
Building standard operating procedures

You are staring at a blank document, tasked with writing down how a critical process works.
Maybe it's how to onboard a new client, how to handle a server outage, or how to process a
refund. The goal is to stop relying on one person's memory and create a repeatable system.
That is the core of building standard operating procedures. It sounds administrative and
boring. It is actually one of the highest-leverage activities for any business that wants to
scale or just survive a key employee taking a vacation.

The real reason most SOPs fail before they start

People write SOPs like they are writing a legal contract. They use passive voice. They bury
the actual action in paragraphs of context. The result is a 15-page PDF that nobody reads.
The failure is not in the concept of documentation. The failure is in treating the document as
a monument instead of a tool.

Think of an SOP as a recipe. A good recipe tells you the ingredients, the order of operations,
and the critical temperature. It does not explain the history of the oven. Your procedure
should let a competent person execute the task without asking for help. If they have to ask,
your document is incomplete.

Rule of thumb: If your SOP requires a verbal handoff to understand, it is not an SOP.
It is a draft.

Mapping the workflow before you write a single word

Do not open a word processor first. Open a whiteboard or a piece of paper. You need to see
the process as a sequence of decisions and actions. Start with the trigger. What event starts
this process? A customer clicks "buy". An alert fires in your monitoring system. A support
ticket is created.

Map every step from that trigger to the terminal state. Use boxes for actions and diamonds
for decisions. A decision point is where the procedure branches. "If the customer is in the
EU, apply GDPR data handling. Otherwise, proceed with standard processing." That is a
diamond. You need to document both paths.

Once the map is drawn, walk it with the person who actually does the work. They will tell
you about the exception you missed, the workaround they use, and the step that is
technically against policy but makes the system work. Capture that. The map is your table of
contents.



Writing for the person who will use it at 2 AM

Your audience is not your CEO. Your audience is the new hire on their second day, or the
senior engineer waking up to a PagerDuty alert at 3 AM. They do not want philosophy. They
want the exact command to run, the exact button to click, and the exact error message to
look for.

Use direct imperative sentences. "Open the admin panel. Navigate to Settings > Billing.
Click 'Refund'." Do not write "The admin panel should be opened by the user." That is weak
and creates ambiguity. Who is the user? Just say "Open".

Include screenshots for complex interfaces, but keep them focused. A screenshot of the
entire screen is noise. A screenshot of the single dropdown menu with a red circle around
the correct option is gold. Tools like Snagit or even the built-in Snipping Tool work fine.
Label the image with a step number.

If a step involves a command line, paste the exact command. Do not describe it. sudo
systemctl restart nginx is better than "restart the nginx service using systemctl". The user
can copy-paste the command. They cannot copy-paste a description.

Three categories of procedures you probably need

Not every process needs the same level of detail. Categorize your procedures to avoid
wasting time on trivial tasks.

Critical / High-risk: These involve money, security, legal compliance, or customer
data. Examples: processing refunds, handling a data breach, deploying to production.
These need exact steps, approval gates, and rollback instructions. Every variable
must be defined.
Operational / Recurring: These are weekly or monthly tasks that keep the business
running. Examples: generating the sales report, backing up the database, onboarding
a new user. These need clear steps but can tolerate some judgment from the
operator.
Context / Reference: These are not step-by-step procedures but background
information. Examples: system architecture diagram, list of vendor contacts,
password rotation policy. Keep these separate from your action-oriented SOPs.
Mixing them creates confusion.

A common mistake is writing a critical procedure with the same level of detail as a reference
note. That is how money gets lost. Prioritize the high-risk workflows first. The daily backup
script can wait.

Testing the procedure with a blind run



You have written the document. You think it is clear. Now you must break it. Give the
procedure to someone who has never done the task. Watch them try to follow it. Do not help
them. Do not answer questions.

They will get stuck. They will ask "Where is the admin panel?" or "What do I do if the button
is greyed out?" or "This command returned an error." Every question they ask is a gap in
your documentation. Fill the gap. Add the missing context. Clarify the ambiguous
instruction.

Run this test three times with different people. After the third person can complete the task
without help, your procedure is ready for production. This is not optional. Writing an
untested SOP is like shipping code without a unit test. It will fail, and you will not know until
it hurts.

Version control and the decay problem

Procedures rot. Software updates change the UI. Team members find a better way. A vendor
changes their API. If you do not maintain the document, it becomes a liability. Someone will
follow an outdated step and break something.

Assign an owner for each procedure. That person is responsible for reviewing it every
quarter. Use a simple changelog at the top of the document. List the date, the author, and a
one-line summary of what changed. "2024-11-15: Updated refund limit from $500 to $1000
per policy change."

Store your procedures in a system that supports version history. Google Docs works. A wiki
like Confluence or Notion works. A shared folder with dated filenames works in a pinch. Do
not store them on a local hard drive that only one person can access. That defeats the
purpose.

When to stop writing and start training

There is a limit to what documentation can achieve. Some tasks are too complex or too
variable to codify. If your procedure requires 50 conditional branches, you are trying to
document a profession, not a process. At that point, you need a training program, not an
SOP.

Use the procedure as the textbook for the training. The trainee reads the document, then
performs the task under supervision. The document provides the skeleton. The supervisor
provides the judgment for edge cases. Over time, as the trainee gains experience, they will
feed improvements back into the document.

Do not fall into the trap of writing a procedure that covers every possible exception. That is



how you get a 200-page manual that nobody reads. Cover the happy path and the three most
common failure modes. Document where to go for help for the rest. A link to the support
Slack channel or the senior engineer's phone number is a valid step.

Common objections and why they are wrong

"We are too small for SOPs." You are exactly the right size. When you have three
employees, losing one to illness or quitting is catastrophic. An SOP is your insurance policy.
It lets you hire a temp or a replacement without losing weeks of productivity.

"It takes too long to write." Writing a good procedure for a 30-minute task takes about
two hours. That two hours is paid back the first time you do not have to answer a question
about that task. It is paid back tenfold the first time a new hire executes it correctly on day
one.

"My team will not follow it." That is a management problem, not a documentation
problem. If the procedure is correct and tested, enforce it. Make it part of the definition of
done for that task. If they find a better way, they update the document. If they skip steps,
they are creating risk.

Making the decision to invest in documentation

You do not need to document everything at once. Pick one process that causes pain. Maybe
it is the one where the person who knows it is leaving next month. Maybe it is the one that
keeps breaking because nobody remembers the exact order. Write that one procedure. Test
it. Use it. Then pick the next one.

Building standard operating procedures is not a project with an end date. It is a discipline.
You maintain what you build. You improve it as you learn. You protect it from rot. The
companies that do this well are the ones that can scale without breaking. The ones that skip
it are always one resignation away from chaos.
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