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A one-person business can lose control without looking large. One customer request can create a message, estimate, appointment, document, invoice, payment, correction, deadline, and follow-up. Each item may live in a different place. The operator remembers how they connect until memory fails, work piles up, or an unusual case interrupts the normal order.

This book shows you how to build a small back office that answers seven questions:

	What is open?

	What is due?

	What am I waiting for?

	What needs approval?

	What money is expected or unresolved?

	What was corrected?

	What can be closed, retained, or deleted?


The method does not require a large platform. You can begin with paper folders and a register, a spreadsheet and ordinary file storage, or a small database. The tool matters less than the distinctions it preserves.

This book is not a bookkeeping system, tax manual, universal records-retention schedule, sales method, or general productivity system. It will not tell you which records your law, insurer, licensing body, or contract requires. It gives you a structure for finding those requirements and applying them to live work.

It also does not promise a business that runs without you. A one-person operation may depend on the owner's judgment by design. The goal is reliable control: the operator can see commitments, retrieve evidence, act on time, correct mistakes, recover from failure, and leave a usable record for a future helper or successor.

Several labels appear in the book:

-  Documented fact: a claim supported by a named public source.

-  Repeated relation: a form that recurs across different kinds of work.

-  Working interpretation: a conclusion drawn from available evidence that still requires local testing.

-  Rule of thumb: a practical starting point with stated limits.

-  Hypothetical example: an invented situation used only to demonstrate a method. It is not a case history.

-  Unknown: a local fact the reader must investigate.

Build while you read. Use one real stream of work. Do not begin by importing every old contact, file, and task. Start with open commitments and recent cases. Expand after the structure survives real use.
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Chapter 1: The Back Office Is a Control Problem
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The back office is the part of the business that remembers what the operator has agreed to do.

It holds customer identities, requests, prices, promises, deadlines, approvals, invoices, payment evidence, documents, corrections, and unresolved questions. It tells the operator what can happen next and what must not happen yet.

Many small operators treat this work as clerical storage. They buy a contact manager, create folders, add reminders, and expect order to follow. The problem is not mainly storage. The problem is control across time.

A record may exist while the commitment remains invisible. A customer can appear in a contact list while an unanswered request stays buried in email. An invoice can exist while nobody has recorded whether the work is disputed. A calendar can show an appointment while the required approval remains missing. A completed task can disappear from a list even though the customer has not accepted the result.

The useful unit is not the file, task, customer, or message alone. The useful unit is the live case.

A case is one bounded commitment that the operation must track from intake to closure. Depending on the work, a case may be a request, job, order, application, repair, engagement, quote, claim, correction, or payment issue. The term does not imply legal or medical case management. It names one piece of work with an identity and history.

Each live case needs at least:

-  A stable case ID.

-  A customer or counterparty.

-  A short description of the requested result.

-  A source showing where the request came from.

-  A current state.

-  A state reason when the state is not obvious.

-  One next action or waiting condition.

-  A responsible person, even when that person is always you.

-  A relevant date.

-  Links to supporting records.

-  A history of important changes.

The back office becomes reliable when it can answer questions about cases without reconstructing the whole business from memory.

Messages are sources, not the control system

Email, text messages, social messages, voicemail, and customer portals are sources. They show that someone asked, answered, approved, disputed, paid, or changed something. They are poor control systems because they organize work around communication channels rather than commitments.

One case may cross several channels. A customer asks by email, sends a photo by text, approves by phone, and pays through a link. Searching one channel will not show the complete state.

Do not duplicate every message into the register. Preserve a link, date, sender, and short note when the message changes the case. The source remains the source. The register states what the source means for current work.

This distinction prevents two opposite failures:

-  Copying everything until maintenance becomes impossible.

-  Recording only a summary and losing the evidence needed to verify it.

A status is a claim

Every status asserts something. "Ready" may mean that intake is complete. "Approved" may mean that a named person granted permission. "Paid" may mean that the operator received cleared funds, not merely that an invoice was sent. "Done" may mean that the work was delivered, accepted, and no further action remains.

If the status has no test, it becomes an opinion or a memory prompt.

Rule of thumb: Define a state by the evidence required to enter it and the event that causes exit.

For example:

-  Enter "waiting for customer" only after recording what was requested and when follow-up will occur.

-  Enter "approved" only after linking the approval source and naming who approved.

-  Enter "paid" only after matching a payment record to the correct invoice or case.

-  Enter "closed" only after resolving money, delivery, unresolved corrections, and required retention steps.

The exact tests depend on the work. The requirement to have a test does not.

The operator needs several views of the same cases

A single master register can produce different queues:

-  Due today.

-  Overdue.

-  Waiting for customer.

-  Waiting for vendor.

-  Awaiting approval.

-  Payment expected.

-  Correction open.

-  Ready to close.

-  Closed but retained.

These should be views or filters, not separate independent lists. Separate lists drift. A case appears as paid in one place and overdue in another. The operator updates the urgent list but forgets the customer file. The same commitment gains several competing versions.

The governing record should be clear. Other views should derive from it or reconcile against it.

The minimum control loop

A working back office repeats six actions:

	Capture the request or event.

	Identify the case and source.

	Set the current state.

	Name the next action or waiting condition.

	Review at a defined time.

	Record the result, correction, or closure.


The loop fails when any step lacks an owner or a date. "Waiting" without a follow-up date becomes forgotten work. "Review later" without a review queue becomes indefinite storage. "Done" without a completion test becomes false closure.

Exercise: Find the invisible commitments

Inspect the last fourteen days of work. Look at email, messages, calendar entries, notes, payment tools, sent










Decision rule: Does it need a case?











Stop rule
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