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Abstract
When the sequence traces a financial driver down to the work that limits it, the constraint often turns out to sit between two process steps instead of inside one. Work arrives incomplete, or waits for a meeting where several people decide what happens to it. The natural question is whether the organization should be restructured to remove the boundary.
Handoff Agreements argues that restructuring is the last remedy, and that the organization should earn that conclusion with evidence. Many handoff problems can be fixed inside the existing structure with a handoff agreement: a short, signed agreement between the owner of the sending process step and the owner of the receiving one. It defines the information that must travel with the work, the criteria on which the receiver accepts it, and the point at which accountability moves. Once the receiver accepts, the receiver owns the decisions and the next steps.
Meetings are the diagnostic. A handoff that needs a meeting shows that an artifact cannot yet carry the information. A handoff that still needs a decision meeting after its agreement is in place, especially one where several people decide together, shows that nobody is singly accountable. That is a leadership and trust problem first, and a candidate for structural change second. Redrawing the boundaries while trust is low simply recreates the meeting inside the new structure.
Where this paper fits
The Value Tracing Framework sets out thirteen steps from the board's financial priorities to a verified result. Handoff Agreements supports four of them.
· Step 4, assess the workflow. Each handoff on the current-state map is recorded with the meetings it depends on, the type of each meeting and the number of people who decide.
· Step 5, design the future workflow. Each handoff that crosses an ownership boundary receives a handoff agreement, signed by the owners on both sides. The future workflow is not complete until every such boundary has one.
· Step 7, assess technical and governance risk. The acceptance check in each agreement is a control and is marked on the diagram, usually as an automated control.
· Step 13, track results. Each agreement is reviewed against its measures. A handoff that still needs a decision meeting is referred for structural review.
A handoff is one kind of join, the point where one process step's output becomes the next step's input, and it is the kind where ownership changes. At step 2 the map of joins tests every output against three demands: how much, when and fit for purpose (Finding the Constraint). A handoff agreement settles the fit for purpose demand at an ownership boundary, because its information set and acceptance criteria define what the receiver can use. The other two demands, the rate and timing of what crosses the join, are recorded on the map of joins and carried into the agreement where they matter.
"Step" in Handoff Agreements means a step of the sequence. A step within a mapped business process is a "process step", as in the parent document.
Terms used in Handoff Agreements
These terms add to the glossary of the sequence, which remains the authoritative source.
	Term
	Meaning

	Handoff
	The point where work, and the information needed to act on it, passes from the owner of one process step to the owner of another

	Sending owner
	The single named person accountable for the process step that produces the handoff

	Receiving owner
	The single named person accountable for the process step that receives it

	Information set
	The defined information that must travel with the work for the receiver to act without asking for more. The receiving owner specifies it

	Acceptance criteria
	The tests the handoff must pass before the receiver accepts it. Many can be checked by rules

	Acceptance
	The moment accountability moves from sender to receiver. After it, the receiver owns the decisions and next steps

	Rejection
	Return of an incomplete or non-compliant handoff to the sender, with a stated reason, and without a meeting

	Exception
	A defined case the agreement does not cover, with a named trigger and a single named person who resolves it

	Handoff meeting
	Any recurring or ad hoc meeting that a handoff depends on to complete. Classified as status, clarification or decision

	Decider
	A person whose agreement is needed before the work can proceed. A meeting may have many attendees and should have one decider

	Handoff agreement
	The signed agreement between sending and receiving owners that records all of the above, with its measures and review trigger


Why handoffs become constraints
Every business can be described as the movement of information toward decisions. A handoff is the point where that information changes owner, and that point is where it is most easily delayed or left without an owner. Theory of Constraints predicts that the constraint will settle wherever flow is weakest, and handoffs are frequently the weakest point, because each side measures and manages its own work and nobody manages the gap between them.
A handoff can fail in three distinct ways. The distinction matters, because each needs a different remedy, and only one of them points toward the structure of the organization.
	Failure mode
	What it looks like
	Usual cause
	Usual remedy

	Latency
	Work waits in a queue for the receiving team, or for a meeting slot
	Capacity, priority, or a meeting cadence that sets the batch size
	Capacity and flow changes, and removing the dependency on the meeting

	Fidelity
	Rework, clarification loops, "that's not what we asked for"
	An undefined or incomplete information set
	A defined information set with acceptance criteria

	Ownership
	Nobody owns the outcome across the boundary, so each side optimizes its own measure
	Diffused decision rights, local measures, low trust
	Single named owners, bounded decision rights, an end-to-end measure, and only then structural change


The step 4 diagnosis already traces each significant wait to its source. For a handoff, the source is usually one of these three, and the wait tracer in T4 Time Diagnostic should name which.
Meetings as evidence
A meeting attached to a handoff is useful evidence because it is visible and easy to count. It shows that the information needed to act cannot yet be carried by an artifact, so the transfer has to be completed in conversation. That may be reasonable for novel, high-stakes work. For routine work it is a signal that something has not been designed.
Meetings are a symptom, however, and what they compensate for decides the remedy. Three kinds are worth separating.
	Meeting type
	What it compensates for
	Remedy
	What it says about structure

	Status
	Nobody can see the state of the work
	A shared system of record that both sides can see
	Nothing

	Clarification
	The handoff arrives without the information needed
	A defined information set and acceptance criteria
	Little, unless it persists once the information set is defined, which suggests the context is genuinely tacit

	Decision
	Neither side can act alone, because decision rights are split or the trade-off spans both functions
	Single named deciders with bounded decision rights
	A great deal, if it persists after the other remedies


The test that follows is simple. Once status and clarification meetings have been designed out, does the handoff still need a meeting to be decided? If it does, it goes on the shortlist for structural investigation.
Meetings also conceal latency. When a handoff depends on a weekly meeting, the meeting cadence sets the batch size. Work finished on Tuesday waits until the following Monday, and that queue rarely appears in any departmental measure. It can still be the largest component of elapsed time. In constraint terms, the meeting is often the constraint, with its capacity fixed by the calendar.
The evidence is cheap to gather. Calendar metadata shows recurring meetings, attendees drawn from both sides of a boundary, frequency and attendee count, without anyone being interviewed. Interviews then classify the meetings by type. Together they give step 4 a quick, factual first pass at where handoffs depend on conversation.
Decision meetings and the accountability problem
Decision meetings deserve particular attention when several people attend as deciders. A decision taken by a room has no single owner, and that is frequently the point of the meeting. It works as insurance: if the decision goes wrong, the consequences are shared. For each individual this is entirely rational, which is why the pattern persists in organizations that otherwise pride themselves on accountability.
The practical test is to count deciders and ignore attendees. A decision meeting may legitimately include several people who contribute information. The problem arises when several people hold a veto, or when nothing proceeds until the room agrees. Asking "who decides?" is usually enough. More than one name, or a thoughtful pause, means accountability has been diffused. In a RACI table it appears as a row with several people marked accountable, or none.
Behind it there are usually two trust failures that reinforce each other. Leaders do not trust the delegate to decide well, so they keep a seat at the table. Delegates do not trust that they will be backed if the outcome is poor, so they want witnesses. The meeting satisfies both fears at once, and the cost is paid in elapsed time and in accountability.
Low trust is often manufactured by measurement. Where people are blamed for routine variation, they learn that owning a decision alone is dangerous. Process Behavior Charts help directly here. By separating signals from routine variation, they let the organization hold people to account for genuine signals without punishing them for the variation the system produces. That makes single-point accountability safer to accept, and it makes the chart an instrument of trust as well as an analytical tool.
The consequence for the sequence is significant. Restructuring does not fix a trust problem. If the boundaries are redrawn in a low-trust organization, the same leaders recreate the decision meeting inside the new structure within a quarter. The accountability problem has to be addressed before, or alongside, any structural change, otherwise the redesign merely relocates the committee.
The principle: acceptance transfers accountability
The position Handoff Agreements takes is straightforward. A handoff should pass a defined set of information that allows the receiver to accept it. On acceptance, the receiver is responsible for the decisions and the next steps. The end of each process step therefore includes an output designed so that this can happen without a meeting wherever possible.
This is Deming's principle that the next process is the customer, made specific and signed. A process step is not finished when its own work is complete. It is finished when its output meets the needs of the step that receives it.
The value of the principle lies in the single point of transfer. Before acceptance the sender owns the work, and after it the receiver does. There is no interval in which both own it and neither acts, and no need for a room of people to share the risk.
Four refinements make the principle work in practice.
The receiver defines the information set. If the sender decides what to include, the handoff contains what is convenient to produce. The receiving owner specifies what is needed to act, and the sending step is designed to supply it. This makes the handoff a pull system, and it obliges the receiver to state precisely what it needs before it can take ownership.
The receiver has the right to reject. An incomplete handoff goes back to the sender with the reason, and nobody convenes a meeting to repair it. This is quality at the source, and it matches the existing BPMN convention in T3 Process and Workflow Map Kit: draw the return to the process step responsible, and do not absorb upstream work downstream. It also protects the receiver, who cannot be held accountable for decisions based on a package they never accepted.
Acceptance has a time limit. A handoff left neither accepted nor rejected is in limbo, which is the old problem in a new form. The agreement therefore sets a window for acceptance. If the receiver does nothing within it, the handoff is treated as accepted. Silence is a decision, and it belongs to the receiver.
Exceptions are designed. Some handoffs will still need a conversation, especially where the case is novel or the stakes are unusually high. Each agreement names the triggers for an exception and a single person who resolves it. Without that, "where possible" gradually becomes "usually".
The handoff agreement
The best model for the agreement comes from air traffic control. When an aircraft passes from one sector or unit to another, the transfer is governed by a Letter of Agreement between the units. It fixes in advance what information is passed and at what point, the conditions under which the aircraft is transferred, what the receiving controller may require, and when the receiving controller may refuse. The receiving controller accepts the aircraft, and from that moment owns its separation. Nobody convenes a meeting over each aircraft, because the terms were settled before the first one arrived, and the transfer of responsibility is unambiguous. It is a proven, safety-critical version of the same idea, and it gives a board a familiar picture of what is being asked for.
A handoff agreement records:
· the sending and receiving owners, one named person on each side
· the handoff itself, with its trigger and the point on the future-state diagram where it sits
· the information set, specified by the receiver
· the acceptance criteria, marking which are checked by rules and which need judgment
· the rejection path, with reason codes and the time allowed to return the work
· the acceptance window and the moment accountability transfers
· the decision rights the receiver holds after acceptance, with their bounds
· the exception triggers and the single escalation owner
· the meetings the agreement replaces, and any it deliberately keeps
· the measures, their baselines and the review trigger
It should fit on two pages. An agreement nobody reads is worse than none, because it gives the appearance of design without its effect.
Writing the agreement is itself a test of the design. It needs one named owner on each side, and if nobody can be named, the design has an accountability problem. Finding that at step 5 costs a conversation. Finding it after release costs a quarter.
Checking the handoff: deterministic first, AI by net advantage
The acceptance check follows the organizing principle of the sequence. Much of an acceptance check can be done by rules: mandatory fields, attachments, approvals, thresholds, consent. These are deterministic controls, and they belong in the system of record so that an incomplete handoff cannot be submitted at all. Step 7 marks them on the diagram as automated controls.
AI earns a place where the check needs judgment that rules cannot express, such as summarizing context the receiver needs, spotting inconsistencies between fields, or flagging a handoff that is unusual compared with previous ones. Any such use is a method in its own right and goes through step 6 like any other, with the best non-AI route as its comparator. A well-designed form often beats a model at capturing what the receiver needs, at a fraction of the cost.
Agreements make AI change modular
Once the interface between two process steps is defined, either owner can redesign the inside of their process step without renegotiating the whole workflow. The test of any change, including the introduction of AI, is whether the output still meets the agreement. The adjacent step is protected by contract.
This helps AI adoption in practical ways. It narrows the blast radius of a change, which bears on the technical risk rating at step 7. It gives the pilot at step 12 a direct test, because first-pass acceptance of AI-assisted output against the receiver's criteria shows whether the change delivers value at the boundary as well as within its own process step. And it lets the organization adopt AI one process step at a time without destabilising the steps on either side.
Measuring the handoff
A handful of measures shows whether an agreement is working. They are workflow measures in the sense of Measuring Improvement Initiatives, and like any other they are estimated at step 4 and formally baselined at mobilize in step 12.
	Measure
	What it shows

	First-pass acceptance rate
	The share of handoffs accepted without rejection. The primary measure of whether the information set is being met, and the measure of the fit for purpose demand at this join

	Time from submission to acceptance
	The latency the handoff adds, recorded as wait time and carried into elapsed time. A handoff that holds work until the receiver has what it needs is a dependency wait

	Rejections by reason
	Where the sending step falls short. This becomes the improvement backlog for the sending owner

	Exceptions raised
	Whether the agreement covers the real work, or "exception" has become the normal route

	Handoff meetings remaining
	Count and type, compared with the step 4 register


Plotted on a Process Behavior Chart, first-pass acceptance and time to acceptance show whether the agreement is working and whether a change in rejections is routine variation or a signal that something upstream has changed. The agreement is reviewed when the chart shows a signal, when either owner changes their process step, and at the step 13 review. Without a review trigger the agreement drifts into a document nobody reads, and the meetings quietly return.
The handoff remedy ladder
When a handoff is the constraint, the remedies are applied in a fixed order, in the same spirit as the fixed order of objectives at step 5 and methods at step 6. Each rung is cheaper and less disruptive than the one above it, and each is tested before the next is attempted.
	Rung
	Remedy
	Removes

	1
	Make the state of the work visible in a shared system of record
	Status meetings

	2
	Define the information set and acceptance criteria, with the right to reject
	Clarification meetings and most rework

	3
	Name one decider on each side, with bounded decision rights and a single escalation owner
	Decision meetings caused by diffused accountability

	4
	Give both owners an end-to-end measure that both answer to, alongside their local measures
	Local optimization at the boundary

	5
	Use technology to carry context and check completeness, deterministic first and AI where it has net advantage
	Residual fidelity loss and checking effort

	6
	Redesign the boundary itself
	Decision meetings that persist because the work genuinely belongs together


The gate between rungs is the Process Behavior Chart. If a rung moves the handoff measures and the meetings disappear, the work stops there. If it does not, the chart is evidence for climbing to the next rung. By the time rung 6 is reached, the case for structural change rests on evidence that the board and the owners of the business can examine, instead of on a sense that something is causing friction.
Rungs 1 to 5 are part of the sequence and are designed at step 5. Rung 6 is different in kind, and is discussed next.
When the structure should change
Structural change is warranted when the work crossing a boundary has particular characteristics. It is high in frequency and iterative, with repeated exchanges before it is complete. It depends on tacit context that resists being written down. And it requires joint decisions under uncertainty, where the trade-off genuinely spans both functions. In those cases the boundary sits in the wrong place, and no agreement will make it comfortable.
Conway's law explains why. An organization produces work whose shape mirrors its communication structure, so a boundary drawn through an iterative loop guarantees a meeting. The deliberate response, sometimes called the inverse Conway maneuver, is to organize around the flow of work so that the rich, iterative loops sit inside a single team.
Restructuring never removes boundaries. It only moves them. The design question is where boundaries are cheapest to hold. They belong at seams where interaction is infrequent and the information crossing them is simple and well specified, which is exactly where a handoff agreement works best. The rich loops belong inside a team.
AI shifts where those seams fall. Specialization and departmental boundaries exist largely because no individual can hold the full context of several functions at once. AI lowers the cost of carrying that context, so a small cross-functional team with AI support may handle work that previously needed several departments and the handoffs between them. Boundaries that were sensible five years ago may now sit in expensive places. The useful question at rung 5 is therefore whether AI makes the handoff cheaper, or makes the boundary unnecessary. The first is an AI-by-advantage option inside the current structure. The second is a change to the operating model.
Two further points govern the decision.
Within a department or between departments. Moving a boundary between teams inside one department is largely a question of team design, and comparatively cheap. Moving a boundary between departments touches profit and loss ownership, executive authority and incentive plans, so the bar for evidence is considerably higher.
Timing against the hold period. In a business owned by private equity, the transition cost of a cross-departmental reorganization can absorb a year of the value creation plan. The decision should be made with the remaining hold period in view, and with an honest estimate of how long performance will dip before it recovers.
Structural redesign is treated as an operating-model change outside the thirteen steps, sponsored by the executive who owns both sides of the boundary. The step 13 review supplies the evidence for it.
SiteWorks Cloud example, from lead conversion to discovery
SiteWorks Cloud is the fictional software business followed through the sequence in SiteWorks Cloud Worked Example, which covers this handoff at steps 4, 5 and 13. The figures are illustrative and match the worked example.
The step 5 design for lead conversion showed something a list of options would have missed. Once the qualification package removes the leads that could never buy, more discovery calls come from qualified leads. Booked discovery calls would now land directly in account executives' calendars, so their capacity needed checking. Drawing the handoff out showed a second issue. At step 4, the people doing the work had described how a booked call actually reaches an account executive. It waits for the Monday pipeline meeting, where five people decide who takes each call and whether the lead is genuinely qualified. No single person owns allocation or qualification.
The step 4 register classified the Monday meeting into its parts. Part of it was status, because nobody could see which calls were booked and with whom. Part was clarification, because the booking carried no record of what the prospect had said. The rest was decision, with five deciders, because allocation and qualification had no single owner.
The handoff agreement, signed by the sales development manager as sending owner and the account executive team lead as receiving owner, deals with each part in turn.
· The information set travels with the booking: company, segment and territory, the contact's role, the need the prospect stated in their reply, consent status, and the representative's qualification notes against four set questions.
· CRM validation rules block any booking with a missing field or no recorded consent, so an incomplete handoff cannot be submitted. Step 7 marks this as an automated control.
· A CRM assignment rule, configured with the qualification package at step 6, allocates the call to an account executive by territory and segment. Allocation stops being a decision for a meeting, and qualification has already been settled by the qualification rule before the lead reached a representative.
· The account executive accepts or rejects within four business hours, with a reason code for any rejection. A booking neither accepted nor rejected within the window is treated as accepted. On acceptance, the account executive owns the call and every decision after it.
· Prospects with potential above $250,000 of annual recurring revenue are exceptions, escalated to the VP of Sales as the single named owner.
· The measures are first-pass acceptance, time from booking to acceptance, rejections by reason and the share of discovery calls rescheduled. They are baselined at step 12 and reviewed at step 13.
Rejected leads returning to marketing cross a second ownership boundary. A shorter agreement with the head of marketing covers them, with the rejection reason as the information set.
One natural AI candidate would be summarizing the prospect's reply into a brief for the account executive. At step 6 it would be tested against a structured field in which the representative records the stated need in one sentence. At SiteWorks' volume the field gives the account executive what is needed at almost no cost, so the AI option would have no net advantage and would be set aside with a re-test date. This illustration is specific to this paper.
With status visible in the CRM, clarification carried by the information set allocation handled by the assignment rule and qualification settled before assignment, the Monday meeting is no longer needed for this handoff. It is retained, shortened, for the strategic exceptions, with one decider. If account executives still find themselves waiting for a group decision on routine calls at the step 13 review, the handoff is referred for structural review. The likely question would be whether representatives and account executives should work as paired teams by segment, so that the conversation from first contact to discovery stays inside one team.
Conclusion
When a constraint sits in a handoff, the temptation is to reach for the organization chart. It is the most visible lever and the most expensive. The handoff agreement offers a cheaper, testable alternative that works inside the existing structure for many handoffs, and produces the evidence needed for the rest.
The method rests on one principle and one diagnostic. The principle is that a defined information set allows the receiver to accept the work, and acceptance transfers accountability. The diagnostic is the meeting. A handoff that needs a meeting has not been fully designed, and a handoff that still needs a decision meeting with several deciders, after its agreement is in place, has an accountability problem that no reorganization will fix until leadership addresses it.
Seen that way, the meeting calendar becomes one of the more honest documents a business owns.
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