once reliability is established

Exception review Humans review only outputs that cross a risk or confidence threshold

Periodic recalibration Performance and error patterns reviewed at an agreed cadence — no per-output 
review, but systematic monitoring

Interventions are sequenced by dependency, not preference. Structured inputs are the prerequisite for 
reliable automation. Consistent, validated data is the prerequisite for reliable AI augmentation. Applying AI to 
an unstandardised workflow amplifies inconsistency rather than resolving it.

Stage 4 — Govern

Governance is the stage most often addressed last and the one that most often fails. The typical pattern is 
familiar: design the future state, implement the technology, hand over documentation, leave. Months later 
the workflow has reverted, the automation is being bypassed, and undocumented manual steps have 
returned.

This framework treats governance as a design activity rather than a handover activity. It is built alongside the 
intervention assessment, not appended to it.

Component What it establishes

Ownership Every activity and decision point has a named individual accountable for it, not a 
team, with capability confirmed rather than assumed.

Adoption What changes for the people affected, how it is communicated, and a defined trial 
period with a rollback trigger agreed in advance.

Measures A minimum set that would signal a problem before it becomes visible, not a 
dashboard of everything measurable.

Thresholds and 
escalation

The point at which normal variation requires action, who is notified, and what they 
are expected to do.

Review cadence Two rhythms: operational review at the workflow's own cadence, and a governance 
review examining whether the workflow itself still functions as designed.

A final check closes the loop back to the original brief: the success definition from Diagnose is restated and 
verified once, on a defined date, distinct from the measures that run indefinitely.

Minimum measures worth tracking
The exact measures depend on the workflow. Across most recurring workflows, the following categories 
consistently signal problems before they become visible:

Category What to measure

Timeliness Are activities completed within the expected window?



Category What to measure

First-time completeness What proportion of submissions or outputs are correct on first attempt?

Rework and clarification rate How much effort goes into correcting or re-requesting what was already 
submitted?

Exception volume Are exceptions increasing, decreasing, or stable?

Human review rate for AI outputs How often does a reviewer change or reject what the AI produced? 
Rising rate signals drift.

Adoption rate Are people using the designed process, or working around it?

Post-handover adherence Is the design still functioning as intended 90 days after handover?

The measure of a completed engagement
If the workflow requires the practitioner's continued presence to function correctly, it was not designed. It was made  
dependent. Governance is what makes the difference.

Operating principles

Diagnose before designing, design before intervening
Moving to solution design before the diagnosis is complete is the most common failure in transformation 
work, and the most expensive to correct.

Prerequisites before technology
Automation and AI require conditions to be reliable. Where those conditions are absent, the correct 
intervention is to fix the foundation rather than layer technology on a structural gap.

Human judgment is a design output, not a failure to automate
The framework does not optimise for maximum automation. It optimises for the right intervention in the 
right place.

Structure at source beats detection downstream
Enforcing structure at the point of submission changes behaviour and closes quality gaps before they enter 
the system. Extracting meaning from unstructured inputs afterwards solves the same problem later and less 
completely.

The client holds context, the practitioner holds design judgment
Neither works alone. The structured conversation between them is where the design comes from.

Governance is designed, not handed over
The measure of a completed engagement is whether the design holds after the practitioner leaves.



Portability

The framework is domain-portable. The method is the same whether the workflow sits in finance, operations, 
supply chain, or human resources. Workflow patterns recur across functions: a recurring reporting workflow 
in finance has more in common with one in operations than with an approval workflow in the same team.

Three patterns cover the majority of recurring business workflows: recurring reporting, analytical forecasting, 
and approval or exception handling. Each has a characteristic activity set that the diagnosis then adapts to 
the specific context.

The framework provides the structure. The case studies provide the judgment.

Applied reference

Monthly Business Review — recurring reporting workflow
The MBR case study demonstrates this framework applied end to end to a recurring reporting workflow in a 
large, multi-business-unit organisation. The presenting problem was a management review consuming 
disproportionate effort. The diagnosis found the constraint upstream: unstructured commentary collection 
and reactive exception management were consuming the analyst capacity that should have gone to analysis 
and decision support. The correct first intervention was structured intake and automated exception 
management — neither requiring AI. AI augmentation became viable only once those foundations existed.

Hiring Operating Model Redesign — approval and exception workflow
The hiring case study demonstrates the same framework applied to an approval and exception workflow. The 
presenting problem was a pattern of duplicate candidate mappings and offers for the same role, and 
substantial manual reconciliation effort. The diagnosis found an operating model with no enforcement 
mechanisms — the rules existed as shared expectations but had never been designed as constraints. The 
transformation began with operating model redesign before any system was selected, and a system was then 
built to enforce and sustain what had been defined. Manual reconciliation effort fell by 40%.

Both case studies are available at shikhakhare.netlify.app.


