
     

As Leaders, many of us have gotten so good at                                       solution-oriented 
thinking, that when we encounter a problem, we immediately      set to work to find a solution.  
This kind of proactive thinking is exactly what we encourage      our staff to do, isn’t it?  If you 
raise  an  issue,  suggest  a  solution.   This  approach can work very well when solutions are 
easy…  but  when  they  involve  a big investment of time and/or money, we have to take the 
time and make the effort to clearly define the problem first, and be sure we’re investing in the 
right solutions… Sometimes in our enthusiasm to get on with the rewards of the solution, we 
invest  too  much  on  the  wrong  path,   only  to  invest  more  on a new path down the road.  
Eventually the staff loses focus and trust, and every new initiative becomes the “flavour of the 
day” and you may even hear some of them mutter, “this too shall pass…”   Let’s get great at 
defining  our  problems  before  defining the solutions; and when the solution is the right one, 
stick with it for the long haul, no significant cultural changes happen overnight! 
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 This month: 

DEFINING YOUR 
PROBLEM 

Successful 
people ask 

better 
questions, and 

as a result, they 
get better 
answers.  

- Anthony Robbins 
 

 
It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most 
responsive to change…                                                                                                        - Charles Darwin 
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Is your team heading in the right direction?

Now all our radio columns on CBC Radio's “The Business Network” can be heard by 
connecting to our website.  To listen, click: http://www.triopusgroup.com/toradio.html 
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I remember some years ago, I was asked to facilitate a session for some folks who had a really 
big logistics problem.   Their challenge was that they had to transport time sensitive material from 
the basement of their building to a higher floor of the same building for further processing. 
  
The problem as they saw it was that the carts carrying the materials would not fit on the elevator 
and that therefore the elevator was too small.  The possible solution to their problem from their 
perspective was to look for alternate premises that allowed for processing all on one floor, thus 
eliminating the need for the elevators. 
 
My interim conclusion, before saying a word to them, was that they had made the same mistake 
that many organizations and individuals make.  Simply put, they had defined their problem as a 
solution.  I know you are all thinking, ‘What a difference it would make if they thought that the 
carts were too big rather than the elevator too small.’ 
 
And even though these people initially missed this point, examples like this hit us all the time.   
 

Today, we are often approached for training solutions that the client has 
already determined.  We will hear things like, ‘Our sales are down.  Can 
you come in and deliver some of your sales training?’  We tell them of 
course that we would be glad to do that.  But, we wonder, is that really the 
problem?  So often, when clients are prepared to work with us to 
thoroughly evaluate their problem, we find that sales training may or may 
not be needed. We also often find that there are other problems causing 
the lower sales.  Typically, they could be poor Customer Care, ineffective 
Sales Leadership and Coaching, inadequate Quality Control and so on.  
As you can see, under these circumstances, just delivering sales training 
will not resolve the client’s problem.  The end result is an unhappy client 
who has spent a lot of money on an inadequate training solution. 

 
The message, loud and clear, is make sure you that you are fixing the right problem or problems 
with the right solutions.   Here are a couple of tips to help you 
 

• Take enough time to define the problem properly.  Look at both existing results and 
symptoms 

• Involve as many stakeholders as possible.  If you involve them they will feel appreciated 
and feel they are part of the solution.  They will own it. 

• Use an impartial facilitator from within your organization who is experienced at managing 
problem resolution to help you define the problem 

• If using external assistance, seek a facilitator who is not simply solution or product driven.  
In other words, avoid facilitators that have quick no fail solutions to your problems.  
There’s probably no such thing. 

• Lastly, take the time and effort to ensure that all problem symptoms are addressed.  After 
all, your issues probably did not happen overnight.  They probably won’t be resolved 
overnight either.  Do the job properly. 

 
After all, if you solve the wrong problem, you will have to face your colleagues everyday at work, 
especially if the elevator is too small. 
 

Here’s the solution, what’s the problem? 
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