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Course Description 
 

Every day, you encounter problems in the workplace. Some are simple and 

straightforward; others are complex with many contributing factors to consider. In either 

case, you need to approach problem solving strategically. Otherwise, you run the risk of 

creating more problems. 

 

Similarly, every day, you have many decisions to make. As you rise through the ranks of 

your career, your decision-making capabilities become more essential, as the 

consequences of a “bad” decision can have far-reaching impact. It is, therefore, critical to 

demonstrate sound judgement in all decisions, regardless of size or scope. 

 

This Learning Lab will help you expanding your problem solving and decision-making 

skills, and dramatically increase your value in the workplace. 

 

In this Learning Lab, participants will learn: 

• How to identify the root cause of problems, rather than simply cleaning up the mess 

• A proven step-by-step methodology for solving ANY problem, no matter how big or 

small, and avoiding unintended consequences in the process 

• Tools to expand your critical and creative thinking skills and enhance your problem-

solving prowess 

• The key elements of a “good” decision—and how to incorporate them in your daily 

decision-making processes 

• The most common psychological traps that can trick you into making a bad decision 

• How to recover and learn from a “bad” decision that backfires 

 

As a participant, you will be working on solving a problem of your choice during 
the structured activities. You will also have access to a sample problem if you’d 
prefer to work on that. 
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Program Pre-Work 
 

Prior to our live event, please take a few moments to complete the following activities.  

 

£ Please join our PRIVATE group on LinkedIn. This is for Learning Lab participants 

only.  

 

o Access the group here: https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8930280/ 

o Submit a request to join.  

o Once you are approved to join the group, find the welcome message for 

your group (it will say the name of the Learning Lab and the date of the 

event). Please introduce yourself in the comments.   

 

£ Read about Problem Solving & Decision-Making Styles on page 7, then 

complete the Self-Assessment on pages 8-10. Then, read about the Adaption 

Tips on pages 11-12. 

 

£ Complete the Problem Solving & Decision-Making Experience Review (pgs. 

13-14) 

 

£ Identify a problem you would like to explore during your learning implementation 

activities during the Learning Lab. Ideally, you should choose a problem that is 

relatively significant and which you already have a pretty good understanding of. 

If you do not have a problem like this or would rather use a sample for the activities, 

that is perfectly okay! You’ll still have everything you need to participate fully.  
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Problem Solving & Decision-Making Styles  
 

We all have a natural, comfortable way in which we prefer to approach problem solving 

and decision making. Many psychologists agree that there are 4 primary styles. These 

styles are identified in the matrix below; they measure your preferences in relation to:  

 

• Tolerance for Ambiguity: Your comfort with inexactness and “grey” areas.   

• Rational vs. Intuitive: Whether you prefer to rely on reason and logic or intuition 

and gut instinct.  

 

DIRECTIVE 

High Tolerance for Ambiguity + Rational 

CONCEPTUAL 

High Tolerance for Ambiguity + Intuitive 

ANALYTICAL 

Low Tolerance for Ambiguity + Rational 

BEHAVIORAL 

Low Tolerance for Ambiguity + Intuitive 

 

PLEASE NOTE: No style is better or worse than any other. Each has its own strengths 

and weaknesses. Knowing your style, and understanding the styles of others, provides 

useful insight and self-awareness. There may be times when your natural style serves 

you well and other times when you’ll want to flex to another style to better handle a certain 

situation.  

 

 



PROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKING LEARNING LAB 

©2022 CCS Ventures, LLC 
Do not copy or publish without express permission from author. 

8 

Self-Assessment 
 

Put a checkmark next to the statements that best describe your natural approach to 

problem solving and decision making. When you’re done, add up the total number of 

checkmarks in each section. The one with the most checkmarks is the style that best 

represents you.  

 

DIRECTIVE: High tolerance for ambiguity and rational approach 
 

I like to try out solutions quickly, rather than spend time evaluating or 

researching them.    
 

I am motivated by results.  

I prefer to work on my own, rather than collaboratively, and simply tell people 

the decisions I’ve made and problems I’ve solved.  
 

When working collaboratively, I can make others feel rushed because I don’t 

like to dwell. 
 

When working collaboratively, I can be overly assertive that my solution is the 

“right” one.   
 

I often get impatient with others who want to spend too much time exploring 

options.  
 

 

  DIRECTIVE TOTAL: _________ 

 

CONCEPTUAL: High tolerance for ambiguity and intuitive approach  
 

When facing problems, I tend to have a ton of ideas for solutions, though some 

are not necessarily practical.  
 

I am viewed as an influential and persuasive person.  
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I am a big picture thinker and creative.    

When collaborating with others, I may focus more on brainstorming and less 

on picking a solution.  
 

I am open minded and comfortable with “what if” thinking.    

I tend to rely more on instinct than research when exploring problems and 

solutions.  
 

 

       CONCEPTUAL TOTAL: _________ 

 

BEHAVIORAL: Low tolerance for ambiguity and intuitive approach  
 

I like to spend time evaluating all possible ideas from every angle.    

When collaborating, I want to make sure that everyone’s voice is heard.  

I am generally looking for consensus when making group decisions.   

I am comfortable asking others for advice; I would rather problem solve and 

make decisions in a group setting than on my own.  
 

When collaborating with others, I am able to “read” people to better gauge 

their feelings.  
 

I rely more on opinions, experience, and feelings rather than on facts and 

research.   
 

 

         BEHAVIORAL TOTAL: _________ 

 

ANALYTICAL: Low tolerance for ambiguity and rational approach 
 

I often point out the flaws in possible solutions as a way to evaluate them more 

thoroughly.     
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I am always seeking more information and asking a lot of questions regarding 

potential solutions.   
 

When collaborating with others, I may slow things down with my questions 

and desire for clarity.  
 

I rely more on facts and research than on feelings and opinions.    

I do not shy away from research when exploring problems and solutions.   

I am willing to take as long as I need to find the “right” answer.   

 

          ANALYTICAL TOTAL: _________ 

Assessment Insights   

 

Based on the number 

of checkmarks in each 

section, what is your 

primary style? 

 

What style(s) do you 

see in your leaders 

and/or colleagues?  

 

Do you find that your 

style matches well 

with others on your 

team or do you need to 

flex to work well with 

them?  
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Adaptation Tips  
 

Wherever you land on this matrix is fine! There are no “right” or “wrong” styles. However, 

there are a few helpful adaptions you may need or want to make in the workplace.  

 

• If you are naturally highly intuitive: In the professional world, you always need 

a strong rationale for your work, especially should things go wrong. “My gut told 

me to,” is not a compelling defense. Intuition is very powerful, and you absolutely 

should pay attention to it. Do not ignore your gut! However, be cautious not to rely 

on it as a sole means of information gathering. Instead, use it as a sign to dig 

deeper. This is especially true if you are sensing things from others and attempting 

to interpret them. Make sure to share your observations and verify your 

understanding.   

 

• If you are naturally highly rational: Your reliance on logic can be a detriment if 

you fail to also listen to your instincts. Sometimes, your subconscious mind can 

pick up on information before your logical brain can. Additionally, remember that 

many problems have emotional elements to them—and emotions are not always 

rational. Paying attention to emotions (your own and others) may be an important 

piece of finding the right solution and gaining buy in. Don’t let logic fool you into 

forgetting that real people are involved.   

 

• If you have a naturally high tolerance for ambiguity: While you may feel 
comfortable when things are uncertain, not everyone does. In fact, most people 

find ambiguity destabilizing and stressful. In many circumstances, the more 

precision and detail we can offer, the more likely people will be to buy-in to our 

solutions and decisions. When things are left too vague, we can appear to lack 

seriousness and clarity, which does not instill faith. At times, you may need to focus 

more energy on nailing down specifics.  
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• If you have a natural low tolerance for ambiguity: While ambiguity may be 

uncomfortable for you, a certain amount of it is also unavoidable in the modern 

workplace. There are times when the information we want or need to feel certain 

(in a solution or a decision) is simply not available. We have to make intelligent 

guesses and take reasonable risks based on the information we have. This means 

that we may make mistakes from time to time, which is a natural consequence of 

practicing these advanced skills. The key is to learn from our mistakes when they 

happen and not repeat the same ones.  

 

 
 

Rational + Intuitive Thinking  
 

Imagine that you’re planning a large event for your organization and doing a site visit at 

a venue. You can’t put your finger on it, but something doesn’t feel right about the 

space. On paper, this venue should work perfectly. It’s large enough and has all the 

amenities you need. But, if you listen to that instinct and dig deeper, you may discover 

that your subconscious mind was taking in important information that you didn’t 

consciously pick up on in the moment. Maybe the parking availability was scarce. 

Maybe the staff wasn’t as attentive as you’d have liked them to be. Maybe the lighting 

was drab. Whatever it was, your gut sensed it before your brain could identify it. Taking 

a moment to listen and dig deeper can help you combine rational and intuitive 

thinking—the most powerful combination. 
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Problem Solving & Decision-Making Experience Exploration  
 

1. What role do you currently play in problem solving and decision making in the 

workplace? How would you like that role to evolve in the future?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What stops you from solving problems in the workplace?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What problems have you successfully solved in the past and how did you do it? What 

were the outcomes (i.e., how did you know it was successful)?  
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4. Can you think of solutions that have been implemented in your organization that had 

unexpected negative consequences? If so, what happened and what lessons can you 

take for the future?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Have you ever made a decision in the workplace that you later looked back on as 

“bad”? What made it a “bad” decision and what do you think caused you to make that 

decision? What did you do to overcome it?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Identify a particularly “good” decision you made in the workplace. Again, identify why it 

was “good” and what you did to come to that conclusion.   
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END OF PRE-WORK 
Congratulations, you’re done (for now)!  

Please wait for the live event to move forward in the materials. 

 

 
 

REMINDER 
 

Please identify a work problem you’d like to explore during the Learning Lab. This 

course is not just about “theoretical” information; it’s also about real-world application!  
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Introduction  
 
Problem solving & decision making are, technically, two separate areas of study. But they 

naturally go hand-in-hand for a number of reasons.  

 

First and foremost: Every problem has a number of possible solutions. Problem solving 

is the analytical process we use to identify them. However, in order to actually solve a 

problem, a decision (or many!) must be made. We must decide which solution is best, 

given the existing circumstances and the outcomes we’re trying to achieve.  

 

Likewise, any decision can create problems if not approached thoughtfully. The art of 

“good decision making” involves understanding the consequences of each possible 

option and choosing in such a way that prevents problems wherever possible.  

 

Success in one area does not automatically lead to success in the other. You can make 

a lot of decisions, but never solve the problem. You can think you’re solving problems, 

but if you don’t employ a strategic methodology, you may not ever address the root 

issue—and the problems may persist. Or you could analyze the problem successfully, but 

fail to make the right decision in the end.  

 

The combination of these two skills is powerful. Together, they will help you navigate a 

wide variety of situations in the workplace and will help position you as a credible, valuable 

leader within your organization (regardless of whether or not you formally hold a 

leadership title).   

 

 

 

 

 



PROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKING LEARNING LAB 

©2022 CCS Ventures, LLC 
Do not copy or publish without express permission from author. 

17 

Advanced Skills  
Problem solving and decision making are both considered advanced skillsets because 

they require a complex combination of critical and creative thinking skills.  

 

Critical Thinking Creative Thinking 

Analytical Inventive 

Logical Intuitive 

Rational Imaginative 

Judgmental Non-Judgmental 

Hypothesis Testing Hypothesis Forming 

Objective Subjective 

Probability Possibility 

Facts Speculation 

 

They may also require both strategic and tactical thinking skills.  

 

Strategic Thinking Tactical Thinking 

Goal Focus Implementation Focus 

Long Term Short Term 

Holistic Sequential 

Big Picture Focus Process Focus 

Agile Precise 

Asks “What If…?” Asks “How?” 

Doing the right things Doing things right 
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Systems Thinking 
 

In addition to critical, creative, strategic, and tactical thinking, systems thinking is also 

useful for problem solving and decision making.  

 

Simply put, systems thinking is all about understanding the interconnections within your 

work, your team, and your organization. It involves recognizing that many smaller 

elements make up the “whole,” (which has a unifying purpose or function) and when 

something happens in one area, it has the potential to impact a number of different areas 

as well.   

 

Your body, for example, is a system with lots of smaller systems within it: the 

cardiovascular system, neurological system, the digestion system, endocrine system, etc. 

These things all work together to create life. If one area isn’t healthy, it can potentially 

impact other areas as well.  

 

Your team is a system operating within a larger system (like a department), which 

operates within a larger system (your organization), which operates within yet a larger 

industrial system, which operates within a bigger economic system, and so on.  

 

The point is: Nothing exists in a vacuum. You can’t solve problems and make decisions 

without considering the complicated web of consequences it could have on other people 

and/or areas of the organization.  
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Additional Skills Required  
 

Communication 
Persuasion, negotiation, verbal and non-verbal, listening, 

diplomacy   

Emotional Intelligence Stress management, empathy, patience 

Research 
Asking questions, exploring connections, data gathering, and 

analysis  

Risk Management Forecasting, evaluation, and mitigation  

Teamwork Collaboration, brainstorming, constructive conflict 
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What is a Problem?  
 

A “problem” has two features: A goal and a barrier. A goal is something you want to 

achieve. A barrier is something that stands in the way.  

 

Often, we don’t truly understand the barriers we are facing; we simply know that we are 

not achieving the goal—and that is what tells us there is a problem.  

 

Problems can range from simple to complex. Unfortunately, problems that are perceived 

as “small” are often ignored, postponed, or not dealt with appropriately. Consequently, 

they grow into “big” problems.  

 
 

A BIG problem is a SMALL problem that was never handled. 
 

 

Understanding Intensity  
 

• NEGATIVE OUTCOME: An unwelcome, destructive circumstance and/or 

consequence.  

 

• OBSTACLE: A blockage or challenge that is slowing down progress or 

preventing achievement of goals. 

 

• RISK: A possible downside which can be mitigated through identification and 

early action.  

 

 

If we can address problems in the “risk” or “obstacle” stage, we can often prevent or 

minimize “negative outcomes.”  
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However, risks and obstacles are often treated with less urgency. It is only when a 

problem results in negative outcomes that it feels urgent. Our goal should be to address 

problems proactively—when they are in the lower stages of intensity and are often easier 

to deal with.  

 

Types of Problems 
 

The barrier that stands between you and your goal can come in many forms. In the 

workplace, there are 4 common types of problems.  

 

STRATEGIC TACTICAL OPERATIONAL PEOPLE 
WHY WHAT HOW WHO 

Mission 

Values 

Vision 

Goals 

Objectives 

Targets 

Process 

Technology 

Procedure 

Substantive and 

Interpersonal 

Conflict 

Ex: The company 

values revenue 

over ethics 

Ex: The goals we 

have set are 

unrealistic 

Ex: The process we 

are using is 

inefficient 

Ex. The team is 

unable to work 

effectively together 

 

Many problems are a blend of more than one type. Sometimes, you may approach a 

problem believing it is one type, only to find (after investigation) it is another.  
 

 

NOTE 

The methodology we are discussing can be applied to ALL types of problems. It is 

worthwhile noting that people problems are particularly nuanced and can be challenging 

to solve strategically due to their emotional nature. You will find some additional 

information on solving people problems in the Appendix of this workbook.  
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The Dangers of Problem Solving  
 

Identifying problems is one way we contribute value to our organizations. However, if all 

you do is identify a problem and offer no solution, you could end up looking like a 

complainer.  

 

You never want to bring a problem to your leaders without also bringing a possible 

solution. Notice that you don’t need THE PERFECT SOLUTION, just a possible option. 

Before you complain that something isn’t working, think it through. Ideally, you want to 

present a few possible solutions and identify the one(s) you recommend. If you simply 

cannot identify any solutions, explain the options you considered and why you don’t 

believe they will work.  

 

Unintended Consequences  

 

Admittedly, problem solving is risky. An incorrect “solution” can create unintended 

consequences. If you don’t really understand the problem, you can create more problems 

and waste a lot of time and resources in the process.  

 

If you’ve ever played with a Rubik’s cube (and you don’t know the “tricks”), you’ve 

probably experienced unintended consequences of problem solving. When you rearrange 

the colored squares to align on one side of the block, you end up with mismatched 

squares on the other. It’s a vicious cycle that you can only resolve by looking at the puzzle 

as a whole.  

 

This is why we must approach problems strategically. The goal is to anticipate unforeseen 

outcomes as much as possible and find solutions that work as expected.  
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Examples of unintended consequences can be found throughout history. In 1918, the 

United States created the 18th amendment known as “prohibition.” The goal was to 

decrease alcohol consumption. When the law passed, there were roughly 800 bars in 

New York City. However, when the law was repealed in 1933, the city had an estimated 

4000 illegal “speakeasies” in operation. Bootlegged alcohol became a massive industry 

of organized crime. The cost of enforcing the laws were astronomical, while at the same 

time, the government was losing billions in tax revenue on liquor.  

 

This solution to the problem of alcohol backfired. Clearly, the root cause of the problem 

was not truly addressed with prohibition. It is, perhaps, no coincidence that Alcoholics 

Anonymous was created in response to this same problem around the same time that 

prohibition was repealed. Today, AA has millions of members globally and is currently the 

largest and oldest support group in the world.  

 

Problems Persist 
 

It is unrealistic to suggest that success in this field of study means you will one day be 

“free” of any/all problems. The goal is not to avoid them, but rather, to deal with them 

quickly and effectively, so the same problems don’t return. New problems will always arise 

though! A problem is not a sign that you (or your organization) are unsuccessful in any 

way; it is merely a fact of life and work that must be managed.  

 
 

“The measure of success is not whether you have a tough problem to deal with, but 

whether it is the same problem you had last year.” 
 

JOHN FOSTER DULLES 
FORMER US SECRETARY OF STATE 
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Barriers to Problem Solving  
 

Many professionals identify problems frequently, but do nothing about them. They cite a 

number of common barriers, many of which are listed below. Review the list and put a 

checkmark or X next to any that are true for you.  

 

 I have too much to do already! Who has time for problem solving? 

 
I don’t know how to effectively solve problems and am afraid of 

suggesting “bad” solutions.  

 I can’t get buy-in from leaders on my solutions so why bother? 

 
I’m afraid of rocking the boat and calling attention to myself or perhaps 

others involved in the problem—so I’d rather just live with it!  

 I’m afraid of overstepping perceived boundaries within my role.  

 

I feel the organizational culture doesn’t support change; people prefer to 

do things the way they’ve always done them (even if it means working 

around problems instead of addressing them!).   

 

Others:  
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The 6-Step Problem Solving Process  
  
This 6-step process was created by Alex Osborn in 1963. He is considered the creator of 

“brainstorming”. He is the founder of the Creative Education Foundation (CEF) and co-

founder of a highly successful New York advertising agency.  

 

Step  

1. Mess Finding Identify the result of the problem 

2. Fact Finding Gather data to determine the underlying problem or “root 
cause”  

3. Problem Finding Define the true problem 

4. Idea Finding Generate possible solutions without preconceived notions 

5. Solution Finding Evaluate options and define the solution (Make a decision) 

6. Acceptance Finding Get agreement from all parties 
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Example 
 

Step Example 

1. Mess Finding 

The supply room is overflowing with stuff! No one can find 

anything they need and we have too much junk that sits there 

and never gets used. Plus, now it’s becoming a hygiene and 

safety issue!   

2. Fact Finding 

• Why do we have so much stuff?  

• What do people really need and how much?  

• What are the options for exchanging or returning unused 

supplies? Or where can we store overflow?   

• Who oversees ordering? How are they determining what 

to order, how much and when?  

• Why have we been doing it this way?  

3. Problem Finding 

We don’t have an established procedure for tracking and 

managing supply inventory. Because of this, too many people 

are ordering supplies and they often duplicate orders 

unintentionally, so we’re wasting money on unnecessary items, 

which are cluttering up the supply room and making it impossible 

to keep clean.  

 
 

“If I had an hour to save the world, I would spend 55 minutes thinking about the problem 

and five minutes thinking about solutions.”  
 

ALBERT EINSTEIN 
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4. Idea Finding 

• Give one person the sole authority for ordering supplies  

• Let each individual order and store their own supplies  

• Create a centralized database for supply ordering so 

everyone knows what others are doing  

• Establish an approval method for all orders  

• Limit the number of approvers  

• Establish a procedure for ordering to avoid duplicates 

5. Solution Finding 

First, we will get the supply closet organized and take inventory 

of current stock (clean the mess). We will then establish a new 

procedure for ordering that involves verifying current stock 

levels first. The authority for ordering will be limited to 5 people 

per department, with one single person responsible for final 

approval on all orders. We will also establish a process for 

tracking supply usage so we can prepare for future needs 

effectively.   

6. Acceptance 

Finding 

Implementing this solution will make the supply room functional, 

clean and safe again. People will be able to quickly find what 

they need when they need it. This solution will also give us more 

transparency and control over how our supply dollars are being 

spent, potentially saving us hundreds of dollars in spending on 

unnecessary inventory each year.   

 
Can you identify any potential unintended consequences from this solution?  
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1.  Mess Finding 
Identify the result of the problem 
 

The “mess” is not the problem; it is a SYMPTOM of the problem. It is the obvious, painful 

thing that has your attention. All too often, we clean the mess (which provides short term 

relief), but we don’t solve the problem, so it either continues or comes back—often even 

more intensely. Solving the mess is, indeed, an important part of the process. But it’s only 

the tip of the iceberg. The mess is NOT the problem.  

 

Mess Indicators  
 

You know you have a mess on your hands when… 

 

• You’re experiencing unnecessary stress and frustration  
 

• An activity is not creating desirable results 
 

• A situation is slowing productivity or reducing quality of output 

 

• You’re engaging in “workarounds”—activities that allow you to sidestep a problem   
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Implementation Exercise: Mess Finding  
 

Your department handles parking passes for employees. Recently, quite a number of 

people are complaining that their reserved spaces are taken when they arrive to work. As 

a result, they end up parking in other people’s spaces. Some people have been unable 

to find parking at all. 

 

What indicators tell you that this is, indeed, a mess?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What messes do you currently see in your own work?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Be careful when identifying messes that you aren’t jumping to solving the problem. 
At this point, you don’t even (really) know what the problem is! 
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2. Fact Finding  
Gather data to determine the underlying problem (or “root cause”) 
 

This is the MOST IMPORTANT part of the process, and the one that is most often 

skipped. When we don’t take the time to do this—and we, instead, jump right into finding 

solutions—we end up solving the mess, rather than the problem.  

 

This is what causes “bad” solutions that either don’t fix the real problem or create new 

problems unintentionally.   

 

Keys to Successful Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 
 

Root Cause Analysis (RCA) is the process of identifying the underlying issues contributing 

to a problem in order to define appropriate solutions.  

 

To do this successfully, you must employ specific information gathering strategies 

(discussed on the following pages).  

 

As you do this, the following tips will support your efforts:  

 

• Involve others: It’s easy to get tunnel vision when working on your own. By 

involving others, you gain valuable perspective. You simply don’t know what you 

don’t know. As you explore the elements of a problem, bring your colleagues into 

the discussion—especially those who are either directly impacted by the problem 

or those who have experience with it firsthand. It is much easier to gain buy-in for 

solutions later on when others have had a voice in the conversation from the 

beginning.   

 



PROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKING LEARNING LAB 

©2022 CCS Ventures, LLC 
Do not copy or publish without express permission from author. 

31 

• Pay attention to interconnections: Remember that everything is part of a larger 

system; nothing happens in a vacuum. A problem in one area is likely impacting 

others as well, just as a solution will likely have consequences that go beyond the 

obvious. Any given problem may have numerous causes that create a tangled 

web. Before you start “fixing” anything, you must have at least a basic  

understanding of how things work together (though you may not ever understand 

all the intricate details). 

 

• Be openminded: Try to remove preconceived notions regarding what is going on. 

The more you think you already know what’s happening, the less likely you are to 

see the reality.   

 

• Be thorough: Once you get a little info, it can be tempting to jump into solving the 

problem. But if you don’t have ALL the information, you may still be addressing the 

wrong things. Don’t get ahead of yourself. Take a methodical and comprehensive 

approach. Don’t start solving the problem yet!!  

 

• Avoid analysis paralysis: Balance thoroughness with efficiency. Gather enough 

data to make an informed decision, but not so much that you muddy the waters. 

There is no perfect formula to determine how much is too much. However, if you 

find your information gathering process feels ever-expanding, endless and 

overwhelming, you’ve likely gone beyond what’s necessary and helpful.    
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Strategies for Information Gathering  
 

There are many ways to approach the Fact Finding stage. Some of the most popular 

methodologies are explained here. You can use any/all of these strategies to explore 

your problem in deeper detail.  

 
1. Ask Questions  
 
Your number one method is to ask probing questions (of yourself and others) to better 

understand the elements of the problem. Do not assume you know anything!  

 

While it’s useful to create a list of questions you want to explore, it’s also helpful to allow 

for spontaneous follow-up questions. Follow your natural train of thought and see what 

comes up. Approach the problem with curiosity.  

 

Remember that you are not interrogating people! You are gathering information. Let your 

body language and tone of voice reflect that. Don’t accuse anyone of anything. Let people 

know your intention is to understand the problem so you can help identify the right 

solutions.   

 
 

“Personal creativity and organizational innovation rely on a willingness to seek out 

information.” 
 

ALISON WOOD BROOKS 
Professor of Business Administration at Harvard Business School 
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The 5W1H Method  
 
This method helps you brainstorm specific questions to ask to learn more about the 

problem.  

 

WHO 
…is involved, is impacted? 

 
Are these the right people? 

Do they have the right skill?  

Do they know what is 
happening?  

WHAT 
…is happening, should be 

happening instead? 

 
What is the impact of this? 

What needs to change?   

WHEN 
…does it happen? 

 
What impact does timing 

have on this?  

What other time factors are at 
play?  

WHERE 
…is it happening? 

 
Is this the best location?  

Is there another option?  
What environmental factors 

are at play?   

WHY 
…is it happening? 

 

What factors are contributing 
to the problem?  

How are those factors 
interconnected? 

 

HOW 
…is it happening? 

 
What are the steps involved?  

Are there other ways of doing 
this?  

 
The 5W1H worksheet is available on the Resource Page for this Learning Lab 

 
The 5 Whys Method (5Y) 
 

This method was created by Sakichi Toyoda, the Japanese inventor and founder of 

Toyota Industries, in the 1930s. It became popular in the 1970s, and Toyota still uses it 

to solve problems today. The method is simple: State the mess as you currently 

understand it and then ask, “Why?” In response to every answer, ask, “Why” again for a 

total of 5 times.  
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The 5Y Worksheet is available on the Resource Page for this Learning Lab 
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2. Explore Possible Causes / Contributing Factors  
 

Another strategy for information gathering is to identify possible causes and/or 

contributing factors using a structured approach. Once you’ve done that, you can then 

test to see which cause or causes are having the greatest impact on your problem. These 

are the things you need to address with your solution.  

 

There are several models to help organize your ideas. The models all provide categories 

for exploration. The goal is to explore the possible causes for your problem in each 

category.  

 

Simply ask yourself: 

How does/do ____________________________ contribute to this problem? 

 
The 5 M’s (used in manufacturing) 

• Manpower / mind power (physical capabilities or intellectual capabilities) 

• Machine (equipment, technology) 

• Material (includes raw material and information) 

• Method (processes and systems) 

• Measurement / medium (inspection, environment) 

 
The 8 M’s includes all of the above AND:  

• Mission / mother nature (purpose, environment) 

• Management / money power (leadership) 

• Maintenance 

 

The 8 P’s (used in product marketing) 

• Product  

• Price 

• Place 
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• Promotion 

• People (personnel) 

• Process 

• Physical evidence (proof) 

• Performance 

 

The 4 or 5 S’s (used in service industries) 

• Surroundings 

• Suppliers 

• Systems 

• Skill 

• Safety (Optional) 

 
 

PRO TIP 
 

When exploring possible causes, you may find it useful to mix and match categories or 

even create your own.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PROBLEM SOLVING & DECISION MAKING LEARNING LAB 

©2022 CCS Ventures, LLC 
Do not copy or publish without express permission from author. 

37 

Fishbone Diagram  
This tool is also referred to as the Ishikawa Diagram because it was created by Kaoru 

Ishikawa. It is a visual brainstorming tool that helps identify potential causes related to a 

problem. The causes are grouped into categories on the main branches off the fishbone.  
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The Fishbone Diagram Worksheet is available on the Resource Page for this Learning Lab 
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Mind Mapping  
 

A mind map is a non-linear, graphical diagram that depicts ideas and interconnections 

between them. It is a highly intuitive way of thinking on paper because it aligns with the 

natural “web” of human thinking. When considering a problem and the facts associated 

with it, a mind map can be a useful tool.  

 

 
 

While you can create mind maps quickly and easily by hand, you can upgrade the look 

and feel of your mind maps with software. This one was made using Lucid Chart, which 

is an online tool that is easy-to-use and affordable. 
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Implementation Exercise: Root Cause Analysis   
 

Pick one (or more) of the following methods to try:   

• 5W1H 

• 5Y 

• Fishbone Diagram  

• Mind Mapping  
 

You can either use a problem of your own or the sample problem described below.  

 

If using your own real-world problem: You may or may not know the “answers” at this 

point. Your job is to simply identify the things you know and brainstorm the things you 

need to investigate deeper later.  

 

If using the sample problem: Read the sample problem below. Then, use your 

imagination! If this were really happening in your workplace, what questions would you 

ask? What possible causes would you want to investigate?  

 

SAMPLE PROBLEM: 

At the end of the month, you put together a report that consolidates information 

from three different departments. To get it done on time, you need the information 

by the 20th of the month. One department is always late in getting it to you which, 

in turn, makes you late in completing your report.  
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3. Problem Finding  
Define the true problem 
 

SCENARIO 1 
The Mess The Problem 

Your department handles parking passes 

for employees. Recently, quite a number 

of people are complaining that their 

reserved spaces are taken when they 

arrive to work. As a result, they end up 

parking in other people’s spaces. Some 

people have been unable to find parking 

at all. 

After conducting some “fact finding,” you 

discover that the building across the 

street is having some work done and their 

parking lot is currently closed. As a result, 

their employees are taking the reserved 

spots of your employees in your lot. 

Construction on the other building will 

probably last another 2 months.  

 
SCENARIO 2 

The Mess The Problem 

At the end of the month, you put together 

a report that consolidates information 

from three different departments. To get it 

done on time, you need the information 

by the 20th of the month. One department 

is always late in getting it to you which, in 

turn, makes you late in completing your 

report.  

After conducting some “fact finding,” you 

discover that the department that is 

always late getting the information to you 

has a reason. The information you need 

only becomes available on the 19th of 

each month—one day before you need it. 

The department only has one person who 

handles this task and she works part 

time. These factors mean she is often 

unable to meet your deadline.  
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Once you fully understand the true problem, you then want to pose a broad question to 

address it. For example:  

 

What needs to change to work more effectively given this set of circumstances? 

 

Keeping it broad ensures you approach the problem with a completely open mind. 

Otherwise, you can confine yourself by being too specific.  

 

For example (for Scenario 1) you don’t want to say, “What can we do to stop the other 

building’s employees from parking in our parking lot?” because that suggests that the 

solution must do this. But there may be other solutions, where their employees AND your 

employees can use your lot.  

 

For Scenario 2, you don’t want to say, “What can we do to meet the 20th of the month 

deadline for the report?” because that suggests that changing the deadline itself can’t be 

part of the solution. Perhaps it can!  

 

You always want to start with the idea that anything is possible.  
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4. Idea Finding  
Generate possible solutions without preconceived notions 
 

This is the fun part of the process! The primary tool here is brainstorming, defined as a 

creative thinking technique designed to generate new ideas by removing inhibitions. This 

can be done on your own or with a group—though it is usually most powerful when 

including others.  

 

Rules for Successful Brainstorming  
 

According to the inventor of brainstorming, the same person who came up with the 6-step 

problem solving methodology you’re learning, the following two rules are the most 

essential for success.  

 

 

Defer judgement. Don’t criticize anything. A brainstorming session is 

not a debate or a discussion regarding the merits of the ideas. It is 

simply an idea generation tool.  

 

Focus on quantity over quality. The more the better! Challenge 

yourself and others to come up with as many ideas as possible within 

a limited amount of time. As Thomas Edison said, “To have a great 

idea, have a lot of them.”  
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Rules for Brainstorming in Groups  
In addition to the tips provided on the previous page, the following rules should be applied 

when brainstorming in groups.  
 

 

Choose a facilitator. This is a structured meeting that has a specific 

purpose. Without a leader, it can get off course quickly.  

 

Choose the right people. Involving too many can cause confusion; 

too few can limit creativity. Choose people who are open-minded, 

willing to speak up, and have an understanding of the situation.  

 

Respect one another. Don’t interrupt or talk over people. Have one 

conversation at a time. Make sure everyone understands and agrees 

to the ground rules. 

 

Stay focused on the topic. Don’t go off on tangents that don’t help 

the primary purpose the session.  

 

Build on the ideas of others. Encourage a “yes, and…” mentality. 

Often, the best solutions mix many different ideas together.  

 

Get everyone involved. If someone hasn’t participated, ask them to. 

Don’t let one person or a sub-set of people dominate the session.  

 

Capture ideas fast and visibly. Don’t slow the group down with 

notetaking, but be sure nothing is lost. Keeping things visible will help 

inspire people to add on to others’ ideas.  
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Brainstorming Variations  
 

While most group brainstorming sessions take the form of a discussion, there are other 

options that can help stimulate a different kind of thinking.  

 

• Anonymous Group Brainstorming  
Participants are asked to write their ideas anonymously on pieces of paper. A facilitator 

then collects the ideas and shares them with the group for continued discussion. This can 

help if people are shy about contributing or if the group is judging ideas too quickly.  

 

• Group Passing Technique  

Each participant writes down one idea, then passes the piece of paper to the next person, 

who adds on to that idea. This continues until everyone gets their original piece of paper 

back.  

 

• Online Brainstorming  

If your group is distributed and/or working asynchronously, use a collaboration tool like 

Slack or Google Docs to allow everyone the opportunity to note their ideas when 

inspiration strikes.  

 

• New Space Brainstorming  
Thinking can be inhibited by the physical space you are in. You may want to consider 

holding brainstorming sessions in a different environment from the one you typically work 

in. This can help participants feel more inspired and creative.   
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Implementation Exercise: Brainstorming Ideas  
If you feel you already understand your TRUE problem and are ready to begin idea 

finding, you can work on your own.  

 

If you would prefer, you can work on one of the sample problems defined on page 41.   

 

The goal for this exercise is to simply brainstorm possible solutions with the intention of 

following the first two rules (listed on page 43).    
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5. Solution Finding  
Evaluate options and define the solution (Make a decision) 
 

This step is where we must switch from creative thinking (used in step 4) to critical 

thinking. Our job now is to evaluate the many options available to us for solving the 

problem and to make a good decision.  

 

Elements of a “Good” Decision 
 

• Yields the desired and expected outcomes  

 

• Is defensible. When someone asks, “Why” you can provide a logical rationale 

 

• Comes from a place of integrity and a desire to create the best possible outcome 

while upholding high ethical standards  

 

• Is made with a holistic understanding of the impact  

 

• Avoids common psychological traps  

 

The strategies discussed here will help you achieve each of these critical elements.  

 
 

The Role of Intuition 
 

Your “gut” may provide important information that your conscious mind has not yet 

picked up on. Do not ignore your intuition; but do not rely solely on it for decision-

making. Instead, view it as a signal that more information is needed. 
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Strategies for Evaluating Options  
 
The 6 Thinking Hats 
 

This methodology was created by Edward de Bono in 1985. It provides a framework to 

organize thinking processes and evaluate potential solutions in a comprehensive way.  

 

The “thinking hat” is a metaphor that describes a certain way of thinking. By mentally 

wearing and switching “hats,” you can look at a problem from a variety of different 

perspectives. You can use this methodology in a group setting or on your own.  

 

In a group, assign each person to “wear” a different hat. Their job is to discuss the options 

on the table from that unique perspective. Alternatively, you can ask the entire group to 

“wear” a specific hat together and discuss an option from that perspective.  

 

On your own, mentally explore each option while “wearing” each of the different hats. The 

6 Thinking Hats Worksheet on the Resource Page will help support your efforts.  

 

White Hat Focus on the facts.   

Yellow Hat Focus on optimism; look for positives.  

Black Hat Focus on risks and difficulties; try to poke holes in ideas.  

Red Hat 
Focus on feelings, hunches and intuition. Express emotions: fears, 

likes, dislikes, loves and hates.  

Green Hat  Focus on creativity; look for the possibilities and alternatives.  
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Blue Hat 

Focus on the process and keep the discussion flowing; manage the 

agenda/timeline for the meeting; determine what kind of thinking is 

needed, when and for how long. (This is more of a facilitator role.)  

 

Example: The 6 Thinking Hats  
 

Your team has struggled to get employees to participate in learning opportunities. As a 

result, you are about to lose your training budget. You are now considering implementing 

a rule that requires all employees acquire a mandatory, documented 10 hours of role-

specific training per quarter. 

 

White Hat Focus on the facts.   

• Training is valuable because it helps 

employees develop new skills and hone 

existing ones.  

• If we don’t use our training budget, we will 
lose it.  

• Training is currently voluntary, and thus, 
many employees do not participate.  

Yellow Hat 
Focus on optimism; 

look for positives.  

• Making training mandatory will ensure all 

employees take advantage of learning 

opportunities.  

• If we use our budget, we will continue to 

receive it.  

• Once employees see the benefit of learning, 

they will be happy to continue.  

Black Hat 
Focus on risks and 

difficulties; try to poke 

holes in ideas.  

• Employees are already busy. Forcing them 

to do training adds unnecessarily to their 

workload.  
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• Employees may view training as a 

punishment (rather than a benefit) if it’s 

mandatory.  

• Employees may not be truly engaged in the 

training if they are only doing it to fulfill a 

requirement.   

• Does any kind of training qualify? If not, who 

determines if a specific training qualifies?  

Red Hat 

Focus on feelings, 

hunches, and 

intuition. Express 

emotions: fears, likes, 

dislikes, loves and 

hates.  

• Adding a “rule” that makes learning 

mandatory feels forceful and heavy handed.  

• No one likes things that are mandatory! 
Making learning mandatory takes the fun out 

of it.  

• What are the consequences if you don’t 
complete the mandatory learning? Could 

this jeopardize someone’s job?  

• This sounds like we’re adding more 

bureaucracy and another thing we have to 

manage.  

Green Hat  

Focus on creativity; 

look for the 

possibilities and 

alternatives.  

• Maybe employees just need to be better 

informed about learning opportunities. 

• Maybe we need to help employees find the 

right learning opportunities that excite them.   

• Maybe instead of making it a “rule,” we can 

just reward those who participate in learning 

instead. 

Blue Hat N/A N/A 
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Implementation Activity: The 6 Thinking Hats Methodology 
 
If using your own problem: Pick a possible solution from your brainstorm list and 

evaluate it using the 6 Thinking Hats methodology.  

 

If using a sample problem: Consider the following scenario, which you saw earlier:  

 

The Mess The Problem 

Your department handles parking passes 

for employees. Recently, quite a number 

of people are complaining that their 

reserved spaces are taken when they 

arrive to work. As a result, they end up 

parking in other people’s spaces. Some 

people have been unable to find parking 

at all. 

After conducting some “fact finding,” you 

discover that the building across the 

street is having some work done and their 

parking lot is currently closed. As a result, 

their employees are taking the reserved 

spots of your employees in your lot. 

Construction on the other building will 

probably last another 2 months.  

 

To address this problem, the company is considering hiring a security guard to watch the 

entrance to the parking garage for the next two months. He or she will make sure that 

only your employees are parking there—not employees from the other building.  

 

Evaluate this option using the 6 Thinking Hats methodology.  

 
Use the 6 Thinking Hats Worksheet on the Resource Page to help organize your thoughts.  
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Decision Matrix  
 

Another way to evaluate your options is to use a Decision Matrix. This will help you 

compare the various elements of different options to one another, allowing for a more 

objective evaluation. This tool is especially useful when you have a clearly defined set of 

criteria that your solution should meet.  

 

In order to create a decision matrix, you must understand the elements you want to 

compare, their individual importance in the overall decision (or “weight”), and your scoring 

methodology.  

 

The examples on the following pages help illustrate this concept.  
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Example 1: Hiring Decision Matrix 
 

 Experience Education Communication Presence Total 
Weight 3 1 3 2  

Candidate 1 4 2 4 3 13 

Candidate 2 2 5 3 3 13 

Candidate 3 5 1 3 4 13 

Weighted Scores 

Candidate 1 12 2 12 6 32 

Candidate 2 5 5 9 6 25 

Candidate 3 15 1 9 8 33 

 

Scoring 

1 Poor 

2 Below Average 

3 Average 

4 Above Average 

5 Excellent 

 

The “weight” indicates how important something is. Because experience is more 

important than education, for example, it has a weight of 3 (as compared to 1). Therefore, 

the numbers in the experience column are multiplied by 3 (while the education column is 

only multiplied by 1) so experience is weighed three times heavier in the overall score.   

 

Even though they all had the same unweighted score, the weighted total shows that 

Candidate 3 is the best choice.  
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Implementation Activity: Software Selection Decision Matrix 

Installation 
Time 

Maintenance 
Cost 

Features Ease of Use Total 

Weight 2 2 3 2 

Vendor 1 4 2 4 3 13 

Vendor 2 2 5 3 3 13 

Vendor 3 5 1 3 4 13 

Weighted Scores

Vendor 1 

Vendor 2 

Vendor 3 

Scoring 

1 Poor 

2 Below Average 

3 Average 

4 Above Average 

5 Excellent 

Complete the weighted scores for each option and identify the winner. 

Note: The answer can be found in the Appendix. 
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Identifying Possible Obstacles  
 

Every potential solution comes with possible obstacles. It is important that you attempt to 

identify these early in the evaluation process. If a solution comes with too many possible 

obstacles, that may be a sign that it is not a good fit. Alternatively, you may be able to 

proactively prevent some obstacles by thinking them through and planning/preparing for 

them should they happen.  

 

4 Ways of Making Decisions  
 

 When to Use It/Not Use It 

Command  
You make the decision with no 

involvement from others 

Use this when you are the clear authority figure 

responsible for the decision; not a good fit when you 

need buy-in from others.  

Consult 
You get input from others but 

make the decision yourself 

Use this when you need to make informed decisions 

and need buy-in from others but can’t delegate the 

responsibility to others or the group.  

Vote  
Options are discussed by the 

group and voted on; majority 
wins 

This is an efficient method but should not be used if 

people in the group won’t support the winning decision. 

Consensus 
The group talks until everyone 

agrees on the decision 

This is the best option when everybody needs to 

support an important decision, but it may take a very 

long time. 
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Common Psychological Traps  
 

The human mind is not infallible. In fact, it can easily fall victim to a number of traps that 

lead to poor decision making. These include: 

 

Trap Example 

Anchoring Bias 
The tendency to over-rely on the first 

information you hear.  

“The first solution sounds like it will work! Why 

bother considering other options?” 

Analysis Paralysis 

The tendency to overthink a decision 

so much that action is never taken. 

“I’ve reviewed so many possible solutions and 

gathered so much information, but I still can’t 

make a final decision.”  

Availability Heuristic 

The tendency to overestimate the 

importance of information that is 

available to you.  

“I saw this work at my previous company so it 

will certainly work here.”  

Bandwagon Effect 

The tendency to adopt the same 

beliefs and ideas as those around 

you.  

“No one on the team thinks this solution will 

work so why consider it?”    

Blindspot Bias 
The tendency to see yourself as less 

biased than others.  

“Don’t listen to Barbara. She can’t see this 

situation clearly.”  
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Clustering Illusion 
The tendency to overestimate the 

importance of small clusters or 

patterns in the data. 

“This has happened two times in a row so it 

must be a persistent problem.”  

Commitment 
The tendency to hold tight to a 

previously held belief, even when 

evidence is pointing in the other 

direction. 

“I already voiced my support for this solution, 

so I don’t see any issues with it.”  

Confirmation Bias 

The tendency to see evidence that 

supports or confirms your existing 

belief.  

 

“I believe this solution is the best, and most of 

the evidence confirms this.”  

Courtesy Bias 

The tendency to give more weight to 

ideas that are viewed as socially 

acceptable to avoid offense or 

controversy. 

“The environmentally friendly solution is 

obviously the right one.”  

Gambler’s Fallacy 
The tendency to believe that future 

probabilities are altered by past 

events when they are unchanged. 

“We ran into this problem three times last 

week; it couldn’t possibly happen again!”  

Ostrich Effect  
The tendency to avoid negative 

information by pretending it doesn’t 

exist.  

“I think the solution is working, no matter what 

the data says.”  
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Reactive Devaluation 
The tendency to devalue an idea 

because it originated from an 

adversary.  

“Teresa’s solution won’t work.”  

Recency Bias 
The tendency to weigh the latest 

information more heavily than older 

data. 

“The most recent report indicates the problem 

isn’t as big as we thought.”   

Stereotyping 

The tendency to expect a group or 

person to have certain qualities 

without real information.  

“Of course Dave doesn’t like the idea! He’s a 

tech guy.”  

Value Attribution 

The tendency to grant the input from a 

person or group with value that is 

greater than the value given to 

objective data.  

“Roger thinks this solution is the best, so it 

must be.”  

 

 

 

 

 

The only way to avoid psychological traps is to be aware of them.  

Evaluate your thinking and specifically look for ways in which you may be falling victim.  
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Implementation Exercise: Identifying Psychological Traps   
 

Maggie is tasked with organizing a staff banquet for the holidays. When she speaks with 

the caterer, the first option is a seafood menu. That’s Maggie’s favorite! She served it at 

a party once and people loved it. She even talks to her best work friend, Sandra, who tells 

her she likes seafood as well. Maggie reserves space at a banquet hall and orders the 

“Under the Sea” menu. Later, her boss mentions that there are several people with dietary 

restrictions so Maggie should order a wide variety of options for the meal. However, by 

that point, Maggie has already created the invitations with an oceanic theme, and she 

figures it’s too late to make changes anyway. She is certain everyone will find something 

they can enjoy.  

 

What psychological traps did Maggie fall victim to?  
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Avoiding Decision Fatigue  
 

Decision fatigue is a term that describes a common and natural phenomenon: The quality 

of our decisions tends to deteriorate over time due to exhaustion. That’s why, when the 

kids ask, “What’s for dinner?” after a long day at work, you may be tempted to say, “Ice 

cream!” At a certain point, you just can’t make smart decisions anymore. You need to rest 

and re-energize before you can think clearly again.  

 

Decision fatigue can make you more prone to falling victim to psychological traps, and 

you can become reckless, making decisions emotionally and impulsively rather than 

giving them the appropriate thought and consideration.  

 

In general, the fewer decisions you have to make in a given period of time, the better the 

quality of your decisions will be. As you make more and more decisions, your brain’s 

resources become depleted, and the quality begins to decline. This is true even if the 

perceived “importance” of the decisions you are making is relatively low. For example, 

deciding what to wear and what to eat for breakfast may seem inconsequential, but they 

still require resources, and these small decisions add up throughout the day.  
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Decision making is like a muscle that grows stronger over time; consequently, decision 

fatigue can improve with repetition. The more you practice making decisions, the less 

draining it becomes. Similarly, when you wear the muscles out, they naturally repair with 

rest.  

 

Therefore, it’s important to be mindful of both the quantity and quality of the decisions 

you’re making. If and when you sense yourself becoming depleted, hold off on making 

important decisions—particularly at the end of the day. Tough decisions should be faced 

early in the day, when your resources are still robust.   

 

One well-known strategy for avoiding decision fatigue has been promoted by many 

successful people including Steve Jobs, former President Barack Obama, and Mark 

Zuckerberg among others. The idea is simple: Reduce the number of small decisions you 

make throughout the day in order to reserve your energy for the more important ones. 

Jobs, Obama, and Zuckerberg all identified clothing and food as two areas where they 

did not focus any decision-making resources. Instead, they simply follow a set routine. 

This is why Jobs wore the same outfit every day.  

 

 
 

This strategy can be applied to many areas of life and work. Where can you proactively 

make decisions for yourself so you don’t have to re-decide every day?  
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How to Recover from a “Bad” Decision 
 

Inevitably, at some point, we all make “bad” decisions. Of course, we can only see this 

with hindsight—after the moment has passed and we are now able to see the 

consequences of our choices. I firmly believe that bad decisions are simply a part of the 

learning process. In most situations, you can recover by simply taking a few thoughtful 

steps in response.   

 

Acknowledge the Mistake  

 

Never try to “hide” a bad decision; confront it quickly. The longer you wait, the greater the 

risk that negative consequences will continue to pile up. Additionally, avoiding 

responsibility can increase the damage to your credibility.  

 

If needed, apologize for your misstep. There’s no need to go overboard but, if your actions 

caused problems for others, it’s appropriate to acknowledge your regret. When done 

correctly, an apology can be a powerful demonstration of strength and character, and it 

can help ease negative emotions of others.  

 

Take Action  

 

One poor decision can create a ripple effect of negative outcomes. While apologizing 

helps relieve the tension, it does little to change the reality you’re now facing. Evaluate 

the situation, determine how you can help repair the damage and take prompt action. 

Show others that you’re willing do the work to clean up after yourself. If you’re unsure 

about what needs to be done, seek guidance from a trusted advisor.   
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Explain Yourself (Without Making Excuses)  
 

No one wants to hear a long-winded excuse for why you made this mistake, but it may be 

necessary to offer a brief explanation of what happened and why. Doing this can help 

demonstrate your thought process and perhaps helps you (and your leaders) determine 

where things went wrong.  

 

Maybe you used poor judgment or rushed into something without really thinking it through. 

Demonstrate that you’re reflecting on what happened, looking closely at your actions and 

taking responsibility. This will give others reassurance that your intentions were good, you 

take the situation seriously and want to learn from it. At the same time, they may also be 

able to offer helpful insight as to what went wrong.  

 

Define What You Learned 

 

The most important part of recovering from a workplace misstep is learning from it. Hidden 

beneath every bad decision is a wealth of wisdom for the future. The number one goal is 

to avoid making the same mistakes over and over again, and the only way to do that is to 

heed the lessons.   

  

Articulate—for yourself and for others—what you learned from the situation and how 

you’ll prevent similar situations in the future. Your superiors will appreciate knowing that 

you’re using this experience as an opportunity to grow, and perhaps your co-workers 

can learn through you as well. The more clearly you can define the lessons, the more 

likely you won’t forget them in the future. 
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Follow Up 
 

Once the dust has settled, follow up to ensure the problems created by your actions have 

been resolved and to reiterate how you’ve implemented the lessons learned. This shows 

your continued willingness to learn from the situation.   

  

At the same time, don’t dwell on it. Give yourself grace and move on.  

 

Developing Confidence & Trust in Yourself  
 

Remember that decision making is an advanced skill that takes time and practice to learn. 

The more you do it, the easier and more comfortable it will become.  

 

It’s always a good idea to learn from those who are more experienced in the workplace. 

Sit with your leader or a trusted mentor and ask to observe their decision-making process. 

This will give you a roadmap for making decisions on your own and will help you develop 

good judgement for the future.  

 

Lastly, remember to slow down and think through your decisions carefully. Impulsive 

decisions often backfire. The only way you can adequately defend your decisions is to go 

through a rational, step-by-step process to reach your conclusion.  
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6. Acceptance Finding  
Get agreement from all parties. 
 

For some problems, you may be able to “accept” a solution on your own, without involving 

anyone else. For example, if you’re looking to address a problem with your own workflow, 

you likely have the authority to make decisions and implement solutions on your own. 

You probably don’t need to convince anyone else to accept it. Of course, you still want to 

approach the problem-solving process strategically. That way, should your solution be 

called into question for some reason in the future, you have a clear rationale for your 

decision.  

 

However, because many problems/solutions have far-reaching implications, you will likely 

need to gain buy in from others at some point in your career. Some solutions cannot be 

implemented without leadership approval. Others may require acceptance from everyone 

involved, which could mean a very large group of people.    

 

In any case, the strategies covered here will help you advocate for your solutions in the 

right way, at the right time and with the right person/people.  
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Building a Business Case  
 

When seeking acceptance for a proposed solution, a Business Case can be a useful tool. 

This is a formal document that provides justification for a proposed undertaking.  

 

In general, a business case cites the following information:  

 

• The problem you wish to solve  

 

• The proposed solution and a brief description of how you got there (What 

alternatives are available and why are you ruling them out? Why is this solution 

deemed the correct one?)  

 

• A recommended course of action (What needs to be done and what do you need 

in terms of funding, support, and resources to make it a reality?) 

 

• The risks if this problem is not addressed now  

 

• The potential value to the organization if your solution is put into place   

 

 

A Sample Business Case is available on the following pages. 

A blank template is available as a downloadable Word document on the Resource Page 

for this Learning Lab. 
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Sample Business Case  
 

Business Case for Developing New Office Supply Database & Ordering 
Procedures 

Chrissy Scivicque, PMP, PCM | February 22, 2022 

 
 

Executive Summary 
This document details concerns regarding office supply management and organization 

and how developing new procedures will help address these issues. 
 

 

PROBLEM STATEMENT  

Our office supply inventory is currently unmanageable. This has been a persistent issue 

for the past two years. After thoroughly investigating the cause of the problem, it is clear 

that our ordering processes are ineffective. Currently, there are more than 25 individuals 

in our location who are authorized to order supplies. Because there is no established 

procedure and no easy way to verify the inventory already on-hand, they are often 

duplicating orders, resulting in a surplus of many items. This is not only a problem for 

storage, but is also financially irresponsible.    

 

SOLUTION  
Analysis of Alternatives  

Several options have been considered, including the following:  

 

• Maintain the status quo and make no changes  

• Limit purchasing authority to one individual  

• Establish a Supply Management committee to oversee all purchasing  

 

These proposals were rejected for the following reasons:  
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• The status quo has led to current problems as defined previously. These are likely to 

continue and worsen if not addressed.  

• Limiting purchase authority to one individual poses a risk for the organization. If that 

one individual is not available, critical purchases may be delayed.  

• Establishing a Supply Management committee to oversee all purchasing puts an 
undue burden on a small group of people. The organization values decentralized 

authority and self-management. Allowing individuals throughout the enterprise to 

continue ordering supports these values.   

 

Proposed Solution  

Our recommended solution is to utilize a shared and protected MS Excel spreadsheet to 

act as a centralized database for supply management. Additionally, we suggest a new 

mandatory procedure for all purchasers, which involves verifying current supply levels of 

an item before purchasing it. This would:  

 

• Allow purchasers throughout the organization to continue making purchases on 

behalf of their teams  

 

• Ensure that purchases are not duplicated  

 

• Allow us to track supply usage and make smarter buying decisions in the future  

 

APPROACH  
To implement this solution, we recommend the following:  

 

1. Establish a project team of purchasers and Excel experts to:  

a. Define database needs  

b. Build the Excel workbook  

c. Add protections to maintain the integrity of the workbook  
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d. Enter all current inventory in the new database  

e. Organize the supply storage area and clearly label all items 

f. Develop step-by-step procedural documentation for all purchasers  

g. Provide training on new procedure for all purchasers  

 

2. The following support is needed from leadership:  

a. Time for the project team to deliver the work defined above 

b. Help communicating and enforcing new procedures  

 

We expect to complete this project within 3 to 6 months of start.*  

 

RISK ASSESSMENT 

The proposed solution has minimal risk. The worst-case scenario is that we will invest 

time into developing the database and procedures, only to have purchasers not use them 

consistently. This could lead to a bigger mess, with inaccurate inventory levels appearing 

in the database. This can be prevented with strong communication, training and 

managerial enforcement.  

 

If we don’t implement a solution for this problem, the risk is that we will continue to lose 

money on unnecessary supply purchases. We will also continue to waste time and energy 

trying to organize the supply room when there is too much being stored in there.   

 

VALUE ANALYSIS  

Implementing the proposed solution has the potential to positively impact the entire 

organization in the following ways:  

 

• Supply purchasing will remain distributed throughout the organization, giving all 

teams direct access to the supplies they need.  
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• The database will provide full transparency of what supplies are currently on hand, 

ensuring we are using what we have first, before purchasing.  

 

• The new procedures will prevent duplicate purchases and help us make smarter 

buying decisions.  

 

• The database will provide a record of supply purchasing and usage, helping us to 

monitor our spend and make better predictions for future needs. 

 

*Note: Estimates of time and cost are usually very approximate at this stage. They are 

refined once a solution is approved and a project is formally launched. The purpose of 

the business case is not to lay out an entire plan for making this thing happen. Rather, 

it’s to inspire decision-makers to approve the dedication of time and resources to pursue 

the project in a deeper way. Budgets, timelines, constraints and other expectations are 

all be defined and formally agreed upon in the initiation phase of project management.    
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Gaining Leadership Support   
 
Now that you’ve identified your solution and created your Business Case, it’s time to get 

leadership on board. We’ve probably all experienced times when we had THE PERFECT 

SOLUTION for a problem, but no one listened. Why does this happen? Often, it’s because 

we present our solution in the wrong way, at the wrong time, or to the wrong person.  

 

Identify the appropriate leader(s)  
 

Sometimes, you’ll want to take your solution directly to the decision maker(s). At other 

times, it is more prudent to identify someone in leadership who can advocate on your 

behalf with other leaders. This person may be called an Executive Sponsor, meaning that 

they are an active participant and supporter of the proposed solution. That person can 

then help sell your idea to his or her fellow executives/leaders.  

 

Set an appointment for discussion  

 

Important conversations—and particularly those in which you are asking for something— 

should not happen spontaneously; if it’s on the calendar, you minimize the chance of 

distraction and interruption. You want the decision maker to have the time and ability to 

truly listen.  

 
Present your business case  
 

The Business Case document is a great tool for gaining buy-in. It demonstrates your 

commitment to strategically evaluating the problem and your sound reasoning in 

assessing solutions, and it presents your case in clear terms.  
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Make direct requests 
 
When making your proposal, be very clear regarding what you need from this person to 

make this solution a reality. Do you need funding? Resources? Information? Advice? 

Approval? Advocacy? Define it in specific terms so the decision-maker(s) know exactly 

what is being asked of them.  

 
The Art of Persuasion and Negotiation  
 
Think of this as a “sales” conversation. You are pitching an idea to a prospective buyer. 

They need to clearly understand the problem and the solution they are investing in. 

Consider this: You have likely been on the other end of sales conversations in the past. 

As a buyer, what convinces you that a purchase is worthwhile?  

 

Take evidence  

 

Consider taking any kind of documentation that can help bolster your case—research, 

surveys, tracking data, etc. This can be used to help them understand the impact of the 

problem and/or the potential impact of the solution.  

 

Prepare for compromise  
 
You may discover that your original solution needs to be cut back a bit to gain acceptance. 

Consider in advance what kinds of concessions you can offer to make the proposal easier 

to say “yes” to and/or more appealing.  
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Speak their language  
 
Remember that leaders think in terms of investments and returns: What is this going to 

cost and what do we expect to get in return? Make sure you are clearly articulating the 

positive return on investment this proposal offers.   

 
Prepare for objections  
 
What are the objections you are likely to hear and how can you overcome them? Think 

this through ahead of time. Perhaps work with a trusted mentor to get an outside 

perspective. At the same time, realize that you are unlikely to predict every objection. You 

may need to analyze an objection and return once you’ve had time to think it through. 

When a solution is being proposed, it is often not a one-time conversation. It’s an ongoing 

discussion where more is revealed and understood over time.  

 

Allow time for decision making 

 

Remember that making decisions is tiring. Large-scale, complicated solutions, in 

particular, need to be thoroughly assessed. Your leaders must do their due diligence 

before agreeing to commit organizational resources to anything. You may not be privy to 

all the various factors that impact your leaders’ decisions, so don’t assume they should 

be moving faster than they are*.   

 

*NOTE: See “Understanding Why Leaders Delay Decision Making” in the Appendix of 

this workbook for more details on this topic.  
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Implementing the Solution  
 

Once a solution is accepted, it’s time to get to work implementing! At this point, your focus 

shifts from problem solving to project management. The implementation of your solution 

will almost always involve a project of some sort.  

 
It is beyond the scope of this Learning Lab to explore the intricacies of project 

management. If you’re interested in learning more on this topic, consider joining a future 

Project Management Learning Lab.  

 

Evaluating the Outcome  
 

Once a solution is implemented, it’s always a wise idea to complete a “post-mortem” 

evaluation and measure the success of your solution. Consider the following:  

• Was the proposed solution implemented fully? If not, what happened? 

• Did the solution stick? (Check back in 30, 60, 90 days from now and beyond) 

• Did the solution lead to the expected outcomes? If not, what were the unintended 

outcomes? What can you learn from the situation to prevent unintended outcomes 

later?  

• What quantifiable measurements can you attach to the solution? For example: 

How much time does the solution save? How much money does the solution save? 

How much does the solution improve quality of service? 

 
 

Take Note! 
 

Keep a log of problems you have helped solve in the workplace and the measurable 

results you’ve achieved. This is a compelling way to demonstrate your value to the 

organization in a performance review or other important career conversation. 
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Appendix 
The following additional materials are provided to enhance your learning experience 
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Solving People Problems  
 

Though the examples in this course are primarily focused on operational problems, the 

6-step problem solving process can also be used for handling problems with people. The 

primary goal remains the same: you must first identify what the real problem is. All too 

often, we focus on the mess—the behavior that has gotten under our skin, the words that 

caused offense, etc. The mess is usually tied to emotion—frustration, anger, hurt, etc.  

 

But, as you’ve learned, the real problem lies beneath that. It’s all about getting to the root 

cause of the issue and addressing that. So, we have to set aside the emotion and focus 

on the facts.  

 

While there may be a variety of causes for your people problems, they generally all fall 

into one of two categories:  

 

TYPE DEFINITION EXAMPLE 

Substantive 

Problems based on a specific 

situation related to performance 

or work being done.  

John and Julie disagree on the 

correct strategy for the spring 

marketing campaign.  

Interpersonal 

Problems based on personality 

and compatibility between 

individuals  

John feels that Julie is 

condescending and bossy, so 

he requests to be removed from 

her project team.  

 

*Note that interpersonal conflict can still have an impact on performance and work being 

done, even though it’s caused by compatibility issues rather than work issues.   
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Identifying whether your problems are substantive or interpersonal will help guide your 

process moving forward. 

 

Solving people problems often requires a good deal of self-reflection. Sometimes, when 

you have a personality clash with someone, the “solution” is to simply avoid the person 

as best you can or accept their quirks and try to let things go. You can’t “change” them; 

you can only change your response to them. But it’s still worthwhile brainstorming your 

options and evaluating them strategically.  

 

Sometimes, as you explore the root cause of a problem, you may realize it has nothing 

to do with the other person. You may find that you struggle with them because you are 

fearful or jealous or stressed, and you’re wrongly attributing the mess to the person when, 

in reality, it has little to do with them. Sometimes, you may discover the “solution” involves 

changing your mindset and your own behavior towards the other person.  

 

When problems are substantive in nature, they are more straight-forward to solve. 

Following the 6-step process, involve the other person in gathering facts to better 

understand the problem that needs to be solved. Generate ideas together and find a 

solution collaboratively. Acceptance involves gaining commitment from both parties 

regarding what behavioral changes will take place. Though often, the best solution is to 

simply “agree to disagree,” and move on.  

 

Once a solution has been implemented, evaluate the outcome by assessing whether or 

not the relationship has improved. Are you collaborating more effectively? Are you no 

longer wasting time and attention on interpersonal conflict? Remember that it is not 

necessary to be friends with everyone in the workplace; but you do need to maintain 

productive and professional relationships.   

 

People problems can be just as detrimental as any other kind of problem, so always 

approach them strategically with a solution-focused attitude.  
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Implementation Activity: Software Selection Decision Matrix (Answer Key) 
 

 
Installation 

Time 
Maintenance 

Cost 
Features Ease of Use Total 

Weight 2 2 3 2  

Vendor 1 4 2 4 3 13 

Vendor 2 2 5 3 3 13 

Vendor 3 5 1 3 4 13 

Weighted Scores 

Vendor 1 8 4 12 6 30 

Vendor 2 4 10 9 6 29 

Vendor 3 10 2 9 8 29 

 

Scoring 

1 Poor 

2 Below Average 

3 Average 

4 Above Average 

5 Excellent 

 

In this case, the vendors all had the same unweighted totals, but the weighted scores 

show that Vendor 1 is the best choice.  
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Understanding Why Leaders Delay Decision Making  
 

A common problem I hear in the workplace sounds like this:  

 

“There are some decisions that only my leader(s) can make. However, they are often slow 

to make them and sometimes, they don’t make a decision at all…even when I persistently 

remind them. This has a negative impact on my ability to do my job.” 

 

If this sounds familiar, rest assured you are not alone. You are also not helpless in this 

situation. Here are some things to keep in mind and strategies to consider.  

 

1. Decision Fatigue is Real  

 

Decision fatigue can happen for both you and your leaders. You have to be patient and 

allow people to make decisions when they are in the right headspace. If someone is 

delaying a decision, there’s a chance that they simply don’t have the capacity to do it 

presently. Generally, approaching someone for a decision earlier in the day (when they 

are rested and clear-headed) can help avoid this issue.  

 

2. You Don’t Know What You Don’t Know  

  

As you’ve already learned, the workplace is full of interconnections. One decision can 

have wide-reaching consequences and impacts. In your position, you may not even 

realize just how much is tied to a specific decision. However, your leader may be 

evaluating the various elements behind the scenes. Any number of things could be 

causing a delay. Regardless of your timeline, there may be other factors that are more 

important.   
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3. Reassess Your Role  
 
It may be worthwhile to verify that this decision is one that must truly be made by the 

leader and no one else. Perhaps it’s possible for you to make the decision. Or another 

team member. Or perhaps this decision is not really necessary. Is it possible that your 

leader’s avoidance is strategic?  

 

If the decision is indeed necessary and the leader is the only one who can make it, are 

you doing everything in your power to make it easier on him or her? For example, perhaps 

you can provide some background research. Maybe you can identify options and highlight 

the one(s) you recommend. Leaders generally respond faster when they are given a 

selection from which to choose, rather than starting with a blank slate.  

 

4. Define the Ripple Effect  

 

Always provide a deadline by which a decision is needed. If it appears the deadline is 

going to be missed (or already has been), clearly articulate the negative impact it will have 

on other people and/or other dependent tasks. Explain in no uncertain terms that your 

hands are tied until the decision is made. If appropriate, ask if there is someone else to 

whom the decision can be delegated.  

 

If this kind of thing is a pattern, it may also be useful to have a broader discussion with 

your leader at a later time when an immediate issue isn’t on the table. Define the problem 

as you see it and the impact it has on your ability to do your job. Ask what you can do to 

help support the leader in making decisions. Again, do your best to offer possible solutions 

in this discussion.   
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5. Take a Stand In-Person 
  
It is much harder to push aside a request when it’s made in person. Don’t simply rely on 

email to remind your leader(s) that a decision needs to be made. Speak up assertively in 

person, multiple times if necessary. Ask what you can do to make sure the decision is 

made by the established deadline.   

 

Finally, remember that there is only so much you can do to influence your leader(s) into 

doing what they need to do. You cannot control another person; you can only control your 

actions. Do everything in your power to help make it happen and do your best to deal with 

the fallout if and when it doesn’t.     
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Recommended Reading  
 

Algorithms to Live By: The Computer Science of Human Decisions by Brian Christian and 

Tom Griffiths  

 

Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High by Patterson, Grenny, 

McMillian, and Switzler 

 

How We Decide by Jonah Lehrer 

 

Sway: The Irresistible Pull of Irrational Behavior by Ori Brafman and Rom Brafman  

 

Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know by Adam Grant  
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About Your Presenter 
 

Chrissy Scivicque is a certified Project 

Management Professional (PMP) and certified 

Professional Career Manager (PCM). She is also 

the founder of EatYourCareer.com, a website 

devoted to “helping you create a nourishing 

professional life.” Through her company (CCS 

Ventures, LLC), Chrissy provides education, 

resources and support to help elevate workplace 

performance and increase career satisfaction.  

 

Chrissy has developed and delivered training for professionals inside some of the world’s 

most recognized companies including Accenture, Capital One, Microsoft, Northrop 

Grumman, W.W. Grainger, TIAA-CREF, Georgia Power, GoDaddy, Turner Broadcasting, 

and more. (References are available upon request.) Working in coordination with 

stakeholders in the organization, Chrissy helps define desired business outcomes and 

creates measurable, positive results with her work.  

 

Chrissy is currently a former career expert for U.S. News & World Report and her work is 

regularly featured on other popular sites including Monster.com and CareerBuilder. She 

has published over 500 articles on career-related topics and is the author of 3 books: The 

Proactive Professional, The Invisibility Cure, and ELEVATE Admins. (All are available on 

Amazon.)  

 

Chrissy lives in Denver, CO and served as the featured career expert on Good Day 

Colorado for 2 years. 
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About Eat Your Career 
 

 

 

 

 

Chrissy believes that work can be an enriching, nourishing life experience. She loves 

helping professionals figure out what that means for them and how to achieve it. 

 

We provide professional development training and resources to help you conquer 

career complacency & find fulfillment at work. 

 
 

SIGN UP FOR OUR FREE MONTHLY WEBINARS 

www.EatYourCareer.com/signup 
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The Career Success Library is a convenient, affordable on-demand learning 
center that gives you an unmatched competitive edge in today’s working world. 

Learn more and sign up here: https://mycareerlibrary.com/ 
 

 

Training Webinars  

Enjoy a new virtual training 

course every month. Plus, 

get on-demand access to the 

complete video archives!  
 

Digital Downloads  

Get step-by-step career 

guidance, support and 

education with interactive 

workbooks, worksheets and 

more.  

 

Q&A Sessions  

Learn strategies to help you 

overcome your most 

challenging workplace  

obstacles.  
 

Certificates of Attendance 

Use your proof of training to 

earn continuing Education 

Units (CEUs) for your 

professional certifications.  

 

Audio Sessions 
Download MP3 audio files of 

past Q&A “Ask the Career 

Coach” Sessions.  

Special Events 
Get exclusive invites to 

members-only training and 

networking events. 

 

Interactive Quizzes  
Gain self-awareness and 

expand your business 

acumen with fun and 

thought-provoking quizzes.  
 

Learning Tracks  
Focus on the right training to 

achieve your goals by 

following our simple 

roadmaps.  

 


	undefined: 
	DIRECTIVE TOTAL: 
	CONCEPTUAL TOTAL: 
	BEHAVIORAL TOTAL: 
	ANALYTICAL TOTAL: 
	Based on the number of checkmarks in each section what is your primary style: 
	What styles do you see in your leaders andor colleagues: 
	Do you find that your style matches well with others on your team or do you need to flex to work well with them: 
	workplace How would you like that role to evolve in the future: 
	2 What stops you from solving problems in the workplace: 
	were the outcomes ie how did you know it was successful: 
	take for the future: 
	decision What did you do to overcome it: 
	was good and what you did to come to that conclusion: 
	Others: 
	Can you identify any potential unintended consequences from this solution: 
	What indicators tell you that this is indeed a mess: 
	What messes do you currently see in your own work: 
	2022 CCS Ventures LLC: 
	Total2: 
	Vendor 2: 
	Vendor 3: 
	2022 CCS Ventures LLC_2: 
	Check Box2: Off
	Check Box3: Off
	Check Box4: Off
	Check Box5: Off
	Check Box6: Off
	Check Box7: Off
	Check Box8: Off
	Check Box9: Off
	Check Box10: Off
	Check Box11: Off
	Check Box12: Off
	Check Box13: Off
	Check Box14: Off
	Check Box15: Off
	Check Box16: Off
	Check Box17: Off
	Check Box18: Off
	Check Box19: Off
	Check Box20: Off
	Check Box21: Off
	Check Box22: Off
	Check Box23: Off
	Check Box24: Off
	Check Box25: Off
	Check Box26: Off
	Check Box27: Off
	Check Box28: Off
	Check Box29: Off
	Check Box30: Off
	Check Box31: Off
	Vendor 1: 
	Text32: 
	Text33: 
	Text34: 
	Text35: 
	Text36: 
	Text37: 
	Text38: 
	Text39: 
	Text40: 
	Text41: 
	Text42: 
	Text43: 


