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The Hidden Cost of Incomplete Work Orders

A work order closed with “fixed” or “replaced part” looks finished. The job is done, the asset is running, and
the record sits in the CMMS. The cost shows up later, when planners cannot estimate the next job
accurately, spare-parts decisions rest on guesses, and reliability efforts lack the history needed to focus
on real failure modes. Incomplete close-outs do not just create messy data. They quietly degrade
planning, inventory, and RCM analysis for months or years.

How Missing Information Raises Future Costs

Planning and labor estimates: Without actual wrench time, failure codes, and a short description of what
was found, every similar job starts from a generic estimate. Planners add buffer hours “just in case.” Over
a year those buffers accumulate into hundreds of hours of overstated backlog or jobs that overrun
because the real scope was never recorded.

Spare-parts decisions: When work orders lack parts used or a clear failure mode, inventory systems
cannot distinguish between a one-time replacement and a recurring need. Critical spares stay
under-stocked until the next failure, or non-critical parts accumulate. The result is either expedited freight
and downtime or capital tied up in slow-moving inventory.

RCM and reliability analysis: Failure modes that are never coded cannot be ranked. Repeat problems stay
invisible, so improvement effort is spread across low-impact tasks. Without a documented cause, teams
cannot tell whether a PM should be added, modified, or removed.

A Short Checklist to Improve Data Quality

Use this list for the next 30 days. Focus on reactive work orders first.

» Make failure or problem code a required field before a work order can be closed.

» Require a one- or two-sentence note that states what caused the failure.

 Capture actual labor hours; separate response/travel time from wrench time when practical.
» Record parts used on every job that consumes them.

« Attach at least one photo on critical or repeat assets.

* Link every work order to the correct asset in the hierarchy.

* Supervisors spot-check five to ten recently closed jobs each day and return any that miss the required
fields.

* Review the top incomplete items in the weekly huddle so the standard stays visible.
Start with the two or three items that are weakest today. Consistent enforcement for a month usually lifts

completeness enough that planning estimates tighten, parts history becomes usable, and a basic Pareto
of failure modes can be run from the system instead of from memory.
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Incomplete work orders feel cheap at the moment of close-out. The hidden cost appears every time the
organization tries to plan, stock, or improve based on history that was never fully recorded.

Which missing field on your current work orders creates the largest downstream cost?
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