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2 The concept and application of this book 

The basic concept on this book is to provide a compendium of tools and tech-
niques typically used in a project management, consulting or workshop environ-
ment. A problem solving process is used as a framework around which all catego-
ries of tools and techniques are grouped, in order to be able to deal with all issues
or problems in every domain of your business life. This book brings together
tools and techniques to enhance your methodological competency while focus-
ing on the interdisciplinary areas of strategy, organisational structure, informa-
tion systems, and project management. 

The underlying concept of this book is a universal problem solving process consisting of
four steps (diagnosis, goal setting, analysis and decision making). This problem solving
process is applicable to any type of problem and situation. Tools and techniques, which
have a similar purpose are grouped into the same category. 

So, the overarching framework is the problem solving process, which is discussed
in the next section (chapter 2.1). The tools and techniques ‘rank beneath’ the
problem solving framework in nine different categories. 

2.1 Problem solving 

When solving a problem, we normally want to achieve more than just getting rid
of some unacceptable situation. More often we are also trying to achieve some
other more desirable state. Theoretically speaking, we’re trying to move from the
problem state to the solved state (see figure 5). We do so by crossing what is
called ‘the solution path’. It seems obvious that if we do not focus some of our at-
tention on the solved state, the likelihood of attaining it is diminished. Unfortu-
nately, the problem state is what often attracts most of our attention. 

Figure 5 Problem solving and the solution path 

Solution pathProblem
state

Solved
state
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This book enhances the ‘solution path’ by providing all the required tools for the
job on hand, but this is only the preparation for the implementation. It is impor-
tant to avoid falling into the analysis paralysis trap – the operational work starts
with the implementation and not with the completion of the planning and
analysis. 

How do we typically address problems in organisations and management? We try
to make them go away – quickly. But there are many options available, even
though we rarely consider them. ‘There are three ways of dealing with problems:
they can be resolved, solved and dissolved. 

• To resolve a problem is to find a means that satisfies it well enough. 

• To solve a problem is to find the optimal means. 

• To dissolve a problem is to redesign the relevant system or its environment 
so that the problem is removed. 

Dissolution requires more creativity than solution, and solution more than reso-
lution.’ (Ziegenfuss 2002). This ‘dissolution’ refers to a more fundamental deep
rooted (root cause) approach, which is in line with the approach being taken in
this book and the reason for the tool category ‘creativity’. 

Ultimately, the aim of problem solving is action, and solving problems requires
action steps as well as investigation beforehand. That means to engage in prob-
lem solving is to search for a solution. To actually solve a problem is to imple-
ment the solution that has been found and to demonstrate that it works. 

2.1.1 Different problem solving processes and approaches

Problems must be considered in terms of their linear or iterative nature. There is
a certain level of linearity required in solving all problems. However, given the
nature of modern science, business and society, problems are not necessarily
solved in a linear fashion only. The complexity of the context in which a prob-
lem exists may require constant feedback and acknowledgement of a variety of
influences simultaneously impacting on the problem. It may therefore be neces-
sary to integrate an iterative approach or process, to maximise feedback from the
environment. 

There are probably hundreds of problem solving processes, but most of the ap-
proaches are very similar, regardless of the technical field of origination. Typi-
cally problem solving approaches or models vary in the number of steps and ter-
minology, but the basic intention is mostly the one displayed in figure 6: 

• What is wrong? Identify the problem. 

• How should it be? Determine the ‘ideal’ situation. 

• What can I do and how best to do it? Determine the preferred solution (and
establish an action plan). 



2.1 Problem solving

25

The picture on the right in figure 6 uses the metaphor of a journey to represent
the basic problem solving approach following no. 1 to no. 4. 

Comparison of different problem solving approaches (excursion) 

The following excursion is intended to provide an overview of different problem
solving approaches from different disciplines and areas although they all follow
the same basic principal. 

Figure 7 starts from the top with a systems engineering approach with its typical
steps of problem solving followed by implementation (Haberfellner, Nagel et al,
1994). Depicted below are different approaches typically used by consulting
companies. The three examples represent a combination of problem solving ap-
proaches together with project life cycle approaches. Further down are more hu-
manistic and ‘people-orientated’ approaches typically used in psychology, ther-
apy, counselling, change management and coaching. 

2.1.2 The problem solving process used in this book

Multiple problem solving process approaches, including the typical tools from
various disciplines, have been amalgamated into the one used in this book and
highlighted by the grey shaded process step boxes in figure 7. This means the ap-
proach includes tools, e.g. from counselling, in the change management section
and in the goal setting section; or coaching tools in the decision making sections;
IT and business analysis tools in the systems analysis section, etc. In addition, el-
ements of a humanistic problem solving approach were combined with a systems
engineering approach and merged into the specific problem solving process used
in this book. 

Figure 6 Fundamental problem solving approach 
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As displayed in figure 8, there are four basic problem solving process steps. It is
important to understand the different purposes of each of the steps to become fa-
miliar with the underlying logic of why a certain category is associated with a
specific process step. The following section defines the four problem solving pro-
cess steps and their purposes. 

Figure 7 Overview of different problem solving approaches 
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1. Diagnosis – Understand the problem 

Has the problem been formulated, defined and properly understood? At the out-
set of the problem solving process it is important to define or formulate the prob-
lem. The problem may be complex and vague. Thus, the specific problem to be
addressed must be clearly understood. 

During the first process step (diagnosis), the objective is to identify the problem
clearly to avoid generating solutions to issues peripheral to the real problem.
Considerable time and effort can otherwise be spent in addressing a particular
symptom of a problem rather than the problem (root cause) itself. Thus, in the
critical first step of the problem solving process, it is necessary for the problem to
be properly defined and clearly understood in terms of boundaries, characteris-
tics, functions, and limitations. The tool categories ‘information gathering’, ‘cre-
ativity’ and ‘define the situation’ empower you to do exactly that. See the intro-
duction to chapter 3 for more details. 

2. Goal setting – Determine the ideal outcome and set goals 

Once the problem has been understood, diagnosed and defined, the second step
(goal setting) of the problem solving process can start, during which the in-
tended outcome is outlined and described. It is not necessary to stick to this se-
quence, although the quality of the goal setting will improve due to more insight
derived from the previous process step. Different terms, e.g. ‘to-be, target, blue-
sky, objectives, desired state, goals, etc.’ are used to describe basically ‘where we
want to go and how it should look’. 

3. Analysis – Understand and analyse the situation, 
generate options and develop solutions 

Once goals have been defined, the third step of the problem solving process can
start, during which alternative solutions to the problem are generated. This stage
is complete once you have generated and developed appropriate solutions and
recommendations that resolve the problem and meet the expectation regarding
the goals that have been set. 

4. Decision making – Evaluate, prioritise and make a decision 

The purpose of the fourth step of the problem solving process is to help you with
all aspects of evaluating, ranking, rating, prioritising, risk evaluating and compar-
ing in order to make a decision and to implement the best solution. The stage is
complete when an appropriate solution has been selected and agreed upon. 

Implementation – Establish an action plan and do it 

This aspect, which seldom receives sufficient attention, consists of the imple-
mentation plan and the action steps needed to achieve the selected solution.
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This is a very important part of the process, often requiring a return to a previous
stage and a revision of initial ideas and intentions. In completing the problem
solving process it is necessary to ensure that aspects covered during the previous
stages are addressed in the implementation plan. Tools associated with the prep-
aration of recommendations, action plans, Gantt charts, and other implementa-
tion preparation are mostly covered in the project management/project gover-
nance tools section. 

Although the process in figure 6 may appear to be somehow linear and sequen-
tial, any of the four steps can – or even should be – returned to and readdressed if
new information or opportunities become available during a later stage, as is
shown in figure 8. 

Another important aspect to consider during the course of a problem solving ex-
ercise is the type of thinking that should be applied depending on the problem
solving phase (see table 1). The analysis phase requires a divergent type of think-
ing: explore different directions for many (im)possible solutions, accept all ideas
and alternatives, defer judgement or evaluation, then discuss, combine, and im-
prove ideas, and when exhausted move to a convergent thinking style. With con-
vergent thinking, you establish categories of alternatives, develop evaluation cri-
teria and, avoid premature closure and keep your eyes on the objective, list
strengths and weaknesses and select the best alternative or idea (this sums up the
decision making process). 

Table 1
Be aware of the required 'type of thinking' for the current problem solving phase 
(Glass, 1996, Management Masterclass, amended by author) 

Problem solving 
process step

Type of thinking Warning – Most common pitfalls �

Diagnosis Integrative
Taking a narrow, functional view or being too 
broad to generate effective responses.

Goal setting
Visionary and 
pragmatic

Only top-down or bottom-up thinking – 
no coordination and agreement between top-
management and operational level on realistic 
objectives.

Analysis Divergent
Starting out looking for the ONE correct 
answer/solution. Shooting down solutions 
that appear logical.

Decision making Convergent

Allowing politics, ego and emotions rather 
than logic to decide the outcome.

Continuing to be creative, without applying 
sufficient analysis and judgement.
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This book is about tools and techniques. Why spend all this time on problem
solving? The problem solving process is the overall framework or skeleton. Each
stage of the problem solving process usually requires specific types of tools or
techniques. Therefore similar tools are grouped into the same category. This cat-
egory is assigned to the problem solving process step where its tools are usually
required. 

To provide further clarity, a symbol (figure 9) is used to indicate during which
process step the tool is usually required or recommended. In the example below,
the dark shade of the first box represents the first process step ‘diagnosis’. 

2.2 Categories of tools 

As displayed in figure 10, tools and techniques have been assigned to one of the
nine different categories according to their purpose. 

Situation definition (section 3.1) 

The purpose of the tools in the category ‘situation definition’ is to describe and
characterise the current situation, context and environment. It often overlaps
with the beginning of a project or initiative in terms of setting boundaries and
understanding the ‘as-is’. 

Information gathering (section 3.2) – tools from this category can be 
used in the process steps 1 (Diagnosis) and 3 (Analysis) 

The purpose of the tools in the category ‘information gathering’ is the vital prep-
aration for most other activities. Having sourced relevant information enables us
to broaden our horizon; invites new points of views and is the basis for the an-
alysis step. 

Creativity (section 3.3) – tools from this category can be used in 
the process steps 1 (Diagnosis) and 3 (Analysis) 

The purpose of the tools in the category ‘creativity’ is to ‘think outside the box’,
discover different ways of thinking and new ideas and potential solutions; in par-
ticular during the ‘to-be’ activities of the analysis phase, when innovative think-
ing to find better solutions is required. 

Figure 9 Symbol for categories, this one is for the first step ‘diagnosis’ 
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Goal setting (chapter 4) 

The purpose of the tools in the category ‘goal setting’ is to define the future and
desired end state, once everything is accomplished as planned. These tools (and
the activities of applying the tools) are crucial for the success of the whole exer-
cise, because goal setting provides direction and hopefully a measurable improve-
ment (‘before-after difference’). Goal setting is about ‘where do we want to be
and what should it look like’. 

Analysis (chapter 5) 

An analysis is an investigation of the components of a whole and their relations
in making up the whole. The purpose of the tools in the category ‘analysis’ is to
investigate the current situation, use the information gathered, and to draw a
conclusion in order to develop a solution that improves the situation and en-
ables you to achieve the set goal. The ability to investigate and develop appropri-
ate solutions is dependant on a certain level of interdisciplinary competency. 

The category ‘analysis’ has a special function. It is based on the fact that each
type of analyis is of a special nature and requires therefore a special set of tools
and techniques. As a result, the analysis category has been divided into 11 inter-

Figure 10
Overview of the problem solving process steps and the relevant categories of tools 
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