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Cross Functional Business Diagnostic Checklist
A practical companion to When the Problem Isn't Where It Appears
Use this checklist to test a management concern before committing to a solution. It helps you define the symptom, trace the decisions behind it and examine the departments, handoffs and constraints involved.
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Before asking how to fix the problem, make sure you know which problem you are actually fixing.


HOW TO USE THIS CHECKLIST
Start With the Evidence
Complete the rapid screen first. Use the later sections only where the answers remain uncertain, disputed or dependent on another function.
☐  Describe what can be observed without explaining why it happened.
☐  Include people from the functions that perform, receive and control the work.
☐  Mark each important statement as confirmed, assumed or unknown.
☐  Ask for records, examples and dates rather than relying only on recollection.
☐  Delay the preferred solution until the sequence of decisions and consequences is clear.
Situation Details
Business or unit
________________________________________________________________________________
Issue being examined
________________________________________________________________________________
Date opened
________________________________________________________________________________
People and functions involved
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Decision required and by when
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Working status  ☐ Confirmed   ☐ Assumption   ☐ Unknown   ☐ Requires specialist advice   
This checklist supports business diagnosis. It does not replace legal, tax, financial, regulatory or certification advice. Decisions in those areas belong to appropriately qualified professionals, competent authorities or certification bodies.


RAPID DIAGNOSTIC
The First Fifteen Minutes
Answer these questions before assigning the issue to a department or approving a remedy. A high number of unknown answers is evidence that diagnosis is incomplete.
☐  What changed immediately before the problem appeared?
☐  Where is the symptom visible, and how is it measured?
☐  Which function performs the work that produces the outcome?
☐  Which function controls the underlying process or constraint?
☐  What commercial, operational or project commitments were made?
☐  Which assumptions supported those commitments?
☐  Where does information change hands or get re-entered?
☐  Where are people bypassing the formal process?
☐  What does the system record compared with what actually happens?
☐  Which capacity, time, quality, cash or skills constraint may be ignored?
☐  What happens immediately upstream and downstream?
☐  Who owns the complete outcome across departmental boundaries?
The three most important unknowns
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Evidence needed next
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE ONE
Define the Symptom
State the failure precisely. Avoid explanations, departmental labels and proposed solutions at this stage.
☐  The problem is described as an observable event, result or pattern.
☐  The expected result is stated clearly.
☐  The actual result is stated clearly.
☐  The difference between expected and actual performance can be measured or evidenced.
☐  The first known occurrence has been dated.
☐  Frequency, location, customer group, product or process variation has been checked.
☐  An isolated event has been distinguished from a recurring pattern.
☐  The immediate correction has been separated from the durable correction.
Symptom statement  Expected result, actual result, place and time
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Business consequence  Customer, cost, margin, delay, quality, compliance or reputation
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What would prove that the symptom has genuinely stopped
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE TWO
Reconstruct What Changed
Work backwards from the first reliable sign of the problem. Look for decisions, assumptions, exceptions and pressure that altered the way work was performed.
☐  A timeline has been built from dated records where possible.
☐  New customers, products, suppliers, systems, staff, targets and deadlines have been considered.
☐  Changes in volume, product mix, quality requirements and service levels have been checked.
☐  Temporary workarounds and emergency exceptions have been identified.
☐  The person who made each material decision and the information available at the time are known.
☐  Assumptions treated as facts have been recorded separately.
☐  The trigger has been distinguished from the conditions that made failure possible.
Decision Chain
	Date
	Decision or change
	Assumption or evidence
	Consequence

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 


Earliest decision that materially changed the chain
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE THREE
Follow the Consequences Across the Business
For each function, distinguish where the symptom is seen from where the work, decision or constraint is controlled.
	Function
	Question to test
	Evidence or owner
	Effect on outcome

	Sales and commercial
	Promise, demand, price, volume, deadline, service level
	 
	 

	Operations and fulfilment
	Capacity, sequence, queue, handling, delivery, rework
	 
	 

	Finance
	Margin, cash timing, cost allocation, credit, working capital
	 
	 

	Procurement and supply
	Availability, lead time, specification, supplier dependency
	 
	 

	Quality and compliance
	Control, evidence, traceability, release, escalation
	 
	 

	Technology and data
	Entry, validation, interface, master data, reporting
	 
	 

	People and management
	Role, skill, incentive, supervision, decision rights
	 
	 




Boundary Checks
☐  Each important handoff has a clear sender, receiver and acceptance condition.
☐  Information is not translated, re-keyed or silently changed without control.
☐  Local departmental targets do not encourage damage elsewhere.
☐  Someone has authority to resolve conflicts across the complete process.


STAGE FOUR
Test Commitments Capacity and Constraints
Commercial success becomes operational failure when promises are accepted without checking the system that must deliver them.
Commercial Commitments
☐  Volume, deadline, service level, specification and quality promises are explicit.
☐  The people responsible for delivery reviewed feasibility before commitment.
☐  Demand peaks and product mix were tested, not only average volume.
☐  The contract or promise allows realistic contingency where uncertainty exists.
☐  The commercial benefit has been compared with the full operational cost and risk.
Operational Constraints
☐  The limiting step in the process has been identified using actual throughput.
☐  Labour, equipment, space, materials, transport and cash constraints have been checked.
☐  Quality checks, cooling, cleaning, changeovers, approvals and rework are included in capacity estimates.
☐  Expansion or project activity is not consuming capacity required for current operations.
☐  Overtime, shortcuts and backlog are treated as warning signs rather than normal capacity.
Constraint most likely to govern the outcome
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Commitment that should be changed, challenged or revalidated
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE FIVE
Compare Process System and Reality
Technology can reveal, conceal or accelerate a weak process. Check the work as performed before deciding that the system is the cause.
Process Reality
☐  The process has been observed where the work takes place.
☐  The documented process matches the sequence people actually follow.
☐  Roles and decision rights are understood in the same way by those involved.
☐  Workarounds, spreadsheets, messages, paper notes and duplicate entry have been recorded.
☐  People can explain why they bypass the formal process.
System and Data
☐  Every critical data item has a named source and owner.
☐  The point at which data is created is known.
☐  Required fields, units, codes and validation rules reflect operational reality.
☐  Timing differences between the physical event and system entry have been checked.
☐  Reports have been reconciled with source records and a sample of real transactions.
☐  A software change will not merely automate the existing inconsistency.
What the formal process says should happen
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What actually happens and why
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What the system records differently
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE SIX
Check Governance Compliance and Ownership
Audits and control failures often expose unclear authority, incomplete evidence or a process with no owner across its full length.
Governance and Control
☐  Required controls are part of routine work rather than reconstructed for an audit.
☐  Records show who acted, what was checked, when it occurred and what followed.
☐  Exceptions are authorised, documented and reviewed.
☐  Traceability works across physical movement, labels, records and system transactions.
☐  Control failures are escalated to someone with authority to act.
☐  The relevant external requirements have been verified with a competent source.
Ownership and Handoffs
☐  One person owns the complete business outcome, not only one departmental step.
☐  Each handoff states what must be supplied and what counts as acceptance.
☐  Responsibility and authority are aligned.
☐  Conflicting targets and incentives have been identified.
☐  The owner can see upstream causes and downstream consequences.
Owner of the complete outcome
________________________________________________________________________________
Weakest handoff or control
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
External advice or confirmation required
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


STAGE SEVEN
State and Test the Root Cause
A useful root-cause statement explains the observed pattern, identifies the decision or condition that created it and points to an action within management control.
☐  The proposed cause explains when and where the symptom appears.
☐  Evidence supports the link between cause and consequence.
☐  The explanation accounts for relevant exceptions or differences.
☐  The proposed cause is not merely another symptom stated in different words.
☐  Removing or controlling the cause should change the outcome.
☐  The conclusion identifies contributing conditions where no single cause is sufficient.
☐  The proposed remedy addresses the process, decision, ownership or constraint involved.
☐  Measures will show whether the remedy works and whether it causes harm elsewhere.
Root cause statement
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Contributing conditions
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Evidence that supports this conclusion
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Evidence that could disprove it
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


DECISION RECORD
Agree the Action and Review
Separate immediate containment from the work required to prevent recurrence. Give each action one owner, one due date and one measure of success.
Action Register
	Action
	Type
	Owner
	Due date
	Measure

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 


Type examples  Immediate containment  Durable correction  Further investigation
Decision made and reason
________________________________________________________________________________
Risks and dependencies
________________________________________________________________________________
Review date
________________________________________________________________________________
What will be checked at review
________________________________________________________________________________
Final Check
☐  The action solves the diagnosed problem rather than only reducing the visible symptom.
☐  The action does not transfer the problem to another function, customer or supplier.
☐  The complete outcome has an accountable owner.


REFERENCE
The Diagnostic Sequence
Return to this sequence whenever discussion moves too quickly towards a preferred solution.
	Step
	Diagnostic stage
	Purpose

	1
	Define the symptom
	State the observable difference between expected and actual performance.

	2
	Reconstruct what changed
	Build the timeline and identify decisions, assumptions and exceptions.

	3
	Follow the consequences
	Trace the work upstream, downstream and across departments.

	4
	Test commitments and constraints
	Compare promises with actual capacity, cost, quality and time.

	5
	Compare process system and reality
	Observe the work and reconcile it with records and data.

	6
	Check governance and ownership
	Examine controls, evidence, handoffs, authority and escalation.

	7
	State and test the cause
	Use evidence to challenge the proposed explanation.

	8
	Act and review
	Separate containment from prevention and measure the result.
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