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Today’s Leaders Need to be Problem Finders

“A clever person solves a problem. A wise person avoids it.”

Albert Einstein

In the quote above, Einstein is not talk-
ing about shunning problems or running
from them, but cutting them off before their
consequences are felt. I believe the impor-
tant point he makes here is that the wise
are those who can recognize problems as
problems even before their consequences
become apparent.

In my previous issue I talked about the
importance of taking time in leadership
transitions to learn all you can about your
organization and even making the effort to
“unlearn” what you think you know about
it. This helps you to find out what is work-
ing and what is not. As a leader, this process
must not stop once the transition period is
over.

The important thing is never stop ques-
tioning how and why you do what you do.
That’s why I believe that today, true leaders
should strive to be problem finders, rather
than problem solvers.

The reason is simple: solving known
problems takes roll-up-your-sleeves, de-
tailed and focused work, which is some-
thing good leaders should be championing,
encouraging and, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, delegating. Finding problems and
dragging them out into the light, on the oth-
er hand, takes strategic vision and courage,
and that’s exactly what people are looking
for in their leaders.

The Cost of Hidden Problems

When you think of quality and auto-
mobiles, the name “Toyota” is one of those
that come to mind. The company’s name is

synonymous with the term, “quality.” That’s
because throughout Toyota, thousands of
managers and process engineers are con-
stantly working with proven processes and
systems to engineer quality into the front
end instead of having those problems show-
ing up on the roads.

However, after being plagued recently
by eight major recalls in one year, and with
its reputation for quality threatened, Toyota
leadership announced in late August that it
may delay the release of several new 2007
models until quality can once again be as-
sured.

The move could cost the company mil-
lions and open new opportunities for its
competitors. Toyota wasn’t doing anything
different, or was it? How did this happen?

Analysts say Toyota’s very success and
growth had a big part in the problem. People
with critical knowledge were spread more
thinly among the design centers because of
this heightened production, and increased
part-sharing among different models ampli-
fied the magnitude of a single part failure.
Toyota leadership also has been faulted for
inadequately predicting market trends, the
latest example being its decision to produce
a heavier, more powerful, thirstier Tundra
model in record numbers just when sales of
this type of vehicle are plummeting.

At Toyota, leaders were quickly finding
solutions to the problems of growth, such
as increasing part-sharing. It seems nobody
was asking, “What happens if there is a de-
fect in this part and it fails across all of these
models?” If somebody was asking that ques-
tion, it seems nobody was listening.
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Problem Finding vs. Problem
Solving

Problem solving is highly re-
warded and celebrated, and I’m not
arguing that it shouldn’t be. Rec-
ognition often goes to mid-level
managers who do a great job of
reaching budget targets, or to those
who ensure the organization and its
people attain compliance with in-
ternal rules and external regulatory
requirements. So, to be blunt about
it, in many organizations people
are glorified and rewarded as great
leaders for meeting relatively easy
objectives. It is usually others who
aim higher by saying, “we could do
a lot better ” or “we don’t know half
as much as we think we do about
this” who go unrecognized.

Problems that are hidden or
ignored, or those that are festering
and might be months or years away
from being considered problems,
cannot be solved. Unfortunately,
people are generally not rewarded
for recognizing these problems and
bringing them to light. In fact, they
are often seen as “rocking the boat”
or worrying needlessly about some-
thing that isn’t currently affecting
anyone. And the farther down the
chain of command these people
are, the harder it is for them to be
heard. It is a recipe for mediocrity
in an organization.

That’s why you as a leader need
to be a problem finder, and create a
culture in which uncovering poten-
tial problems is valued as much as
solving problems that are known.
Others should be motivated to find
the solutions.

Problem finding from scratch is
not easy, but there are several disci-
plines you can employ to help get
at them. It begins with shaping the
problem by revising a question.

One method used in Six Sigma
Methodology for finding problems
is known as “The Five Whys” or
sometimes “The Five Whys and
One How.” Although the number
of whys is not really important, five
is a good rule. The overall goal is
to keep revising a question to get at
root causes for a problem.

The following are a few steps

in using The Five Whys:

1. Write down the specific
problem to help you formalize
the problem and describe it com-
pletely. It also helps the team fo-
cus on the problem.

2. Ask why the problem hap-
pens and write the answer down
below the problem.

3. If the answer you just provid-
ed doesn’t identify the root cause
of the problem that you wrote
down in step 1, ask why again
and write that answer down.

4. Loop back to step 3 until
the team is in agreement that the
problem’s root cause is identi-
fied. Again, this may take fewer

or more times than five whys.

Here is an example: The prob-
lem is this: You hear that volumes
of walk-ins are increasing in an-
other emergency department in
your system, while at the same time
yours are beginning to fall. The
consequences of this problem could
eventually be financially damaging
for your hospital.

“Walk-ins are increasing in the
other emergency department in our
system, while at the same time ours
are beginning to fall” is a simple
statement of a problem. The goal
is to find its root cause. This begins
with asking the first why.

Why are our volumes of walk-
ins falling while theirs are increas-
ing? One answer: because their pa-
tient satisfaction scores are higher.

Don’t stop there. Ask the sec-
ond why.

Why are their patient satisfac-
tion scores higher? One answer
from their patient surveys and re-
ports in the media is this: because it
takes patients only 20 minutes from
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the time they enter the ED until the
time they are seen by a physician.
In your organization it takes 45
minutes.

That is the root cause of why
your volumes are falling while
theirs are rising, but you still
haven’t gotten to the root of why
there is such a discrepancy, so you
ask another why.

Why does it take 45 minutes in-
stead of 20 minutes in our organiza-
tion from the time a patient comes
to the door until he or she is seen by
a physician? One answer: Because
we don’t have enough physicians
on staff.

But that is the wrong answer
in this case, because the fact is that
the other emergency department
has the same staffing levels, but is
now handling more volume than
yours. Here is where going down
the “how” road might come in:

How do they ensure a physician
sees the patient in half the time? Or
better yet, how can we do it?

At this point you can go back
to the whys again and ask that same
question about the 45 minutes to try
to get closer, or you might move on
to another approach since you are
closer to getting at the root of the
problem, and it is very likely that
there will be more than one root
cause to this problem.

Creative problem-solving ex-
perts Sidney J. Parnes and Alex
F. Osborn developed the Osborn/
Pames Creative Problem Solv-
ing Process, in which a key part is

problem finding. Part of their prob-
lem-finding approach includes data-
finding, in which you ask a series of
questions about the problem.

First, turn your problem into

a positive statement: “Wouldn’t
it be great if we could ensure that
every patient in the ED was seen
by a physician within 20 minutes
of entering?” Then ask a series of
questions about the problem, which
might include:

Why is this important?

Why can’t this be ignored?

What keeps us from getting to

this?

What will we lose if we don’t do

anything?

Where, when and how does this

thing occur?

Who could help with this?

Who stands to gain/lose when

this is solved?

When does this not seem to be a

problem?

What resources do we have?

What information would we like

to have?

What sources of information are

available?

How did this come about?

How does this situation affect us

and the emergency department?

Once you have answered these

questions, you will not have solved
the problem, but you will have ac-
complished much. First, you have
narrowed down the problem, you
have built a great case for the im-
portance to your organization of

solving it, and you have tentatively
identified who can help you and
how they can help you, and you
have made a solid foundation for
buy-in.

Now it’s time for action. You
have identified who the stakehold-
ers are and who can help you with
this problem (rather than who is
“causing it”), so these will be the
people in the room when you an-
nounce: “We have a problem. We
need to get patient time from door
to physician treatment below 20
minutes and this is why it is impor-
tant that we solve it as soon as pos-
sible...”

Again, as | wrote in my previ-
ous articles, you are not coming in
with the answer, because, frankly,
you don’t know what the answer
is, and you don’t want to make the
mistake of jumping to your own
conclusions about how to easily
solve it. As the late newspaperman
and commentator H.L. Mencken
once said, “There is always an easy
solution to every human problem—
neat, plausible and wrong.”

Your job is to find the problem
and define the degree of the oppor-
tunity for everyone in solving it.
From then on, you delegate respon-
sibility for solving it and continu-
ally monitor progress.

Where do you go from there?
That’s simple—you go back to your
strategic responsibility of identify-
ing new opportunities for the or-
ganization, and that means finding
problems.




