
You have email, project management software, automated invoices, and probably a few dashboards telling you
how the business is doing. Yet someone still has to remind a client to send feedback, ask whether an invoice has
been paid, or nudge a colleague to move a task forward.

That’s manual chasing: the repeated follow-up people do when a process depends on someone remembering,
noticing, and taking the next step. It feels especially frustrating in a modern business, because the tools are
supposed to make work flow. But the presence of software doesn’t guarantee that the handoffs between people,
systems, and decisions actually work.

In service businesses—especially agencies and productized service teams—manual chasing is rarely just a matter of
staff forgetting. It is often a symptom of tool gaps, unclear ownership, and patchwork workflows. Understanding
why it happens is the first step toward reducing it without adding yet another app or burdening the team with
more administration.

Modern tools don’t automatically create a modern workflow
Most business tools are built to do particular jobs. Email helps people communicate. An invoicing system creates
and tracks invoices. A project platform organizes tasks. A customer relationship management (CRM) system stores
sales information.

Each tool can work well on its own. The trouble starts when work needs to move between them. A client approves
a proposal in email, but nobody updates the project board. The team completes the work, but the person
responsible for billing doesn’t know it’s ready to invoice. An invoice goes out, but the project owner has no clear
view of whether payment has arrived.

The software may be functioning exactly as designed. The end-to-end process is what’s missing.

This distinction matters. If people repeatedly chase the same information, the first instinct may be to buy another
tool or switch platforms. But if the real issue is that no one has defined what triggers the next step, a new tool can
simply become one more place to check.

Tool gaps are really gaps in ownership and visibility
A tool gap isn’t necessarily a missing feature. Often, it’s a gap between what one person or system knows and
what the next person or system needs to know.

For example, a project manager may know that a client has approved a deliverable because the approval arrived
by email. The finance lead may not know, because the invoicing workflow lives elsewhere and nobody is assigned
to pass that information along. Both people have tools. The handoff still fails.

Three kinds of gaps are especially common:

Information gaps: A decision, file, or status is recorded in one place but not where the next person expects it.

Ownership gaps: The team knows something needs to happen, but nobody is clearly responsible for making
it happen.

Timing gaps: A task depends on an event—such as approval, delivery, or payment—but there is no reliable
signal or deadline attached to that event.

Manual chasing fills these gaps temporarily. Someone notices that a decision is missing and sends an email.
Someone checks the invoice list and follows up. Someone asks the team whether a task is done. The work



continues, but it continues because people are acting as the connection between disconnected steps.

Why email becomes the unofficial workflow engine
Email is flexible, familiar, and easy to use. That’s why it often becomes the place where important work happens,
whether or not the business intended it to.

A client’s approval might be buried in a reply thread. A request for missing materials may live in someone’s sent
folder. An invoice reminder could be sent from finance, while the account manager separately asks the same client
about the project timeline. The information exists—but finding it, interpreting it, and deciding what to do next
takes human effort.

This is one reason modern tools can increase the appearance of control without removing the need for follow-up.
A team may have a project system, but if clients make decisions by email and those decisions aren’t captured in
the project record, staff still need to monitor their inboxes. The email thread becomes the real source of truth, even
if everyone wishes it weren’t.

The goal is not to eliminate email. Clients and colleagues will continue to use it. The goal is to decide which
information in email must trigger action, who owns that action, and where the resulting status should be recorded.

Invoices reveal where handoff failures hide
Invoices are a useful example because they sit at the intersection of delivery, finance, and client communication.
Sending an invoice may look like a simple administrative step. In reality, it can depend on several pieces of
information:

Has the agreed milestone been completed?

Has the client approved the work, if approval is required?

Is the correct contact and billing information available?

Does the invoice match the contract, package, or payment schedule?

Who follows up if payment hasn’t arrived?



If these questions are answered in different places, manual chasing is likely. A team member might ask the project
lead whether the work is complete, then email finance for the billing contact, then check the accounting system for
payment, then message the account manager to find out whether the client has raised a concern.

The problem isn’t necessarily that the invoice tool can’t send reminders. It may send reminders perfectly well once
an invoice is issued. The problem may be that the invoice was created late, sent to the wrong person, or detached
from a clear follow-up owner. Automating one step doesn’t repair a broken handoff before or after it.

What the team notices Possible underlying gap Useful process question Staff repeatedly ask if work is approved
Approval status isn’t recorded where delivery and billing teams can see it Where is approval captured, and who
updates the project status? Invoices are sent later than expected There is no reliable trigger from completed work
to billing What event makes an invoice ready, and who acts on it? Clients receive duplicate reminders Follow-up
ownership is split across email, finance, and account management Who owns the client-facing follow-up for this
stage? Project tasks stall while people wait The next action or dependency is unclear What exactly is missing, from
whom, and by when?

Agency operations make small delays expensive
In an agency, a missed handoff can affect more than one task. A late client response may delay a designer, which
pushes back a review, which compresses the time available for revisions, which puts another project at risk.
Meanwhile, someone is tracking the delay manually and keeping the client informed.

At a small agency, that person may also be managing accounts, reviewing work, planning capacity, and handling
internal questions. The cost of chasing is therefore not limited to the minutes spent writing a reminder. It includes
interruptions, context switching, delayed work, and the growing chance that a follow-up will be forgotten when
the person is busy elsewhere.

Productized services can make this pressure sharper. A standardized service promises a defined scope, process,
timeline, or outcome. That productization can improve delivery consistency and margins—but only if the workflow
behind the offer is consistent too.

If every client starts through a slightly different email conversation, submits materials in a different format, or
receives reminders from a different team member, the service may be standardized on paper but personalized
through manual effort in practice. The team ends up rebuilding the process client by client. That makes it hard to
protect margins as volume grows.



A useful test is to ask: if the person who usually keeps things moving is unavailable for a week, would the work still
progress? If the answer is no, the workflow may be relying on individual memory rather than a dependable
operating system.

Manual chasing is often a signal, not a character flaw
When follow-ups are missed, it can be tempting to blame carelessness or assume the team needs to be more
disciplined. Sometimes people do need clearer expectations. But repeated chasing is often evidence that the
process asks people to remember too much.

Consider the difference between these instructions:

“Keep an eye on the client’s email and follow up when necessary.”

“If the client hasn’t approved the draft within three business days, the account manager sends the approval
reminder and updates the project status.”

The first leaves the trigger, timing, and ownership open to interpretation. The second makes the expected action
visible. It can still require judgment, but it doesn’t force staff to invent the process each time.

Good workflows don’t remove all human discretion. They reserve it for situations where expertise matters and
make routine steps easier to complete reliably.

AI is raising expectations faster than processes are improving
AI tools inc.com have changed what teams believe should be possible. People now expect draft messages,
summaries, task lists, and data entry to happen faster. Some also expect intelligent systems to notice stalled work,
anticipate delays, and automatically send the right follow-up.

These expectations aren’t unreasonable—but they can get ahead of the underlying process. AI can help draft a
polite email reminder. It can summarize an email thread or extract an invoice date. But it can’t reliably fix an
unclear policy about when to chase, who owns the client relationship, or what counts as approval if the business
hasn’t defined those things.

AI may even make poor workflows move faster. A reminder generated from incomplete or outdated information
can reach the wrong person, repeat a message someone has already sent, or create confusion about what the
client needs to do next. Automation can increase the speed of the process; it cannot guarantee that the process is
sensible.

Before using AI to automate follow-up, make sure the team can answer a few basic questions:

What event should trigger the follow-up?

What information must be checked first?

Who is accountable if the automated step fails or needs judgment?

How will the team know that the client has responded or the invoice has been paid?

Once those answers are clear, AI can be a useful helper: drafting a message, highlighting overdue items, or
summarizing the history for the person responsible. The aim is to support a working process, not to disguise a
broken one.

How to reduce manual chasing without adding tool sprawl
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Reducing chasing starts with understanding the work as it actually happens—not as a diagram in a planning
document says it happens. Pick a process with frequent follow-ups, such as client onboarding, approvals, or
invoice collection, and map the steps from start to finish.

1. Track the chase. For a short period, record what people are following up on, who they contact, and what
triggered the reminder. Look for repeated patterns rather than one-off mistakes.

2. Find the missing handoff. Identify where information, responsibility, or timing is lost. Ask what the next
person needs to know and how they should receive it.

3. Set an owner and a trigger. Name the role responsible for the next step and specify what event starts it.
“When the client approves the draft” is more useful than “when the project is ready.”

4. Choose a source of truth. Decide where the team will check status. Email can still carry the conversation, but
the outcome—such as approved, invoice sent, or payment received—should be visible in an agreed place.

5. Automate the stable parts. Use reminders, templates, or integrations only after the steps and exceptions are
clear. Keep a human owner for messages that need context or relationship judgment.

6. Review exceptions. When a handoff fails, ask whether the workflow needs adjustment. Don’t make every
unusual case a reason to create a new tool or complicated rule.

Start small. A reliable notification from project completion to billing can be more valuable than an ambitious
automation program spanning every platform. The best setup is not the one with the most integrations. It is the
one people can understand, trust, and maintain.

Frustration can be the seed of a durable business
Repeatedly having to chase someone is frustrating. But frustration can also be useful information. It points to work
that depends on memory, to tool gaps that create invisible labor, and to handoff failures that make a service
harder to deliver consistently.

That’s often where durable businesses begin: with a persistent problem that people are tired of solving manually.
The opportunity is not simply to send more reminders or install another app. It is to design a process in which the
right person sees the right information at the right time—and knows what to do next.

Modern tools matter, but the workflow between them matters more. When email, invoices, and project work
connect through clear ownership and reliable triggers, manual chasing becomes the exception rather than the
operating model. That’s how a service team can protect its margins, deliver a better client experience, and grow
without asking people to hold the entire business together in their inboxes.


