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Operational Clarity
Practical thinking on people, operations, risk and organisational performance

From Steve

Towards the end of October, attention will turn to the Budget.  There will inevitably be considerable 

discussion about tax, spending, borrowing, investment and what the Chancellor's decisions might mean for 

businesses, households and the wider economy.

Those are important questions, but budgets also provide an opportunity to think about something much 

closer to home.  Whether managing a large organisation, running a small business or trying to make 

household finances stretch during a period of uncertainty, the underlying challenge is remarkably similar: 

understanding what resources are available, where they are going and what might happen next.

Throughout my career, I have managed budgets and resources in organisations of very different sizes and 

circumstances.  One lesson I have repeatedly learned is that the numbers themselves only tell part of the 

story.  A financial report can show what has been spent, but understanding why it has been spent, whether 

it represented good use of resources and what is likely to happen next requires looking beyond the 

spreadsheet.

Some organisational costs are obvious.  Salaries, premises, technology, professional services and 

suppliers appear clearly in accounts and budgets.  Others are much harder to see.

Time spent correcting work that should have been right first time has a cost.  So does repeatedly chasing 

information, maintaining unnecessary spreadsheets, duplicating activity across teams, navigating poorly 

designed processes or creating workarounds because the established process does not work.  Staff 

absence, vacancies, turnover and unresolved performance problems can consume capacity far beyond 

their immediately visible financial impact.  Policies that are unclear, inconsistently applied or unnecessarily 

complicated can create additional management time, employee relations problems and avoidable 

administration.

None of those costs necessarily appears in a budget with a convenient description explaining what caused 

it.  They are often absorbed into payroll, management time and general operating expenditure.  The 

organisation knows what it spent, but may understand much less about what consumed the resource.

That distinction matters because financial management is not simply a finance function.  Operational 

decisions affect financial performance every day.

The same principle applies on a much smaller scale.  When I have needed to understand my own financial 

position, particularly during periods when future income has been uncertain, I have found that knowing the 

balance in a bank account is not enough.  What matters is understanding what needs to be paid next 

month, what income can reasonably be expected, which costs are fixed, which can be changed and how 

long available resources will last if circumstances do not improve as quickly as hoped.
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For a one-person or small business, the questions are similar.  Revenue does not necessarily mean cash 

has been received.  A profitable piece of work can still create short-term pressure if payment arrives later 

than expected.  Annual expenses can be easily overlooked when concentrating on this month's bank 

balance.  A budget provides an expectation, but circumstances change, which is why forecasting and 

regularly comparing what was expected with what actually happened are so important.

Technology can make much of this easier.  Accounting platforms can automate tasks that once required 

considerable manual administration.  A well-designed spreadsheet can provide surprisingly effective 

financial control for a small or relatively straightforward operation.  Artificial intelligence can help 

interrogate larger datasets, identify patterns, test scenarios, produce visual representations of trends and 

support reporting.

But technology does not remove the need for judgement.

An automated process can reproduce a mistake more efficiently.  A sophisticated system cannot 

compensate indefinitely for poor underlying information.  An AI-generated analysis can appear convincing 

while containing an incorrect assumption or misunderstanding the data it has been given.  The quality of 

the question, the information provided and the way the answer is challenged remain important.

For me, that is where financial management, operational improvement and technology increasingly meet.  

The objective is not to have the most complicated budget, the newest system or the greatest amount of 

data.  It is to have enough reliable information to understand the position, recognise emerging risks and 

make better decisions.

This edition of Operational Clarity explores those connections.  It looks at budgeting and cash-flow 

forecasting, the less visible ways organisations consume time and money, proportionate tools for 

businesses of different sizes, and how artificial intelligence can support analysis and efficiency without 

replacing human scrutiny.

The scale may change from a household to a microbusiness or a complex organisation, but one question 

remains surprisingly consistent:

Do you actually understand what is driving your numbers?

Financia l  Clar i t y

The costs that do not appear as a line in the budget

A budget can tell you how much an organisation expects to spend on people, premises, technology, 

suppliers and professional services.  What it cannot necessarily tell you is how effectively those resources 

are being used.

That distinction is important.

If an employee spends part of every week correcting somebody else's work, the cost is unlikely to appear 

anywhere as "poor performance".  If managers repeatedly chase information that should already be 

available, there will probably be no budget line for "unclear ownership".  If several teams maintain different 

versions of the same information, the accounts will not identify "duplication" as an expense.

The cost is still there.  It has simply been absorbed somewhere else.

Time is a financial resource

One of the easiest organisational resources to overlook is time.
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Imagine a process that unnecessarily consumes 20 minutes each working day for ten employees.  That 

may not initially sound significant.  Across a five-day week, however, it represents more than 16 hours of 

organisational capacity.  Continue that for a year and hundreds of hours have been consumed by 

something that may never have needed to happen.

The important question is not simply what those hours cost in salary.  It is what else could have been 

achieved with them.

This is where conventional financial information can sometimes obscure operational reality.  Payroll may be 

within budget while substantial capacity is being lost through rework, duplication, unnecessary meetings, 

poor systems, repeated chasing or processes that require people to compensate for weaknesses 

elsewhere.

I have seen this in different forms throughout my career.  Sometimes the answer has been to redesign a 

process.  Sometimes responsibilities needed clarifying.  Sometimes information needed to be documented 

properly so that several people were not repeatedly reconstructing the same knowledge.  And sometimes 

the underlying problem was not the process at all, but performance that had been allowed to continue 

without being addressed.

The financial consequence is rarely isolated from the operational one.

When workarounds become normal work

Workarounds are particularly interesting because they can make a weak process appear functional.

Someone creates an additional spreadsheet because the main system does not provide the information 

they need.  Another person manually checks something because the original process cannot be relied 

upon.  A manager develops an informal method of getting something completed because following the 

established route takes too long.

Individually, those responses can be entirely rational.  They solve the immediate problem.

Over time, however, the workaround can become part of the organisation's normal workload.  New 

employees are taught it.  Managers plan around it.  Nobody questions why the additional work exists 

because it has always been done that way.

At that point, the organisation is paying people not only to deliver the intended process, but also to 

compensate for its weaknesses.

This is why removing a task can sometimes create more value than automating it.  Before asking how 

something can be completed more quickly, it is worth asking whether it should still be happening at all.

This is also where relatively simple process-improvement techniques can be extremely useful.  Lean Six 

Sigma can sound technical when described as a methodology, but some of its most useful tools are 

remarkably straightforward.  The Five Whys, for example, simply involves repeatedly asking why 

something is happening until the underlying cause becomes clearer.

If somebody is manually producing the same report every week, asking why may reveal that another team 

needs the information.  Asking why they need it may reveal that their own system does not provide 

something they require.  Asking why that information is missing may eventually expose a process or 

system-design problem that is quite different from the task somebody initially proposed automating.

The objective is not to reach exactly five questions.  It is to resist solving the first visible symptom before 

understanding what is creating it.  Sometimes the most efficient process improvement is not making an 

existing task faster.  It is discovering that the task can be redesigned, simplified or removed altogether.

People decisions have financial consequences
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The connection between people management and financial management is equally important.

Staff absence has an obvious human dimension, and organisations should manage it fairly and with 

appropriate support.  It also has operational and financial consequences.  Work may need to be 

redistributed, temporary cover arranged, deadlines changed or managers diverted from other priorities.

The same applies to vacancies and turnover.  Recruitment costs may be visible, but lost knowledge, 

reduced capacity, induction time and the additional pressure placed on remaining colleagues can be much 

harder to quantify.

There is also a cost when an organisation recruits successfully but is not properly prepared for the person 

arriving.  Effective induction requires more than providing access to systems and introducing colleagues.  

A new employee needs appropriate information, clarity about responsibilities and priorities, access to the 

documents and resources required to do the job, and some understanding of how the organisation actually 

operates.

When those things are missing, the cost is not simply the new employee's unproductive time.  Other people 

are interrupted to locate information, explain things that could have been prepared beforehand or resolve 

access and process problems.  More importantly, the employee's first experience of the organisation 

begins to shape their confidence, motivation and perception of how effectively it is managed.

Recruitment therefore does not end when somebody accepts the job.  An organisation can invest 

considerable time and money finding the right person and then undermine some of that investment through 

poor preparation for their arrival.

Poor performance creates another form of hidden expenditure.  If colleagues routinely correct somebody 

else's work, managers repeatedly intervene or tasks are redistributed simply to ensure they are completed, 

the organisation is consuming additional resource while potentially recording the original role as fully 

staffed.

That does not mean every people issue should be reduced to a financial calculation.  It means 

organisations should recognise that people, operations and finance are connected.

Policies matter too.  A policy that is unclear, unnecessarily complicated or perceived to be unfair can 

generate queries, complaints, inconsistent decisions, management intervention and employee relations 

problems.  The administrative burden created by the policy may eventually cost considerably more than 

anyone anticipated when it was written.

Sometimes improving financial performance therefore has very little to do with cutting a budget.  It can 

mean improving management, simplifying a process or removing work that creates little value.

Budgeting is only the starting point

None of this reduces the importance of conventional budgeting.  Quite the opposite.

A useful budget creates a baseline.  It sets out expected income and expenditure and provides a 

framework against which actual performance can be assessed.

The problem comes when the budget is treated as though it remains an accurate description of the future 

simply because it was carefully prepared at the beginning of the year.

Circumstances change.

Income arrives later than expected.  Sales are higher or lower.  A vacancy remains open.  An unexpected 

repair is required.  Supplier prices change.  A project moves.  Something originally considered essential is 

no longer needed.
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A budget tells you what you expected.  A forecast should tell you what you now know.

That is why forecasting should be a living management activity rather than an annual finance exercise.  

When circumstances change materially, the forecast should change with them.

Cash is about timing

This becomes particularly important for smaller businesses.

A business can have work booked, invoices raised and even be profitable on paper while experiencing 

genuine cash pressure.  The reason is simple: income and cash are not always received at the same time.

A £10,000 invoice due next month cannot necessarily pay a £5,000 obligation due tomorrow.

Cash-flow forecasting therefore needs to consider when money is expected to arrive and when it needs to 

leave, not simply whether total annual income exceeds total annual expenditure.

For a microbusiness, that does not require an elaborate financial model.  A straightforward rolling forecast 

can begin with opening cash, expected receipts, committed expenditure, recurring costs, known future 

liabilities and projected closing cash.

The value comes from looking forward.

What happens if a customer pays 30 days late?  What if expected work does not materialise?  Which costs 

could be delayed or reduced?  At what point would available cash fall below a level that feels comfortable?

Those questions create options while there is still time to act.

The same principle applies at home

Household financial planning operates on much the same basis.

Knowing today's bank balance provides a snapshot.  It does not necessarily tell you how sustainable the 

position is.

During periods when future income is uncertain, a survival budget can provide something much more 

useful: visibility.  What expenditure is unavoidable?  What can be reduced?  Which annual or irregular costs 

are approaching?  What income can reasonably be relied upon?  How long will available resources last 

under different scenarios?

The purpose is not to predict the future perfectly.  It is to reduce the number of surprises.

That same principle scales from an individual household to a small business and eventually to a much 

larger organisation.  Greater scale introduces more variables, but the underlying discipline remains 

recognisable.

Use the simplest tool that provides sufficient control

There can be a tendency to equate sophistication with good financial management.  I do not think the two 

are necessarily the same.

For a one-person business with relatively straightforward finances, a properly structured spreadsheet may 

provide everything needed for budgeting and cash-flow forecasting.  It can show expected income and 

expenditure, provide a rolling cash position, compare forecast against actual performance and highlight 

emerging pressure.
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As the business grows, the limitations of manual processes become more significant.  More transactions, 

employees, customers, suppliers, tax obligations and reporting requirements increase the value of 

dedicated accounting and financial-management systems.  Automation can reduce duplication, improve 

reconciliation and make information available more quickly.

The point at which that transition should happen will differ between organisations.

The objective should not be to acquire the most sophisticated system available.  It should be to use a 

system appropriate to the complexity, risk and information needs of the organisation.

Do not buy complexity before you need it.  But do not allow simplicity to become lack of control.

Know what is underneath the numbers

Ultimately, good financial management is not simply about producing accurate totals.

If expenditure has increased, ask why.  If staffing costs remain stable, but output has fallen, understand 

what is consuming the capacity.  If managers are spending increasing amounts of time resolving the same 

problems, identify what sits underneath them.  If a process requires repeated manual intervention, 

calculate not only the cost of replacing it, but the cost of leaving it unchanged.

Numbers provide evidence.  Operational understanding gives them meaning.

An organisation that understands both is in a much stronger position to decide where to invest, where to 

simplify, where to challenge and where apparent savings might simply move a cost somewhere else.

Financial clarity is operational clarity.

Operat ional  Pattern

Do not automate what you should eliminate

When a task consumes too much time, the instinctive response can be to ask how technology might make 

it faster.

Sometimes that is exactly the right question.  Sometimes it is not.

Before automating a process, it is worth understanding why the process exists, what outcome it is intended 

to produce and whether every step still adds value.  A workaround that developed several years ago may 

have become accepted practice long after the original reason for it disappeared.  A report may still be 

produced because somebody once requested it, even though nobody now uses it to make a decision.

Simple process-improvement techniques can help expose this.  Asking why repeatedly, as in the Five 

Whys, can move attention away from the visible task and towards the underlying problem.  The answer 

may be better automation, but it might equally be clearer ownership, better information, a redesigned 

process or removing the activity altogether.

Technology can dramatically reduce the time required to complete repetitive work.  Artificial intelligence 

extends that possibility further by helping analyse information, identify patterns, generate reports and 

support tasks that previously required significant manual effort.

But making unnecessary work faster does not make it necessary.

Simplify first.  Automate second.
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Smar ter  Tools

AI can accelerate the work. It cannot outsource
judgement.

Artificial intelligence can give smaller organisations access to capabilities that once required considerably 

more time, specialist resource or technical knowledge.  It can help analyse complex datasets, identify 

patterns, test scenarios, summarise information, automate repetitive tasks, create visual representations of 

trends and support management reporting.

Used well, that can release considerable capacity.

But the speed with which AI can produce an answer creates its own risk.  A polished analysis, convincing 

explanation or professional-looking graph can still be based on incomplete information, an incorrect 

assumption or a misunderstanding of the task.

The objective should therefore be to use AI as a tool for better analysis and greater efficiency without 

surrendering judgement.

Brief AI as you would brief somebody doing important work

A vague instruction is likely to produce a broad answer.  Providing context, defining the task and explaining 

what good output looks like usually produces something much more useful.

One simple structure is:

Role → Context → Task → Evidence → Constraints → Output → Challenge → Verify

Suppose a microbusiness has a 12-month cash-flow forecast and wants help understanding it.

Instead of asking:

Analyse this spreadsheet and tell me what you think.

A more useful prompt might be:

Take the role of a financial controller supporting a UK microbusiness.  Review this 12-month cash-flow 

forecast and identify material movements in income and expenditure, periods of potential cash pressure, 

unusual variances and assumptions that require further evidence.  Use only the information provided and 

do not assume missing information.  Separate facts contained in the data from assumptions or inferences.  

Show the calculations supporting numerical conclusions, highlight anything you cannot determine reliably, 

and identify five questions I should investigate before making decisions.

The role provides perspective.  The context establishes the environment.  The task defines what is 

required.  The constraints reduce ambiguity.

It does not turn the AI into a qualified financial controller or make its conclusions authoritative.

Do not stop at the first answer

One of the most useful things about working with AI is the ability to interrogate its response.

After receiving the initial analysis, useful follow-up questions might include:

Challenge your own analysis.  What might you have misunderstood?  Which conclusions depend most 

heavily on assumptions?  What information should I independently verify?
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Then:

Reconcile your conclusions against the original data.  Identify any figure in your response that cannot be 

traced to the source information or to a calculation you have shown.

This changes the interaction from simply requesting an answer to testing the quality of the answer.

The same discipline applies when AI produces charts or management reports.  A graph may make a trend 

much easier to understand, but check that the dates, categories, scales and underlying figures are 

correct.  A summary may save an hour of manual work, but compare important conclusions with the source 

material before relying upon them.

Know what you are giving it

Accuracy is not the only consideration.

Before uploading information to any AI service, organisations should understand what data they are 

providing, whether they are permitted to provide it, why it is necessary and how the particular service 

handles that information.

In the UK, organisations also need to consider their responsibilities under the 

Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR when AI involves personal data.  Using a new technology does not 

remove existing responsibilities for how personal information is collected, processed, protected and used. 

Information Commissioner's Office

Employee records, customer information, commercially sensitive material and personal data therefore 

require particular care.  Removing somebody's name does not necessarily make information anonymous if 

other details within the dataset could still identify them.

Data minimisation is relevant too.  Even where there is a legitimate reason to use AI, ask whether the tool 

actually needs all of the information available to complete the task.  Providing an entire dataset because it 

is convenient may introduce unnecessary risk when a smaller or appropriately anonymised dataset would 

achieve the same objective.

The appropriate controls will depend upon the organisation, the information and the technology being 

used, but the underlying question is simple:

Just because a tool can process the information, should it be given the information?

For further guidance, the Information Commissioner's Office guidance on AI and data protection provides 

practical guidance specifically for organisations using AI, while the Data Protection Act 2018 is available 

through the official legislation service.

Keep a human in the decision

AI is particularly valuable when it removes repetitive effort or helps people interrogate information more 

effectively.  It can rapidly explore scenarios that would be cumbersome to calculate manually and can 

make complex information easier to understand.

What it cannot do is assume accountability for the decision that follows.

The person using the output still needs to understand what was asked, assess whether the response 

makes sense, challenge anything unexpected and decide what requires independent verification or 

professional advice.
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That is why effective use of AI is not simply a technology skill.  It involves many of the same disciplines as 

good management: clear expectations, appropriate information, questioning, evidence, review and 

accountability.

Use AI to extend judgement, not replace it.

On the Radar

The Budget: prepare for change, but wait for the facts

On 28 October, the Chancellor will present the Budget.  In the weeks beforehand, there will inevitably be 

considerable speculation about what it might contain.

For organisations trying to plan ahead, the challenge is distinguishing between information that requires 

action and possibilities that simply need to remain on the radar.

Scenario planning can be valuable.  If a potential change would materially affect employment costs, 

taxation, investment or cash flow, understanding the possible exposure before an announcement can make 

sense.  But a scenario is not a forecast, and speculation is not a fact.

Changing budgets, delaying sensible decisions or redesigning plans in response to every reported 

possibility can create its own inefficiency.

A more useful approach is to know the organisation's current position well enough to respond when the 

facts become available.  Which assumptions in the existing forecast could be affected?  Which costs or 

income streams are most sensitive to government policy?  Where would a change create immediate cash-

flow implications, and where would there be time to consider the response?

Once the Budget has been delivered, the important work begins: understand what was actually announced, 

establish when any changes take effect, use authoritative sources to confirm the detail, assess what is 

relevant to the organisation and update forecasts where necessary.

The same discipline applies well beyond government Budgets.

Prepare for uncertainty.  Do not mistake speculation for information.

Free pract ical  resources

Personal Survival Budget & Cash-Flow Planner

 A simple 12-month workbook for understanding essential expenditure, expected income and how long 

available resources may last.

Microbusiness Budget & Cash-Flow Forecast

 A straightforward rolling forecast for monitoring expected income, expenditure, cash position and variance 

without immediately requiring specialist software.

Free Excel downloads. No registration required.

Quest ions Wor th Asking

Financial and operational clarity often comes from looking beyond the information already being reported.  

These questions are intended to prompt a slightly different conversation.
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01 If income or funding changed unexpectedly tomorrow, how quickly could you establish the practical 

impact?

02 Which costs in your organisation are easiest to measure, and which important ones are largely 

invisible?

03 Where is management time being consumed repeatedly by problems that should already have been 

resolved?

04 What information would help you make a better decision today that you currently do not have?

05 Which assumptions in your current plans would create the greatest risk if they proved to be wrong?

06 Where could better information, rather than more information, improve a decision?

Closing Thought

Clarity does not come from having more numbers, more reports or more technology.  It comes from 

understanding what the information is telling you and knowing what deserves attention.

Resources are always finite.  Money is finite.  Time is finite.  Organisational capacity is finite.  The 

challenge is therefore not simply to control expenditure, but to understand what is consuming those 

resources and whether that consumption is creating sufficient value.

Better systems can help.  Better forecasting can help.  Artificial intelligence can help.  But none removes 

the need to question assumptions, understand causes and apply judgement.

Sometimes the answer will be to invest.  Sometimes it will be to simplify, redesign or stop doing something 

altogether.  And sometimes the right decision will be to wait until there is enough reliable information to act.

Better information supports better decisions.  Better decisions create stronger organisations.
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