
Can’t Deliver?  What Can I Do?
 

Has your business every failed to deliver what you have promised?  That was a discussion I had 
recently with a small business owner that was really concerned because his new company had taken an 
order that he promised would be delivered on October 31st, but they ran into a series of glitches that 
made it impossible to be able to make that deadline.  What can/should he do?  

 

My first reaction was to chuckle because this mentoring conversation reminded me of an article that I 
had just read that was entitled “How broken promises can benefit your company”.  It began by 
observing that we are surrounded with maxims that remind us to never break our commitments: “Be a 
man of your word,” “Your word is your bond,” “Under-promise and over-deliver.” But the article 
caught my attention by stating that “while this might be good advice when dealing with your spouse (or 
the IRS), it’s a bad idea when it comes to your business. Broken promises provide powerful 
opportunities to identify and eliminate problems that keep your business from improving and growing.”

 

The author of this article was Dan Markovitz, founder and owner of TimeBack Management.  He is a 
faculty member at the Lean Enterprise Institute, and regularly teaches at the Stanford University 
Continuing Studies Program. He also leads a problem solving workshop at the Ohio State University’s 
Fisher School of Business.  In addition to his consulting, Dan regularly speaks and leads workshops at 
national and regional conferences, capped most recently by his keynote address at the 2011 Lean 
Product & Process Development Exchange.  So he caught my attention and I tried to glean what a 
small business could learn from it.

 

Markovitz pointed out that lean thinkers like those at Toyota are famous for saying, “No problem is a 
problem.” What they mean is that no matter how smooth the operation seems, there are always 
problems. So I reminded my client that from this perspective, breaking a promise to deliver by a certain 
date isn’t a sign of moral turpitude. Rather, it’s akin to the canary in the coal mine: an indicator that 
there’s something wrong with a business process.
 
So, the “take away” from this situation is that when you don't view broken promises as a learning 
opportunity, it can lead to sweeping problems under the rug or compensating for them by making 
superhuman efforts to get the job done anyway. This is actually a disservice to the company. It robs the 
organization of the opportunity to identify and fix those problems. 
 

I passed on another Markovitz observation.  He said “I’ll go even further and state that spot bonuses, or 
performance evaluations that praise people for working nights and weekends actually hurt the company 
in the long run. Verbal or monetary rewards like this can foster a culture in which workarounds and 
firefighting substitute for problem solving.”



Here’s a couple of suggestions that you can do to exploit broken promises:

 As soon as possible, deliver an explicit message from the top (CEO, President, Founder) 
acknowledging the issue and that missed commitments are an important learning opportunity, 
not a sign of failure. Also explain that workarounds (including working significantly longer 
hours) may sometimes be necessary, but they’re a last resort.  Also open a dialogue with the 
customer to see what can be done.  Maybe a partial delivery would help.

 Keep a record of these problems and track them and work toward the solution.

 Spend your energy finding the cause and fix the problem for the future.

 Do this problem solving regularly.
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