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When the Scoreboard Becomes the Whole Game

“When in Doubt, Ship It Out” — and the hidden cost of hitting the number

Executive Summary

Somewhere on a warehouse floor decades ago, a supervisor coined a phrase that has outlived every job
it was said in: “When in doubt, ship it out.” It was meant as a joke, mostly. But it captured something
real about how a lot of operations actually run — the number is the number, the clock is ticking, and
anything that slows the number down becomes the enemy. Hitting the daily target is a discipline every
strong operator respects. This paper is about what happens when that discipline stops being one tool
among many and becomes the only thing that matters. When the scoreboard becomes the whole game,
quality, safety, and integrity don’t get voted out. They get quietly traded away — one buried problem at

a time — until the bill comes due somewhere no report can hide it.

The Saying, and What’s Right About It

Let’s be clear about something first, because the rest of this paper depends on it: the number is not the
problem. Running an operation to a daily volume goal is not a flaw in the system. It is the system. A
distribution center that doesn’t know its plan for the day, doesn’t check progress against it hour by hour,
and doesn’t hold people accountable to it is not a kinder place to work. It's a slower, more chaotic, more
frustrating place to work, where the good performers carry the weak ones and nobody can tell the
difference until the month closes badly.

Good operations run like a sport. The daily KPIs are the scoreboard. Shift start-up is the pregame huddle.
The hourly benchmarks are the quarter scores that tell you whether you’re ahead or behind while
there’s still time to do something about it. The supervisor is part scorekeeper, part coach. None of that
is up for debate here. A career built on the floor teaches you that cadence and accountability are what
separate an operation that hits its commitments from one that hopes to. Trust but verify isn’t a slogan;
it's how the work actually gets managed.

So this is not an argument against hitting the number. It’s an argument about what a healthy operation
does when hitting the number and doing the job right pull in opposite directions — because sooner or
later, in every building, they do.
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When the Scoreboard Becomes the Whole Game

There’s a tipping point that’s hard to see from the outside, because on paper nothing looks wrong. The
building hits its units. The dashboard is green. The report says current. And underneath all of it, the real

condition of the operation is drifting somewhere the metrics can’t reach.

Here’s what it looks like at the ground level. A picker comes across a stray unit — an orphan, something
that doesn’t match the order, doesn’t scan clean, doesn’t have an obvious home. Doing it right means
stopping, researching the item, finding where it belongs, and losing time against the goal. Doing it fast
means dropping that orphan into a generic outbound carton and moving on. The unit count doesn’t care
which one you chose. The scoreboard rewards the second choice. So in a when-in-doubt-ship-it-out
culture, the orphan goes in the carton, the number stays green, and a problem that should have

surfaced gets sealed inside a box headed out the door.

Multiply that by a shift, then by a building, then by the competition that operations naturally breed —
shift against shift, department against department, one DC against the next on a ranking nobody
officially publishes but everybody watches. Competition is healthy right up until the moment the thing
being competed on is volume alone. Then the message travels fast and it travels down: get the number,
protect the number, don’t be the one who slowed the number down. How problems get solved changes.
Not because anyone is careless or dishonest by nature, but because the scoreboard told them what the

building actually values, and people are smart enough to listen.

What Gets Traded Away Quietly

Quality and safety should be the number-one goal of any operation, full stop. It does not ultimately
matter how many units moved if goods went to the wrong place, if the work was done in a way that
can’t be sustained, or if someone got hurt getting there. Those aren’t competing priorities with volume;
they’re the foundation volume is supposed to sit on. But in a monoculture built on a single number,
they’re exactly what erodes first — because they're the things you can shortcut without the scoreboard

noticing.

Quality goes first, and quietly. The orphan in the carton is a quality failure that will land on a customer’s
doorstep weeks later, long after the shift that caused it got credit for a good day. Safety goes next, in the
small decisions — the shortcut across the aisle, the lift done wrong to save thirty seconds, the corner cut
because stopping to do it right costs units. And integrity goes last and worst, because once a team learns
that the building rewards a buried problem over an honest one, honesty starts to look like a bad
strategy.

Then there’s the cost that never shows up on any report at all: morale. Sit down with hourly employees

in enough buildings and you hear the same sentence, in the same flat voice, over and over: “I’m nothing

but a number. My supervisor only cares about my numbers.” That is what a scoreboard-only culture feels
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like from the floor. It is a genuine morale problem, and it is a root cause dressed up as an attitude
problem. People who believe they are only a number will give you exactly the number and nothing else
— not the extra look, not the flagged orphan, not the quiet heads-up that something’s off in aisle six.
You don’t just lose their goodwill. You lose the early-warning system that a committed floor gives you

for free.

When the Bill Came Due in Public

For a long time, a building could run this way and mostly get away with it, because the failures were
absorbed quietly — a return here, a customer complaint there, a store calling to ask why it received
something strange. The scoreboard stayed green and the buried problems stayed buried. Then e-

commerce and social media took away the burial.

Consider a winter jacket that shipped to a store in Miami in March. In an earlier era that’s a shrug — a
store reports it, someone files it, everyone moves on. But in one operation, that misship made itinto a
general manager’s meeting, and the GM was embarrassed to be caught out by it. What he treated as a
one-off embarrassment was actually a signal flare: a jacket in Miami in March is not a fluke, it's the
visible edge of a culture that ships when in doubt. The real failure wasn’t the jacket. It was that the
system had been rewarding “ship it out” for so long that a jacket in the wrong climate looked like bad

luck instead of a symptom.

The stakes climbed with the platforms. During one holiday rush, an operation shipped ten vacuums to a
customer who had ordered one — and that customer happened to be a television station. They ran it as
a feature story. It was, in fairness, a little funny. The CEO was not laughing. Same root cause as the
jacket, but now with a broadcast tower attached: customers were suddenly more vocal, and for the first
time they had a visible platform to be vocal on. The buried problem didn’t just surface; it surfaced with
an audience. Every operation that still ran on “hit the number, ship it out” was now one viral post away

from having its internal culture narrated to the public.

That is the modern operator’s real challenge. You still have to keep people motivated to hit their daily
volume — that discipline is as necessary as it ever was. But you now have to balance it against a
commitment to quality and safety that the whole world can audit in real time. The scoreboard didn’t
stop mattering. The consequences of treating it as the only thing that matters just got a lot more

expensive, and a lot more public.

Finding the Real Root Cause

Here is the trap in fixing this: a scoreboard-only culture cannot be diagnosed by looking at the
scoreboard. The whole problem is that the numbers read clean while the operation drifts. The aging

report shows the building current; the walk shows stray boxes and orphaned orders collecting dust by
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someone’s desk, unaccounted for. If you audit the metrics, the metrics will tell you everything is fine,
right up until a jacket lands in Miami. The real condition doesn’t live in the report. It lives on the floor, in

the small decisions, in what people do when they think no one is measuring.

Which is why finding it takes a method the number culture doesn’t have — the willingness to slow
down. At GoVia Alliance Group, our partners are seasoned operators who have spent careers in the
trenches, and we don’t diagnose a building from a conference room. We embed ourselves on the floor.
We listen to what management is saying and, just as closely, to what the employees are saying. We
watch how problems actually get solved — not the process on the wall, the process in practice. We talk
to people at their stations while they work. We ask them to train us on their own jobs, and we stay long
enough for it to get quiet, and routine, and ordinary.

That last part is the whole method. When a consultant shows up with a clipboard for an hour, everyone
performs. The floor gives you its Sunday-best version and the buried problems stay buried, exactly as
they do for the scoreboard. But when you’ve stood at the same station long enough that the novelty
wears off and the day settles back into its real rhythm — that is when the truth comes out. Quietly,
casually, in the middle of a task. Someone mentions the orphan carton everyone uses. Someone shows
you the shortcut nobody documents. It takes time, because it takes trust, and trust doesn’t answer to a
schedule. But once it’s there, people tell you where the problems really are. They were always going to.

They were just waiting to be asked by someone who stayed.

The scoreboard culture rushes; that’s its nature and, past a point, its failure. The work of getting to a
real root cause waits on purpose. Both of those things can be true in the same building, and the job of a
good operator — and of a firm worth hiring — is to hold them in balance: keep the daily number sacred,
and keep quality and safety more sacred still. Hitting the number is not the job. It never was. The job is
running an operation good enough that hitting the number and doing it right stop being a choice. When
in doubt, don’t ship it out. Walk the floor and find out.

About GoVia Alliance Group

GoVia Alliance Group is a boutique, operator-led supply chain and operations consulting firm serving U.S. mid-
market companies. We are a collective of seasoned leaders who have sat in your seat — career operators, not
career consultants — who diagnose root-cause challenges from the floor and partner with your team to fix them.

We don’t hand you a report and walk away.
Guided by Integrity. Driven by Results.

goviaalliance.com e info@goviaalliance.com ¢ 845-423-0102
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