


The Constraint Finder 
A Step-by-Step Guide to Identifying What's Actually Slowing Your Business Down 

For service business owners doing $500K - $2M in revenue who are tired of​
 automating the wrong things 

Table of Contents 
The Constraint Finder 

The Core Concept 
Why This Changes Everything 

The Five Most Common Constraints in Small Service Businesses 
1. The Owner as Decision Bottleneck 
2. Single Employee Holding Critical Knowledge 
3. Client Responsiveness 
4. Cash Flow Timing 
5. A Specific Step in Your Delivery Process 

The Constraint Finding Process 
Step 1: Follow a Piece of Work From Start to Finish 
Step 2: Find the Pile 
Step 3: Ask Your Team What They Wait On 
Step 4: Validate With the Capacity Question 

The Constraint Audit Questions 
What To Do Once You Find It 

First: Exploit (Use What You Have Differently) 
Second: Subordinate (Align Everything Else) 
Third: Elevate (Now Consider Investing) 
Fourth: Repeat 

The One Question Before Any Automation 
Constraint Audit Interview for Claude 

How to Use This With Claude 
Thanks for Reading 



The Core Concept 

Your business has a constraint. Right now, as you read this, there is exactly one thing limiting 
how much work can flow through your operation. One bottleneck. One narrow point where 
everything backs up. 

Not two things. Not five things. One. 

This isn't motivational thinking. It's physics. Work moves through your business like water 
through a series of pipes. The narrowest pipe determines the flow rate for the entire system. 
You can widen every other pipe, and it won't matter. The narrow one still controls everything. 

Why This Changes Everything 

When you improve the constraint, the whole system speeds up. When you improve anything 
else, you're just rearranging where work piles up. 

This is why so many automation projects fail. Research from Ernst & Young shows 30-50% of 
initial automation projects don't deliver expected results. Not because the technology is bad, 
but because it's aimed at the wrong place. 

A marketing agency builds Zapier automations for client onboarding, content scheduling, and 
reporting. Work flows faster to the owner's approval queue and piles up there. The constraint 
was never onboarding or scheduling. It was the owner reviewing every deliverable. 

A bookkeeping firm automates document collection and bank feeds. Month-end close is still 
late. The constraint was one bookkeeper who handled all the complex clients. Documents just 
reached her faster. 

The automation worked exactly as designed. It just didn't address the constraint. 

The Pipe Analogy 

Picture five pipes connected in sequence. Four are 6 inches in diameter. One is 2 inches. Water 
flows through all five, but only as fast as the 2-inch pipe allows. 

You could replace those 6-inch pipes with 12-inch pipes. You could add pumps. You could 
polish the interior to reduce friction. None of it matters. The 2-inch pipe still determines your 
flow rate. 

The only improvement that moves the needle is widening that 2-inch pipe. 



Your job, before buying any software or building any automation, is to find your 2-inch pipe. 

The Five Most Common Constraints in Small Service Businesses 

After working with service businesses ranging from marketing agencies to bookkeeping firms 
to consultancies, patterns emerge. Most constraints fall into five categories. 

1. The Owner as Decision Bottleneck 

This is the most common constraint in businesses under $2M. Every significant decision 
routes through the owner. Proposals need approval. Client deliverables need review. Hiring 
decisions, vendor selections, pricing questions, all of it lands on one desk. 

The team might be capable. They might even have the authority on paper. But in practice, they 
wait. They know the owner wants to see things before they go out. Or they're not confident 
enough to decide without input. Or the client expects to deal with the owner directly. 

What it looks like: Tasks sitting in "waiting for review" columns. Team members with light 
workloads while the owner works evenings. Clients who only want to talk to "the boss." 

What often gets automated instead: Project management, client communication, reporting. 
Work flows faster to the owner and piles up there. 

2. Single Employee Holding Critical Knowledge 

One person knows how to do something essential, and when they're busy, sick, or on vacation, 
that work stops. The constraint isn't the person. It's the fact that the knowledge lives in only 
one head. 

This often happens with technical skills (the only person who can work the specialized 
software), client relationships (the only person certain clients trust), or institutional knowledge 
(the only person who remembers why things are done a certain way). 

What it looks like: Work queuing up for one person while others have capacity. Panic when that 
person takes PTO. Projects stalling when they're pulled into other priorities. 

What often gets automated instead: The easy parts of everyone else's job. The knowledge 
holder's queue fills up faster. 



3. Client Responsiveness 

You can only move as fast as clients provide feedback, approve deliverables, or answer 
questions. Your internal efficiency doesn't matter if work sits waiting on client input for days or 
weeks. 

This constraint is tricky because it feels external. "We can't control the client." True, but you can 
control how you set expectations, how you structure approval processes, and how you handle 
delays. 

What it looks like: Projects stalling at predictable points. "Waiting on client" as the most 
common status. Deadline pressure caused by approval delays, not your team's capacity. 

What often gets automated instead: Internal workflows that were never the bottleneck. More 
efficient processes for doing work that then sits waiting for client review. 

4. Cash Flow Timing 

You have the capacity to take on more work, but cash is tight, so you can't hire help, invest in 
tools, or take on projects that require upfront costs. The constraint is financial, not operational. 

This often shows up as a capacity problem ("we need more people") when the real issue is that 
you can't afford more people until you collect on outstanding invoices or adjust payment 
terms. 

What it looks like: Turning down work you could do. Delaying investments you know would 
help. Stress about payroll even when revenue is strong on paper. 

What often gets automated instead: Administrative tasks that save time but don't accelerate 
cash collection. The financial constraint remains. 

​
5. A Specific Step in Your Delivery Process 

Sometimes the constraint is a particular step in how you deliver work. Maybe it's a quality 
review. Maybe it's a technical setup that requires specialized skills. Maybe it's a handoff 
between team members where information consistently gets lost. 

This is the constraint that's easiest to fix once identified, because it's usually a process 
problem rather than a people problem. But it's often invisible because it looks like "just how we 
do things." 



What it looks like: Consistent delays at the same point in different projects. Rework loops that 
add time without adding value. Handoffs where things fall through the cracks. 

What often gets automated instead: The steps before and after the problematic handoff. The 
broken step processes bad information faster. 

"Any improvement not at the constraint is an illusion." 

The Constraint Finding Process 

Finding your constraint isn't complicated, but it requires honesty. You're looking for where work 
actually stalls, not where you wish it didn't or where it seems like it should. 

Step 1: Follow a Piece of Work From Start to Finish 

Pick a recent client project or internal initiative. Something that took longer than you wanted or 
caused more stress than it should have. 

Map every step it went through from the moment it started to the moment it was complete. Be 
specific. Don't map your ideal process or your documented process. Map what actually 
happened. 

For each step, note two things: 

1.​ How long did the work take? (Active time someone was working on it) 
2.​ How long did the work wait? (Time sitting before the next step started) 

The distinction matters. A deliverable might take 2 hours of active work but 4 days of calendar 
time because it sat waiting for review, waiting for information, or waiting for someone to pick it 
up. 

Where did work wait the longest? That's your first clue. 

Step 2: Find the Pile 

In any system with a constraint, work piles up in front of the bottleneck. Where's your pile? 

The literal pile: Tasks sitting in one column of your project board. Emails sitting in one person's 
inbox. Files sitting in a folder waiting for review. Slack messages waiting for a response from 
the same person. 



The mental pile: Your team knows they can't move forward until someone gets back to them, 
so they context-switch to other work while they wait. The pile exists in their heads as "things 
I'm blocked on." 

The time pile: A step that should take an hour takes a week because it keeps getting bumped 
for more urgent things. The pile isn't visible; it's embedded in how long things take. 

Look at your project management tool. Which column has the most items? Which status do 
things sit in longest? That's probably in front of your constraint. 

Step 3: Ask Your Team What They Wait On 

If you have a team, ask them directly: "When work stalls, what is it usually waiting on?" 

Don't ask what's frustrating or what takes too long. Those questions lead to complaints about 
symptoms. Ask specifically about waiting. What do they wait for? Who do they wait on? What 
information do they need that they don't have? 

Listen for patterns. If three different people say "waiting for owner review," you've found it. If 
the answer is "waiting for the client," your constraint might be external (which requires different 
solutions). If the answer is "waiting for information that should have been collected earlier," 
your constraint is upstream. 

If you're solo, do this exercise honestly with yourself. Where do things sit on your task list? 
What do you keep pushing to tomorrow? 

Step 4: Validate With the Capacity Question 

Once you think you've identified the constraint, validate it with one question: 

"If this one thing had unlimited capacity tomorrow, would everything else speed 
up?" 

If the owner could review and approve instantly, would projects finish faster? If the answer is 
yes, the owner's review process is the constraint. 

If Sarah (the bookkeeper who handles all construction clients) could handle twice the 
workload, would month-end close happen on time? If yes, Sarah's capacity is the constraint. 

If the project manager's estimates were perfect every time, would projects stay on budget? If 
yes, the scoping process is the constraint. 



If the answer is "no, something else would still slow us down," keep looking. You haven't found 
the constraint yet. 

The Constraint Audit Questions 

Use these ten questions to systematically identify your constraint. Answer honestly, not 
aspirationally. You're looking for what actually happens, not what should happen. 

1.​ When you look at your project management board (or task list), which column or status 
has the most items sitting in it?​
 

2.​ In the last month, which person on your team (including yourself) has most often been 
the reason something couldn't move forward?​
 

3.​ When a project runs late, where does the delay usually happen? Is it the same place 
most of the time?​
 

4.​ If you suddenly got three new clients tomorrow, what would break first? Where would 
you run out of capacity?​
 

5.​ What's the one thing that, if it worked perfectly, would make everything else easier?​
 

6.​ When your team (or you) works late, what are they usually trying to finish or catch up 
on?​
 

7.​ What do new employees learn is the real bottleneck within their first month, even if 
nobody told them directly?​
 

8.​ If you could clone one person or one capability in your business, who or what would you 
clone?​
 

9.​ What do clients complain about most, and what internal step actually causes that 
problem?​
 

10.​If this one thing had unlimited capacity tomorrow, would everything else speed up? (The 
validation question. If yes, you've found your constraint.)​
 



Write down your answers. Look for patterns. The constraint is usually mentioned in multiple 
answers, even if it's described differently each time. 

What To Do Once You Find It 

Finding the constraint is only valuable if you do something about it. But the instinct to 
immediately buy software or hire help is usually wrong. There's a sequence that works better. 

First: Exploit (Use What You Have Differently) 

Before spending money, squeeze more capacity out of the constraint with existing resources. 

If the owner is the constraint, can they batch approvals into two focused hours per day instead 
of scattered throughout? Can they create a tiered system where routine items don't need their 
review? Can they document their decision criteria so someone else can handle obvious cases? 

If a knowledge holder is the constraint, can they spend one hour per week documenting their 
most common workflows? Can they train a backup person on the basics? Can they be 
protected from interruptions during their most important work? 

Exploitation costs little or nothing. It's about using the constraint's existing capacity more 
effectively. Most businesses skip this step and go straight to spending money. 

Second: Subordinate (Align Everything Else) 

Once you've exploited the constraint, make sure nothing else in your operation makes the 
constraint's job harder. 

Don't pile more work onto the constraint than it can handle. Create a buffer so it always has 
work ready but never has a backlog. Route interruptions and questions away from the 
constraint unless absolutely necessary. 

If owner approval is the constraint, the team should filter what actually needs approval versus 
what they can decide themselves. If a specialist is the constraint, others should handle 
everything that doesn't require specialization. 

Third: Elevate (Now Consider Investing) 

Only after exploiting and subordinating should you think about spending money. And when you 
do, spend it on the constraint, not around it. 



Hire to increase capacity at the constraint. Buy software that makes the constraint faster. 
Automate parts of the constraint's work. 

This is when automation makes sense: when it directly addresses the bottleneck. A tool that 
helps the owner review faster is valuable. A tool that helps everyone else work faster while the 
owner's queue stays clogged is waste. 

Fourth: Repeat 

When you successfully improve a constraint, something else becomes the new constraint. The 
owner's review process speeds up, and now client responsiveness is the bottleneck. That's 
normal. It means you made progress. 

Start the process again. Find the new constraint. Exploit, subordinate, elevate. 

The One Question Before Any Automation 

Before you buy software, before you build a Zapier workflow, before you hire someone to set up 
integrations, ask: 

"Is this the thing slowing everything else down?" 

If the answer is no, stop. You're about to automate the wrong thing. You'll spend money, invest 
time, and end up with a faster system that's still bottlenecked in the same place. 

If the answer is yes, ask the follow-up: "Have I exploited this constraint with existing resources 
first?" 

If no, do that first. It's faster, cheaper, and often sufficient. 

If yes, now you're ready to invest intelligently. Buy the tool. Build the automation. Hire the 
person. But do it knowing that your investment is aimed at the one thing that will actually 
speed up your entire operation. 

The tool isn't broke. How you're using it might be. But more often, the problem is that you're 
using the right tool in the wrong place. 

Find the constraint first. Everything else follows.  



Constraint Audit Interview for Claude 
Most service businesses have tried automation that didn't move the needle. The problem isn't 
the tool. It's that they automated the wrong thing. This Claude Project turns your AI assistant 
into a constraint diagnostic partner that walks you through 8 questions to find the single 
bottleneck limiting your operation. Based on Theory of Constraints principles, the interview 
identifies where work actually piles up, then delivers exploitation strategies you can implement 
before spending money on software or hiring. 

How to Use This With Claude 

1.​ Open the GitHub file: business-constraints-interview-claude-project.md 

2.​ Click the Raw button (top right of the file content area) to view the plain markdown 

3.​ Select all and copy the entire contents (Ctrl+A, Ctrl+C or Cmd+A, Cmd+C) 

4.​ In Claude, go to your Projects and create a new project 

5.​ Click Project Instructions edit pencil, and paste the markdown into the Project 

Instructions field 

6.​ Save instructions 

7.​ Start a new chat, and tell Claude: "Run me through the Constraint Audit Interview" 

Claude will walk you through 8 questions one at a time, then deliver a diagnosis with 
exploitation strategies you can implement this week.  

https://github.com/weblytica/youtube-assets/blob/main/business-constraints-interview-claude-project.md


Thanks for Reading 

I'm Andy O'Neil, and I built Weblytica to help service business owners make smarter decisions 
about automation and AI. 

I give this guide away for free because I've watched too many business owners spend money 
on tools that don't move the needle. They're not making bad decisions. They're making good 
decisions about the wrong problems. 

The constraint concept isn't complicated, but it's easy to skip when you're busy putting out 
fires. My hope is that this guide gives you a framework to slow down for an hour, find the real 
bottleneck, and then make investments that actually pay off. 

If you want to talk through your specific situation, I'm happy to do that. No pitch, no pressure. 
Sometimes a 20-minute conversation saves months of trial and error. 

Andy O’Neil​
andy@weblytica.com 
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