
   

The Emergency Work Trap 
 

Why Emergencies Expand and Planned Work Disappears 

 

Few phrases create more anxiety inside a maintenance organization than the words 'emergency 

work order.'  When equipment fails unexpectedly, the entire operation shifts into response mode.  

Schedules are interrupted. Crews are reassigned. Planned work is postponed. 

Some emergency work is unavoidable. Industrial equipment operates in demanding conditions, 

and failures will occur. 

But many organizations quietly notice that emergency work seems to consume an increasing 

share of their maintenance capacity.  As the emergency portion of the workload grows, 

something else begins to shrink: the ability to execute planned work. 

Planners spend more time responding to urgent failures and less time preparing the jobs that 

prevent those failures from occurring.  This cycle can become self‑reinforcing.  More 

emergencies lead to less planning time, which leads to more unexpected failures. 

Historically, experienced maintenance leaders developed informal strategies to contain 

emergency work.  They knew which failures could be stabilized temporarily and which required 

immediate response.  They understood how to isolate the urgent repair while preserving as 

much of the weekly schedule as possible. 

Today, maintenance teams often face the same situations without the benefit of that 

accumulated experience.  The organization has the data describing past emergencies—but 

interpreting that information quickly is difficult. 

Modern analytics can help organizations understand how emergencies develop and how they 

were successfully handled in the past.  When those insights are available during an event, 

planners can focus on stabilizing the immediate problem while preserving the broader 

maintenance schedule. 

The goal is not to eliminate emergency work entirely.  The goal is to contain it—so that one 

urgent failure does not disrupt the execution of dozens of planned jobs. 
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