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Exceptions Are Evidence About the
System

An executive standard for deciding when repeated workarounds should become a better
operating default

BOTTOM LINE
Organizations need standards, and they need exceptions.

Standards create consistency, comparability, control, and speed. Exceptions give the business room to deal
intelligently with conditions the standard was never designed to fit.

The problem begins when the same exception keeps working.

At that point, the organization may be paying repeatedly for a standard it no longer fully believes in: another
analysis, another approval, another escalation, another person who knows how to work around the rule. The
business gets the right result, but only after compensating for the same problem again.

That does not mean the standard is wrong. It does mean the exception has become evidence.

Use an Exception-to-Standard Review when a material workaround has succeeded often enough under
comparable conditions to challenge an assumption inside the current default. Decide whether the exception
should remain local, be tested more broadly, or become the new standard.

And if the standard changes, do not confuse approval with adoption. The change is not complete until ordinary
work stops pulling people back toward the old rule.

Exceptions are supposed to absorb difference

Most standards exist for good reasons.

A staffing model may create consistency across regions and protect against chronic understaffing. A financial
control may make business units easier to compare. A technical standard may protect reliability. A review process
may exist because the organization has already learned what happens when a certain risk is ignored.

An exception does not automatically prove any of that is wrong.

It may simply mean the organization has encountered a legitimate circumstance the standard was not built to
handle.

That is healthy. A sound operating system should be able to recognize difference without rewriting itself every time
something unusual happens.

The problem is recurrence.

When essentially the same exception appears repeatedly, succeeds repeatedly, and requires essentially the same
argument each time, something has changed. What began as an unusual case may now be exposing a gap
between the formal standard and operating reality.

A healthy exception protects the standard from an unusual case. A recurring exception may be protecting
the organization from the standard.

That is when the issue deserves executive attention.

Repeated workarounds create an operating tax

SASA CIBULA | Page 1



WORKPLACE POWER | EXECUTIVE INSIGHTS

Recurring exceptions rarely look expensive one at a time.

Someone updates the analysis. A leader reviews it. Finance approves the deviation. Operations adjusts. The result
works, and everyone moves on.

Then it happens again.

Over time, the cost becomes larger than the approval itself. The organization repeats analysis it has already done,
sends decisions back through senior people who have already seen the pattern, slows execution while the formal
rule catches up with practical reality, and becomes dependent on people who know how to navigate the
workaround.

Eventually, the business may be running two systems.
One is the formal standard.
The other is the practical workaround experienced people know how to obtain.

That creates more than administrative friction. It can produce inconsistent treatment between teams, distort
comparisons between business units, hide how work actually gets done, and consume executive attention that
should be reserved for genuinely new decisions.

When the exception becomes predictable, the organization is no longer managing an exception. It is
managing an unofficial second standard.

The question is whether that second standard should remain unofficial.

Put an Exception-to-Standard Review around recurring deviations

Do not turn every exception into a policy review.

Use an Exception-to-Standard Review when a materially similar workaround has been approved repeatedly, when
different parts of the business begin creating comparable workarounds independently, when the exception
repeatedly produces better operating results without creating offsetting harm, or when administering the deviation
itself becomes meaningful recurring work.

The pattern should not depend on somebody remembering that the same exception was approved before.
Wherever practical, exception frequency should be visible in an existing operating review, policy cycle, or
exception log already seen by the standard owner. Once the same material deviation appears repeatedly under
comparable conditions, the next approval should trigger a review of the standard rather than another isolated
decision.

The point is not to make exceptions harder to approve.
It is to make sure somebody is responsible for noticing when an exception has stopped being exceptional.

The leader accountable for the underlying standard owns the review. That may be an operating executive,
functional leader, finance owner, technical authority, or policy owner depending on the rule involved.

The person who developed or repeatedly used the exception should contribute the evidence. They should not own
the institutional judgment by themselves. A workaround that keeps succeeding deserves attention; it does not give
its creator unilateral permission to rewrite the system.

Each recurring exception should fall into one of three states:

LOCAL EXCEPTION

The deviation works because of
conditions that are genuinely local,
temporary, or non-transferable.
Preserve the default and continue
allowing the exception where
justified.

None of these is automatically a failure.

CANDIDATE STANDARD

The workaround has produced
credible, repeatable evidence
under comparable conditions, but
the organization does not yet know
whether that evidence travels far
enough to justify changing the
default. Test it deliberately.

BETTER DEFAULT

The evidence is strong enough that
continuing to require the old
standard creates more distortion,
cost, or friction than replacing the
relevant part of it.
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A Local Exception may remain the right answer indefinitely. A Candidate Standard needs more evidence, not more
advocacy. A Better Default creates an obligation to change the operating system rather than keep approving the
same departure from it.

The review should answer four questions.

1. What purpose is the existing standard protecting?
Start by defending the rule.
What organizational purpose does it serve?

A staffing model may protect service coverage. A budget threshold may protect capital discipline. A quality
standard may protect customers. A technical requirement may reduce operating risk. A common planning process
may make decisions more comparable across regions.

Those purposes may still matter even when one assumption inside the method no longer fits the work.
That distinction is essential.

The wrong question is:

Did the exception beat the rule?

The better question is:

Did the exception achieve the rule’s purpose through a better method?

Suppose a different staffing approach uses fewer people but produces the same service outcome. The evidence
may challenge an assumption inside the staffing model without challenging the need for service protection.

That is a much stronger basis for changing a standard than simply showing that one manager found a cheaper
answer.

Separate the purpose from the method.

Preserve the purpose unless the evidence gives the organization a reason to reconsider that too.

2. What has the exception actually proved?
A successful result is not enough.

The organization needs to know what changed, under what conditions, compared with what, and what the result
really demonstrates.

If a new approach reduced cost, did service remain stable?
If cycle time improved, did quality decline?

If one region succeeded, was there something unusual about its labor market, customer mix, system configuration,
or leadership capacity that made the result possible?

If the exception worked because conditions were unusually favorable, that does not invalidate the result. It limits
what the result has proved.

That limitation should be visible.

The evidence should show both the benefit and the boundary: what improved, what important outcome did not
deteriorate, what conditions were present, how often the result repeated, and where uncertainty remains.

A better default becomes more credible when the conditions under which it may fail are visible too.
That protects the organization from generalizing success faster than the evidence can support.

It also makes the argument stronger. Honest limits show leadership exactly what conclusion the evidence has
earned and what conclusion it has not.

3. How far has the evidence earned the right to travel?

One successful exception may justify another test.

Repeated success under comparable conditions may justify broader use.
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Evidence that continues to hold under ordinary operating conditions may eventually justify changing the default
itself.

The mistake is jumping from “this worked” to “this should now be the rule everywhere.”
Evidence should earn scope before it earns policy.
For every Candidate Standard, define the next boundary the evidence must cross.

That may mean another business unit, a different customer segment, a less favorable demand profile, a normal
budgeting cycle, a region with different labor conditions, or a period when the original advocate is not personally
managing the execution.

The test should answer a specific question about transferability.
If the evidence holds, expand the authorized scope.
If it does not, narrow the claim.

The organization is not trying to prove that the new method is universally better. It is trying to determine where the
method produces a better result reliably enough to become the default.

This is also where executive discipline matters most.

A workaround can become closely associated with the person who created it, especially after several successful
cycles. That makes it easy for the decision to turn into a referendum on that person’s judgment.

Keep the decision attached to the evidence instead.
What has the method earned the right to change?

No more and no less.

4. Has the new standard actually replaced the old one?

Changing the rule is only half the work.

Organizations can agree with a better method much faster than they can absorb it.

Leadership approves the change. The communication goes out. The next operating cycle begins.
Then the old template shows up again.

A downstream function still asks for the old fields because its review process was never changed. A manager does
not understand the new result and quietly rebuilds the familiar calculation beside it. Someone under deadline
pressure returns to the old process because it is still easier to find, easier to explain, or easier to get approved.

Nothing dramatic happened. Leadership changed the policy. The organization’s routines still favor the old one.
Approval changes the rule. Adoption changes the routine.
A new standard should therefore be tested under normal operating conditions.

Has the old template been retired? Have downstream processes changed? Do affected teams understand what
the new method is protecting? Can someone other than the original advocate use it correctly? Can they explain the
result and defend it without bringing the creator back into the conversation? Does the method survive an ordinary
cycle when people are busy and the work is under pressure?

A new standard is not established when leadership approves it. It is established when ordinary work stops
reverting to the old one.

That is the real adoption test.

Make the review produce a Standard Change Record

For material recurring exceptions, maintain a one-page Standard Change Record until the organization has made
an explicit decision about the default.

Record the current standard; the purpose it protects; the recurring exception or workaround; the evidence
produced; the conditions and limitations of that evidence; the classification as Local Exception, Candidate
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Standard, or Better Default; the next evidence required; the scope currently authorized; the owner of the standard;
the adoption changes required if the default changes; and the next review date or trigger.

The accountable standard owner signs the Record.
A Local Exception should state why the deviation remains appropriately local.
A Candidate Standard should state exactly what additional evidence would justify broader use.

A Better Default should identify what must change operationally so the old rule does not remain the easiest route
through the work. That may include templates, systems, metrics, approval logic, downstream reporting, training, or
review routines.

Until those changes happen, the organization may have approved a better rule without actually creating a better
default.

Adoption has to remove the gravitational pull of the old rule

Old processes survive for practical reasons.

They are familiar. People understand what they produce. Systems are built around them. Reviewers know what to
look for. Templates already exist. Metrics still point toward them.

That creates organizational gravity.
When pressure rises, people move toward the route that is easiest to use and easiest to defend.

A new standard therefore has to compete with more than the logic of the old one. The surrounding operating
environment has to stop rewarding reversion.

If Finance approves a new planning method but still requires reports built around the previous assumptions, the old
method is still alive. If the system keeps generating the old field, people will keep using it. If performance metrics
still reflect the old rule, managers will continue managing toward it.

This does not mean every standard change needs to become a transformation program.
It does mean leadership should ask whether the surrounding routines now support the decision it says it made.

If they do not, the old rule should be expected to return.

Know where the evidence stops

Success creates leverage.
That is useful. It is also where restraint matters most.

A new staffing approach works. Leadership accepts the evidence. The method begins moving from exception
toward standard. It is tempting to use that success to reopen every related issue.

Maybe another part of the planning model should change. Maybe the reporting process has always been
frustrating. Maybe ownership should move. Maybe an old disagreement can finally be settled.

Be careful.

The evidence that earns the right to change one rule does not automatically earn the right to change the
next one.

Evidence should stay attached to the question it actually answered.

If the data shows that one staffing assumption no longer matches demand, change that assumption. If the
forecasting method has earned broader use, broaden it. If the evidence says nothing about who should own the
larger planning process, do not pretend that it does.

Define the legitimate objective before success expands the opportunity.
Then finish the change and make sure it survives normal operating conditions.

What leadership refuses to take beyond the evidence can say as much about the quality of the decision as the
change itself.
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Sometimes repeated exceptions should remain exceptions

A recurring workaround is not automatic proof that the standard should change.

The exception may depend on conditions that do not generalize. The formal rule may protect a risk the local
operator does not carry. The cost of changing systems, processes, controls, or training may exceed the cost of
handling a small number of deviations.

There is another legitimate possibility: leadership may decide that repeatedly approving certain exceptions is
cheaper, safer, or easier than redesigning the default.

If that tradeoff is understood and consciously accepted, the organization does not need to turn the exception into a
campaign for reform.

The important thing is that the choice is deliberate.

A repeated exception should not survive indefinitely simply because capable people have become good at
carrying the extra work it creates.

Sometimes the rule is right.
Sometimes the exception is right.

The purpose of the review is to make sure the organization knows which judgment it is making.

The decision

Add an Exception-to-Standard Review where the same material exception or workaround has succeeded
repeatedly under comparable conditions.

Classify it as Local Exception, Candidate Standard, or Better Default.

Require the evidence to establish what the existing standard protects, what the exception has actually proved, how
far that evidence deserves to travel, and whether a changed standard has actually entered normal operating
routines.

Then test the mechanism against your own organization.

Take the last three material exceptions that have been approved more than once. For each, ask whether
leadership is deliberately preserving an exception or whether the business is repeatedly paying to avoid
reconsidering its own default.

If we already know how this decision will be resolved next time, why are we still calling it an exception?
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