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INTRO 

At 10:23 on a Tuesday morning, twelve people are staring 
at a dashboard that has suddenly stopped showing the 
correct numbers. The sales director wants an explanation. 
Finance insists its figures are accurate. IT confirms that the 
system is functioning normally, which is technically 
reassuring but not especially useful when the numbers on 
the screen appear to have been calculated by an unusually 
confident raccoon. Someone suggests restarting the 
application. Someone else proposes exporting everything to 
Excel. Then a junior analyst quietly says, "Shouldn't we ask 
Claire?" Eleven heads turn toward the door. Claire, who was 
supposed to be attending a completely unrelated meeting, is 
summoned. She examines the dashboard, changes one 
obscure setting, and explains that the reporting period was 
never updated after the previous month closed. The 
numbers return to normal. Everyone applauds the solution, 
returns to work, and promptly forgets that the entire meeting 
depended on one person's memory. 

Claire, meanwhile, has missed the first half of her own 
meeting. Again. She is pleased that she could help, slightly 
irritated that nobody else knew the answer, and sufficiently 
experienced to suspect that the same problem will return 
next month. She also knows that if she mentions 
documenting the fix, someone will enthusiastically agree 
before asking whether she can do it without delaying any of 
her existing responsibilities. This is how organizations 
sometimes reward competence: first they discover that you 
are good at solving problems, then they arrange for you to 
encounter as many problems as humanly possible. 
Eventually, your official job description becomes a charming 
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historical document describing what you were originally 
hired to do. 

Perhaps you recognize the situation. You are the person 
who understands the peculiar relationship between two 
databases, remembers why a supposedly redundant 
approval exists, or knows which supplier's instructions 
cannot be trusted without checking an additional field. 
People contact you because you are helpful, experienced, 
and usually right. Over time, however, those qualities can 
turn into an unofficial obligation to remain permanently 
available. Your knowledge stops being merely something 
you contribute to the organization. It becomes part of the 
machinery keeping the organization operational, except 
machinery usually comes with maintenance schedules, 
replacement parts, and clearly documented operating 
procedures. You come with a calendar that everybody 
assumes can accommodate one more quick question. 

There is a name for this kind of vulnerability: single point 
of failure. In simple terms, it is an element whose failure or 
unavailability can prevent a larger system from functioning 
properly. In a workplace, that element may be a person 
holding information, permissions, or practical expertise that 
nobody else can readily replace. Being unusually capable 
does not automatically make you a single point of failure. 
Specialists are necessary, and not every employee needs to 
know everything. The problem begins when an important 
activity cannot continue without your personal involvement 
and no workable alternative exists. The company may 
appear efficient for years because you keep resolving 
difficulties before anyone else notices them. Your reliability 
disguises the weakness of the arrangement. 
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What makes this particularly complicated is that being 
indispensable can feel rather wonderful. There is genuine 
satisfaction in mastering something difficult and becoming 
the person colleagues trust. You may receive praise, 
recognition, and a reassuring sense of security. When 
management says, "We don't know what we'd do without 
you," it sounds like an endorsement of your professional 
value. Sometimes it genuinely is. But the compliment 
becomes less appealing when it prevents you from taking on 
interesting projects, makes every absence difficult, or leaves 
you responsible for problems that should have been 
addressed structurally. Being needed is rewarding. Being 
required for every routine decision is a significantly less 
attractive subscription, particularly when cancellation is not 
offered. 

Then comes the question that makes knowledge sharing 
uncomfortable: if you teach someone else everything you 
know, what reason will the company have to keep you? It is 
easy to dismiss this fear with cheerful declarations about 
teamwork. It is harder to dismiss when you have watched an 
organization reduce positions after streamlining operations, 
or when your specialist knowledge is one of your strongest 
arguments in conversations about compensation. A 
company may genuinely want more operational resilience 
while also seeking to reduce costs. Both things can be true. 
Sharing knowledge does not guarantee a promotion, job 
security, or gratitude. Pretending otherwise would make this 
a wonderfully optimistic book, but not a particularly useful 
one. 

Yet keeping everything inside your own head is not a 
reliable career strategy either. Your employer might change 
systems, reorganize departments, outsource an activity, or 
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simply decide that a process is no longer necessary. 
Knowledge that once made you essential may lose its 
relevance. Meanwhile, your inability to hand over routine 
responsibilities can prevent you from accepting 
opportunities that would make your expertise more valuable. 
A manager may hesitate to promote someone whose 
departure from an existing role would leave a serious 
operational gap. You can become so important where you 
are that moving anywhere else becomes inconvenient for 
everybody except you. The golden handcuffs are especially 
difficult to recognize when they have been presented as a 
certificate of appreciation. 

The alternative is neither surrendering your expertise nor 
treating coworkers as potential replacements waiting to steal 
your desk. It involves understanding what makes your 
knowledge valuable, which parts other people genuinely 
need, and how to transfer those parts responsibly. Some 
information belongs in accessible documentation. Some 
skills require observation and practice. Certain decisions 
need formally assigned authority, while others depend on 
experience that develops over time. These distinctions 
matter. A document cannot grant permissions, a training 
session cannot manufacture years of judgment, and naming 
someone as your backup does not magically provide that 
person with an additional twenty hours per week. 

Throughout this book, we will examine how these 
dependencies develop and how to reduce them without 
turning your working life into an endless documentation 
project. You will learn to recognize the processes most 
vulnerable to one person's absence, capture knowledge that 
experienced employees barely realize they possess, create 
instructions that ordinary humans can actually follow, and 
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build arrangements that work beyond the training room. We 
will also confront the less glamorous realities: unclear 
responsibilities, conflicting priorities, limited budgets, 
uncooperative managers, and the uncomfortable possibility 
that your carefully prepared successor might make a 
mistake. None of these problems disappears simply because 
somebody has produced an attractive flowchart. 

Just as importantly, we will consider what happens to 
your own career when the organization becomes less 
dependent on your constant intervention. Making knowledge 
available should not require making your contribution 
invisible. If you improve a process, prepare others, or 
eliminate recurring failures, those achievements deserve to 
be understood and evaluated. You need a way to discuss 
the value you create and the responsibilities you might take 
on next. That requires conversations, evidence, and 
sometimes uncomfortable decisions. It also requires 
recognizing the limits of your influence. You can propose a 
better operating model; you cannot personally guarantee 
that every employer will respond intelligently. 

You do not need to fix the entire company before 
improving your situation. A sensible beginning might involve 
identifying one recurring dependency, clarifying who should 
own it, and determining what prevents someone else from 
handling it safely. The next action may be a short 
explanation, a practical training opportunity, a decision about 
permissions, or a discussion about available time. In some 
environments, even that small improvement will require 
management support. In others, the more pressing issue will 
be protecting yourself from an unreasonable workload while 
organizational decisions remain unresolved. Progress should 
reflect actual constraints rather than an imaginary office 
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populated by endlessly enthusiastic colleagues with empty 
calendars. 

Ultimately, the goal is not to become less capable or less 
valuable. It is to stop confusing your professional worth with 
the number of activities that collapse whenever you leave 
the room. Your experience can help create clearer systems, 
develop stronger colleagues, and solve problems that have 
not yet appeared. You can remain an important specialist 
without being the only person capable of keeping ordinary 
work moving. There may still be urgent situations that 
genuinely require your judgment. The difference is that 
those situations will be exceptions worthy of your expertise 
rather than routine demonstrations of the organization's 
inability to remember how it operates. 

And one day, perhaps, a dashboard will display the wrong 
figures while you are busy doing something else. Someone 
will consult the appropriate guidance, recognize the 
problem, and correct it without summoning you. The meeting 
will continue. Nobody will applaud. Nobody will even 
mention your name. 

That may be one of the most satisfying professional 
achievements you never get to witness. 
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Chapter 1 - Congratulations, You're the 
Company's Emergency Button 

At 8:40 on a Thursday morning, a regional distribution 
company discovers that several important customer orders 
have been assigned the wrong delivery conditions. The 
warehouse cannot release the goods because the shipping 
documents do not match the agreements in the system. 
Customer service insists that the orders were entered 
correctly. The logistics team insists that the documents were 
generated automatically. IT confirms that the software is 
operating exactly as designed, which is a wonderfully 
reassuring answer when the design appears to involve 
making everybody miserable. After twenty minutes of 
increasingly creative explanations, somebody asks a simple 
question: "Where's Nathan?" Nathan is attending a supplier 
meeting across town. Apparently, this is now a matter of 
national logistical importance. 

When Nathan finally answers his phone, he recognizes 
the problem immediately. A particular group of customers 
uses delivery conditions that must be confirmed through a 
separate reference table before orders are released. The 
arrangement was introduced years ago after a contract 
change. Nathan knows where the table lives, who maintains 
it, and which field must be checked before proceeding. He 
explains the process, the documents are corrected, and the 
shipments resume. His colleagues are relieved. His manager 
thanks him for saving the morning. Nathan returns to his 
supplier meeting, having missed the discussion about next 
quarter's purchasing strategy. Nobody asks why the 
company needed to interrupt one employee to locate 



12 

information essential to an established business process. 
The incident is considered resolved. Which, in corporate 
language, sometimes means everyone has successfully 
avoided discussing the actual problem. 

This is how a single point of failure can hide in plain sight. 
Business continues. Customers receive their orders, reports 
are completed, and deadlines are generally met. Problems 
emerge, but somebody knowledgeable resolves them before 
they become sufficiently serious to attract management 
attention. The organization looks resilient because the 
experienced employee keeps compensating for its 
weaknesses. From the outside, everything appears under 
control. From the inside, one person's availability has 
become an undocumented operating requirement. The 
company may have backup servers, insurance, detailed 
financial controls, and an impressive emergency response 
policy, yet still depend on Nathan remembering which 
reference table belongs to an agreement signed six years 
ago. 

Being the expert is not the problem 

Specialization is a normal and valuable part of working 
life. A business should not expect every employee to 
understand every system, contract, technical detail, and 
operational exception. That would be expensive, inefficient, 
and rather difficult to fit into an introductory training course. 
Some work genuinely requires deep expertise. The 
existence of an experienced specialist does not 
automatically create a dangerous dependency. What matters 
is whether an important activity can continue appropriately 
when that specialist becomes unavailable. If another 
authorized employee can perform the essential steps, 
identify the limits of their competence, and obtain help for 
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exceptional situations, the organization may have a perfectly 
reasonable operating arrangement. 

The distinction becomes clearer when you consider two 
employees who possess equally impressive knowledge. One 
maintains a complicated pricing process and is regularly 
consulted about unusual commercial arrangements. During 
an absence, a trained colleague can handle routine updates, 
while particularly complicated decisions wait for the expert 
or go through an approved escalation route. The other 
maintains a similar process, but nobody knows which data to 
use, which approvals are required, or how to recognize an 
incorrect result. When that employee is absent, work stops. 
Both people are specialists. Only the second arrangement 
creates an immediate operational bottleneck. The difference 
lies in the organization's ability to function, not in which 
employee deserves the larger collection of appreciative 
emails. 

This also explains why popularity is an unreliable measure 
of importance. You might receive thirty questions a day 
about a relatively harmless reporting feature while remaining 
the only person who knows how to complete a rarely 
performed but critical reconciliation. The frequent questions 
consume more of your attention, so naturally they feel like 
the bigger problem. Yet a delayed reporting question may be 
inconvenient, whereas an incorrectly handled reconciliation 
might require substantial corrective work. The relationship 
between frequency and consequence matters. An activity 
performed only twice a year can deserve more protection 
than something that interrupts you every afternoon. Risk 
does not measure itself by how enthusiastically people use 
the notification feature in their messaging software. 
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An additional complication is that your own expertise may 
prevent you from recognizing the dependency. When you 
have performed a task for years, the necessary decisions 
become automatic. You remember to check the relevant 
condition, recognize unusual numbers, or contact the 
appropriate department without consciously treating these 
actions as separate requirements. When somebody asks 
what you do, you describe the obvious steps and 
accidentally omit the judgment that makes those steps work. 
This is particularly common when your contribution involves 
preventing errors. Nobody sees the mistake because you 
intercepted it. Eventually, even you stop noticing that you 
are intercepting anything. It is simply how the work gets 
done. 

What actually happens when your chair is empty? 

A useful way to expose hidden dependencies is to 
imagine a specific period of unavailability rather than asking 
whether the company could survive without you indefinitely. 
Consider an ordinary working week during which you cannot 
answer messages, attend meetings, provide approvals, or 
supply explanations. There is no dramatic resignation and no 
carefully arranged farewell tour. You are simply unavailable. 
Which activities would continue normally? Which would slow 
down while colleagues searched for information? Which 
would stop completely? Most importantly, which tasks would 
nobody even realize needed attention until a deadline 
passed? 

The last question deserves particular attention. Missing 
information is relatively easy to recognize when somebody 
knows that a task exists. Missing awareness is more 
dangerous. A colleague cannot follow a procedure for an 
activity they have never heard of. Perhaps you perform a 
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monthly check that catches duplicate transactions before 
invoices are issued. Perhaps you review a special category 
of supplier changes that the automated system cannot 
classify correctly. If nobody knows that these activities 
occur, documenting the individual steps will not solve the 
immediate problem. The organization first needs to 
recognize the obligation, its timing, and the person 
responsible for initiating it. 

You can examine this without disappearing unexpectedly 
and forcing your colleagues to participate in a surprise 
corporate survival experiment. Start with a real process and 
trace what would happen during your absence. Identify its 
trigger, required outcome, necessary information, decision 
points, and authorized participants. Then ask somebody 
familiar with the general area to explain how they would 
proceed using the resources currently available. Do not 
immediately supply the missing answers. Observe where the 
person becomes uncertain. Perhaps the instructions are 
available but difficult to locate. Perhaps the employee 
understands the task but lacks system permissions. Perhaps 
no one has authority to make a decision that you routinely 
make yourself. 

These differences matter because they call for different 
remedies. An information gap may require a clearer 
reference or an accessible instruction. A skills gap may 
require supervised practice. An authorization gap may 
require an approved change in permissions. An ownership 
gap may require management to decide who is accountable 
for the task. Treating all four as documentation problems is 
like responding to every household emergency by 
purchasing another screwdriver. Eventually, you own an 
impressive screwdriver collection while the plumbing 
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continues to leak. Documentation is essential in the right 
circumstances, but it cannot replace authority, competence, 
or an agreed division of responsibility. 

There is also the issue of recovery time. If your absence 
would delay an internal presentation by a day, the company 
might reasonably accept that inconvenience. If an essential 
process would remain unavailable for several weeks 
because nobody else understands it, the situation deserves 
a different level of attention. Consider how long it would take 
another person to learn the task, obtain the required 
permissions, and verify that their work is correct. That 
estimate does not need to be scientifically precise. Its 
purpose is to distinguish a manageable interruption from a 
dependency that could have serious consequences. A 
business can knowingly accept certain risks. It cannot make 
a meaningful decision about risks nobody has identified. 

The dependencies hiding inside ordinary success 

Sometimes the greatest vulnerability is not associated 
with an official process at all. Imagine a product manager 
who routinely checks upcoming promotional campaigns 
against inventory forecasts. This comparison is absent from 
the formal workflow, but she began doing it after 
discovering that marketing dates occasionally conflicted 
with stock availability. Her judgment prevents embarrassing 
launches and disappointed customers. Nobody assigned her 
this control, and her colleagues may not understand that it 
exists. If she leaves, the campaigns might continue 
successfully for several months before a particularly 
unfortunate promotion exposes the missing safeguard. The 
organization will then investigate why nobody checked 
availability, unaware that someone had been quietly 
performing exactly that check all along. 



17 

This is why an inventory of job descriptions alone cannot 
reveal every important dependency. Formal responsibilities 
tell you what people are supposed to do. Actual work shows 
how results are achieved. To identify the difference, pay 
attention to repeated corrections, informal approvals, 
personal reminders, and unusual actions performed before a 
task can proceed. Consider the last few occasions when you 
prevented a significant mistake. What did you notice that 
others missed? Which information did you consult? Would 
another employee have recognized the same warning? The 
answers may reveal knowledge that deserves to become 
part of an established process rather than remaining a 
private professional habit. 

Be careful, however, not to assume that every personal 
safeguard is necessary. Experienced employees sometimes 
continue performing checks introduced for problems that 
have since been resolved. A workaround may survive long 
after the original technical limitation disappears. Before 
institutionalizing an undocumented practice, verify its 
purpose and current relevance with the appropriate process 
owner. The goal is to preserve valuable safeguards, not to 
transform every habit into an immortal corporate tradition. 
Organizations already possess enough procedures 
maintained because someone, somewhere, once looked 
concerned during a meeting. 

There is a human dimension to this investigation as well. 
When you discover how much depends on you, you may 
feel proud, worried, irritated, or all three. Those reactions 
can coexist. Your colleagues' reliance may reflect genuine 
respect for your expertise, but it may also reveal inadequate 
staffing, unclear processes, or years of neglected training. 
You should not interpret every dependency as a personal 
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achievement or every request for assistance as evidence of 
organizational incompetence. Understanding the actual 
causes helps you distinguish professional value from 
structural vulnerability. That distinction becomes especially 
important when discussing your role with management. 

From vague importance to a visible risk 

Once you identify a dependency, describe it in terms that 
someone outside your immediate work can understand. 
"Nobody can do my job" is emotionally satisfying but 
difficult to evaluate. A more useful statement might be: "The 
weekly supplier adjustment requires a manual verification 
that currently only I know how to perform. Without that 
check, the team cannot confirm the accuracy of the final 
figures. No alternative owner has been assigned." This 
description identifies the activity, the missing capability, and 
the potential consequence. It provides a starting point for 
discussion without requiring everybody to accept your 
personal assessment of your own indispensability. 

The next step is to determine who should own the 
decision about reducing that dependency. You may be the 
best person to explain the technical details, but that does not 
necessarily mean you can independently assign additional 
duties, authorize access, or change priorities. The relevant 
manager or process owner needs to understand the trade-
off. Perhaps the team can prepare another employee within 
existing resources. Perhaps other deadlines must move. In 
some cases, the organization may explicitly accept a limited 
period of exposure. The important point is that the 
arrangement becomes visible and can be managed rather 
than continuing as an unspoken assumption that you will 
always be available. 
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A useful initial result is a short description of one 
important dependency, supported by a realistic assessment 
of its consequences. You do not need a complete audit of 
the company. Select an activity whose interruption would 
matter, establish why your involvement is currently 
necessary, and identify what another person would need to 
continue it safely. If you cannot answer a particular question, 
record the uncertainty rather than inventing a comforting 
response. An accurate description of an unresolved risk is 
more useful than a beautifully formatted document 
announcing that everything is under control. 

It is worth remembering that reducing an operational 
dependency does not diminish the expertise that exposed it. 
In fact, recognizing the weakness before it causes a failure 
is a distinct professional contribution. You are demonstrating 
that you understand not only how to perform a task but also 
how the surrounding operation works, where it is vulnerable, 
and what conditions would make it more reliable. Those 
abilities have value beyond your personal willingness to 
handle emergencies. Whether your organization recognizes 
that value appropriately is a separate matter, one that 
deserves attention rather than blind optimism. 

The real achievement is not proving that the company 
would collapse without you. It is understanding precisely 
what would stop working, why, and what could reasonably 
be done about it. Once that becomes clear, you can make 
decisions based on evidence rather than a mixture of pride, 
exhaustion, and incoming phone calls. 

And if a colleague says, "You're basically our emergency 
button," you can accept the compliment. Just remember that 
properly designed emergency equipment usually comes with 
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instructions, scheduled testing, and a clear explanation of 
who is authorized to use it. 

Preferably without requiring the equipment to cancel its 
own dentist appointment. 
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Chapter 2 - How a Five-Minute Favor 
Became Your Permanent Job 

Nobody remembers who first asked Olivia to prepare the 
client handover spreadsheet. It happened during a 
particularly busy week at a growing creative agency. Two 
account managers were unavailable, a major campaign was 
approaching its launch date, and the team needed a quick 
way to track which promotional materials had been 
approved. Olivia knew how to organize the information, so 
she created a simple shared file. It took perhaps half an 
hour. Everyone found it useful. The campaign launched 
successfully, and somebody suggested keeping the 
spreadsheet for future projects. Three years later, Olivia was 
responsible for updating it, correcting conflicting entries, 
explaining its formulas, chasing approvals, and answering 
questions from people who had never met the original 
account managers. She had also become the unofficial 
owner of a process spanning four departments. Nobody had 
promoted her into this role. The organization had simply 
mistaken a helpful gesture for a permanent staffing 
arrangement. 

There is a particular kind of organizational dependency 
that develops without anybody deliberately creating it. One 
small favor leads to another. An employee solves a problem 
because the alternative would delay everybody. The solution 
becomes familiar, then expected, then quietly incorporated 
into normal operations. Eventually, the original 
circumstances disappear, but the additional responsibility 
remains. If you ask why a particular person handles the 
work, nobody can provide a convincing explanation beyond 
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the fact that they have always done it. Companies are 
remarkably good at turning temporary improvisations into 
permanent structures, especially when those improvisations 
do not appear anywhere in the budget. 

The mechanism is understandable. Under pressure, 
managers and employees naturally choose the fastest 
available route to a result. If Olivia can prepare a reliable 
spreadsheet in half an hour, asking her is easier than 
designing a new workflow, allocating responsibilities, or 
arranging training. For the immediate campaign, this 
decision may be entirely sensible. The mistake comes later, 
when nobody revisits the arrangement after the urgency has 
passed. A temporary solution becomes the standard 
approach without any deliberate consideration of ownership, 
maintenance, or workload. The company saves time today 
by borrowing from tomorrow's capacity. Unfortunately, 
tomorrow eventually arrives, usually accompanied by an 
invitation to a meeting titled "Process Efficiency Review." 

The invisible promotion 

One reason these arrangements survive is that they rarely 
involve a formal change of responsibilities. You retain your 
original position, objectives, and performance expectations 
while gradually absorbing additional work. Sometimes the 
extra tasks are individually small enough to escape attention. 
Ten minutes checking an unusual request, fifteen minutes 
correcting somebody's data, a short conversation explaining 
an exception. None appears substantial enough to justify a 
discussion about workload. Together, however, they can 
consume significant time and concentration. The work 
remains invisible because it is scattered throughout the day 
rather than organized as a recognizable responsibility. 


