Problem Solving Based Scenarios: 

An Approach to Identify Opportunities to 
Create Value for the Business

Introduction

Today’s realities of leadership include increasing competition and intensity, reducing cycle times and costs, and improving productivity while at the same time growing the business and meeting increasing customer and Wall Street expectations. These pressures require leaders to redefine and redesign how to think, how to lead, and how to act. These shifts in the very nature of leadership and of work demand that the leader spend more time figuring out what to do next and how best to do it to add value to the corporation and the stakeholders. Problem solving is a core capability required to realize these opportunities.

Leadership can be seen as a process of identifying opportunities and solving problems. Some problems are important; some are not important. Some problems are easy to define; others are complex. Some problems are easy to solve; others are difficult. Some are solved alone; many are solved with others, often under tremendous political and organizational pressures. Sometimes there is a problem; sometimes there is not a problem. All problem solving and solution development methods follow a process that may be adapted by the user and to the particular scenario or situation.
As human beings, we tend to look to preserve the status quo and see the world as it has been. We look for patterns or approaches that have been successful in the past. These approaches have helped to make us successful. At the same time, they have limited our success by limiting our creativity, our ways of thinking, and, therefore, our solutions and actions.

The shifts in the nature and structure of organizations and of work are leading to the need for new approaches for leaders to use to identify opportunities and address issues through fast-cycle, creative, and future-oriented success factors. The shift from individual work and processes to knowledge and a service society require all leaders to be exceptional problem solvers. The past approach of a long and intensive decision-making process of identifying systems and root causes, which is often about restoring what was, does not fit the realities of short cycles and extreme competition. Rather, it is important to identify solutions based on future goals and desired states. Quickly developing new and innovative solutions becomes critical to competing successfully in the future. This problem solving focuses on creating future solutions, not on solving past problems. This focus requires turning all problems or issues into opportunities—opportunities to create a better future state.
Using an effective future-oriented problem solving and solution development approach enables a leader to define the right problem, decide upon a wise solution, and avoid many of the derailers of leadership. This approach incorporates objective and intuitive factors. It is a creative and an analytical process. It is systematic, sequential, and cyclical in nature. And it demands constant flexibility, emotional maturity, self-motivation, and a results orientation. Use of this systematic approach avoids the traps or derailers of reactionary decision making, false assumptions, defining the wrong problem, political landmines, unrealistic organizational pressures, and psychological traps.

“Imagination is more important than knowledge”.

                                                                  —Albert Einstein
A Holistic Approach to Problem Solving and Solution Development

There are many alternative approaches to solving problems. Traditionally they have involved a step-by-step process of defining the problem, identifying alternative solutions, assessing the alternatives, making a decision, and implementing the solution. A more state-of-the art process also incorporates appreciative inquiry, which helps to reframe the problem into an opportunity and defines success in terms of the desired future end state and success factors. It is also a process that involves engaging people through the process of dialogue to create an initial state of shared understanding to help define the right problems and the expertise required to solve many of today’s multidisciplinary and complex problems.

Because the realities of today’s world demand quick, high-quality solutions to resolve issues and realize future opportunities, the approach must be fast-cycle, rigorous, fact-based, systematic, and holistic. These demands lead to a step-by-step process which can be thought of as a series of cycles. 
This approach to problem solving and solution development, which is shown in Figure 1, begins with developing an understanding of the situation or scenario. In fact, it is the situation or scenario that sets the context for the issue or opportunity. Consider it the starting point. And since decisions are seldom made alone or in a vacuum, they require engaging people throughout the process to ensure success. They also require the continuous collection and evaluation of facts and information.

Step 1 is to describe the situation and provide an initial description of the issue or opportunity, which will become the basis for defining the “right” problem. Step 2 is to define the right problem based on the situation or scenario. Based on that problem definition, the desired future state and a set of goals are described in Step 3. In Step 4, the set of possible alternative solutions is created. These alternatives are evaluated in Step 5 against the stated goals and desired future state, as well as against the problem statement, and the risks associated with each alternative are assessed in Step 6. Based on this analysis, the decision is made in Step 7. The appropriate solution is both developed and implemented in Step 8. And finally, in Step 9, the results of the solution are evaluated.
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Figure 1. The problem solving process.

Challenges and Opportunities Surround Us
Challenges and opportunities sometimes appear to come out of nowhere. However, result-oriented visionary leaders and their people continuously scan the internal and external environment to identify potential challenges and opportunities. This scanning process involves collecting information internally. Opportunities or challenges can be identified by talking to employees, customers, and other stakeholders. External environmental scanning, including competitive assessment, involves identifying threats and opportunities. Continuous benchmarking and reading can also lead to identifying opportunities and forecasting future risks.
Throughout this program, you will encounter situations, called scenarios, where you will have to scan the organization in the scenario as well as the external environment to identify the current situation and from it identify potential challenges or opportunities.

The output from this first step is a description of the situation or context, as well as a definition of a potential challenge to be addressed or opportunity to be realized. In most cases there will be more than one challenge or opportunity. One aspect of leadership is the ability to narrow the list down to the most important challenge or opportunity.

Step 1: Describe the Situation

Opportunities do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, they are an inherent part of a situation, which can be thought of as the context for the opportunity or issue. The challenge or opportunity both rises out of the situation and is an integrated part of it. In order to clearly define the challenge or opportunity in terms of a problem statement, it is first necessary to define the situation so that the statement reflects the reality of the situation.

Describing the situation, like all other steps in this process, takes time. But the time spent in understanding the context and aspects of the situation will enable one to frame the “right” problem to be addressed. One often sees the “fire, ready, aim” approach taken to important business challenges. Think back to a situation when you experienced this approach either by yourself or another. Why did it happen? What were the results?

Often leaders react to the pressures and time constraints of the situation by quickly identifying a solution to a problem they have not clearly defined. They pick the first answer that comes to mind, or one that has worked for them historically, and then they implement it. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it is a total disaster. For example, the head of a sales organization was told she was 3 percent below sales targets and was therefore not meeting her numbers. Since her organization had implemented a new approach to hiring and training sales reps, she assumed it had failed. She decided to implement a 6 percent reduction in headcount in order to offset the lack of revenue and ensure she met the following quarter’s results. She also raised the sales quota on the remaining sales reps. 
However, she never took the time to understand the situation in order to identify the right problem. The situation was they were in a growth mode and had hired 500 new sales reps including new sales managers. She had agreed with finance and the CEO that new people would have a 20 percent lower target for the first year. A new finance manager forgot to build this into her target. When they fired the lowest performers, they in reality let go all of the new hires who were only 6 percent below the standard target for experienced sales reps. Historically, sales reps will improve 20-30 percent in their first year. This group of new hires had the potential to perform way above the current sales reps, and thus raise the average performance the following year. The few who remained were the top performers in the center a year later.
Even if she had kept the sales reps, she may not have been able to renegotiate her target. However, she would have had a significant improvement in average revenue the following year. In this case, she failed to understand the entire situation. She made a “ready, fire, aim” decision and she never defined the “right” problem. Nor did she see the opportunity for the future that was coming out of the new training approach for a significant increase in sales rep performance.
Problems are seldom solved in a vacuum. Often there are many different stakeholders. Each of these stakeholders has different interests, rights, and values. Sometimes these interests, rights, and values will compete. If stakeholders have competing values, this can lead to ethical dilemmas that must be considered.  Identifying stakeholders early is critical to solving the problem as they must be involved in the solution. 

Approach

Defining the situation requires time and discipline—the time to collect the information and the discipline to explore the whole situation, to understand the context and not to make assumptions. Defining the situation requires scoping out the situation or scenario and collecting information from all appropriate sources, including asking stakeholders for their perspectives. This information is used to paint a picture of the situation

The different approaches and tools to use to define the situation include (1) asking the “what” question to understand the basic facts, and (2) drawing a picture (combination of words and images) to describe the situation.

Getting input from stakeholders on the description of the situation, the problem statement, and the end-state goals can be done using a stakeholder analysis tool. In this situation, stakeholder analysis involves identifying the key stakeholders; thinking about what their interests, rights, and values are; and getting their feedback, suggestions, and alternatives. The process of engaging key stakeholders up front often leads to better decisions and helps implementation go smoother.

Output
The output for this phase is an accurate description of the situation. It might be in the form of a picture of the situation. The picture should describe the “whats” of the situation. Do not get into the “whys”! Do not make assumptions! Merely describe the situation by stating or picturing the facts as clearly as possible.

“In the field of observation, chance favors only the prepared mind.”

                                                                                                           —Louis Pasteur
Step 2: Frame the “Right” Problem
Once the situation is understood, preliminary opportunities and issues can be identified, and then a problem statement can be defined to realize the opportunity or address the challenges. A decision also needs to be made as to whether there is a problem or whether the problem is worth solving. Not every opportunity needs to be realized! Not every challenge needs to be addressed! Some are not worth it. Some are not real. Some will go away with time.

Based on the opportunity or challenge, develop a problem statement ensuring you are solving the “right” problem. A right problem is one that enables the creation of a number of different solutions. It is a problem statement, not a solution statement. It leads to possibilities. It is open and flexible.

Approach
Developing a problem statement begins with understanding the real issues and opportunities from all perspectives. All problems exist in a hierarchy of needs, many of which are higher order needs. For example, the sales executive above who decided to cut headcount did so because she believed the need was to reduce expenses to meet short-term targets.
One can explore these needs by asking the “Why?” question a number of times: Why do we need to reduce headcount? To continuously improve profit margins? Why do we need to continuously improve profit margins? To have funds to grow the business and repay shareholders. Along this hierarchy of needs, she may have decided the problem was as follows: Identify how to continuously improve sales to improve profit margins, or Identify how to continuously grow the business profitably. There are often a number of possible problem statements that may be appropriate. There is seldom one right problem statement or solution in the world of business.
The different approaches and tools to use to define the situation include (1) asking the “why” question to understand the basic causes, (2) creating a diagram or tree of the hierarchy of needs, and (3) developing alternatives or challenging problem statements. None of these tools defines the problem. That simple, but not easy, task is yours. However, they do help stimulate understanding and creativity.

Output
The output from this step is a final problem statement to be used in the next step.

“Things should be as simple as possible, but not any simpler.”

                                                                                                                —Albert Einstein
Step 3: Describe the End-State Goals from a Broad Perspective of Values
The real focus of problem solving is the solution, not the problem statement, which might be thought of as the means to the end. However, to know you have solved the problem requires that you create a picture of the end state you want to achieve. The goals for this end state need to be carefully described. These are the goals that will be used to evaluate all the possible solutions. In defining the end state, ask yourself, “What would things look like if they were going right? What would the ideal future look like? What do we want that we do not yet have?”
As was mentioned earlier, problems are seldom solved in a vacuum; stakeholders must be considered. Thus, goals need to be developed that take these different interests, rights, and values into consideration. An effective way to develop an end state and set of goals that the stakeholders can be aligned around is to ask them to participate in the problem solving, or at the very least to provide feedback along the way.

Approach
Describing the end state and end-state goals involves creative thought as well as engaging others to get feedback and revise the end state and goals. First, describe the end state you want to achieve. Second, describe the goals that will measure the attainment of the end state. Third, test the goals against the desired end state, asking the question, “If these goals are realized, will the end state be realized?” Fourth, identify the key stakeholders, and, considering their interests, rights, and values, refine the goals to incorporate this broader perspective. In the example of the sales executive, the end state may be “A recognized high-performing sales group with continuously increasing performance year over year.” The initial goals might be a 6 percent increase in revenue annually and a 1 percent reduction in costs. But if one considers the Union as a stakeholder, there may need to be a goal of “No increase in the hours worked each week.”
Tools to help you with this step include using pattern language to think about and describe the end state and end-state goals. Pattern language is a process of creating cartoons or clips of your different perspectives or ideas that make up the end state, including the goals. This approach has been used by individuals such as Niels Bohr in describing what happens inside an atom. It is different from other visual techniques in that you identify individual words for each idea and then draw a picture or cartoon to describe it. Shuffling these ideas stimulates the creativity needed to define the end state and a set of goals. It allows one to visualize, think, and create an ideal end state and set of end-state goals. 

Output
The output from this phase is a set of end-state goals and an end-state description as well.

“We often spend so much time coping with problems along our path that we only have a dim or even inaccurate view of what’s really important to us.”

                                                                                                                               —Peter Senge

Step 4: Identify the alternatives
Seldom is there a single best solution to any problem. Rather there are a set or range of alternatives, one or more of which may work. This step involves identifying those alternatives. And it involves identifying any assumptions and constraints you believe exist which can limit the identification of possibilities or creative solutions and alternatives.
Approach
Identifying possible solutions is a creative process. It involves brainstorming the alternative solutions to realize the end-state and meet the goals needed to solve the problem. It also involves asking stakeholders and experts for other possible solutions. And it involves benchmarking, where appropriate, to see if someone else has identified a great solution. 
Often one or more second tier solutions can be developed by integrating a number of the possible solutions into a more ideal solution. The process of dialogue is used to appreciate and understand all the possible solutions and ultimately based on that understanding to identify these higher-order—and often better—solutions.
Identification of a wide set of initial alternatives or possible solutions and the second-tier higher order solutions can be completed using brainstorming followed by a process of dialogue. Brainstorming is a creative process used to identify all possible solutions, without any limitations of constraints or assumptions. Dialogue is a process used to talk about the initial set of alternatives in order to understand and appreciate each alternative—not to criticize or to eliminate them. Based on this process of understanding and appreciation, a second set of solutions can be generated that incorporate many of the best components of the first set of solutions. Dialogue that goes beyond understanding to yield specific results is called strategic dialogue. This process of brainstorming all sorts of possible solutions, without constraints, leads to many options. The process of dialogue results in understanding these potential solutions and, based on that understanding, generating an even better set of alternatives.

Output

The output from this step is a list of alternative solutions and possible second-order alternative solutions or approaches to be evaluated in the next step.
“Therefore, when I have won a victory I do not repeat my tactics but rearrange them to circumstances in an infinite variety of ways.”
                                                                                                                           —Sun Tzu
Step 5: Evaluate the Alternatives

This step involves evaluating the alternatives against the end-state goals. This process can include assignment of a score or rating to each solution for each of the goals, or it can simply be a thoughtful analysis of the pros and cons of the solutions against each goal.
This process is answering the question, “Will the alternative solve the problem as defined by the desired end state and end-state goals?” Based on this assessment or rating, the number of possible solutions can be narrowed down to two or three, on which to do the risk assessment in Step 6.
Approach
Evaluating the alternatives requires a systematic approach of considering each alternative solution. One evaluates each solution against the end-state goals and assigns a score. The scores are then evaluated and used to identify the top two or three solutions for the next step of risk assessment.
Output

The output from this step is a matrix showing the assessment of the alternatives against the goals.
“No problem can be solved from the same state of consciousness that created it.”

                                                                                                                         —Albert Einstein

Step 6: Identify and Assess Risks

Once the two or three best solutions have been identified in Step 5, it is important to do a risk assessment. This assessment can be used to rule out a solution that might have too high a risk. It is also used to identify potential risks of the possible two or three solutions and identify ways to address or mitigate the risks. The most important part of this step is to simply ask the right questions: What are the potential negative risks to the business? What are the potential positive risks to the business? What are the potential personal risks (positive and negative)? How much business risk and personal risk can we tolerate? Based on these questions and the magnitude of the decision and the resources to be invested, you may want to do a qualitative or quantitative analysis. The analysis process shown below is a qualitative one focused on negative consequences to the business. A similar analysis can be done to include positive or upside risks. A separate analysis should be done if there are personal risks.
Approach
In this step, the two or three possible solutions are each evaluated to identify potential risks and negative consequences. If the risks or negative consequences are severe enough, a solution might be eliminated from consideration. For the solutions that remain, the following question is then asked: How do we address or mitigate these risks? Tactics are identified to address potential risks.
Output

The output from this step is a matrix showing the risk assessment of the alternatives from the end of Step 5. If an alternative is eliminated because the risks are too high, the rationale should be documented.
“You can tell whether a man is clever by his answers. You can tell whether a man is wise by his questions.”

                                                                                  —Naguib Mahfouz
Step 7: Make the Decision

Having evaluated the alternatives and considered the risks, it is now time to select among the alternatives, one of which might be to take no action. One might think this step is obvious and pretty simple. However, making a decision is not easy for some leaders and failure to make any decision can sometimes lead to a disaster. Inaction is a decision; it is deciding not to act. 
Approach
Based on the prior analysis, a solution is selected and the basis for the solution is described so that others may understand the rationale for the choices made.
Output

The output from this step is a recommended solution. It may include a description of the rationale for its selection. This rationale would refer to the situation, the opportunity or challenge, the problem statement, the end-state goals, the alternatives considered, and the rationale for the selection of the solution, including any risks that need to be considered.
“If we did all things we are capable of doing we would literally astound ourselves”.

                                                                                                                  —Thomas Alva Edison

Step 8: Develop and Implement the Solution

Step 8 involves developing the implementation plan for the solution. A solution without a plan may not get off the ground, let alone succeed. Often a simple one-page project plan will be all that is needed to implement the solution. The key is whether the resources and responsibilities get identified and agreed to. 

Approach

The solution might be a new approach or a new plan. It might be an organizational restructure or negotiation. There are many different approaches.
Output

The output from this phase is a well-defined plan or approach to realize the solution.

Step 9: Evaluate the Results

Step 9 involves evaluating the outcome of the solution. The basic question is as follows: Will the solution meet its end-state goals? If the solution does not meet these goals, it is important to answer another question: Why not? Whether the goals will be realized or not, it is important to identify any learning from the entire process.

Approach

How the solution will be evaluated depends upon what the specific solution and implementation approach are. There are many different approaches. All involve evaluating the attainment of the goals, and all involve assessing what was learned.
Output

The output from this stage is the evaluation of the attainment of the goals and the end state. How will we know if the problem is solved? How will we know if the opportunity is realized? Additionally, the key learnings from the initiative and process should be identified in order to help those involved in problem solving improve their skills and in order to improve the solution going forward.

Additional Success Factors

Collect Relevant Facts and Information
The process of solving problems involves the collection of data and the conversion of that data into information. In Step 1, it is important to collect the facts about the situation in order to accurately describe it. Information is also collected from and about stakeholders as to their values and their suggestions regarding potential end-state goals. Stakeholders and experts can be used to provide potential solutions for Step 4. Benchmarking can also be used to identify potential solutions in Step 4. Information can be gathered from stakeholders and experts to identify and assess risks in Step 6. Evaluation of the result in Step 9 also involves collecting information and evidence. Throughout the process of collecting information, it is important to understand the nature of cause-and-effect relationships. In defining the solution, will the recommended solution cause the desired effects and realize the end-state goals? 
Engage People throughout the Process

Although leaders make many decisions every day that do not require the use of this entire process, important or large decisions do. A key part of the process is to identify and engage stakeholders and experts as needed. Seldom does a leader have all of the needed facts and information. In some cases, the information that she or he may have can be inaccurate, misleading, or totally wrong. Engaging others in the process will often lead to a better solution, and engaging stakeholders will lead to a smoother implementation.
Tips for Effective Problem Solving and Solution Development
When identifying opportunities and issues, defining problems, and identifying solutions, consider the following tips:

· Avoid making snap decisions.
· Select the alternatives and solutions based on what is right, not who is right.
· Consider those affected by your decision and involve them in the process.
· Always ask the simple questions: Is it doable? What are the risks? Is there really a problem?
· Don’t regret any decision; it was the right thing at the time. But do learn from it.

· Do not get stuck in the mire of debate or uncertainty. Take action, make the decision.

· Suspend judgment. Clarify assumptions and information.
· Act with integrity.
· Evaluate the sources of information: Are they credible?
· Use dialogue to listen for understanding; clarify assumptions and advocate opinions.
· Be patient.
· Draw diagrams and pictures of the problem and solutions.
· Beware of your blinders and hot spots.
Derailers
· Relying too much on expert information

· Groupthink

· Exaggerated notion of self-importance

· Wishful thinking

· Dragging decisions out
· Only hearing what you want to hear

· Not listening to intuition and gut reactions

· Using unconscious routines, heuristics, to solve complex problems

· Giving disproportionate credit to first information and information from some sources

· Preferring to stay with the status quo

· Framing the problem incorrectly or too broadly or too narrowly
· Rushing to judgment
· Not gathering enough facts

· Inability to focus on the real problem

· Politics

· Organizational factors

· Psychological factors
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