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Why Frustrated Operators 
do the Best Asset Management

A Commiseration Session with Gracelyn
gracelyn@persephoneconsulting.ca
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Today’s Conversation

The Basics The Problem The Solution
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The Basics
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The Goal

We want to:
• … provide services the public wants… 
• … at the level the public wants…
• … for as long as the public wants… 
• … at a cost the public is willing to pay.
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The Process

Asset management is a set of practices to help us 
systematically move closer towards that goal. 

At it’s best, it’s a tool to help an organization 
advocate, translate, align, communicate, collect, 
inform, be heard, learn, understand, change. 

At it’s worst, it’s an irritating reporting exercise 
totally disconnected from reflecting reality or 
influencing decisions. 
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The People

The Public

People who 
represent 
the public 

and allocate 
the 

resources

Council and the Board

People who 
support the 

process

(CAO, finance, asset 
management, admin, 
consultants)

People who 
support the 

doers

(managers, sub-
managers, sub-sub 

managers, contractors, 
inspectors)

People who 
do the doing 

(operators, front desk, 
labourers)
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And You.

What does asset management make you think of?

Why do you think we’re here? What’s your influence in that vision? 

Where do you fit in to the process? In the structure? Where’s your 
influence?

Are you frustrated? 
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The Problem
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What’s the Problem? 
The gap between expectations and reality. The gap 
between what we know could or should happen, and 
the decisions we see being made. The gap keeps us 
frustrated.

Closing the gap means either changing reality, or 
changing our expectations. 

Expectations are easier to shift, and we may need to 
shift them a bit. But lowering our expectations too far 
turns us into cynics and doesn’t fix the issue. Drop 
expectations altogether, now we’re apathetic and 
change towards a better reality becomes impossible.

But changing reality takes time, costs energy, and 
requires us sit with the discomfort of frustration. 

Resources required 
for level of service

What’s being asked

Decision makers

What we know is 
right (best practice)

Resources allocated 
to that resource

What should be asked

What information is 
available and where 
it lives

What is happening
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An Asset Managers worst fear should be… 
An asset manager’s worst fear should be seeing operators drift towards: 
• Disengagement from the process
• Apathy
• Cynicism
• Fear of speaking up
• “Grudging compliance” 
• Silence in meetings and the gossip that follows

How can we build effective tools and systems without the honest input of the people who use them and best know the 
systems that provide the services.

Asset managers need to do less telling and more listening.
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Why’s the problem?

Why aren’t operators included, or included in a 
meaningful way, in the Asset Management process?

What are your obstacles? History? Structure? Politics? 
Software? People? Goal? Grants? Tools? Resources? 
Skills? Training? Expectations? The public? Habit? 
Consultants? Fear? Hierarchy? Public works yard being 
so far from Council meetings? Recent hires? My boss? 
Your boss? Data overload? Data underload? 
Personalities?

Find the obstacles, and then: are they one offs? Are 
they unique to your organization or department? Is 
there a deeper issue going on? Why does it exist? And 
why’s that? And why’s that? And why’s that? 
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Why Solve the Problem? 

• We will not be able to provide services, at the level we 
want to provide them, at the cost people are willing to 
pay, for as long we need to, unless operators get 
involved in the process.

• What if they don’t know that they don’t know, the poor 
things. What if you’ll explode (or worse turn apathetic) 
if you don’t at least try to pull the potential closer to 
reality. 
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But…

• It’s hard to care AND know better at the same time

• It’s hard to have more external expectations than 
resources provided. 

• It’s hard to be met with the same obstacles, the 
same message, or the same false hope time and 
time again.

13

The Solution
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Is There a Solution? 

Damned if I know. 
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How Will it Get Better?
Fostering relationships.

More curiosity.

Sheer stubbornness. 

More curiosity.

More stubbornness. 
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Fostering Relationships:
• People are the only hope for change. 

• People sometimes know things you didn’t 
know yet

Curiosity:
• Self knowledge and organizational knowledge

• Knowing what you don’t know

• Asking better questions to get better answers

Time:
• Change takes time

• Opportunities take time

Stubbornness:
• Persistence 

• Speaking up

• Staying focused on the Goal
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And You.
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Wrapping it All Up
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Frustrated operators do the best asset 
management because…

Frustration comes from the gap between what is and what could be.

Frustration is uncomfortable, but frustration is also engaged.

Engaged operators are the only hope to seeing positive, permanent 
changes in asset management as a practice and local governments as 
organizations.
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Take your frustration out of your pocket…
• What are you frustrated about and why?
• What’s your role? What’s your organization like?
• What are the obstacles to closing the gap? Why does that obstacle exist? 

Can you follow it to the source? 
• What are leverage points? Who has influence or knowledge?
• Who might be thinking the same thing? Do you trust them enough to talk? 
• Who’s someone outside the organization that has the same frustrations? 

Did they give up or get better? What’s similar between your situations? 
What’s different?  

What can you do this week?
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Thank you.
Gracelyn
gracelyn@persephoneconsulting.ca
www.persephoneconsulting.ca
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