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A practical, mobile-first reliability playbook for Zapier, Make, and n8n: set up alerts,
safe retries, silent-failure guards, and PO/P1/P2 runbooks so your automations survive
while you're offline.
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I CONTENTS

Start here: the 30-minute MVP (alerts - retries = runbooks)

Zapier: production-safe setup (handlers, Manager alerts, and silent-failure guards)
Make (Integromat): incomplete executions, auto-retry, and safety stops

n8n: global error workflow, node-level control, and heartbeats

Cross-platform reliability patterns (jitter, idempotency, validation, DLQs)

Incident classification and runbooks (PO/P1/P2, buddy system, comms)
Self-hosting security (n8n): patch discipline and exposure control

The Lisbon Test: can you fix it from a café?


https://localhost:8080/episodes/bulletproof-automation-error-handling-zapier-make-n8n

Run your client workflows from anywhere without losing sleep—or clients. This guide turns the
episode’s playbook into step-by-step setups for Zapier, Make, and n8n, plus reliability patterns,
incident runbooks, and a mobile-first “Lisbon Test.” Implement the 30-minute MVP today, then

harden over time.

START HERE: THE 30MINUTE MVP (ALERTS 'RE-
TRIES 'RUNBOOKS)

Ship this first. It catches 80-90% of issues while you sleep.
1. Alerts (one channel to rule them all)
Pick Slack or Telegram and route every platform's errors there.

. Zapier: create a separate Zap using Zapier Manager (trigger: New Zap Error) - Slack (Send
Channel Message). Test by forcing a failure. Note: when a step has a custom Error Handler,
Zapier's default error emails stop, so you must keep this alert Zap.

Make: for any module with a Break error handler, add a Slack/Telegram notification in the
error path so you get context when it retries or gives up.

. n8n: create a global Error Workflow (Error Trigger - Slack/Telegram) that fires on any
workflow failure.

2. Retries (but safe)

. Start with 2 attempts and a 30-60s delay on any external API call.

Zapier: use a custom Error Handler branch that Delays, then Replays the API step (or routes
to a retry Zap). Cap attempts.

. Make: Break error handler with attempts and delay. Prefer growing delays (ITm - 5m - 20m)
when issues look transient.



n8n: enable Retry On Fail on HTTP nodes and insert a Wait node between attempts.
3. Runbooks (so you're calm at 2 AM)

Define PO/P1/P2. PO pages you immediately, P1 pings Slack, P2 is next-day.

Document: who's on point, client comms template, and the manual workaround (what you did

pre-automation). Share it with a coverage buddy.

ZAPIER: PRODUCTIONSAFE SETUP (HANDLERS,
MANAGER ALERTS, AND SILENTFAILURE GUARDS)

Make Zapier error-tolerant without drowning in noise.

Core setup



Add custom Error Handlers to fragile API steps:

Ul: open the step - three dots - Error Handler - create alternate path.

In the handler path: log context (Zap name, step name, input snippet, response), then
Delay and attempt a single retry. If it still fails, send to your dead-letter destination
(Airtable/Sheet) for manual fix.

Build a separate monitoring Zap:

Trigger: Zapier Manager - New Zap Error.

Action: Slack = Send Channel Message to #automation-alerts (use app-only tokens so
it works from your phone).

Gotcha (teams): alerts route to the owner of the broken Zap. Verify ownership for client
workspaces.

Silent-failure guards (200 OK but wrong)

Add a Filter step after HTTP/LLM steps: only continue if the response body has the fields
you expect (e.g., status=success, items count > 0, text length > 25). If not, treat as error and
route to handler.

Add a daily heartbeat: Schedule by Zapier runs every day - check yesterday's count in
Storage by Zapier (or your CRM). If volume < threshold, alert.

Duplicate protection (idempotency for no-code)

Before any “Create” action, search for an existing record by a stable key (order_id,
email+date, external_id). If found, update instead of create. Persist the key in Stor-
age/Airtable for quick lookups.

Slack message pattern (copy the structure)

Title: [ZAP NAME] failed at step [STEP]



Summary: [ERROR TYPE] on [APP]
Context: [INPUT KEY] - [VALUE] | [RESPONSE SNIPPET]

Triage: [RUN LINK] | [CLIENT/ACCOUNT] | [PO/P1/P2]

MAKE (INTEGROMAT): INCOMPLETE EXECUTIONS,
AUTORETRY, AND SAFETY STOPS

Give scenarios room to heal themselves—and stop when they're truly broken.
Core toggles

Scenario settings - enable “Store incomplete executions.”

On fragile modules, add a Break error handler:

Attempts: 3

Delays: grow them (e.g., Im = 5m = 20m). If you need finer control, chain Wait modules
in the error path between retries.

Scenario settings - Number of consecutive errors: 5 (auto-deactivate on the 5th). Instan-
t-trigger scenarios (webhooks) may deactivate on the first error—treat them as PO.

Notify and capture

In the Break path, send a Slack/Telegram alert with scenario name, module, error text, bundle
id, and a direct link to the incomplete execution. Also push the failed payload to a dead-letter
Data Store or Airtable for manual replay.

Silent-failure guard (volume checks)

Write a daily count to a Make Data Store as part of your normal flow (e.g., leads_ingested:
+N).



Separate "watchdog"” scenario runs hourly: reads the last 24h count, compares against a
threshold, and alerts if it's low or zero.
Gotchas

Don't retry authorization errors (refresh/reauth instead).

Cap total retries per item to avoid burning operations during provider outages.

N8N: GLOBAL ERROR WORKFLOW, NODELEVEL CON-
TROL, AND HEARTBEATS

Self-hosting power with grown-up guardrails.
Global error workflow

New workflow - add Error Trigger.

Route to Telegram (preferred on flaky mobile data) or Slack. Include: workflow, node, error,
timestamp, execution URL, and a small input sample.
Per-node behavior

On Error: Stop for critical path; Continue for best-effort enrichment.

Retry On Fail: enable on HTTP/API nodes. n8n retries immediately, so insert a Wait node
between attempts (e.g., 30s = 2m = 10m) and cap attempts.
Heartbeats (for when triggers die silently)

Main workflows should update a “last_seen” timestamp somewhere durable
(Airtable/DB/Google Sheet) on every successful run.

A watchdog workflow (Cron hourly) checks that timestamp. If stale (older than expected
SLA), alert with PO/P1 depending on drift.



Dead-letter and replay
For permanent failures, write the payload plus reason to a table. Create a small “replay”
workflow that accepts an id and re-executes the downstream steps safely.

Mobile-first defaults

Keep alert payloads short with a top-line severity and a single tap link. Telegram tends to
deliver on weak connections; keep it as your PO channel.

CROSSPLATFORM RELIABILITY PATTERNS (JITTER,
IDEMPOTENCY, VALIDATION, DLOS)

Make retries safe and effective—without creating new problems.
Backoff with jitter

. Spread retries to avoid stampedes when an APl recovers. Example pattern for 3 tries: 30—60s,
2-4m, 8-16m (randomize within each window).

Map it per platform: Zapier (Delay step with random seconds), Make (Wait in error path and
vary per attempt), n8n (Wait node between retries with random offset).

Idempotency keys

. Attach a stable key to any mutating call (create/update/charge). Reuse the same key on
replay so the provider returns the original result, not a duplicate.

Practical keys: external_id, order_id, hash(email + date + amount), upstream event id.

Content validation (because 200 OK can still be wrong)



After HTTP/LLM calls, assert expected structure/fields before proceeding (non-empty ar-
rays, required properties present, numeric ranges sane). If checks fail, route to error han-
dling.
Dead-letter queues
Never drop failed payloads. Push them to Airtable/Sheet/DB with: time, source, reason,
payload, and a “retry_by" date. Review daily.

Volumetric monitoring

Define expected volume per day/week for key flows (e.g., 50 + 20%). Alert when counts fall
below your lower bound—even if no explicit errors fired.

INCIDENT CLASSIFICATION AND RUNBOOKS
(PO/P1/P2, BUDDY SYSTEM, COMMS)

Handle incidents in proportion to impact—and with the same playbook every time.
Severity ladder (tailored for solo/lean teams)

PO: Customer-facing breakage or money at risk. Page immediately (Telegram/phone). Goal:
acknowledge in 5 minutes, mitigate in 30 minutes.

P1: Degraded service or delayed SLA. Slack alert. Goal: mitigate same business hour.
P2: Non-urgent defects, silent issues caught by checks. Triage next working day.

PO runbook (copy and adapt)

Immediate: pause usage-based billing if applicable; post "we're aware and working on it" to
affected clients.

Contain: stop the scenario/zap/workflow causing harm; enable the manual workaround.



Communicate: single status thread; update every 30-60 minutes until resolved.
Recover: replay from the dead-letter queue; verify no dupes (idempotency keys).

Buddy coverage

Nomad reality: you will be offline. Assign a backup who can acknowledge POs and send first
client message. Share the runbook and access tokens securely.

Minimal runbook doc sections

Detection source, Severity (PO/P1/P2), Impacted clients, First steps, Workaround, Owner,
Next update time, Resolution checklist, Post-incident notes.

SELFHOSTING SECURITY (N8N): PATCH DISCIPLINE
AND EXPOSURE CONTROL

If you self-host n8n, you own the patching. In January 2026, the “Ni8mare"” RCE (CVE-2026-21858)
hit versions 1.65-1.120.4; patched in 1.121.0. Treat security like uptime.

Minimum hygiene

Subscribe to vendor security advisories and apply patches within 48 hours.

Restrict public endpoints (webhooks/forms) via IP allowlists or an auth gateway. Prefer
running behind a reverse proxy with WAF rules.

Rotate credentials and webhooks after patching high-severity vulns.
Back up environment and encrypt secrets. Test restore quarterly.

If you can't patch fast, don't self-host—use the managed service until you can.

On alerting



. Treat security advisories as PO until proven otherwise. Page the same channel you use for
production incidents.

| THE LISBON TEST: CAN YOU FIX IT FROM A CAFE?

Your reliability must work from a wobbly café connection on your phone. Use these pass/fail
checks.

You pass if

PO alerts hit your phone in under 1 minute via Telegram or equivalent.
. You can pause the failing automation and send the client update from your phone.
You can see the exact failing step and sample payload with one tap.
. You have a manual workaround you can delegate without opening a laptop.
. Dead-letter items are queued for replay—none are lost.
Heartbeats/volume checks would flag a “no-data” day within 24 hours.
Weekly 10-minute review
Open #automation-alerts; scan for repeats.
. Check dead-letter queue count; empty it or schedule replays.
Verify heartbeats ran for critical workflows.

Pick one flow and try to fix a fake failure from your phone. If that feels impossible, simplify
the setup.



