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Most procedures describe the case that fits. The correct information arrives. The customer asks for a supported result. The record is complete. The software accepts it. The assigned worker has permission to act. A dependency responds on time. The output passes review.

Actual operations contain valid cases that do not follow that path. A customer has two records that refer to the same account. A required document exists but carries an old name. A deadline arrives before an outside party responds. Two policies give different instructions. A worker recognizes that the requested action would produce the wrong result even though every required field is complete.

Experienced workers keep these cases moving. They check a second record, ask a better question, find the person with authority, delay an action, make a reversible correction, or refuse work that the organization should never have accepted. Much of the process survives because these workers know which differences matter.

The exception manual turns that knowledge into an inspectable operating resource. It does not try to convert every judgment into a rule. It records what happened, shows where the normal process stopped, identifies the cues an experienced worker used, and assigns one of four routes:

	Rule: The condition and response are stable enough to specify.

	Judgment: The case belongs in the process, but a qualified person must weigh context.

	Escalation: The case requires authority, access, expertise, or risk acceptance held elsewhere.

	Refusal: The request falls outside the lawful, safe, supportable, or paid boundary of the work.


The route describes how the next similar case should be handled. A separate process change may prevent the case, improve intake, repair a record, clarify a policy, change a permission, add capacity, or remove a bad requirement.

What this book covers

This book begins after a process exists and has accumulated off-path cases. It covers:

•  Building a trusted exception log.

•  Separating exceptions from defects, incidents, ordinary variation, and uncontrolled scope.

•  Reconstructing a case from records, actions, decisions, delays, and consequences.

•  Interviewing experienced workers with specific incident replay.

•  Comparing worker judgment without treating disagreement as automatic error.

•  Grouping cases into useful exception families.

•  Creating rules with evidence, counterexamples, owners, and review dates.

•  Defining judgment factors, escalation contracts, and refusal boundaries.

•  Revising procedures, forms, permissions, training, software, and commercial scope.

•  Using AI for comparison and drafting without giving it authority over people or records.

•  Turning a bounded exception problem into a paid service or small product.

What this book does not cover

This is not a general guide to finding business ideas, interviewing customers, mapping an entire workflow, selling a first pilot, or automating ordinary work. It does not replace incident investigation, legal review, professional licensure, safety management, quality systems, clinical protocols, or regulatory reporting.

An exception manual cannot grant authority. It can show where authority is missing.

Evidence labels used here

Documented practice identifies a method or requirement described in a named public source.

Practitioner observation identifies a recurring concern found in public worker discussions. It shows that a concern exists. It does not establish its frequency across a profession.

Interpretation connects several sources or applies a method to small operations.

Rule of thumb gives a practical starting point that must be tested locally.

Hypothetical marks an invented example used only to demonstrate a method.

Unknown marks information that the available record cannot establish.

The method asks the reader to preserve these distinctions in the exception log. A plausible explanation is not a documented cause. A worker's recollection is evidence, but it is not the entire record. An AI summary is a proposed synthesis, not a source fact.

A documented reason to make reporting safe

The Federal Aviation Administration's Aviation Safety Action Program provides a useful structural example. Its 2020 guidance says the program encourages voluntary employee reports of safety information that may reveal precursors to accidents. Accepted safety issues are resolved through corrective action rather than punishment or discipline, and the program collects, analyzes, and retains reported data. The aviation program has formal protections, exclusions, agreements, and review bodies that a small business cannot copy casually. The transferable point is narrower: if reporting an exception predictably harms the person who reports it, the operation will lose information it needs to improve.

The U.S. Occupational Safety and Health Administration makes a related point in its worker-participation guidance. Workers are often well placed to identify hazards and program shortcomings. OSHA recommends a reporting process, prompt response, feedback about actions taken, worker involvement in solutions, and protection against retaliation.

These are safety documents, not general business rules. They support one design principle for this manual: reporting needs a stated purpose, a response, an owner, and limits on punitive use.

The finished result

At the end of the first complete review, the operation should have:

•  A log of actual exception cases with source records.

•  A controlled list of exception families.

•  A named route for each reviewed family.

•  Rule cards for stable responses.

•  Judgment briefs for cases that require discretion.

•  Escalation agreements with recipients and response conditions.

•  Refusal criteria for work that should not proceed.

•  A change register connecting exception decisions to procedures, forms, permissions, training, prices, or software.

•  A review date and an owner for every active item.

•  A stop control for any software that can change a consequential record.

The goal is not zero exceptions. The goal is to know which conditions the operation can handle, who may decide, what evidence the decision needs, and when the work must stop.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part I: Find the Exceptions

1. Decide What Counts as an Exception
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If every inconvenience becomes an exception, the log turns into a complaint box. If the definition is too narrow, workers continue repairing the process without leaving a record. Start by naming the normal promise and the conditions required to fulfill it.

Write one sentence:

This process accepts [eligible input] from [authorized source], performs [bounded work], and produces [defined result] within [service condition].

The sentence is not marketing copy. It defines the case boundary.

The working definition

An exception is a case that belongs within the stated purpose of the process but cannot reach the promised result through the current normal route.

That definition has three tests:

	Belongs: The requested result is within the legitimate scope.

	Blocked: A condition, record, dependency, rule, permission, or state prevents the normal route.

	Requires a decision: Continuing requires a different action, a qualified judgment, added authority, or a refusal.


An unusual case is not automatically an exception. A permitted delivery window of three to five days contains ordinary variation. A four-day delivery is not exceptional merely because most deliveries take three days.

Separate neighboring case types

Ordinary variation

The case remains inside stated tolerances and uses the normal method. Record it in routine operating data if useful, not in the exception log.

Defect

The normal case should have succeeded, but a known component failed. A form dropped a required value. A worker used the wrong current template. An integration did not transmit a completed record. The immediate case may need exception handling, but the underlying item belongs in defect or corrective-action work.

Incident or near miss

The event caused harm or could have caused serious harm. Follow the applicable incident, safety, privacy, security, quality, or regulatory procedure first. Do not let a general exception log replace required reporting or investigation.

Policy violation

A person knowingly or unknowingly acted outside

Change request


Missing prerequisite


Uncontrolled scope


Rare exception or uncontrolled scope?

















The first classification exercise













Stop conditions
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