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The Swivel-Chair Tax: What
Disconnected Systems Really

Cost

The most expensive integration in most businesses is a person turning from one

screen to another, retyping what's already there.

There’s a name for it in operations circles: the swivel-chair interface. A quote gets approved in
one system, so someone swivels to the accounting tool and types it in again. A customer’s
address changes in the CRM, so it gets updated by hand in the shipping platform, the invoicing
tool, and a spreadsheet. Each keystroke is small. The tax is enormous, and it never appears on a

single invoice.

Why it stays invisible

Disconnected systems don’t announce themselves. Everyone is busy, the work gets done, and

the cost hides inside "that’s just how we do it.” But it’s paid three times over:

* The time. Re-entering the same data is pure overhead — hours a week that produce nothing

new.

¢ The errors. Every manual re-key is a chance to fat-finger a number. Disconnected systems

drift out of agreement, and now nobody trusts any of them.

¢ The ceiling. Swivel-chair work doesn’t scale. Double the volume and you double the retyping

— s0 you hire, not because the business grew, but because the plumbing didn’t.

If two people can give you two different answers to "ow many orders
shipped last week,"” you're already paying the swivel-chair tax.

Measure it before you fix it
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You don’t need a consultant to find your worst offenders. For one week, ask the team to jot

down every time they copied a piece of information from one screen into another. Then look for
the patterns:

1. What data gets re-entered most often? Usually customers, orders, or line items.
2. Between which two systems? That pair is your first integration target.

3. How many minutes a week, across everyone? Multiply by a loaded hourly rate. That number

is what the disconnect costs you annually — and it’s almost always larger than the fix.

What "connected" actually looks like

Connecting systems doesn’t mean ripping them out. It means the data flows automatically
between the tools you already run: the CRM tells accounting about the new order, the address

change propagates once, and nobody enters anything twice. The systems agree because they
share one source of truth instead of five hand-maintained copies.

The goal isn’t a bigger tech stack. It’s the same stack, quietly wired together, so your team

spends its hours on the work only people can do — and the swivel chair finally sits still.

Nick Vandam — founder of Azimuth North. Small-business owner, veteran U.S. Army officer,
e and Thunderbird-trained. Writes about where technology actually earns its keep in a

working business.
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