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THE PLAYBOOK

The Final Check

How | ended an endless loop of "check it again” on a data-heavy deliverable by
writing one fixed checklist and handing it to people who had not built the work. The
repeatable method behind that: check every row against every rule once, report
flags as questions, and freeze the file. Plus the honest chapter on when one more
look really is the right answer.
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Every round found something new

A data-heavy deliverable was nearly done. A research sheet, a few hundred rows, every row with a
value, a source link and a date. It had been checked. Then it was checked again. Then once more.

THE INSTRUCTION, EVERY TIME

"Can you check it again before it goes out?”

Each round looked at whatever had just been discussed. One round chased links. The next chased
sizes. The next chased dates. Each round found a new class of problem, which made the next
round feel necessary, which found another class. The file was never wrong enough to stop and
never right enough to send.

Anyone shipping data-heavy work meets the same quiet fork at this point. It does not look like a
decision. It looks like being careful.

e A
THE SAFE MOVE THE MOVE I MADE
One more round of checking. Nobody is Write the acceptance checklist and hand it
blamed for being thorough. It feels responsible, to someone who did not build it. Every column,
it costs a day, and it ends exactly where the last every rule, every row, once. Verdicts with
round ended: with something new found and no evidence. Then the file is final and dated, and it
reason to believe it is the last thing. stays that way.

. J

Figure: the decision that separates a file that ships from a file that is always one check away.

This playbook is that switch, turned into a method you can run on any sheet, reconciliation or
report that has to be right before someone else relies on it. It ends with the honest chapter: when
a final audit is the wrong move, because a method that claims to always apply is a slogan.
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Re-checks find what they look for

The loop has two causes, and neither is carelessness. Both are structural, which is good news:
structural problems have structural fixes.

There was no checklist. Without a written list of what "right" means, each round checks whatever
is on someone's mind. Today it is links, because a link broke yesterday. Tomorrow it is sizes,
because someone asked about one. Every round is a sample of one dimension, so every round
can find a new class of problem the previous rounds never looked at.

The builder checked their own work. The person who made the sheet knows what they meant.
They read the row and see the intention, not the cell. They also check the rules they remember
applying, which are exactly the rules least likely to be broken.

ROUND 1 ROUND 2 ROUND 3

The links The sizes The dates

Some sources no longer A few rows read size from Some rows were read on

open. Fixed. Nobody looks at page text, not the label. different days. Fixed. Round 4

the values. Fixed. Nobody looks at dates. is already being asked for.
THE BET

One check of every row against every rule, by someone who did not build it, finds more than
any number of rounds that each look at one thing.

There is a cost the loop hides. Each round touches the file. Some of the "fixes" are themselves new
errors, written by someone in a hurry to close the latest finding. The longer the loop runs, the less
anyone can say which version was ever right.

A loop that finds something every round is not proof the file is bad. It is proof the checking has no
edge.
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Write the checklist first

The checklist is the definition of done, written down. It is boring to write and it ends arguments,
because it turns "is it right?" into a list of questions with yes or no answers.

One line per column. What a correct value looks like, where it must come from, and what it
must never contain.

One line per rule. Every decision rule in the brief, copied in plain words, so the reviewer checks
the rule rather than their own taste.

One line for the totals. Every summary and formula recomputed separately, never trusted
because it adds up.

Then each reviewer gives each row one of five verdicts, with evidence attached. Five, not two,
because "wrong" is not one thing and the fix for each is different.

VERDICT WHAT IT MEANS WHAT HAPPENS NEXT

Pass Every column matches its source and every rule Nothing. The row is done
holds

Error A value breaks a written rule or does not match its Fixed by the builder, then re-verified
source

Drift Correct when read; the source has since changed Logged in notes. The value stays

No link The evidence trail is missing or no longer opens Source restored, or the row marked as

such
Unverifiable The reviewer cannot confirm it either way Disclosed in the file. Never guessed

Drift is not an error. A value that was right on the day it was read is right for that date. Chasing it
to today's number mixes dates and never finishes. Unverifiable is not a failure. It is an honest
answer, and it is worth more than a confident guess.

THE RULE

Write the acceptance checklist before the work starts, from the brief, not from the build. If
it cannot be written, the brief is not finished.
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One audit, then freeze

The method is short on purpose. Its job is to replace an open-ended habit with a closed
procedure that has a last step.

Fix the checklist

Every column, every rule, every total. Once it is handed out, it does not change for
this audit.

Brief fresh reviewers

People who did not build the work. Give them the brief and the checklist, not the
build notes.

Batch by rows, not columns
Each reviewer checks every column on their rows. Splitting by column recreates the
loop.

Recompute the totals separately

A second pass rebuilds every summary from the rows, without looking at the existing
formulas.

Collect verdicts with evidence

Pass, error, drift, no link, unverifiable. A verdict without evidence is sent back.

Fix errors only, then re-verify those rows

Drift is logged. Disputed calls go to the owner of the rule. Only the changed rows are
checked again.

Declare it final and dated

The file reopens only on new instructions from its owner, not on a new worry.

Reviewers report; they do not edit. Their output is a verdict column, never a changed answer.

A finding that contradicts the brief is not an error. It goes to the brief owner, not into the file.

SEE IT YOURSELF

Two free tools on me.kabuhayan.app/tools show what a fixed, written rule looks like in
practice: the Shelf Price Normalizer (me.kabuhayan.app/tool-shelf-price-normalizer) and
the Pipeline Gap Auditor (me.kabuhayan.app/tool-pipeline-gap-auditor). Same input,
same rules, same answer, every time. That is what a checklist is trying to be.
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A flag is a question

In one audit, a reviewer flagged a row as being in the wrong group. The “correction” was applied
straight into the file. The original value had been right. A careful check had just made the sheet
worse, and nobody could see it, because the new value looked as confident as the old one.

The fix was not better reviewers. It was clearer roles.

THE BUILDER THE REVIEWER THE RULE OWNER
Owns the answer Owns the verdict Owns the brief
Writes the values, fixes Checks every column on Settles disputes and
confirmed errors, re-runs the their rows against the anything that contradicts the
fixed rows. The only one with checklist and writes a verdict brief. Decides whether a
write access to the answer with evidence in a flag one-off call becomes a
column. column. Never edits the standing rule.

answer.

The same lesson came from a back office. Expense claims kept arriving at identical distances,
week after week, and my first read was that approvals were not saving. The operator pointed out
that people repeat the same routes. Identical figures were normal. | withdrew the flag and
recorded the rule. Written as a question, it cost thirty seconds. Written as a conclusion, it would
have cost trust.

And when the written rule and the operator's call disagree on a single case: follow the person
accountable for this case, log it, and ask the owner of the rule whether it should become standing.
One question, both people respected.

STATED PLAINLY

Give every checker a flag column, never write access to the answer column. Write flags as 'l
see this on these rows; is it expected?"
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How final audits go wrong

An audit is a small system of its own, and it fails in predictable ways. Each of these happened to
me or nearly did. Each has a cheap catch.

Reviewers check only what they were told about. Mention links in the handover and you get a
link audit. Catch it with the full-column checklist, and say nothing else about what to look for.

The builder grades their own work. It is faster and it finds less. Catch it by using reviewers
who have not seen the build notes.

Drift gets "fixed". A reviewer opens a source, sees a new number and updates the row, mixing
dates in one file. Catch it with drift as its own verdict and a rule that the value stays.

Unverifiable gets guessed. A blank feels like failure, so someone fills it. Catch it by making
unverifiable a valid verdict that is disclosed in the file.

The file reopens forever. A new worry arrives the day after sign-off. Catch it with the final-
and-dated rule: reopen on new instructions from the owner, not on a feeling.

THE TRAP TO AVOID

Do not let the audit become round four. If the checklist grows during the audit, or reviewers
are told "also look at this", you are back in the loop with more people in it. Freeze the
checklist when you hand it out. New concerns go on next time's list.

Worth being precise about what this is evidence for. One deliverable, one set of reviewers, and a
loop that ended because the checklist happened to cover the problems that mattered. A
checklist only finds what it names. What generalises is the shape: a fixed list run once by fresh
eyes ends a loop that any number of open-ended re-checks will keep feeding.
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When not to run a final check

A method that claims to always apply is a slogan. There are real cases where a formal acceptance
audit is ceremony, or the wrong tool.

When the work is small enough to read whole. A dozen rows can be checked by one careful
person in ten minutes. A checklist and a reviewer team cost more than the risk.

When the brief is still moving. If the owner is still changing what the deliverable is for, any
checklist is checking the wrong thing. Settle the brief first, then audit.

When the data is meant to be live. A sheet that should show today's numbers is not a
snapshot, and freezing it is the error. Fix the refresh instead.

When nobody independent exists. On a team of one, a fresh reviewer may not be available.
Then wait a day, check against the written list, and disclose that the builder ran the check.

When the cost of a miss is low. An internal working file that nobody will act on does not need
acceptance. It needs to be labelled as a draft.

Even in these cases, half the method survives: write down what "right" means before you look. A
checklist of five lines, run once, still beats a sixth open-ended look.

THE TEST TO APPLY

Will someone else rely on this file without checking it themselves, and is it too big to read
whole? If both, run the final check and freeze. If not, check once against a short list and
send it.
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Check once, properly, then stop

Before the last round, one quiet decision: look again, or define what done means and let someone
else confirm it. Everything in this playbook is downstream of choosing the second, a fixed list,
fresh eyes, five honest verdicts and a date on the file.

The audit did find things. It found them all at once, sorted by what to do about each, and it said
plainly which rows nobody could confirm. That is a very different conversation from "we found
something else".

The rules from this story did not stay a one-off. Fixed, written rules became the free tools on this
site, which is its own lesson: a check that is written down can be run by anyone, and the same way
every time.

Paul Prado Pacardo

Senior Executive Assistant, Operations and Project Manager. Ten years supporting C-level
leadership. Available for remote work.

me . kabuhayan.app -+ 1linkedin.com/in/paulpacardo -+ pacardopaull8@gmail.com
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The final check checklist

Run this before any data-heavy deliverable goes to someone who will rely on it. If a box will not
tick, chapter 6 applies.

s
BEFORE THE AUDIT

Checklist written from the brief: every column, every rule, every total
Reviewers who did not build the work, given the brief and the checklist only

Rows split into batches; each reviewer checks every column on their rows

DURING THE AUDIT

Totals recomputed separately from the rows, not read off the formulas
A verdict on every row with evidence: pass, error, drift, no link, unverifiable
Reviewers write in the flag column only; nobody edits the answer column

Checklist frozen; new concerns go on next time's list

AFTER THE AUDIT

Errors fixed by the builder; drift logged; unverifiable disclosed in the file
Findings that contradict the brief sent to the rule owner as questions
Fixed rows re-verified, and only those

File declared final and dated; reopened only on new instructions from its owner

THE LIVE ARTIFACT
Two examples of fixed, written rules are free on the tools page, me.kabuhayan.app/tools:
the Shelf Price Normalizer (me.kabuhayan.app/tool-shelf-price-normalizer) and the Pipeline
Gap Auditor (me.kabuhayan.app/tool-pipeline-gap-auditor). Same input, same rules, same

answer, every time.
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