Tools for Looking Harder at the Problem


1. Reinstating and Reframing the Problem
Language has a critical effect on how we perceive the world, and the problems within in it. We think in words, and words mean different things to different people. This tool requires you to state and re-state a problem ten times, in order to get through any ambiguities.
Use this simple format to write the current definition of the problem at the top of the box, and then fill in ten alternatives. Each time you re-write the statement, try explaining it from different angles and express it in different words. 

Then, review the results and compare them to the original statement. 

Choose the three most thought provoking expressions of the problem before you move on.  These are called “perceived problems” and will challenge your discussion so you can get to the root of the problem.
2. Finding the Problems Behind the Problem
Problems don’t usually appear; they develop over time – sometimes quickly, sometimes over a longer succession of events.  Thus, problems and symptoms can easily be confused, and treating a symptom instead of the real problem likely means the problem will come up again and/or morph into something bigger.

Write the “perceived problem” in the box to the far right, then work backwards (against the flow of the arrows) Move to the middle box and list any other problems that have contributed to the one you are trying to solve.  Start by asking a simple question: “what problems or issues have created my perceived problem?”

Then, move one box to the left and repeat the process.  Work your way backwards (and add boxes if you need to).  Usually a string or chain of causal relationships will appear, which will allow you to reconsider which problem you need to solve. Sometimes the perceived problem will end up in the middle somewhere, and the actual “problem” could actually turn out to be a consequence of the continuum of causal factors. 


3. Challenging Your Assumptions
Remember that “The Box” contains assumptions that are often invisible and/or ignored. This tool allows you to make clear distinctions between what you know, what you think you know, and what you need to know. It is a simple left–to-right process.

In the first column, list the facts as everyone understands them.   What you put in this box must be verifiable – based on data. If it can’t be verified or if everyone does not agree, it belongs in the next box called “assumptions”. If, in filling out the first two boxes you find things you don’t know or can’t agree upon, put them in the third box, “what we need to know”.

Restating and Reframing Format


THE PROBLEM:


…………………………………………………………………


Restate it ten times:


1.  …………………………………………………………….


2.  ……………………………………………………………..


3.  ……………………………………………………………..


4.  ……………………………………………………………..


5.  ……………………………………………………………..


6.  ……………………………………………………………..


7.  ……………………………………………………………..


8.  ……………………………………………………………..


9.  ……………………………………………………………..


10.  ……………………………………………………………
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What We Need To Know
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What We Think We Know


ASSUMPTIONS
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What We Know


FACTS
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