
Procedure Burden: 
Field Diagnostic
Ten drivers, observed at the point of work
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Procedure Burden: Field Diagnostic

Ten drivers, observed at the point of work

Burden is invisible in a document review and obvious in an observation. Audits check 
procedures against standards, and a procedure can be fully compliant and still cost the 
user far more attention than the task requires.

So do not read the procedure. Watch someone competent do a real task with the real 
procedure, in the real conditions. Work through the ten drivers below and tick what you 
actually see.

1. Prose instead of steps
 	 Actions are buried in descriptive paragraphs rather than set out as discrete steps
 	 A single step contains more than one action
 	 The user reads a passage twice before acting on it

2. Critical steps not identified
 	 Nothing distinguishes a step that matters from a step that does not
 	 The user cannot say why a given step is there or what happens if it is wrong
 	 A newcomer could not tell which deviations are trivial and which are not

3. Cross-references
 	 Count the references out to other sections, pages or documents: ______
 	 The user has to hold their place in one document while reading another
 	 A referenced document is not to hand, so the reference is skipped

4. Undefined icons and colours
 	 Count the distinct icons in use: ______   Count the distinct colours: ______
 	 The user cannot explain what each one means without prompting
 	 Nobody can say when or how the symbol set was taught

5. Everything emphasised
 	 Bold, capitals, boxes & warnings are used so widely they no longer signal anything
 	 Detail is present that does not change what anyone does
 	 The user skims past cautions without reading them

One rule for the whole exercise: you are looking for effort the document created, 
not effort the task required.
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6. Step organisation
 	 Steps are not grouped into phases that match how the task is actually performed
 	 The sequence on the page differs from the sequence in practice
 	 The user has to read ahead to work out the shape of what is coming

7. Jargon and legacy terminology
 	 Terms appear that the user would not use in speech
 	 Abbreviations are undefined, or defined fourteen pages earlier
 	 Equipment is named differently on the document than on the plant

8. Poor support for recording
 	 Recording fields are cramped, misplaced or ambiguous
 	 The field is not adjacent to the step that generates the entry
 	 Entries are made retrospectively rather than at the point of doing
 	 It is unclear what form an entry should take

9. Not usable at the point of work
 	 The procedure is not physically or digitally to hand where the work happens
 	 It cannot be read in the actual conditions: gloves, lighting, PPE, screen size
 	 Count the pages before the first action step: ______
 	 The correct version is not obvious without effort

10. Accretion across revisions
 	 The same instruction appears in more than one place, possibly diverged
 	 Steps are present whose original purpose nobody can reconstruct
 	 Multiple conventions coexist, suggesting successive authors
 	 Signature and verification requirements have grown revision on revision

Behaviours to watch for

These are symptoms of burden, not indiscipline. Tick what you see rather than what you 
are told.
 	 Flicking back and forth between pages or sections
 	 Using a thumb, finger or object to keep place
 	 Reading ahead, then executing from memory
 	 Signing or recording retrospectively rather than as they go
 	 Asking a colleague what a symbol, term or step means
 	 Working from a personal, annotated or photocopied version
 	 Setting the procedure down entirely and working from memory
 	 Doing the task first and reconciling with the document afterwards

The annotated personal copy is the strongest signal you will get. 
Someone has redesigned your procedure at their own expense, on their own time, 
because the official version was not fit to work from. Read the right way, it is a free 
specification for the version you should have written.
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System-level questions

For the people who own the procedure system, not the individual document.

 	 When was content last removed from this procedure, and by whom?
 	 Does anyone hold explicit authority to delete content?
 	 How many of the last ten corrective actions added a step, caution or signature?
 	 Is procedure usability assessed anywhere, by anyone, on any measure?
 	 Would this procedure work on a night shift, with a new starter, under time pressure?

Findings

Driver Where observed What it cost the user Action

The test that matters: if the procedure only works because the person using it 
already knows the task, it is not doing the job you are paying it to do.
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