
WHITE PAPER

The Unhealthy State of 
Enterprise Work
6 Work Management Inefficiencies Infecting Enterprise Teams



2network  workfront.com   telephone2  + 1.866.441.0001   telephone2  +44 (0)1256 807352

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Many enterprises suffer from unhealthy work management 
practices or “work chaos.” Unfortunately, most either do not 
recognize the symptoms, or do not know how to remedy the 
situation. Evidence of work chaos includes information silos, 
disconnected tools and processes, excessive meetings, 
unnecessary emails, limited collaboration, failed projects, 
and scattered data. Left unchecked, these issues negatively 
impact worker satisfaction, innovation, and productivity, and 
inevitably waste time and money. 
 
Research indicates enterprises that undervalue work 
management or lack mature management practices are less 
likely to meet work goals and business objectives. These 
enterprises are also more likely to experience project failure, 
resulting in lost money. In fact, research shows that when 
projects are over budget, delayed, or do not meet their 
goals, organizations risk wasting 14 times more money than 
those who consistently meet their performance measures. 
“Even with such dire financial consequences, the percent-
age of projects that have met their original goals and busi-
ness intent has declined 10 percentage points since 2008, 
according to the Project Management Institute (PMI).” This 
continued decline in work success illustrates that the majority 
of enterprises still struggle with how to achieve optimal work 
management practices.

Research in this report analyzes the current unhealthy state 
of enterprise work and examines why current tactics fail to 
eliminate work chaos. This report identifies:

• Six primary indicators of inefficient work management

•  The impact of work chaos on productivity, innovation, 
and bottom line

•  The importance of visibility in eliminating chaos and 
increasing productivity
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Current 
State of 
Enterprise 
Work
In today’s complex work environment, having 
the right work management processes in 
place is critical for success. Yet, PMI found 
that only 8 percent of organizations are 
successful in project management, while 
22 percent (nearly three times as many) 
consistently struggle to complete projects on 
time and on budget.3 Another study found 
that a significant portion of the average 
worker’s day is spent on unproductive tasks. 
These include:

•  36 percent overhead time trying to contact 
customers, partners, or colleagues; 
find information; or schedule meetings

•   14 percent duplicating information 
(forwarding emails or phone calls) and 
managing unwanted communications

•  50 percent total worker time wasted and 
unproductive4

Such a high percentage of inefficiency in today’s workplace is 
an indicator that most enterprises still lack effective work man-
agement practices. Plagued by poor work management issues, 
managers and employees struggle with:

• Continually missing deadlines

• Budget overruns

• Reduced creativity and innovation

• Inefficient output of work

• Finger pointing and blaming

• Burnt out, frustrated, and disengaged employees

These situations create a ripple effect of pure chaos—confu-
sion about work assignments, lost or neglected work requests, 
overburdened resources, inaccurate budgets, and incomplete 
or late work.

Without the information to answer important questions about-
who is doing the work and how it is progressing (Figure 1), 
it is hard for executives to justify resources, for managers to 
prioritize and plan efficiently, and for workers to be their most 
productive and creative. The work that most needs to get done 
is not what gets done. This means strategic goals go unmet 
and the enterprise’s ability to thrive is challenged.

SIX INDICATORS OF WORK CHAOS
Work management research demonstrates six primary indica-
tors of ineffective work management, or work chaos, including: 
misaligned work prioritization, nonstrategic work, inability to 
justify resources, ineffective resource planning, poor produc-
tivity management, and a lack of meaningful collaboration. 

3 network  workfront.com   telephone2  + 1.866.441.0001   telephone2  +44 (0)1256 807352

FIGURE 1. 
Managers need to be able to answer these six questions to effectively manage work.

1. Who is working on what?

2.  Are they working on the 
highest priority projects?

3.  Do they have the 
resources they need?

4.  Do they have the 
information they need?

5.  How is work coming along?

6.  Will work be done on time?
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When these symptoms are present, business challenges such 
as decreased innovation, worker dissatisfaction, and lower 
productivity soon follow. This section describes each indicator, 
the business impact, and current unsuccessful tactics used to 
address each issue.

1 MISALIGNED WORK PRIORITIZATION 

Poor work prioritization occurs when less important work is 
completed before or instead of high-value work. A research 
study by Fonality and Webtorials reports that less than 23 
percent of people in the enterprise who manage projects fol-
low standardized project management practices such as 
requiring a clear system for prioritizing.5 Without a system in 
place to standardize and prioritize work requests, what 
determines work priority? Typically in this type of chaotic 
environment where no clear standard exists, work gets 
prioritized either by completing requests from the biggest title 
or loudest stakeholder first, or finishing whatever is due 
tomorrow or feels like the biggest emergency; everything 
else goes last. Prioritization of work becomes more political 
than strategic.

Standardized practices are essential to being able to select 
the right projects at the right times that best align with the 
strategic plan. In order to prioritize work that will deliver the 
highest ROI or bring the most benefit to the enterprise, 
workers must be able to:

• Keep track of the work they are expected to do

• Know what work is most important

•  Know if they are doing the right work, in the right 
sequence, with the right level of priority

• Get the work done that needs to get done

Business Impact

PMI reports that organizations with successful work performance 
measures (on time, on budget, and goals met) are almost three 
times more likely than organizations with poor work performance 
to use standardized practices throughout the organization, and 
have better outcomes as a result.6 Standardized work request 
practices help to reduce the information overload that most 
workers battle every day.        

Organizations without standardized work request practices, on 
the other hand, struggle to complete work on time and on bud-
get often because of the difficulty of tracking and prioritizing 
work in a system where information is flying at team members 

from every direction (email, sticky notes, text messages, and 
hallway conversations). Workers wading through excessive 
information in an attempt to understand what work requests 
have been made and which ones are the highest priority can 
cost the enterprise significant time and money:

•  28 billion hours are lost each year 
due to information overload

•  100 email messages can occupy over 
half an employee’s day

•  66% of workers don’t have enough 
time to get their work done

•  94% feel overwhelmed by information 
to the point of incapacitation7 

The numbers above illustrate the high costs of not having 
standardized work request practices in place to eliminate informa-
tion overload. When all requests are made in a central location, 
executives, managers, and team members not only eliminate 
wasted time, for example searching for an emailed work request 
that is now buried in the inbox, but can see clearly all the work 
needing to be done and can prioritize more effectively what 
work, in what sequence, will deliver the highest business value.

Current Unsuccessful Tactics

Most enterprise teams address low work prioritization by 
scheduling additional status meetings, sending more emails 
to check in with workers, and creating more spreadsheets to 
track work. However, these strategies not only fail to provide 
adequate visibility into what work needs to be done first, they 
ultimately cost enterprises more time. In a survey by Salary.
com, employees chose “too many meetings” as the biggest 
distraction and waste of time presented by the workplace.8 
Additionally, a McKinsey study estimates that an average worker 
spends 28 percent of the working week managing email.9 More 
status meetings and email end up lowering productivity and in-
novation by taking time away from real work. Furthermore, these 

 
“DESPITE THE KEY ROLE OF STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT, 
MANY ORGANIZATIONS LEAVE THEIR MANAGERS 
MIRED IN A MYOPIC VIEW.”

–PMI 
Portfolio Manager

FIGURE 2. 
100 email messages 
can occupy over half an 
employee's day.
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tactics do not address the root problem—prioritizing work 
requests according to business value—and don’t create a clear 
system to guide the enterprise.

2  MISALIGNED AND NONSTRATEGIC 
WORK

According to one Harvard Business study, 9 out of 10 companies 
say they fail to execute their strategic vision.10 This achievement 
failure is due largely to the fact that the work done on a day-
to-day basis fails to align with strategic objectives. Nonstra-
tegic and misaligned work is often a direct result of a lack of 
visibility about the priorities of the organization. On average, 
95% of a company’s employees are unaware of or do not 
understand their company’s strategy.11 As a result, managers 
and team members cannot clearly articulate the real measur-
able value of the work they are doing or its contribution to 
strategy. Instead, managers become overly focused on their 
department goals and have a low level of accountability for 
business results that align with strategic objectives.

Business Impact

Research shows that in organizations where managers focus 
on strategic as well as departmental goals, 70% of projects 
meet or exceed their forecasted ROI, compared to only 50% 
at organizations where managers rarely focus on strategic 
goals (Figure 3).12 In addition to lost revenue, missed ROI 
predictions impact other enterprise initiatives. Already 
squeezed on their spending allocation, executives are typically 
left with a meager 10% of their budget for innovation—once 
operations, maintenance, upgrades, and migrations are paid 
for. So projects that fail to deliver value are a major source of 
contention within organizations.13 Missed ROI predictions can 
derail other projects by depleting resources or changing the 
short-term priorities while inhibiting long-term growth.

Current Unsuccessful Tactics

When enterprise workers do not know or understand what 
work most aligns with the strategic goals of the enterprise, 
they usually turn to working on “pet” projects. This practice 
creates silos of people working on what they think is most 
important. Managers then try to schedule more meetings or 
implement collaboration programs and tools in an attempt to 
get people to work together. Even if these attempts are suc-
cessful at getting more teams to collaborate, managers and 
teams still suffer from the loss of time caused by increased 
meetings and forced collaboration and still lack the insight to 
know whether the projects they are supporting are aligned 
with the enterprise’s strategic goals.

3 INABILITY TO JUSTIFY RESOURCES 

Effective managers must have the ability to justify how they 
allocate resources in hard business terms. To make a strong 
case, managers must be able to provide information on:

•  The number of projects completed with 
current resources

•  How those projects provided value for 
the enterprise

•  How many projects could be accomplished with 
additional resources

•  How the additional projects could enhance 
business results

When managers cannot provide concrete data on why 
more resources are needed, executives and stakeholders—
who require strong justification for more resources in 
today’s tight budget environment—are unlikely to approve 
additional resources. 

Business Impact
Gartner reports that “most organizations are remedial re-
garding project resource management, leading to a breaking 
point—an inability to adequately support market change.” 14 In a 
globally competitive, cost-constrained environment, flexibility, 
agility and innovation are critical traits for success. Without the 
resources to move products to market quickly, enterprises risk 
lagging behind competitors on innovation and losing market 
share. Managers who cannot quickly identify, justify, and gain 
support for more resources, according to Gartner, generally 
risk “widespread negative impacts, including poor project qual-
ity, lower portfolio value, and unhappy business units.” 15 

FIGURE 3. 
Percentage of projects that meet or exceed expected ROI.
(Source: PMI March 2012)
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Current Unsuccessful Tactics

Data managers spend most of their time trying to gather up-
dates and stay on top of all the different work to justify expend-
ed resources. This means more time spent in status meetings, 
creating spreadsheets, and configuring reports about their 
team’s progress using data that is quickly outdated. They find 
and implement new tools to help with tracking, planning, and 
resource management, but these tools and tactics tend to re-
duce productivity by scattering information to multiple places. 
None of these “fixes” provide what is most needed: insight into 
how resources align with demand, a clear idea of role-level 
demand before work is committed, and the ability to apply the 
cost valuable resources to the highest-value projects. 16

4 INEFFICIENT RESOURCE PLANNING

In modern enterprises, most executives and senior managers 
can’t see if they have enough of the right resources to execute 
against their strategic goals given current workloads, priorities, 
efforts, and skill sets. In a recent benchmark study on resource 
management, only 5% of all organizations were identified 
as having optimal resource and capacity planning. 17 Yet, the 
complexity of resource management continues to grow. In 
the same study, 80% of respondents indicated that they share 
resources across projects, teams, departments, and sometimes 
countries. 18 Due to the complexity of today’s resource sharing 
and the lack of visibility into demand and capacity, organiza-
tions are mired in a state of not knowing who is working on 
what, if they have the resources they need, and whether or not 
the work will be done on time. 

Business Impact

Enterprises without effective resource management and 
capacity planning processes are susceptible to several serious 
business risks. These include:

• Lost productivity

• Wasting high-value resources on low-value projects

• Delayed time to market

• Misalignment leading to quality and cost issues

• Slow decision making19

Besides these business risks, research indicates that orga-
nizations on the low end of effective resource management 
planning tend to “operate more chaotically, with little visibility 
into demand and capacity and would be realistically described 
as reactive rather than optimized.”20 Enterprises functioning in 

a reactive state have little control over daily processes, lead-
ing to resources becoming over committed or misaligned with 
strategic goals, projects taking longer than they should, and 
serious quality issues. In the long term, these effects negatively 
impact the bottom line.

Current Unsuccessful Tactics

Executives and senior managers invest in separate resource 
management tools, outsource operations, or don’t hire enough 
resources and end up stretching the resources they have too 
thinly. Most of the time, efforts meant to improve resource 
efficiency instead end up costing teams more time and dol-
lars. According to Gartner, an outsourced customer-service 
operation can cost almost a third more than those retained 
in-house.21 And when workers are overburdened due to poor 
resource planning, they feel overworked and frustrated, and 
enterprises risk losing their most talented workers.

5 POOR PRODUCTIVITY MANAGEMENT

An observation of current enterprise teams reveals that man-
agers often don’t know if their teams are efficient (measured in 
speed quantity, and time) or effective (measured in quality and 
high-value work), which causes a serious inability to manage 
and measure team productivity. Though employees may be 

 
“A STUDY OF 600 EXECUTIVES AND MANAGERS 
AROUND THE GLOBE SHOWED THAT, ‘50% REPORT 
THAT THEIR TOP RISK IS LOST PRODUCTIVITY 
BECAUSE RESOURCES ARE NOT OPTIMIZED.’”

– Resource Management and Capacity Planning 
Benchmark Study 2013

70+30+D70%
of enterprises
lack visibility

FIGURE 4. 
70% of surveyed enterprises lack the visibility needed to measure and 
improve productivity.
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“busy,” productivity suffers when “busy” equals time spent in 
meetings or on communications rather than producing a tangi-
ble work product or innovating a creative solution. In a survey 
conducted by Birkman International, only a third of respondents 
(29 percent) said they measured employee productivity (Figure 4).22 
This means almost 70 percent of surveyed enterprises lack the 
data or visibility needed to identify and improve the inefficient 
work processes that reduce creativity and productivity. 

Business Impact

Poor productivity management creates a situation where 
projects are delayed or fail completely and budget overruns 
occur. This scenario is so common that, according to a TATA 
report, 69 percent of projects overrun on time and 49 percent 
overrun on budget.23 Managers and team members end up 
working long hours trying to get caught up. These scenarios 
lead to poor morale, massive turnover, discouragement of 
creative thinking, opposition to risk taking, and, ultimately, 
the failure of many organizations.24 Adding resources may 
be considered, but when one employee can cost, on aver-
age, more than $78,000 a year,25 the cost of hiring even one 
additional resource is a significant expenditure. Meanwhile, 
inefficient work processes remain and new workers are less 
effective and efficient than they could be.

Current Unsuccessful Tactics

Enterprise teams try to treat productivity management 
problems by implementing new methodologies or tactics 
every few months. One month it’s Agile, the next month 
they go lean and then try adding resources—all in an at-
tempt to see if any of these methods make a difference to 
overall productivity and work effectiveness. Managers may 
also turn to experts for advice—blogs, business books, or 
consultants. While these remedies may help some, they are 
usually costly (the average consultant charges $125 per hour, 
or $1,000 per day26) and do not achieve the expected return 
on investment. Finding the right expert with the right tools 
and expertise to solve issues and make necessary changes 
is challenging. Instead, enterprises spend significant dollars 
and receive only superficial solutions that often fail if careful 
change-management processes aren’t put into place. 

6  INABILITY TO COLLABORATE 
MEANINGFULLY

In chaotic work environments, team members and managers 
can never trust that updates are actually up-to-date or com-
plete or that information is shared in an effective and timely 
manner among team members. This issue is so widespread 
among enterprises that, according to one

survey, 57 percent of project managers cited poor communication 
as the leading cause of project failure.27

Business Impact
Not only is everyone using several different tools to manage 
their day-to-day work, but each team plans, executes, and 
collaborates their work using multiple separate tools that don’t 
work well together. Because no one is using the same process 
or tools, communication and collaboration difficulties ensue 
(Figure 5). The impact includes:

•  Executives without access to project and 
work dialogue

•  Managers who use group email but not everyone is 
kept in the loop (e.g., some team members forget to 
use Reply All)

•  Workers with no centralized location for work 
history, making it difficult to keep track of all the 
components of a specific project and for new team 
members to get up to speed

•  Team members default into working silos 
using their own processes for productivity 
and communication

WORK 
CHAOS

Too many
meetings

Information
Silos

Lack of 
collaboration

Too many
emails

No
standardized

work
requests

Delayed or
failed

projects

Missed
ROI

goals

Budget
overruns

Overworked,
burned out
employees

Multiple,
different

tools

Scattered
data

FIGURE 5. 
The Symptoms of Work Chaos.
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Current Unsuccessful Tactics
In an attempt to communicate and collaborate more
effectively, enterprise teams implement new social tools. But 
these tools are often add-ons and don’t allow team members 
to collaborate in the context of their work and also do not allow 
a centralized location for all project information. Instead, team 
members have yet another tool to remember to use, causing 
massive disconnects between work and collaboration. Managers 
also seek to create more collaboration and communication 
through meetings and emails, but both of these strategies 
waste time. Meetings do not provide the kind of real-time 
collaboration team members need and information gleaned is 
quickly outdated. Email, seen as the go-to tool for communication, 
takes up critical work time to manage and creates a situation 
where important information gets lost in the barrage of daily 
messages. Ideas that should be shared widely are instead 
locked up in an email chain among a narrow list of recipients.28

Increased 
Visibility Is 
Critical to 
Eliminating 
Work Chaos
For each of the six indicators of work chaos, the current tactics 
are unsuccessful because they waste time and money,
fail to improve productivity, and fail to provide enterprise teams 
with adequate work and resource visibility. Thus, work chaos 
continues because current tactics provide only
surface-level solutions and do not address the root cause—a 
lack of visibility. Adding resources, point solutions, excessive
meetings and email, and complex spreadsheets still creates
silos of information because current strategies do not offer 
a view of the end-to-end lifecycle of work, from inception to 
completion. In complex, inter-connected systems such as to-
day’s enterprise work environment, real-time visibility across all 
levels—executives, managers, and workers—is crucial. Accord-
ing to a recent Forrester report, being able to see and trust 

information as it develops is critical to the decision-making 
process. In order to outpace the competition, enterprises must 
remain flexible and agile.

This goal can only be accomplished when decision makers
have visibility into all work processes29 and can translate
disparate pieces of information into meaningful, timely, and 
accurate business insights.

A close observation of enterprise departments shows that 
work processes become more efficient and effective when 
there is a single system of truth, or in other words, one tool 
that consolidates information and allows everyone access to 
the same underlying data and processes (Figure 6).  
Enhanced visibility leads to improved productivity by  
allowing enterprises the ability to:

• Detect, evaluate, and solve problems in real time

•  Provide meaningful communication and collaboration 
within the context of work

•  Adapt work priorities and resource planning to ensure 
strategic alignment

• Justify the resources needed

•  Improve performance management tactics to re-
ward the right work

•  Empower employees with more knowledge and 
autonomy

•  Eliminate unnecessary status meetings and email 
communications

• Increase time spent on innovation and execution

Work and resource visibility alleviates the symptoms of work 
chaos by allowing all relevant data to be updated in real time 
and accessed across and through all levels of the enterprise. 
As noted in a report by Technology Evaluation Centers, com-
panies empowered by increased visibility can align business 
strategies with execution, so managers can continuously 
plan and monitor strategic, operational, and tactical goals.30

“AS ORGANIZATIONS BECOME MORE PRODUCT AND 
PROGRAM FOCUSED, THE NEED TO GAIN GLOBAL 
VISIBILITY BECOMES PARAMOUNT.”

– Forrester Wave™
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HOW TO INCREASE VISIBILITY

Most executives and managers realize that visibility into certain 
processes is lacking, but they try to solve the problem by 
implementing a variety of “home grown” solutions rather than 
solving the root of the problem by creating a single system of 
truth. To increase visibility, enterprises must:

•  Consolidate tools into one unified enterprise work 
management system that manages the entire lifecycle 
of work from initial work request to resource manage-
ment, collaboration, delivery, and measurement

•  Implement meaningful collaboration within the context 
of work that updates in real time 

•  Provide access to real-time reporting and 
status updating

For efficient and effective work management, it is critical that 
enterprise teams create a single avenue of visibility. Everyone 
within a department—from executives and managers to work 
specialists—must use the same underlying data and processes, 
the agreed upon version of the truth.31 The end result will be 
executives who can better plan and justify resources, manag-
ers who have the knowledge they need to align and prioritize 
work according to the enterprise’s strategic goals as well as 
the visibility into work processes to spot and correct ineffi-
ciencies, and employees who can work in a manner that is the 
most productive and innovative.

CONCLUSION

This research involving current enterprise teams shows that 
most enterprises are operating in a seriously unhealthy, chaotic 
state of work. Teams are riddled with disconnected processes, 
communication breakdowns, and scattered data that negative-
ly affects all areas of the enterprise, not just individual depart-
ments. This work chaos keeps enterprise teams from being 
as agile, innovative, profitable, or productive as is needed 
in a rapidly changing marketplace, which underscores why 
increasing visibility is so critical. Visibility is what gives exec-
utives and managers the insight they need to solve complex 
problems and processes. Visibility allows bottlenecks to be 
spotted, inefficiencies to be eliminated, and managers to know 
who’s working on what, what their capacity level is, and if they 
are doing the right work. Visibility eliminates the gap between 
planning, execution, and measurement by providing in-depth 
analysis and process awareness. Enterprise teams need to cut 
to the core of their work problems by implementing one sys-
tem of truth that can turn information into meaningful, timely, 
and accurate business insights that are connected together to 
align business strategy with the work being done.

FIGURE 6. 
Visibility leads to improved productivity.
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