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BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

When starting a new project, beware of certainty

It’s very easy to look at a fuzzy situation and, based on scant experience, assume you know everything about it. It is almost never the case that we know everything we need to make the best decision.  And, unfortunately, acting too quickly can sometimes prevent us from seeing a better alternative.

Instead of immediately accepting what looks like an “obvious” solution to a problem, I urge my clients to start by articulating the problem as clearly and as broadly as they can. Gerald Nadler and Shozo Hibino, in their book Breakthrough Thinking: Seven Principles of Creative Problem Solving, stress the value of asking the question “what larger purpose are we really trying to solve here?”  
They cite the example of a plastic bag manufacturer that was having a problem fabricating the cardboard dispensers for its product.  Error rates were as high as 25%.  Instead of jumping in and just trying to fix the process of stamping out the dispensers, they thought more globally and focused on their overall purpose – “To provide the customer with plastic bags”.  That led the designers to realize they could make a shipping container that would also serve as a dispenser.  They solved both the immediate problem of the dispenser and cut out the unnecessary step of putting the bags in the dispenser and the dispenser in the shipping container.

The key is to start by asking questions.  Answers should come later.  After you have asked and answered your question about purpose, another good question you can ask is:  “How is this situation unique?” In the case above, the plastic bag maker refused to assume that the situation was a general one - a bad manufacturing process - and looked at the specifics.  That’s what led them to a larger solution.

Another important question has to do with people.  “Who else has information or ideas to contribute here?”  By asking and answering that question, you open the door to a whole new set of information.  In 1989, the Exxon Valdez, a supertanker being commanded by an alcoholic captain, crashed spilling millions of gallons of oil into pristine Alaskan waters.  Ironically, just weeks earlier local residents had warned of excessive drinking by tanker crews.  Had the Exxon Corporation been able to listen and respond to this information, a disaster might have been averted.

Organizations are faced within innumerable challenges on a daily basis.  With so many problems to fix we are tempted to latch on to the first solution that comes to mind, implement it and move on to the next problem.  While sometimes “good enough” will suffice, in other cases taking a step back and asking some questions can save time and money and even avert doing the wrong thing. 

Take the time to look at your situation and ask a few questions before you act.
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