
Identifying System Dependencies That Create 
Bottlenecks

A practical worksheet for working professionals who need to diagnose, map, and resolve the hidden constraints slowing their 
teams and systems down.

Systems don't break at random. They break at the seams — at the points where one process, team, or tool depends on another. This 

worksheet gives you a structured, repeatable method to find those seams before they become crises.



INTRODUCTION

Why Bottlenecks Are Never What They Appear to 
Be

Perceived 
Bottleneck

Initial symptoms or 
obvious slowdowns in 

a process.

Hidden Causes
Underlying factors 
contributing to the 

perceived issue.

True Constraint
The core, single 

limiting factor of the 
system.

Every professional has experienced it: the meeting that can't move forward because 

one person hasn't responded, the product launch delayed by a single approval step, 
the report that takes three days because two tools don't talk to each other. These are 

bottlenecks — and they're almost never caused by laziness, incompetence, or bad 

luck. They're caused by system dependencies that no one mapped, nobody owns, 

and everyone works around.

A system dependency is any relationship between two or more elements — people, 

processes, tools, data, or teams — where one cannot proceed without input or output 
from the other. When these dependencies are invisible or unmanaged, they become 

invisible tax on your productivity, your team's morale, and your organization's output.

This worksheet solves a specific problem: you know something is slow, but you 
don't know exactly why, or where the true constraint lives. By the end of working 

through these exercises, you'll have a dependency map, a bottleneck severity score, 

and a prioritized action plan you can act on this week — not next quarter.

How to Use This Worksheet

First read-through: Skim all sections to 

orient yourself

Deep work session: Block 90 minutes 
and complete each exercise in order

Reference mode: Return to individual 
sections when new bottlenecks emerge

Team mode: Work through Section 3–5 

as a group exercise

A system dependency is any point where progress relies on something else — another person, a tool, a process, or a piece of information. 

On their own, dependencies aren’t the problem. The issue is when they’re invisible or unmanaged. When that happens, they quietly 
introduce friction:

Work stalls without clear reasons (“waiting on X”)

Ownership becomes ambiguous (“who’s responsible here?”)

Delays cascade across tasks and teams

People compensate with follow-ups, workarounds, or guesswork

That’s why they feel like an “invisible tax.” You don’t see them directly, but you pay for them in lost time, reduced clarity, and increased 

stress. Managing dependencies starts with making them explicit:

identifying where handoffs happen

clarifying ownership and expected timelines

reducing unnecessary dependencies where possible

adding simple tracking for critical ones

Once visible, dependencies can be designed and controlled. Until then, they remain a hidden source of inefficiency that compounds over 

time.
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MODULE 1

Understanding the Four Types of System 
Dependencies

Loose Coupling

Shared Resources

Service-Oriented

Tightly Coupled

Before you can map bottlenecks, you need a shared vocabulary. System dependencies appear in four distinct forms in professional 

environments. Most teams only recognize one or two types — which means they solve surface problems while the deeper structural 

constraints persist. Learn to see all four, and you'll instantly become the most diagnostically sharp person in the room.

🔗 Sequential Dependencies
Task B cannot start until Task A is complete. The most visible dependency type. Common in approvals, handoffs, and staged 
production workflows.

Example: Legal review must finish before contracts are sent to clients.

🔀 Shared Resource Dependencies
Multiple workstreams compete for the same finite resource — a person, a tool, a dataset, or a budget. Creates invisible queues that 
nobody manages.

Example: Three teams sharing one data analyst, none of whom know each other's deadlines.

📡 Information Dependencies
A process stalls because a decision-maker lacks data, clarity, or confirmation. Often misdiagnosed as a communication problem 

when it's actually a system design problem.

Example: A campaign can't launch because performance benchmarks from last quarter haven't been shared with the growth team.

⚙️ Technical/Integration Dependencies
Systems, platforms, or tools that don't connect automatically, forcing manual workarounds. Often invisible until scale or speed 

exposes them.

Example: CRM data that must be manually exported to a spreadsheet before finance can run their models.

💡 Quick Self-Check: In the last 30 days, which of these four dependency types caused the most friction in your work? Write 

one example from your own context before moving forward — this grounds the rest of the worksheet in your reality.
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MODULE 2

Step 1 — Map Your System: The Dependency 
Audit
The first active step in identifying bottlenecks is building a dependency map — a visual or structured inventory of every handoff, input, 

and output in your workflow. This isn't about diagramming for its own sake. It's about making invisible relationships visible so they can 

be managed, challenged, or eliminated.

Define Scope
Map the workflow boundaries 

and key outputs.

List Handoffs
Catalog every handoff point 

and incoming input.

Label Types
Classify dependencies by type 
and priority.

Flag Owners
Mark dependencies lacking a 
clear owner.

The key shift here is moving from feeling stuck to seeing why things get stuck. A dependency map makes your workflow explicit. Instead 
of thinking in terms of isolated tasks, you lay out the chain of inputs → actions → outputs, and where each step relies on something else. 

This typically includes:

where work originates (requests, tasks, decisions)

who or what provides required inputs

where handoffs occur between people or tools

what outputs are produced, and who depends on them next

The goal isn’t to create a perfect diagram — it’s to expose patterns you normally miss:

repeated waiting points

unnecessary approvals or layers

unclear ownership at handoffs

circular dependencies or rework loops

Once those relationships are visible, you can act on them. Some dependencies can be simplified, some clarified, and some removed 

entirely. Without this step, bottlenecks feel random. With it, they become predictable — and fixable.

The audit works best when scoped tightly. Don't try to map your entire organization — focus on one workflow or recurring process that 
consistently frustrates you. A sprint cycle, an onboarding process, a client reporting workflow, or a product release cycle are all ideal 
starting points.

📋 Worksheet: Dependency Audit Table

For your chosen workflow, complete the following for each step:

Step name: What is this process step called?

Input required: What does this step need to begin?

Input source: Who or what provides that input?

Dependency type: Sequential / Shared Resource / 

Information / Technical

Owner: Who is accountable for this input being available on 
time?

Typical delay: How often does this step get held up, and by 
how long?

🚨 Red Flags to Watch For

Any step where "Owner" is blank — unowned dependencies 

always become bottlenecks

Any step where the same person appears as the input source 

for 3 or more steps — single points of failure

Any step with a manual data transfer — high-friction, error-

prone, scalability ceiling

Any step where the delay is longer than the task itself — a 

waiting problem, not a doing problem

Any step that requires synchronous alignment (a meeting) 

to proceed — information dependency disguised as process
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MODULE 3

Step 2 — Score Your Bottlenecks: The Severity 
Matrix
Not all bottlenecks deserve equal attention. The professional mistake is to attack the most visible bottleneck rather than the most 

impactful one. After completing your dependency audit, you need a method to prioritize. The Bottleneck Severity Matrix uses three 

dimensions to score each dependency-related delay and help you decide where to focus first.

1
Frequency
How often does this dependency cause a delay? Score 1 (rarely) to 5 (almost always). A dependency that blocks work 

weekly is far more costly than one that blocks quarterly, even if the quarterly one feels more dramatic when it hits.

2
Impact
When this dependency causes a delay, how much downstream work is affected? Score 1 (affects only your task) to 5 

(blocks multiple teams or a client-facing deliverable). This is your multiplier — high-impact delays compound.

3

Solvability
How much control do you or your team have over resolving this dependency? Score 1 (completely outside your control) to 
5 (you could fix it this week with existing resources). High-severity but low-solvability bottlenecks need escalation, not 

effort.

📊 Scoring Formula: Priority Score = Frequency × Impact × Solvability. A score of 75–125 = critical priority. 40–74 = high 
priority. Below 40 = monitor but don't obsess. Focus your energy on the top 1–2 highest-scoring dependencies first.

Dependency / Bottleneck Frequency (1–
5)

Impact (1–5) Solvability (1–
5)

Priority Score

Example: Manual CRM export to 
finance

5 4 4 80 — Critical

Your dependency #1:

Your dependency #2:

Your dependency #3:

Your dependency #4:
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MODULE 4

Step 3 — Diagnose the Root Cause: Why 
Dependencies Become Bottlenecks
Mapping and scoring tell you what is slowing you down. Root cause diagnosis tells you why 4 and that's where real leverage lives. Two 

systems with identical dependency structures can have completely different bottleneck profiles based on how those dependencies are 

managed, communicated, and owned. This step prevents you from applying the wrong solution to the right problem.

The same dependency can fail for very different reasons:

a delay might be caused by unclear ownership, not workload

a backlog might come from poor prioritization, not lack of capacity

repeated follow-ups might signal missing communication norms, not unresponsive people

If you skip diagnosis, you end up treating symptoms. You add tools, layers, or processes that don’t address the real issue 4 and often 

make the system heavier. Root cause diagnosis forces a deeper look at how dependencies are actually managed:

Ownership 4 is it clear who is responsible at each step?

Communication 4 are expectations, timelines, and handoffs explicit?

Process design 4 are there unnecessary steps, approvals, or loops?

This is where leverage comes from. When you fix the underlying cause, the bottleneck often disappears without adding complexity.

Use this root cause framework against your top-priority bottleneck from the Severity Matrix. Ask: which of these five causes best explains 

why this dependency stalls? In most cases, you'll find 233 causes operating simultaneously 4 which is why surface fixes (like "just send a 
reminder") rarely hold. You need to address the structural cause, not the symptom.

´  Reflection Questions

If this dependency stalls, who is the first person to notice 4 and 
how long does it take them to act?

Does the person providing the input know they are blocking 
someone else's work?

Is the delay caused by not knowing something, or by not having 
time to do something?

Would this bottleneck disappear if the two parties had a shared 

deadline and dashboard?

Has anyone ever explicitly discussed this dependency with all 

parties in the chain?

�  Root Cause Worksheet

For your #1 priority bottleneck:

The dependency is: _______________

The most likely root cause is: _______________

Evidence for this: _______________

Who else experiences this bottleneck? 

_______________

Has anyone tried to solve this before? What 
happened? _______________
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MODULE 5

Step 4 — Break the Bottleneck: Resolution 
Strategies by Dependency Type

Technical 
Debt

Single Person 
Knowledge

Cross-Team 
Handoffs

External 
Vendors

Once you've identified, scored, and diagnosed a bottleneck, you're ready to act. The right resolution strategy depends on the 

dependency type and root cause — not a generic "communication improvement" or "process redesign." The following framework 

matches each dependency type to its highest-leverage intervention, so you can move from diagnosis to action without wasted effort.

Sequential Dependencies → Parallelize or Pre-Clear
Instead of waiting for complete handoffs, identify what can be started in parallel with partial input. Alternatively, pre-clear the 
most common blockers before the sequence begins — for example, pre-approving budget ranges before a project starts so 

finance isn't a blocker mid-flight.

Shared Resource Dependencies → Dedicate or Queue Visibly
Either negotiate dedicated capacity for your workstream (even partial — 20% of a resource's time exclusively for your project) or 

make the queue visible to all stakeholders so competing priorities can be explicitly managed rather than silently collided.

Information Dependencies → Create Standing Agreements
Replace ad-hoc information requests with standing agreements: a weekly data drop, a shared dashboard, a standardized briefing 

template. Convert unpredictable information flows into reliable, scheduled ones — so downstream teams never have to ask.

Technical/Integration Dependencies → Automate the Bridge
Identify the exact manual step in the integration gap — the copy-paste, the export, the re-entry — and calculate the cost of 

automating it. Even lightweight tools (Zapier, Make, native integrations) can eliminate hours of weekly friction and associated 

error rates.

⚠️ Common Mistake: Jumping to automation before fixing ownership. An automated process with no clear owner will still 

create bottlenecks — they'll just be harder to find. Always assign ownership before, or simultaneously with, any technical fix.
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REAL-WORLD APPLICATION

Case Example: The Product Launch That Was 
Always "Almost Ready"
Consider a mid-size SaaS company whose product launch cycle consistently ran 233 weeks over deadline. The team blamed scope creep, 

but a dependency audit revealed something different. The true bottleneck wasn't feature development 4 it was a chain of four 

unmanaged sequential dependencies that nobody had ever mapped end-to-end.

What the Audit Revealed

Dependency 1 (Information): Marketing couldn't finalize messaging 
until Product confirmed the feature set 4 but Product's confirmation 

required Legal to clear the compliance language first. Legal wasn't on 

any launch timeline. No one had told them.

Dependency 2 (Shared Resource): The one person who ran QA testing 

was also supporting three other product lines. Launch testing was 

queued informally 4 meaning whoever asked last was served last. No 
one tracked the queue.

Dependency 3 (Sequential): Customer Success couldn't train support 

staff until the final product documentation was ready 4 which 

depended on QA sign-off 4 creating a 6-day cascade delay in the last 

stretch of every launch.

Dependency 4 (Technical): Release notes had to be manually 

reformatted from the internal wiki into three external formats: blog, in-
app notification, and email. This took 11 hours of work and introduced 

frequent errors.

The Resolution (Applied in 3 Weeks)

Legal added to launch kickoff meeting — compliance 
review moved to Week 1, not Week 7

QA queue made visible in shared project tracker; QA 
resource assigned 40% dedicated capacity per 

launch

Documentation template created so Customer 

Success could begin training with 80% draft, not final 

version

Release note template automated via Notion-to-

Mailchimp integration — 11 hours reduced to 45 

minutes

Result

Next two launch cycles ran on time. No process redesign. 

No new headcount. Just visible dependencies, clear 

ownership, and targeted fixes.

✅  The Lesson: The bottleneck wasn't in any single team's work quality. It was in the white space between teams — the 

handoffs no one owned, the inputs no one scheduled, and the dependencies no one had ever drawn on a single page. Visibility 

precedes velocity.
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COMMON MISTAKES

Mistakes Professionals Make When Diagnosing 
Bottlenecks
Knowing what to avoid is as valuable as knowing what to do. These are the six most common diagnostic errors — each one capable of 

sending you down the wrong path, wasting time, and leaving the real bottleneck intact. Check yourself against this list before finalizing 

your action plan.

❌ Solving the symptom, not the source
Adding a reminder Slack message to a delayed handoff treats the symptom (missing communication) while ignoring the cause (no 

shared deadline, no ownership). Fixes that don't address root causes create the illusion of progress — until the next delay arrives.

❌ Confusing busyness with bottleneck
A team that appears overwhelmed isn't necessarily the bottleneck — they may be a downstream victim of an upstream 

dependency failure. Always trace the delay to its origin point, not just to where it becomes visible.

❌ Mapping in isolation
Building a dependency map without input from all parties in the chain creates blind spots. The person downstream always sees 
delays the person upstream doesn't — and vice versa. Map collaboratively, even if it takes more time upfront.

❌ Over-engineering low-frequency bottlenecks
A dependency that blocks work twice a year doesn't need an automated pipeline. Match the investment in your fix to the actual 

cost of the bottleneck. Use your severity score as a budget constraint, not just a priority signal.

❌ Skipping the "who owns this?" question
Every dependency needs a named human accountable for it being available on time. Shared ownership is no ownership. If your fix 
doesn't assign a name to the dependency, it will revert to the old pattern within weeks.

❌ Treating all bottlenecks as permanent
Dependencies change as teams grow, tools evolve, and priorities shift. A quarterly dependency review — even 30 minutes with a 

small team — catches new bottlenecks before they compound. Build review cadence into your process, not just the initial fix.
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SUMMARY

Key Takeaways & Your Next 48-Hour Action Plan
7 Things to Remember

1 Bottlenecks live in dependencies, not people

Slow handoffs, unclear ownership, and unmanaged inputs — not 

individual effort — are the true source of systemic delays.

2 There are four dependency types — learn to see all 
of them

Sequential, Shared Resource, Information, and Technical. Each requires 
a different resolution approach.

3 Visibility is the first intervention

Making dependencies visible — through a map, a shared tracker, or a 

team conversation — often reduces delays before any process change is 

made.

4 Score before you solve

Use the Severity Matrix to prioritize. Attack high-frequency, high-impact, 

high-solvability bottlenecks first for the fastest return on your effort.

5 Root cause beats symptom treatment every time

Use the five-cause fishbone framework to find the structural reason a 

dependency is stalling — not just the immediate trigger.

6 Every dependency needs a named owner

Unowned dependencies always become bottlenecks. Assigning a name 

to every input and handoff is one of the highest-leverage moves 

available to you.

7 Build a review cadence, not just a one-time fix

Dependencies evolve. A recurring 30-minute quarterly review prevents 
new bottlenecks from accumulating back to the point of crisis.

⚡ Your Next 48-Hour Action Plan

Choose one workflow that's been frustrating 

you — the one where something always gets 

stuck.

Complete the Dependency Audit Table for that 
workflow — list every handoff and input 

required.

Classify each dependency by type: Sequential, 

Shared Resource, Information, or Technical.

Flag any dependencies with no clear named 

owner — those are your fastest wins.

Score your top 3 bottlenecks using the 

Frequency × Impact × Solvability formula.

Apply the root cause framework to your 

highest-scoring bottleneck.

Draft one specific resolution action and share it 

with the relevant stakeholder by end of week.

Schedule a 30-minute recurring dependency 

review with your team — monthly or quarterly.

🚀 Remember: You don't need a perfect 
map or a complete solution to start. A 

partial map you act on is worth more 

than a perfect map you never finish. 

Start with one workflow. One 

dependency. One owner. That's how 
systems improve — incrementally, 

visibly, sustainably.
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