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1

I
recently overheard a conversation my twelve-year-old son, Martin, had with

his friend Johanna while riding in the back seat of our car. In the midst of their

chatter, he proudly announced, “My mom’s writing a book!”

“About what?” Johanna asked.

“Management consulting.”

Unimpressed, Johanna inquired, “What is that?”

To this, Martin confidently replied, “A management consultant is who you

call when you’re in a tight spot.”

Leave it to Martin to sum up a multibillion dollar industry in one sentence.

Martin got it partly wrong, however. This is not a book about management

consulting. Rather, it’s about how to get out of a tight spot.

Managers face an endless stream of ambiguous problems and opportuni-

ties that they don’t have nearly enough time, resources, or process know-how to

sort through and address. Although most of them are perfectly able to understand

situations, solve problems, and seize opportunities, their techniques often are

inefficient. Expert problem solvers, in contrast, are masters of process, and their

process know-how—their ability to scope a project, conduct an analysis, develop

airtight logic, and encourage creativity—is a large part of why they are expert.

This is not to imply that your solutions should be of the cookie-cutter variety—

quite the contrary. But if you do not have to revisit how to move forward every

time you start a project, you can spend more time concentrating on the problem

INTRODUCTION
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or opportunity itself. Designing Solutions for Your Business Problems provides the process

know-how, which will reduce the time and resources you will need.

This book is intended for people who are concerned with improving organi-

zations. If you are a manager who wants to benefit from a creative and disciplined

approach to problem solving, a consultant hoping to hone your skills, or thinking

about becoming a management consultant, Designing Solutions for Your Business

Problems can help you.

To say that this book is about solving problems is a vast oversimplification. The

idea of a problem is inherently problematic: it focuses on what is wrong. A more

fruitful and considerably more enjoyable approach to problem solving is to focus

on what is possible or desirable—that is, to build on what is already good. When

you look at any situation, it makes sense to view it from several angles, includ-

ing examining what needs fixing and what can be built on. A solution does not

necessarily have to solve a problem. The best way to stop smoking, for example,

is never to start in the first place. The best way to strengthen an organization may

not be to solve problems and fill gaps but rather to build on the base of capabilities

it already has.

Solving problems and capitalizing on opportunities is hard. Those who need

help worry that the problem solvers do not have a comprehensive understand-

ing of the organization’s context; perhaps they don’t understand the business, the

people, the customers, the competition. They worry that the problem solvers don’t

have enough experience to inform their recommendations. Problem solvers worry

that those whom they are helping are not sufficiently involved, that they have been

asked to solve the wrong problem, that those who need help don’t understand the

problem-solving process, and that they lack the know-how to move ahead once

the problem solver has gone on to the next project. Designing Solutions for Your

Business Problems helps you overcome these very real concerns.

While some problem solvers would have you believe that they have unique

and superior approaches, at the process level, most expert problem solvers tackle

issues and design solutions in roughly the same manner. They combine the best

aspects of deductive and inductive reasoning.

Deductive reasoning is the process you use when you hypothesize the solution

to a problem based on your previous experience, intuition, and the data to which

you already have access. In order to find out whether you’re right, you develop a

series of tests or collect additional data to prove or disprove your initial point of

view. The scientific method is derived from deductive reasoning.

Inductive reasoning is the process you use when you collect data in an effort

to understand a situation and then sift through those data to infer “the answer.”

Creative problem-solving techniques rely heavily on inductive processes.

2 Designing Solutions for Your Business Problems
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There are clear trade-offs between inductive and deductive approaches.

Inductive problem solving is effective for developing a solid understanding of

the situation. It has the potential to lead to new insights and is also more likely

to result in broader systemic solutions. However, when using an inductive

approach, you can easily stray into irrelevant investigations and waste a great deal

of time. You may never reach closure.

The deductive approach is always efficient. You are much less likely to collect

data you don’t need, and you will usually arrive at a solution quickly. The down-

fall of the deductive approach is that outcomes may be self-fulfilling, and you may

miss new insights.

Inductive and deductive problem solving both have strong proponents. Some

people shy away from the concept of developing a hypothesis and testing it. They

disparage planning in favor of celebrating emergence and muddling through and

focus on the artistic and emotional aspects of human thought. They believe that

deductive problem solving is inherently narrow and rigid. Other people focus

exclusively on the most efficient approach. They don’t want to waste time exploring

options or considering implications; they just want to solve the problem as quickly

as possible. Neither extreme position is tenable. An integration of inductive and

deductive thinking, of ideas and analysis, and of emotion and cognition will

usually result in superior performance. The process set out in this book integrates

inductive and deductive thinking, ideas and analysis, and emotion and cognition.

It enables you to address organizational problems and opportunities efficiently

and creatively.

Designing Solutions for Your Business Problems describes the balance that is the

key to success in problem solving: between speed and thoroughness, between cre-

ativity and practicality, between low cost and high quality. It explains how to

achieve that balance: clarify intentions, reduce the time required for data collec-

tion, increase the validity of conclusions and decisions, and communicate more

effectively.

The process is based on the premise that good solutions are designed; they aren’t

analyzed into existence, and they don’t emerge on their own. By first developing

a solid understanding of the organizational situation into which the solution must

fit and keeping that understanding current throughout the problem-solving

process, you ensure that the solution will work in the context of the organization

in which it will be implemented. By making your logic transparent, you open your

potential conclusions and solutions to legitimate debate based on facts and capa-

bilities rather than intuition and politics. By considering and developing options

rather than just presuming that a first hunch is the answer, you design the best

possible solution.

Introduction 3
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