Escaping from Problem-Solving

An alternative to problem solving

Not all problems should be ‘solved’

“Solutions” – do you hate that word yet?

From problem-solving to strategic conversation

Making a topic strategic

· Let’s imagine you ask a bunch of managers or executives “how is a topic handled by your group of decision-makers, when that topic is about a ‘problem’?”  Ask them to consider the most recent incident.  You don’t need to hear the topic – just how they handled it.  There is a ninety-something percent chance that you will hear a standard form of response, and when you translate and simplify it, the message is that the group enters ‘problem-solving’ mode and seeks a first-acceptable-fit solution.  It seems that just about every organisational issue requires a ‘solution’.

· If you’re lucky, some may consider an alternative, or even two of them.  They have no time for elaborate multi-choice processes because there are too many other problems to solve and not enough time to dwell.  As a result, problem-solving skills are sharp, and it becomes the learned reaction to problems.  From there it becomes a stressful life – always putting out fires.  We are not emotionally geared for non-stop fight or flight!

· Here’s the paradox - On the one hand the rush and stress that is associated with constant ‘fire-dousing’ makes it impossible to spend the time a problem needs.  On the other hand, the rush misses opportunities for more elegant or thoughtful solutions, and the benefits of thinking in a strategic manner that would prevent, circumvent or minimise future occurrences.   In other words, the group cannot afford the time to give it the attention it needs, and can’t afford to not give it the time needed.  The skills that are constantly exercised are those of problem solving rather than problem prevention, circumvention, or minimisation

· Giving a problem the extra time to treat it strategically carries only one obvious cost – the time it takes from putting out other fires, in a place where there is already a time-famine and too many hot-spots.  This cost is obviously too expensive to regard the extra ‘strategic opportunism’ time as an investment, the evidence is the number of organisations with executives in flames as they ensure that they are seen as being competent in fire fighting.  And therein lies the hidden cost of the strategic alternatives – there’s no way to be noticed if you prevent a problem from happening.

· Giving the issue the extra time does, however, carry numerous potential benefits for the organisation.

· Develop organisation-wide skills in strategic conversation

· More elegant ‘solutions’
· Less stress when it also suggests ways to approach other problems

· Enhanced skills in moving from problem-solving to problem-reduction/avoidance/elimination

· Higher level of strategic engagement by members

· Moving from a culture of problem solving to strategic management requires that the organisation’s climate is conducive to such behaviour, and that the requisite skills are purposefully developed.  At best, strategic conversation becomes a language that is spoken and understood throughout the organisation – not just the executive group.
How to make a topic ‘strategic’

First – what does it mean to ‘be strategic’?

· If a conversation will lead to an organisational improvement that matters, then the conversation is strategic.  However, no matter how clever the dialogue, if talk never gets acted upon then it is not strategic.  Also, if the improvement is one that doesn’t improve the capability or capacity of the organisation to deliver to its stakeholders, then it isn’t strategic.  For example:

· Customers are stakeholders, so improving quality, value of product/service, speed of delivery etc will be strategic

· Employees are stakeholders, so improving their climate (especially if it also reflects into other stakeholders) could be strategic.  It could stop turnover and improve other strategic contributions

The same applies to all relevant stakeholders.  It is strategic if it improves the performance of the organisation in their eyes.

It used to be considered that to be strategic meant nothing more than to reposition the organisation in a more favourable commercial position.  But that only addressed the appeal of the organisation to one group of stakeholders – customers, in order to attract another group of stakeholders – shareholders / investors.  

· So to return to the topic of this section “How do we make topic strategic?”, we do so engaging in conversation that is strategic.  This is achieved in a number of ways, but an easy trigger is by answering the ‘why’ behind many operational or administrative questions or statements.  For example:

· We provide a monthly cash-flow analysis – is a statement.  

· This becomes strategic by asking ‘why’.  Why do we provide a monthly cash-flow analysis?  

· In what ways does this help us reach our goals?  

· Can the cash-flow report help us in other meaningful ways?

· Would it be more helpful done weekly?

· Alternatively, there is the ‘implied why’.  Here the why isn’t asked directly, but is implied.  In this case you can put ‘What should…’ or ‘Who should…’ etc in front of a question or statement.  For example:

· These are our customers

· This becomes strategic by asking:  “Who should be our customers?”

· This can only be answered by including the ‘Why?’

These examples address the ‘what’ side or ‘ends’ focus of strategy.  The ‘how’ and ‘means’ is equally important, and injects reality into the conversation.  The strategic prompt ‘should’ is all about challenging what is currently done, and unlimited possibilities.  The prompt ‘could’ introduces limitations such as resources, accessibility, feasibility and so on.  “Who should be our customers?” is therefore followed by “Who could be our customers?”  Then comes ‘how’ do we do that – given our available resources.  And by the way – what are our available resources?  You know – the ones that are currently free and plentiful!  Hah!!

Here’s a bit of a challenge for your strategic thinking group.  It’s about the chicken and the egg.  If we were in a hungry crowd that isn’t thirsty, would you rather sell cola or hamburgers?  So in answering that, do we argue against the sequence order of the previous paragraph – should ( could (  how.   Perhaps we should change it to start with the question ‘who could be our customers’ then ‘who should be our customers’ then ‘what product/service do they want that our capabilities allows us to arrange to provide?’  Perhaps we add a further question ‘do we need to adjust our capabilities?’

There’s a none-too-subtle difference in the focus of the two approaches – matching the optimal customers to the organisation versus matching the organisation to the optimal customers.  While discussions like this can be vigorous and personally enlightening, they are not necessarily strategic.  How do we make it strategic?  By making sure that it leads to some form of improvement in the eyes of at least one stakeholder group.  However, it is not optimally strategic if it is always the same stakeholder group that is favoured.  Some current organisational development systems attempt to help organisations balance their strategic attention to stakeholder groups by scoring the various domains.  Australia’s Gold Quality Awards, USA’s Baldrige Awards, and the proprietary product ‘Balance Scorecard’ © are examples.

 Moving from Problem-solving to Strategic Conversation

· Alternative headings might have been:

· Reactive to Pro-active

· Problem-solving to Strategic opportunism

· Victim to Optimist (with reason – see note below)

· Defensive to Leading

Note:  Optimism can be ‘hopeful’ – like winning lottery, or ‘with reason’ because of preparation.  Hopeful optimism is in no way strategic.  Optimism with reason may be because of strategic decisions and preparations.  “We have… so I am optimistic about our future.”
So let’s put you at the meeting where the problem is introduced, but instead of moving into problem-solving mode and generating three tactics, you try getting strategic.  How will you do it?  As an example we can consider a real and recent problem this author was exposed to – ‘excessive staff turnover’.  During treatment of the topic, The management team moved automatically and immediately into problem-solving mode and emerged with three courses of action with people assigned responsibility and timelines for reporting back.

So what’s wrong with that?

· Everything!

· First, the people who have not been assigned the problem can now forget it until the folks responsible for fixing it report back.  Unfortunately, they themselves are a major part of the excessive turnover problem.  Things will continue as they are but the damage will be contained by the ‘fixes’.

· Nothing has been learned.  No management skill is practiced or refined or evaluated.

· The group focuses on ‘what’s wrong’ rather than ‘what’s right’ and ‘what are our opportunities’

· The mental set is one of putting fingers in dykes, and at some stage we run out of fingers.

When to move from problem-solving to strategic opportunism

Not all issues warrant the attention of strategic conversation.  So how do you decide which topics direct to problem solving, and which to strategic conversation?  It requires each organisation to set its own rules but here is a guideline to start with:

· Problem solve if…

· unique one-of problem

· safety issue

· losing (more) external stakeholders soon

· immediate threat

· Strategic conversation if…

· chronic history of this issue (how to remove, avoid, minimise, turn to advantage)

· safety issue

· risk of losing internal stakeholders

· low performance

· opportunity and strength

· threat is future

· weakness is discovered

· issue will impact several problems (solve or create)

Tactics to move from problem solving to strategic conversation in a group.

· The assumptions are that:

· You now know how to phrase a topic to make it strategic (refer examples in [How to make a topic strategic])

· You have assessed the topic as one that deserves strategic attention, not (only) problem solving.

· The people at the table are capable of engaging in strategic conversation, even though they may habitually slip into operational and problem-solving modes.

· You are dealing with people and the accompanying baggage in the form of egos, skills, vested interested, impression management and on the list goes.

Facilitation and initiation of SC may be a delicate face-saving process until the group is accustomed to slipping into strategic mode, with skill and awareness.  Opinions or positions are rarely useful.  Questions have superior power for travelling through the life of a strategic topic.  For example, it may seem that the problem solving question “What happened?” can become strategic by asking “How did it happen?” or “Why did it happen?” so the causes can be explored and possibly dealt with.  It’s potentially true, and could initiate a strategic conversation.  The trouble is that there may be someone at the table who upon hearing the question feels uncomfortable.  It may sound like the group is on a witch-hunt and needs a scapegoat.  The organisation may have a history of approaching issues from within a ‘blame-frame’.  If there is one person who may be ‘guilty’, he or she will clam up rather than contribute constructively to the debate.  No one voluntarily contributes to his or her own lynching.  If the guilty person is not present, then it is still a poor way to start because the risk of blame-frame remains.  The attention should be the future, not the past.

It’s just one of those funny human things, we tend to guide our conversations by the first utterances we make, so if we want the full emotional and intellectual engagement of each individual at the table, we need to be thoughtful about how we initiate an important strategic topic.

For example, the question “How did this come to our notice?” is unlikely to offend or disturb anyone.  It could be followed by something like “How can we know earlier in future?”  

· You may notice that in the strategic loop of scan ( plan ( implement ( measure ( review we have so far questioned only the information sources.  We can exhaust questions about information sources before moving to ‘plan’ where options are developed, considered, and decided.  In this case the options for the future could be ways to avoid (can’t happen again), circumvent (see it early enough go around it), minimise (be ready with shock absorbers and deflectors etc).  Plan also considers resources needed for implementation, and so on around the strategic loop.

· What is our time frame (urgency – importance)

· What resources to avoid, circumvent, minimise?

· What other problems are helped (minimised/solved) by this action?

· Are other new problems caused?

· What are all our options – and their ratings (attraction / risk)

· Where does this topic relate in terms of importance (demand for resources) compared to others

· Timeline – assessment of effectiveness

· How do we know when to stop?



















