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Let’s Talk About Your Problems

What kinds of problems do you face in your organization?

What kinds of problems do you face on your projects?

Let’s take 5-10 minutes to answer these questions. Shout out your answers to the instructor
or write them down in your book. The instructor will write some of your problems on a flip 
chart.
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Meetings, Meetings, Meetings!

What does this mean?  We typically are not solving the right problems or we do not have 
the right approach to solving problems!
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Problem Definition

1. a question raised for inquiry, consideration, or solution; a proposition in mathematics 
or physics stating something to be done

2. an intricate unsettled question; a source of perplexity, distress, or vexation; difficulty 
in understanding or accepting I have a problem with your conclusion
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Point of View

A point of view is how an individual or team sees a specific issue or problem. Their 
perspective is based on their experience and position within the organization.

• Problems can be seen from different perspectives or angles.  There is not only one 
way to see a problem or issue.

• A dozen people all looking at the same problem will see the problem a dozen different 
ways. Problems can’t be solved by just one perspective.

How do we get a 360 degree view? How can we globally see a problem?
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There are dozens of models to approach problem solving and root cause.  This is just one.  When in 
doubt, keep it simple.

1. Clarify & Define the Problem
This step involves gathering data about the problem, observations, and documentation. A clear 
problem statement is the desired outcome of this step. The problem statement would be 
mutually agreed upon by all key stakeholders involved in the problem. Problems are prioritized in 
the cases where multiple problems are occurring.

2. Establish a Goal or Desired Outcome(s)
This step verifies a mutually agreed upon outcome or goal is defined. This is the desired 
outcome once the problem is solved. Stakeholders have many points of view on the desired 
outcome and creating a common understanding is important.

3. Get to the Root Cause(s)
This step involves determining the root cause(s) of the problem using modern root cause 
techniques.

4. Find a Solution or Counter Measure
This step involves finding a solution for the agreed upon root cause. A solution is a long-term 
and permanent fix to a problem. A Counter Measure is a work around or temporary fix to a 
problem that can be applied.

5. Verify and Follow-up
This step verifies the solution or counter measure did meet the goal(s) or desired outcome(s). 
This ensures that the deployed solution or counter measure removed the root cause(s) and met 
the desired goal(s) and outcome(s) effectively.
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Observing to Quantify the Problem 

• What do you see happening?

• What are the specific symptoms?
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Observing to Quantify the Problem 

• Is there a sequence of events that leads to the problem?

• Under what conditions does the problem occur?

• Are there other problems associated with the main problem? 
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Observing to Quantify the Problem 

• Understand the process and how it is expected to work. What are the expectations 
that are not being met that are causing the problem or issue?
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Troubleshooting – an error or unexpected condition has occurred. Critical thinking plays 
a large part of solving this type of problem.
Example: Your monitor no longer turns on. You walk through a sequence of logical steps to 
try to determine the problem. When we think of problems, we generally think of problems in 
this category.

GAP Analysis – a gap exists between what is actually happening and what is expected to 
happen. Critical thinking plays a large part of solving this type of problem.
Example: The machine is expected to produce 100 widgets per hour but is currently only 
producing 50 widgets per hour.

Target Setting – researching, benchmarking and creative approaches are used in the 
creation of new targets. Creative thinking plays a large part of solving this type of problem.
Example: Market analysis has shown that cable companies are mostly providing internet 
access and not digital TV as consumers are “cutting the cord”. Cable companies are now 
reinventing themselves into companies that provide better data services to consumers in 
order to grow.

Innovation – trying to creatively fill a market need or internal need by providing a 
revolutionary new product or service that has never existed before. Creative thinking plays 
a large part of solving this type of problem.
Example: Building a faster than light space craft to research distant planets.
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Problem Statement

A problem statement is a brief description of the issues that need to be addressed by 
a problem solving team and should be presented to them (or created by them) before they 
try to solve a problem.

Problem statements contain:

- Observations from Stakeholders
- Genba or observations from the problem solving team at the location
- Contain a collection of data to help define the problem from a high level
- Issues reported by customers or system users

Problem statements are typically created by the team assigned to solve the problem. Do 
you need a problem statement for all problems? Maybe not. Problem statements should 
always be considered for problems that involve many stakeholders, complex problems or 
problems that are occurring at multiple physical locations.
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WWWWW

The problem statement would also cover these questions:

• Who?
• What?
• When?
• Where?
• Why?

It can also mean: Which Was What We Wanted
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Collect Data

Look for all factors that contribute to the problem at hand.  Getting a larger group of people 
together (experts, impacted people) that understand the situation is usually required.  These 
are the people that are familiar with the problem and have systems or process knowledge of 
how things work.

• What proof is there that this is indeed a problem?  
• Do you have data to support it?
• How long has this been going on?
• What are the impacts?
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CATWOE

'CATWOE' is a mnemonic for a checklist for problem or goal definition – a checklist for 
thinking.

• Customers - Who is involved or impacted – how does the issue affect them?

• Actors - Who is directly involved in the situation?  Who will be involved in 
implementation of the solution?  What will impact their success by being involved?

• Transformative Process - What systems are impacted?  What processes?

• World View - Look at the big picture – what are the larger issues/impacts?

• Owner - Who owns the process under investigation?  What role (if any) will they play in 
the solution?

• Environmental Constraints - What constraints are you under? What are the 
constraints that impact the solution’s success?
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Discussion

What’s wrong with this problem statement?

There are too many insurance claims being submitted incorrectly.  They need to be fixed by 
year end.
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Discussion 

What’s wrong with this problem statement?

The weather is causing a lot of potholes in the streets.  The salt must be a cause to the 
erosion of the streets.  We need to keep the potholes filled in.
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Discussion 

Does this problem statement sounds better?

What other components would you add to this problem statement to make it even more 
effective?
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Common Agreement 

Stakeholders and team members that are tasked with solving the problem should be in 
agreement as to the nature of the problem or issue. In some cases a formal agreement in 
writing may be required, but generally a meeting with everyone indicating their agreement 
on the problem statement is a effective. Remember POV or Point of View. Stakeholders and 
team members all have different views to the problem and including those views in the 
problem statement helps gain agreement on the problem more quickly.
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Problem Solving Approach

Here’s where we are in the problem solving process!
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Goals Versus Objectives

• There terms are often used interchangeably, but they are not the same thing.

• Goals are broad statements of what you want to accomplish long-term. Every problem 
needs a solution goal.

• Objectives are concrete statements of how you accomplish the goal. Objectives can 
have many layers (company, teams, individuals, individuals by hierarchy).

Page 21



Problem Solving Approach 

Here’s where we are in the problem solving process!
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Root Cause Analysis
A term that describes an approach to uncover the cause(s) of a problem. Identification and 
evaluation of the reason for non-conformance, an undesirable condition, or a problem which 
(when solved) restores the status quo.

Root Cause 
A factor that causes, an agent, failure, or fault, from which a chain of effects or failures 
originates.

Symptoms
Symptoms are the MOST visible but often are NOT the CAUSE of the problem. In order to 
find cause(s) for the problem we need to dig deeper! Typically we focus on the symptoms 
not the cause.
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What’s Gets in Your Way When Trying to Get to the Root Cause?

A lot of things can get in the way of determining a root cause. Remember Point of View 
(POV)? Not everyone is seeing the same symptoms, the same problem, and the same 
causes which might lead them to thinking they have a root cause and a solution.
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5 Whys Example

Ask “Why” 5 times to get to the root cause of the problem. You can also ask the questions 
“What?”, “When?”, “Where?” or “How?” five times to get a different perspective. 

Source: Toyota.
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5 Whys Comparison

Each participant asks themselves the 5 Whys for the topic privately. They place their 
answers on Post-It notes and label their 5 sticky notes 1 through 5. The facilitator will fill in 
the grid using the Post-It notes. 

Looks like we are getting everyone’s Point of View (POV). Comparative 5 Whys? allows you 
to combine the 5 Whys? Technique with the Point of View (POV) technique. Gives you a little 
more bang for your buck.

Compare the results – they are usually different!  Use the chart to drive conversations and 
discussions on the topic. Pick and choose the best of all to get to the real root cause.
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7W Dimension Technique

• Based on “Business Event Analysis and Modeling” by Lawrence Corr
• Practical for use with Agile teams
• Easily used in collaboration mode!  
• Use with product owners and SMEs

7 Dimensions

• Who
• What 
• When
• Where
• Why
• How
• How Many

Page 28



7W Dimension Technique – More Collaboratively

Collaborative games use flip charts, markers and sticky notes to capture information.  They 
are called “games” because people have fun while doing them.  Use one flip chart/page of 
flip chart paper per dimension.  Start with the facts on chart one.  Then progress through 
the who, what, where, when, why, how and how many.  Everyone participates.  Everyone 
can add to any dimension at any time as they think of it.  It’s fun to put the flip charts 
around the room to give a lot of space in front of each flip chart to encourage collaboration.
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Flip It Technique

A technique for turning fears into hopes and hopes into actions. Perspectives are made not 
born.  We need to help others see the glass half full and not half empty. This is a great 
technique for moving the constrained and often negative thinking into a more positive 
thinking space.

We can facilitate stakeholders to see challenges as opportunities! When a group first 
approach problems, they often see them as negative and frustrating. This technique helps 
build a more positive outcome when developing solutions.
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Flip it Technique

1. Start by having the group you are facilitating put all their fears or pains on post it 
notes. Post the fears on the Fears flip chart.

2. Take each fear identified (fears the group feels are the biggest and most important) 
Turn the fears into positive hopes. Take the pain and turn it into a vision for hope. 
What is the outcome your would hope to achieve to resolve this fear or pain? This 
sets a general direction towards a solution for the group. Put those hopes on a 
separate hopes flip chart.

3. Now that you have a hopeful and positive outcome, what actions would you need to 
take to achieve that positive outcome?
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Problem Solving Approach

Here’s where we are in the problem solving process!
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Solution or Counter Measure? What’s the difference?

1. Counter Measures or Work Arounds are short term in nature or quick hits that attempt to 
correct the most painful issues in a problem or resolve the problem entirely.

2. Solutions are longer term in thinking and approach to try to resolve the problem in a 
more permanent manner.

You can choose a combination of Counter Measures and Solutions together to solve a 
problem. For example implement a counter measure or work around to solve the problem 
while a long term solution is put into place. 

In general we like to focus on the long term solutions to solve the problem completely but 
not all problems can be fixed quickly. Use caution when using work around or counter 
measures, they often can create new problems or make the current problem more painful. 
Short term solutions should be quick and easy with as little impact as possible overall.
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Solution Agreement

After choosing a solution, it’s important to make sure all stakeholders are in agreement with 
the solution. If stakeholders are not in agreement, it will make implementing the solution to 
the problem more difficult and complex. Remember Point of View (POV)? It’s important in 
this step. This is the final check to make sure there isn’t any missing information. Ask your 
stakeholders if they feel there is any information that is missing that could have caused us 
to select a bad solution.

Verbal agreements in meetings are usually acceptable, but in some occasions for more 
complex or difficult problems a more formal written approval may be needed such as pen to 
paper or a physical signature on a document.
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How will the solution be implemented?

Once a solution is selected, make sure the tasks to implement that solution are outlined and 
people are assigned to tasks.

Who will be responsible for it?

Assigning a problem or issue leader that will direct the solution implementation is a good 
idea. Typically a project manager or Help Desk Problem Manager is assigned, but it can be 
assigned to any role or stakeholder. The problem leader will facilitate the solution 
development, testing and implementation. The problem or issue leader is key in 
communicating the status of the problem resolution.

What are the risks of implementing the solution?

The problem leader will need to work with the team to determine the potential risks for 
implementing the solution. Each risk identified should be addressed or mitigated to ensure 
that the solution being implemented doesn’t adversely impact other processes, systems or 
data.
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Communication

Communication is critical to all stakeholders as the solution is being developed, tested and 
implemented. In cases where the problem is mission critical or highly visible to a company’s 
customers, daily and even hourly communication might be needed.  Over communicating to 
all stakeholders ensures they are kept in the loop and feel the problem is being addressed 
quickly. 

Counter measures or work arounds require additional focus for communication. 

Assume that no one has ever heard of the problem when communicating concerning the 
problem. Provide a summary statement of the problem, solution goal, root cause and 
selected solution(s) to keep your stakeholders on the same page. Clear, concise and easy 
to read are key things to consider in these communications. 

As a rule of thumb, the greater the pain and impact a problem or issue has on an 
organization, the more important it is to communicate more frequently on the status. 
Communication resolves frustration and informs stakeholder the problem is being 
addressed (and not forgotten or pushed off). 

Discover your stakeholders preferred method of communication that will yield the quickest 
and most understood status.  Examples: In-person, Phone, Hallway Conversation, Email, 
IM, Messaging, Voice Mail, Post It Notes, Instant Messaging, Scribble on their white board, 
and more!
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Problem Solving Approach

Here’s where we are in the problem solving process!
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Verify and Follow-up

Once the counter measure or solution is implemented it will need to be verified. Did the 
counter measure or solution actually fix the problem? Verify the solution, counter measure 
or work around is actually helping to fix the problem. Always assume that it’s not working.  
The old phrase, “No news is good news” can leave you with a disaster. Actively seek out 
stakeholders and ensure the desired results or goal for fixing the problem is achieved.

If the problem isn’t solved, it’s time to bring the team back together to brain storm on the 
problem, goals for fixing the problem and getting to the root cause.

Remember the Problem Goals

Back a few steps, your stakeholders established goals or measurements that would 
indicate that the problem was solved. Make sure measurements are obtained and 
communicated that show the solution has or has not met the measurements.  If the 
measurements are not met, the problem or issue leader will need to start the process again.  
You may not have understood the problem, the goals established were not obtainable or the 
solution solved a single cause of the problem but did not resolve the root cause of the 
problem.
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Problem Solving Approach

Here’s where we are in the problem solving process!
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