   Problem Based Learning Overview

 

Why you should care about solving problems

 

You’ve been solving problems all your life.  So, the good news is that in a recent survey of employers, over 90% rated creative problem solving as an “important” to “very important” skill in the employees they hire and promote.  The challenge, however, is to develop this skill beyond how you solve problems right now.  Those who have the potential to become top managers and leaders know how to “read” the landscape of a situation and pull out the problem that really needs to be solved.  Great leaders don’t just see a problem as a crisis, but as an opportunity to take the organization to a higher level of success.  Creative problem solving uncovers imaginative solutions, not all of which are original.  Chances are someone else has already confronted your problem, or one very like it.  Researching their solutions can help you to come up with one to your problem.  Even when you have your solution, there are risks that can derail it, so you want to plan for that and come up with ways to mitigate the risks.  And the people who get ahead have a reputation for putting their solutions into action by implementing them on-time and on-budget.  Finally, they know how to measure their results and use the data to further improve the organization.

 

Do you know successful leaders in your organization who see opportunities when everyone else just sees crises?  Do you know successful managers who have a reputation for getting the job done?  Did these leaders and managers start their careers with these skills or did the learn them?  Most people can solve problems at some level but could benefit from adding to their knowledge and improving their problem solving skills. In your graduate business program at the University of Phoenix, you will develop your ability to solve the kinds of problems that many organizations face. How do we know these are realistic problems?  We asked leaders of large organizations and used their recommendations in the program you are starting. In addition to solving key problems, you will also plan to implement your solutions.  And you will learn how to present your solutions in a way that will convince decision makers, which includes defending them when others have questions to challenge you.

 

Using Problem Based Learning to develop the problem solving skill:

 

Think for a moment about how you discover problems in your professional life.  A typical day probably includes meetings in which conversations contribute to a situation that you’ve been thinking about.  You get reports which provide evidence that things could be better, particularly if you’re not meeting budget.  Emails bombard you with ideas, questions, comments, opinions, and you have to decide what is factual and relevant.  Colleagues drop in your office with their ideas about an issue.  You might read something in the press or on the internet.  Soon several threads of information start to form a pattern, and you discover you need to do something about it.  Or your supervisor draws your attention to it, and tells you to fix the situation, which might be looking like a crisis.  Does this sound familiar?  Chances are you know something about the situation, but not enough to solve the problem.  How do you add to your knowledge?  And where do you start in the first place?

 

An approach to learning that we are using in your graduate degree at the University of Phoenix, called Problem Based Learning, develops your skills in creatively solving problems while you add to your business knowledge and sort out all the information you receive to figure out what problems are worth solving.  First, you will confront the variety of information on which you will draw in a way that is very much like how you get information at work.  We call these scenarios, and they include the conversations, emails, and so on that we just described.  Second, you will learn a great deal about the subject matter of business and management, but “just in time” for you to solve the problem at hand.  This is designed not only to make you successful in your program, but to show you how to “learn to learn”, so you can add knowledge as you need it in your professional career.  Third, you will use a nine-step problem solving model.  This not only helps you get started by discovering the important issues and opportunities in the scenario, but also how to distill out the right problem to solve and then to craft an imaginative solution that can be implemented.  Over the course of your program there will be a lot of variety in the problems, content, and tools you’ll have to use, but the nine-step process will become a comfortable and reliable framework to develop your solutions.

 

The Nine-Step Model

 

Let’s take an overview of the nine-step problem solving model and why each step will lead you to a solution that will help make you successful in your profession.

 

You begin by reading the information in the scenario and fishing out the key issues and opportunities.  Not all the information you get in the real world is relevant, so you must filter the facts that will help you come up with a problem worth solving.  By considering the opportunities, you start to think like a leader who sees beyond the crisis at hand and seeks to improve the organization for the longer term.  You’ll get a lot of help in this step and all the others by drawing on your required reading since that will add to your knowledge and help you better understand both issues and opportunities.  In this way you are immediately applying the academic concepts to a realistic problem that you are likely to face in your career.

 

You are now ready to identify the problem you feel is worth solving.  As a leader who thinks openly and beyond the short-term, you will state your problem more as an opportunity, one open to a variety of solutions.  Too many times managers think they have the solution at the same time they figure out the problem.  They are missing out on a lot of creative alternatives that just might add more value to their organization.  By the end of your graduate program at the University of Phoenix, you will be able to identify problems worth solving, and to many employers that is half-way to the solution.

 

Leaders think beyond the immediate crisis to envision their organization performing at a higher level.  They are able to state that vision in a way that they can measure, and it is against this vision that they want to consider their possible solutions to solve a problem.  So naturally the next step is to identify the end-state goals that you want your solution to accomplish.  No matter what your position in your organization, you can develop your leadership skills by having end-state goals and treating every problem as an opportunity to move in that direction.

 

Now you’re ready to consider alternative solutions to the problem.  How do you find them?  You want to be a creative problem solver, but you don’t need to reinvent the wheel every time.  Other organizations have solved problems similar to yours, and the University Library contains a wealth of information on them.  You will develop your research skills to discover these alternatives using an approach called benchmarking, which is essentially looking for best practices. And in this step you will have the assistance of members of your learning team.  Creativity thrives in a collaborative environment.  Not only will this help you with solving your problem in your graduate program, but you will now have a skill to help you solve the kinds of problems you face in your career.

 

Now that you have several alternative solutions to your problem, you have to start narrowing the field to find the best one.  You might combine the best elements of a couple of different ones.  You’ll want to evaluate each one against the standards you set up in your end-state goals to see how well they will get you to those higher levels of performance in addition to solving the immediate problem.  From this you will have narrowed your alternatives down to a few which merit further consideration.

 

Have you ever noticed how things seldom turn out as you had envisioned?  Risks surround each of your alternative solutions on your short list.  You will be far more successful in problem solving if you consider and plan for the risks before you select and implement a solution.  Part of this step in the process is to think about how you could reduce the risk and mitigate its impact if it happens.  This will help you to further narrow the list of alternatives.

 

Now it’s time for you to select your solution to the problem.  The risk analysis has helped you, but you’ll also prepare a list of “pros and cons” for each of the finalists.  Not only will this help you make the final selection, but if you are challenged on your choice, you will have already thought out its strengths as well as its weaknesses and will be prepared to defend your solution as the best among the alternatives.

 

Many managers and leaders are admired for their ability to “get the job done”.  You can add to your value by showing that you have thought through how your solution will be implemented, on-time and within budget.  You should think through the steps that need to be taken, when, and by whom, and what you might do when the implementation goes off track.

 

Finally, you’ll want to know after the solution has been implemented how well it met its objectives and the end-state goals.  You’ll develop measurements of performance that will let you know.  Not only will these be a barometer of your success, but they will help you to consider further opportunities in the ever-evolving situation so you can develop a system of continuous improvement.

 

Along the way you will need to be mindful of how managers and leaders create not just solutions, but ethical solutions.  This reflects an organization whose actions align with its values.  Are your solutions consistent with how the organization wants to treat its many stakeholders, from shareholders to employees to customers to suppliers and the communities within which it operates?  What if the needs of these stakeholders are in conflict?  How do you assess the ethics of your solution then?  Ethics is much more than simply operating legally.  It is often choices between several good, and legal, solutions that have very different effects on your stakeholders.

 

What Problem Based Learning will eventually do for you

 

So, what do you come out with when you finish your graduate degree at the University of Phoenix?  You will be able to find the problems worth solving in the vast amount of information you get in your professional life.  And you will have a well-honed process to creatively solve those problems with solutions that you can implement and which enhance the value of your organization.  You will be thinking ethically and making sure you are respectful of the organization’s values as they relate to its stakeholders.  You will have learned to work collaboratively to brainstorm solutions.  While you will acquire a great deal of information about business concepts, you will have seen how they can be applied to identify and solve problems.  Perhaps even more importantly you will have “learned to learn”, so you can continuously add to your knowledge, long after you earn your degree, to solve the many new problems you will face in your career



Problem Based Learning: Step 1- Describing the Situation 

Have you done an internet search using the terms “business issues and opportunities?”  One such search yielded over 100 million returns.  After all, when don’t we go to work and encounter an issue or opportunity relating to the overall health and success of our organization?  No doubt, you are going to notice the same thing when you take an initial look at any of the scenarios you will be working on in your MBA program.  It’s also fair to say that it’s impossible to address all of them.  Where then do you begin to systematically identify these issues and opportunities?

The good news is that issues and opportunities do not exist in a vacuum.  Creating a “lens” can help you to focus on them quickly and efficiently.  In fact, for each scenario, you can craft a lens made up of the concepts you are studying in the course in which the scenario appears.  By working with a narrow group of key concepts, you can cut through a lot of noise and focus on the essentials.  How might you do this?  

Several techniques come to mind.  First, the key concepts you need to work with can be found in the weekly learning objectives listed on the rEsource page for your course.  They are also summarized in the companion Read Me First document for your scenario also found on either Week One or Week Four of your course rEsource page.  Students in MBA/500, 520, and 530 can also identify key course concepts on the Mind Maps which have been provided to you on your course rEsource page in Weeks One and Four.  Lastly, review the key topics detailed in the chapters of your text or article reading assigned for the week.   These too contain a number of key concepts which will focus your efforts. 

It is important to complete this analysis process in a systematic fashion.  Quickly read the scenario to develop a basic understanding of the situation.  Then, create a list of key concepts you will be focusing on in your reading.  Of course, you can add to this list as you complete the reading.    

Begin your reading and summarize the key concepts in the issues and opportunities table as you read about them. As you summarize each of the concepts, ask your self the question:  Is there an issue or opportunity in the scenario from the perspective of this concept? For example if you have read about the concept of effective teams and you look at the scenario ask the question: Are the teams effective? Is there a specific issue of team effectiveness, based on your reading? Do they have a clear purpose?  Is there shared leadership?  Next ask the question: Is there an opportunity based on these concepts. For example is there an opportunity to create a more effective team and in what areas? Based on this analysis record the concept and issues and opportunities in the issues and opportunities tables. 

As you prepare your analysis, it is important to remain focused.  The best way to assure this is to think “organizational performance.”  In every scenario you need to understand the situation in terms of what the organization wants to accomplish from a performance perspective.  In today’s competitive environment effective leaders continually improve the performance of their organization.  As you analyze the scenario, consider how the key concepts influence the performance of the organization.  If you are in a leadership course, make sure that you are addressing leadership concepts found in the text.  If you are in a human capital course, focus on strategic human resource management concepts.  You may want to ask questions such as: how do these concepts create an opportunity to transform the business or organization into a new and more successful one? How do they create an opportunity to increase revenues or profitability?  Do they lend themselves to issues of poor performance or not meeting performance expectations? Record the information from this analysis in the issues and opportunities table.

By now you have probably realized that issues and opportunities are not simple. They involve different stakeholder groups or stakeholders with different values and rights. Values are fundamental beliefs of right and wrong. There are a number of values to consider which are at the heart of an ethical dilemma in the business setting.  These are: trust, caring, accountability, fairness, respect, citizenship, and honesty, among others. 

As you consider the stakeholders in your organization what are the values they hold? Are they all aligned?  No! Stakeholders believe in different values.  They have different rights.  The Unions will focus on employee rights.  Customers may value high quality service and low cost. Employees want a fair wage and to remain employed.  Shareholders want to see increasing profitability. These rights are all reasonable and fair.  Yet at times they can lead to ethical dilemmas:  The Company needs to increase profits demanded by shareholders. And at the same time employees have a right to a quality of life that demands a fair level of compensation. If results are declining, this presents quite a dilemma to the leaders of a business. 

As part of this analysis, identify the key stakeholders in the situation. Define who they are.  Describe their values or what they stand for.  And define their rights. Consider each pair of stakeholders and identify if there is a potential for conflicting values or rights that define a potential ethical dilemma.  Consider this ethical dilemma an issue.  This analysis should also be recorded in the table for ethical dilemmas provided in the paper template.

One example of an ethical dilemma which exists in many scenarios is conflict between the shareholders who value increases in profitability so that the value of their investment or stocks will increase.  They have invested money in the company and have the right to a fair return on their investment.  At the same time, employees value being rewarded.  And they have the right to be fairly compensated for their contributions and performance. In times when a company is under extreme competitive pressure these can become competing rights. It becomes difficult to meet both of these rights, even though both are fair.  This inability to meet a set of fair competing rights creates an ethical dilemma. In each scenario there will generally be only a few ethical dilemmas that can be recorded in the table provided in the paper template.  Ultimately, whatever dilemma you chose, it is important for you to be very careful about labeling people as "ethical" or "unethical" when describing the situations.  It's much more appropriate to talk about the difficult ethical dilemmas that these people face. 

   Problem Based Learning: Step 2-Defining the Problem

 

Have you heard the phrase “simple—but not easy”? It is a great description for this process of defining the problem.  A problem statement should be simple and concise. But coming up with a good problem statement is not easy. You may define the wrong problem. Or you may find yourself doing what many others do: Define the problem statement as a solution. 

Let’s say you are leading a global business unit that needs to significantly improve their results such as revenues and customer satisfaction. And when defining the situation you know there are leaders on your leadership team that are resistant to a number of new changes that came out of the new strategic plan. You might develop the following problem statement: “Turn around the performance of the global organization by replacing the resistant leaders.”  This problem statement is actually a single solution: Replace the resistant leaders.  It is not open to other solutions such as create a vision that aligns the resistant leaders. Or develop a set of rewards that motivates them to support the new vision.  A more effective problem statement would have been: “Turn around the performance of the global organization by effectively implementing the right change management practices“.  This problem statement allows you to consider many possible change solutions.   In this step continue to ask the questions:  Is this the right problem? Is it a problem? Is it phased in the right way? You will need to phrase it in such a way that it is open to many possible solutions.  And you will need to avoid the tendency to phrase it as a solution—which is only human nature. 

There are three simple guidelines or principles which help you to define the right problem the right way. First, write a statement that allows for many possible solutions. Second, make it motivational. Finally, make it clear and simple. 

 

Keep in mind that a good problem statement is a statement of opportunity.  Albert Einstein once said: “In the middle of difficulty, lies opportunity.”  As human beings we have a tendency to first identify problems or challenges. They are more obvious.  Defining problems with a positive perspective is more difficult. You have to change your framework to view problems as opportunities. However, problems often have very narrow solutions and seldom consider the future or create significant value.  By scanning the entire environment and focusing on defining opportunities, rather than just challenges or problems, you expand the number of possibilities. And the likelihood of focusing resources on the right things to add value and move the organization forward also expands. 

 

So, how do you craft a good problem statement? 

Here is one fairly simple and effective approach to crafting a problem statement by using the above principles. Think of the problem statement in terms of three components: the “X component”; the word “by” and the “Y component”. You write the problem statement in this “X by Y” format. 

First, you identify the “X” component by identifying the broadest statement of the opportunity to improve performance or create value that is defined in the scenario. For example: “The organization can become number one in its marketplace…” or “The company will transform itself into a profitable growing publicly-traded organization by …” or “The organization will successfully implement its new strategy to create added value for it customers by ….”.  This “X” part of your problem statement is akin to the vision or intent of the leaders of the organization to create a desired end-state which represents the synthesis of all of the performance improvement and value creation opportunities that define the situation. Why?  Because the role of leaders is to create value for the stakeholders and continually improve the performance of organizations.

 Next, you develop the “Y” part of the statement.   Based upon your list of issues developed using key course concepts, ask yourself what is the most significant hurdle facing the organization in reaching the desired end state?  This hurdle, or “Y” phrase follows the word “by.” It defines the area of focus for finding solutions—without defining any specific solution. For example you might craft the phrase “by creating a culture that enables the new company to be successful” or “by having an effective leadership approach for the future” or “by having a compensation approach that attracts, retains and motivates employees to continually improve their performance and the performance of the organization” or “by improving the effectiveness of the organization’s leadership.”  

When you put these two phrase together your problem statement might read: “The company can become number one in its marketplace by having a compensation approach that  continually improves employee performance and the performance of the organization.“  Or   “The company will transform itself into a profitable, growing, publicly-traded organization by creating a culture that enables the new company to be successful.  Or “The company will transform itself into a profitable growing publicly-traded organization by having an effective leadership approach for the future”. Or  “The company  will significantly improve the competitive position of the organization in its markets by creating a compensation approach that helps to realize the organization’s strategy. Each of these is a simple “X by Y” problem statement.  And is each stated as an opportunity for the future. Each is clear and simple. Each is open to many different solutions. And each can be motivational to those who need to create and implement the solutions. 

Let’s review the guiding principles of writing a good problem statement.

 

The first principle is: Write a statement that allows for many possible solutions to be considered and analyzed.  As you write the problem statement keep in mind it should not define a single solution.  There needs to be a broad range of truly alternative solutions that might solve the problem or realize the opportunity.  When trying to define the problem, many people actually end up defining a solution. Then when they work on identifying possible solutions they end up defining the implementation steps for the solution.  The best way for you to avoid this is to check the statement and ensure from it that you can identify many different—and truly alternative -- solutions. And if, as you assess the solutions, you determine you need to implement all of them, you may actually have created a set of implementation steps because you defined your problem with a solution statement.

 

The second is: Make it motivational.  After all, who wants to become involved in problems?  Opportunities, on the other hand, can motivate both others—and yourself. By phrasing problems as opportunities you will be more effective in engaging others in solving the problem and implementing the solution.  As you define the problem ensure it is motivational to those who will be involved in solving it. Take their perspective. If you make it motivational, it is more likely to engage the minds and hearts of those you need to address it—including yours.

 

The final principle is: Make it clear and simple. You cannot solve that which you do not clearly understand. Write the final version of your problem statement in 25 words or less.  Ensure it is written so everyone can clearly understand what it is.  Just as it is important  to ensure your problem statement is focused on creating value and improving performance, it is also important to provide some scope for considering solutions.  Through defining the scope of the solutions to consider you help to define the nature of the problem—without defining the specific solutions.  In the scenarios the scope of the solutions is defined by the areas of content in your reading. If the course and scenario focuses on transformational leadership the scope of the solution will involve the concepts covered such as culture, leadership style, etc.  It will not be about increasing the number of products or changing the CEO’s mind. 

A key point to leave with you is that in the scenarios throughout the program there is no one single correct problem statement.  Each of you will view the situation from your own framework based on your experiences and understanding of the concepts in the course.  However, there are effective problem  statements. Effective problem statements are those which meet all of the criteria we just discussed. And they clearly demonstrate your understanding of the concepts and models in the required reading.

Problem Based Learning: Step 3 Defining End State Goals

 

 

How will you measure the effectiveness of the possible solutions?

 

In Step 1 you described the primary issues and opportunities. In Step 2 you developed a simple and well-defined problem statement. Now you need some solutions—solutions that solve the problem. If you use the “ready, fire, aim” approach you might define a single solution and implement it. Many leaders use this approach, and it is effective for simple problems without major consequences. But if your goal is to get the optimal performance improvement and value creation for the business and to ensure its—and your—success in the future, you might want to consider another approach. You want to identify a set of alternative solutions and pick out the best one. But how do you measure the effectiveness of the alternative solutions? How will you decide which ones will work the best? You need a set of measures—measures of success. You can use these measures to evaluate the alternative solutions and pick out the best solution or combination of solutions. Once you have defined these measures of success, or end-state goals, you can then develop a set of possible solutions in Step 4.

As a leader, the purpose of having a clearly defined problem or opportunity is to solve the right problem. The purpose of defining end-state goals is to pick the solution that helps the organization not only to solve the problem but to grow to a higher level. You want to be able to create continued improvement in the performance of the organization and create a new future for the organization that ensures its success. If you want to realize this improved future you must be able to describe it. And you have to identify or measure when you have achieved it. One way to describe this desired end state or desired future is to “paint a picture of the organization in the future—one where the problem does not exist, the opportunity has been realized, and the performance has improved.” Once this future has been envisioned, you can develop the end-state goals, which demonstrate that the desired future end state has been realized. These end-state goals measure the realization or attainment of this desired future end state where the problem has been completely solved.

A dual futuristic and analytical mindset is required

When you define the desired end state and its goals, you need to both envision the future like a good leader and define it in a way that can be measured, like a good manager. The desired end state needs a futuristic perspective: You need to clearly paint a picture of what the organization will become if the problem is solved or the opportunity is realized. On the other hand, the end-state goals require an analytical perspective: The end-state goals are the measures with associated metrics and targets that provide the analytical and numerical proof that the problem has been solved. They measure and demonstrate that you solved the problem. You use them to evaluate all of the potential solutions in Step 4.  

 

When developing this desired future end state you describe the organization in futuristic terms, including its improved performance as well as the positive changes that have occurred in the organization. For example, let’s use the problem statement: “The organization will improve its position in its markets by having a compensation approach that attracts, retains, and motivates the talent needed to continuously improve the performance of the organization.” In this new desired future end state you might paint a picture where the organization “has become one of the three market leaders as a result of continually increasing market share and profitability. The compensation plan, which is rated the best in the industry, helps attract and retain the top talent in the industry. Employees view the compensation process as fair and clearly based on the organization’s principle of pay for performance. Employees’ productivity increases each year as a result of their commitment to the organization and its strategy.” Clearly the problem has been solved and performance has improved in this future state.

Having a picture of the desired future—just like having a clear vision for a strategic plan—is not sufficient. You must be able to measure or demonstrate that it has been achieved. These measures of success are called end-state goals. Because the end-state goals are actually measures, they should include metrics and targets. To develop this list of goals or measures of success, dissect the desired end state into sections that can be measured and create the measures. Then develop a measure, metric, and target for each goal. For example, using the desired future end state we just discussed, the statement can be dissected into five components. The organization has become one of the three market leaders as a result of continually increasing market share and profitability. The compensation plan is rated the best in the industry. The compensation approach helps attract and retain the top talent in the industry. The employees view the compensation process as fair. The employees view the compensation process as clearly based on the organization’s principle of pay for performance.  

For each of these desired end state components it is possible to develop an end-state goal that is a measure and includes a metric and target. For example, the desired future end state component “has become one of the three market leaders as a result of continually increasing market share and profitability“ would have the following end-state goal: The organization’s market position (which is the measure), as measured by its placement in external industry market position studies (which is the metric), is at least #3 (which is the target). The desired future end state component “employees view the compensation process as fair” would have the following end-state goal: Fairness of the compensation process (which is the measure) as measured on the annual employee satisfaction survey question on compensation fairness (which is the metric) shows 95% of employees rating it fair or more than fair (which is the target). 

Here is an approach to creating the desired future end state and end-state goals

In this step of problem solving you first paint a futuristic perspective of what the organization has become when the problem is solved. This is the desired future end state. Begin this step by reviewing the problem or opportunity statement and the set of issues and opportunities upon which it was based. Next, put yourself into the future of this organization. Imagine you are a part of it and are walking around in it. You develop the desired future end state by envisioning how it is performing from a business perspective as well as what its looks like internally considering the concepts discussed in the course. 

Ask yourself the following questions about its performance: Is it number one in its industry? What do growth, profitability, and revenues look like? How effective and efficient is it? Using course concepts, describe the components of this future organization that have been improved or implemented. You might have envisioned that the organization has a compensation plan that is rated the best in the industry, that helps attract and retain the top talent in the industry, that employees view as fair and clearly based on the organization’s principle of pay for performance. For each of these futuristic characteristics or conditions you can develop an end state goal with a measure, metric, and target. 

Now, write out the desired future end state as a paragraph with a futuristic tone and tense. Then develop a matching set of end-state goals that demonstrate or measure the attainment of the desired future end state. List, and briefly describe, the end-state goals. Write them to include a measure, a metric, and a target. 

There are two common errors you will want to avoid in this step of the problem-solving process. First, some people do not take the time to envision the desired end state. You cannot measure something you have not defined. Second, some people think the end-state goals are the steps necessary to achieve the end state and not the measures of having achieved the end state. First, take the futuristic perspective to define this desired future end state. Second, take the analytical perspective to develop the end-state goals or measures of success that demonstrate you have reached this desired future end state and solved the problem. You now have the measures of success you can use to evaluate the alternative solutions. 

Next steps

You will define these alternative solutions in the next step in the problem-solving process. And you will then use the end-state goals to evaluate these solutions in the following step.
Problem Based Learning: Step 4 Developing Alternative Solutions

 

Where do you find these alternative solutions?

 

You understand the important issues and opportunities in the situation. You have a clear and simple problem statement. You have a desired future end state and a list of end-state goals that will help you to measure your success in solving the problem. These end-state goals are the measures of success you will use to evaluate the alternative solutions. Now you need some solutions—solutions that have the potential to solve the problem.  

If your goal is to achieve the optimal performance improvement and value creation for the organization and to ensure its—and your—success in the future, you will want to consider identifying alternative solutions. You must identify these alternative solutions and then select the best solution by determining which will best meet the end-state goals, or measures of success. Rather than reinventing the wheel, you can start with solutions that have been successful.

GE’s Beth Comstock has been recognized by Business Week for her exceptional creativity. What’s her secret? She studies best practices at such companies as FedEx and 3M. Successful leaders like Comstock identify solutions based on what has worked for them in the past, but they also look for solutions by benchmarking other leaders and organizations to identify solutions that have worked them. In each course, you will use your required readings and generic benchmarking to identify a range of alternative solutions that might solve your problem. Then you will proceed to assess these alternative solutions against the end-state goals in Step 5 of the problem-solving process. 

Identify and justify the areas that you want to benchmark and research for solutions

It is important that you use your text reading to identify the topics that you want to benchmark and research. Review the concepts you summarized from the required reading when you identified the issues and opportunities that define the situation. You may have identified “creating a new organizational culture” or “developing an effective senior leadership team” or “implementing a creative benefits package” or “team-based pay” as opportunities based on concepts in the required reading. Consider other topics in the reading that you believe might define a possible best practice or process. For example, you might want to benchmark the practices and processes leaders use to lead change.

Once you have this list of topics, use the various databases in the University of Phoenix library to benchmark best practices. Search for these concepts and identify organizations that have applied them. There are many options. As you explore these databases, you may identify some that you prefer. You may like the EBSCOhost database because it is easy to use and has the ability to narrow the search to peer-reviewed articles. Or you may find RDS Business Reference Suite very useful for benchmarking. It is in the library under Specialized Article Databases. RDS is very effective, as it allows you to search by concept, industry, and keyword. As you continue your research, you may want to use specialized journals based on the primary area in which you are looking for solutions. 

 

Now review the articles you have found to identify specific best practices and processes that are reasonable solutions to the problem you have identified. You can combine the information from a number of articles to develop the best solution in a particular area—such as leading change—to solve your problem. You also should review each article to identify potential risks associated with solutions. These may not be identified as risks. The article may define them as challenges, obstacles, or barriers. Finally, review the articles to see if there are specific steps organizations took to implement a best practice or process.

 

Use the required reading to provide evidence to support your solutions

 

As you complete your benchmarking it is important to use information from your required reading to support and justify each solution. You can do this by referencing concepts from the reading and providing the appropriate citation for each concept. Consider the authors experts in their field. As such, you can use their concepts to provide evidence for the solutions you recommend. This is “expert” evidence, as opposed to the evidence from benchmarking which is about “practical solutions that work.” Together, the benchmarking and the reading help you to define a set of alternative solutions supported by expert and practical evidence.

 

All of this information should first be documented in the benchmarking worksheet. Later you will revise it and use it to support the solutions in the Problem Solution Template.

 

Creating a reasonable range of alternatives

 

You want to create a range of solutions to evaluate. Often in business, leaders want to consider the quick-and-dirty as well as the ideal solutions to a problem. There are advantages and disadvantages to both of these approaches. Together they create a reasonable set of solutions. They are a range in that they go from the simple to the complex. They are reasonable in that any of them might solve the problem and meet the goals to some degree.

You can create this reasonable range of alternatives for your use or to provide options to your leadership. You first identify the quick and easy solutions. These are usually the single solutions from your benchmarking and research. They are called your “Tier One” solutions. Next create a few solutions that combine a couple of your benchmarked “Tier One” solutions. These are your “Tier Two” solutions. Finally, create the ideal “Tier Two” solution by combining all the individual solutions which you believe may be needed to totally solve your problem and realize 100% of all of the end-state goals or measures of success. 

For example, suppose that in a scenario there are three Tier One solutions: (1) create an ongoing communication forum with the Union; (2) pace outsourcing at each call center; (3) create a business case for outsourcing. One Tier Two solution that combines the first two Tier One solutions is to involve the Union in the pacing of the outsourcing at the call centers. The ultimate Tier Two solution that integrates all three solutions is to create a business case for outsourcing the call centers that involves the Union in the pacing of the outsourcing.

All five of these solutions make up a reasonable range of solutions. You would identify all of them as alternatives in your paper. Put all of them in the solution analysis table.

Here are some common errors to avoid

There are two common errors you will want to avoid in this step of the problem-solving process. One is to make a statement of the obvious. The other is to identify solutions that are not supported by benchmarking evidence and expert evidence from the required reading. 

The first error occurs when you are tempted to make a statement of the obvious rather than define a specific solution. For example, you might say the solution is to “use effective transformational leadership practices.” This is not a best practice or process. It is a statement of the obvious. To define a solution you need to provide a detailed description of an effective transformational leadership practice or process. Here is one solution: “The CEO and the senior leadership team need to create a vision for the future. Once this vision is crafted, they will each meet with their managers and employees to communicate their vision. Through a dialogue process they will engage each employee in understanding the vision and identifying what is in it for them. As a result of this dialogue, each employee will create a personal vision aligned with the company’s vision.”

The second error occurs when solutions are not clearly supported with the research and benchmarking, as well as based on the concepts in the course. Here are two simple steps to avoid this error. Use the benchmarking to define the best practice or process and provide evidence that it is practical. Then use the required reading to justify the solution based on the expert advice of the authors. 

Next steps

Once the solutions are thoroughly defined and justified, you will summarize them in the “Alternative Solutions and Benchmarking Validation” section of the Problem Solution Template. You are then ready to proceed to the next step of problem solving, which is analyzing the alternative solutions against the desired end-state goals or measures of success.

Problem Based Learning: Step 5 –Analysis of Alternative Solutions

 
By now, you are deep into your problem solving analysis.  In Step 3, you have already developed the measures of success, or end state goals.  In Step 4, you defined a set of alternative solutions through by using a generic benchmarking process.  You most likely have a long list of solutions, and you are coming to the realization that seldom, is there a single best solution.  What do you do now?  One thought is to identify the better solution, one which will not only help you to achieve your problem statement, but also realize your end state goals.

To find the better solution you will need to come up with an analytical approach to assess the alternatives against the goals to determine the degree to which each one will achieve the goals. And, just as important, you will want to provide your critical thinking behind your analysis.  Both of these activities will help you to identify and defend your selection of a solution.

How might you begin to approach such an analysis?

Before you assess the solutions against the goals, you need to create a solutions analysis table.  You can find a sample solution analysis table in the Problem Solution Paper Template. Fill in the end state goals across the top of the table. These goals, or measures of success, will be used to evaluate the alternative solutions. List the Tier One and Tier Two solutions you want to evaluate along the left side of the table. 

Before you begin to evaluate your solutions against your goals, consider this – are all goals created equal?  For some situations, one goal may be more important that another goal or measure of success.   You might want to consider placing a higher weighting on those goals which must be achieved first before the other goals can occur.  For example, if the goals were market expansion and increased profitability, perhaps the latter would not occur if the former does not happen first.  Therefore, a higher weighting needs to be placed on market expansion.  In the analysis table you weight the goals by assigning a percentage to each goal based on its degree of importance. If goal one is twice as important as the other three goals, it would receive a weighting of 40%.  The other three goals each get a weighting of 20%.  Together they add up to 100%. Show the weighting assigned in the analysis table below each goal or measure.

Next, you need to define the scoring system to assess the degree to which the solutions meet each goal.  One approach you can use is to create a numerical scale to score the probability that the solution will achieve the goal.  It might range from of 1 to 7 where 1 means there is no probability that the solution will achieve the goal.  A 3 means that there is a weak probability of achieving the goal.  And a 5 and a 7 mean the solution has a medium probability and a high probability respectively of achieving the goal.  

Once this is done, you can evaluate all the solutions against each of the goals.  Begin this process by evaluating all the solutions against goal one.  Consider the first goal.  Use your scoring system to identify the probability each solution will meet this goal or the degree to which each solution will impact this goal.  Fill in the scores in the first column in table.  And if you have assigned weightings, multiply these weightings against the scores and fill in this weighted score below the initial or un-weighted score. Go through each goal in the table using this same approach to determine the probability the solutions will achieve each goal or the degree to which the solutions will achieve each goal.

Once you create weights for your end state goals, you should consider calculating weighted scores.  To do this, multiply the score you have identified for each cell by the weight of the goal.  This is a good analytic technique to use, as the goals you deem to be most important will have a greater influence on the total score.

 
Take a look at this example.  Notice how the weighted scores are calculated.  If we did not weight the scores, Alternative One would have a higher total (total points 6) compared to Alternative Two (total points 5).  But, when we place more emphasis on the second goal (50% weight), our results are dramatically different meaning that the Second Alternative has the higher score.

 
 
 End State Goals (ESG)-->       ESG One              ESG Two                    ESG/Three           Total 

 

            Weight                                 20%                        50%                            30%

 

 

Alternative One Score                       3                             1                                   2

:

:-->  Weighted Score                  3 x .2 =.6             1 x .5 = 0.5                      2 x.3 = .6              1.7

 

 

Alternative Two Score                       1                             3                                   1

:

:-->   Weighted Score                1 x .2 =.2                 3 x .5 = 1.5                1 x.3 = .3                  2.0

 

 

:

:

and so on 

Although you have determined the degree to which your alternative solutions might achieve the goals—you have not identified any major risks that may prevent them for solving the problem.  As such, at this point you still want to have a few options to consider.  Complete the scoring of the alternative solutions by adding up the scores for each solution.  Then, considering the scores for the solution, select the few you believe have a reasonable chance to achieve most if not all of the goals. This is your narrowed list of solution. It is important to ensure these are specific and actionable solutions.  

When performing this entire analysis, there are two common errors you will want to avoid. One is to not score the alternatives appropriately.  The second is to not explain the reasoning or critical thinking behind the scores assigned in the table.   

 The first error occurs when your assigned weightings do not add up to 100%.  Or you forget to multiply the weighting against the initial score to develop a weighted score.  The second error occurs when the table is completed but the reasoning behind the scoring of the solutions is not explained.  Or the reasoning is weak and in some cases not correct.

Once the solutions are evaluated against the end state goals, you are ready to use the narrowed list of alternatives in the next step in the process. In this next step you will be completing a risk analysis for each of these alternatives. 

Problem Based Learning: Step 6 Risk Assessment and Mitigation

 

Assess the risks to determine how to address them

 

Let’s review where you are so far. You understand the important issues and opportunities in the situation. You have a clear and simple problem statement. You have a desired future end state and list of end-state goals to measure the success of the problem solution. You have identified a set of alternative solutions and have narrowed down the solutions to a few that are most likely to achieve all of the end-state goals—and solve your problem. In this next step in the problem-solving process, you will complete the risk assessment on each of these solutions to identify how to address or mitigate the risks.

In Step 5, you defined the few best solutions that are likely to solve the problem and achieve the goals. But your solutions may have risks that make it unlikely they can be implemented or that they will achieve the goals. In some cases you can identify approaches to overcome or mitigate the risks. In other cases you cannot. In some cases the costs of risk mitigation may render a solution not feasible. Failing to identify risks and how to overcome them can result in a solution not realizing its goals—or being a total failure. 

In this step, you first identify the risks. Then you determine how you can mitigate them. You will use your benchmarking and additional research to complete this step.

Use benchmarking, research and constraints in the situation to identify the risks 

Before you identify the optimal solution, complete a risk analysis on each alternative solution. Let’s think about where to find the risks. Some risks might arise from the situation. For example, if an organization is not performing well, it may not have the cash flow to fund your recommendation. The risk, then, is lack of funding. If a solution is complex, there might be the risk that it does not meet the timeframe set for solving the problem. As such, the risk is that the timeframe for solving the problem may not be met.

 

Some risks might be suggested in the alternative solutions you discovered in your benchmarking. For example, the benchmarking might identify challenges and issues faced when implementing a solution. You can use this information to define the risks for your alternative solutions. You can conduct additional research to identify the generic risks faced in implementing any initiative or project. You can also conduct research to identify barriers and obstacles to implementing your particular solution. For example, you might research the topic of barriers to cultural change or issues faced in leading change.

 

Determine how likely the risks are to happen

 

Next you need to determine how likely each risk is to happen. A risk that is very improbable should get less of your attention than a risk that is likely. You need to figure out how you can assess the likelihood of a risk.

 

You also need to figure out how damaging it would be to your solution if the risk materialized. For example, if the risk is that the cash would not be available to fund the implementation of your solution, then this warrants a lot of attention.

 

Graphically, these two features of risk look like this:

 

	 
	            Risk Likelihood

 

	 

 

Impact on

Solution
	 
	Low
	High

	
	 

Low
	 

1

 
	 

2

	
	 

High
	 

3

 
	 

4


 

You want to spend your time on risks that have a high likelihood of happening and would be very damaging to the implementation of the solution.

 

Identify some reasonable approaches to mitigate the risks

 

Once you’ve identified and analyzed the risks, begin to develop the approaches you might use to overcome or mitigate these risks. You might be able to remove a risk. Or you may only be able to reduce the likelihood it will occur or the impact it will have. From your benchmarking, you may have identified approaches to mitigate the risks. If the benchmarking identified challenges, it may also have identified how they were overcome. These approaches to overcoming the challenges can become part of your mitigation plan. If you did additional research on the risks associated with the type of solutions you selected, you probably identified approaches to mitigate those risks as well. For some risks you may have to develop mitigation approaches based on the particular scenario and situation.  

 

Here are some common errors to avoid

There are two common errors you will want to avoid in this step of the problem-solving process. One is not identifying any risks. The other is not identifying appropriate risk mitigation tactics.

The first error occurs when you assume there are no risks. All solutions have some risks associated with them. To avoid this error, make sure you identify at least two risks for each solution. The second error occurs when the mitigation approach is not appropriate or will not mitigate the risk. To avoid this error, describe the mitigation tactic in some detail. Then explain how and why it will mitigate the risk.  

Next steps

Once you have identified the risks and mitigation tactics associated with each of the narrowed set of solutions, you are ready for the next step in the process. In this step you will select the final solution based on your analysis of solutions in Step 5 and this risk analysis. 

Problem Based Learning: Step 7 Select the Final Solution

 

Select the optimal solution based on the analysis against goals and risk assessment

 

The optimal solution is the one that best meets all of the end-state goals and solves the problem. It is also the one that has no major risks that cannot be overcome with a reasonable and cost-effective set of mitigation tactics. In Step 5 you assessed each of the solutions against the end-state goals and narrowed down the options to a select few that could solve the problem. Then in Step 6 you assessed the risks associated with these solutions and identified how to overcome or mitigate the risks so the solutions could work. Now you combine these two analyses to pick out the optimal solution.

Select the optimal solution based on the analysis of alternative solutions against goals and the risk assessment

To integrate your two analyses from Steps 5 and 6, use the sample table in the Problem Solution Template:

	Alternative
	Pro
	Con

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 


 

Write the narrowed-down list of alternatives in the left-hand column. Then, write the pros and cons of each solution in the columns provided. For each solution summarize the major pros and cons based on the analysis of the solutions against the goals. The pros and cons can be determined by asking the following questions about each alternative:

         How well does the alternative fit with the end-state goals? Which goals will it achieve and to what degree?

         How strong is the benchmarking validation for the alternative? 

         How significant are the risks associated with the alternative? 

         How well can you mitigate those risks? 

         Are there any major constraints associated with the alternative?

Based on this summary of information, select your optimal solution.

Describe the solution in detail based on benchmarking and the required reading

For a solution to get implemented it must be clearly understood. To ensure clear understanding of this optimal solution describe it in sufficient detail that anyone will understand what it entails. Use the benchmarking to describe the practice or process in detail. Next add the details that make it relevant and workable for the problem in the scenario. Finally, add additional detail and justification based on the required reading. Most solutions can be defined in detail in two or three paragraphs or half a page. Without this detail it will be impossible to develop a detailed plan to implement the solution. It will also be difficult to communicate to others as you enlist their support or ask for additional resources to realize it.

Next steps

You now have the optimal solution. Coming up with the solution in many cases is the simpler part. Implementing it in such a way that it solves the problem and achieves the desired goals can be much more challenging. To ensure it gets implemented properly, it is important to develop a detailed implementation plan as well as the measures to track its impact and the success of the plan. In Step 8 you will develop the detailed plan. In Step 9 you will identify the measures to track the success of the solution and the implementation plan

Problem Based Learning: Step 8 Develop the Implementation Plan

 

You need both the optimal solution and a successful implementation plan to solve the problem 

Defining the optimal solution to a problem is important. However, without a successful implementation plan the problem will not be solved and the end-state goals will not be achieved. In this next step in the problem-solving process you will develop an implementation plan to make the solution a reality. As you develop this plan it will be important to consider a number of factors. Take into account key stakeholder needs and roles. Identify the required resources. Establish reasonable timelines. Assign clear accountability for each deliverable. And include the risk mitigation tactics in the plan.

Create a step-by-step action plan considering all the aspects of implementation

Think of the implementation plan as a set of action steps. The first step is the design and development of the optimal solution. The final step is the measurement of the success of the solution. The steps in between will vary based on the nature of the solution. 

Action plans come in many different formats. Table 7 in the Problem Solution Template provides a simple format. First identify the major steps needed to implement the optimal solution. You may have found some implementation steps in your benchmarking, or you may have identified some steps from the required reading. For example, in the area of leading change, the required reading defines the steps in John Kotter’s change leadership model. You may need to do some research to find the implementation steps typical of any project or specific to the type of solution you are implementing. There are standard steps and processes for implementing training, implementing new systems, leading change, developing executives, and so forth. 

It is better to define steps in terms of deliverables rather than activities. An activity would be to design the final solution; a deliverable would be to develop a design document that details the complete solution. An activity would be to come to an agreement on needed resources; a deliverable would be to complete a business case that justifies the resources needed. 

Identify the time by which each action step should be completed. Make sure the timeline is reasonable. Those who are responsible for completing the action steps must be able to commit to the timeline. If they don’t, your solution may not be implemented or may take more time than expected. 

Identify the individual who will be responsible for completing each deliverable. It is often easy to identify who should be responsible; it is seldom easy to get people to take full accountability for deliverables.  

Here are some common errors to avoid

There are two common errors you will want to avoid in this step: not identifying a comprehensive implementation plan and not including risk mitigation tactics.

The first error occurs when you assume the solution can be implemented in a few steps, or when you fail to consider all the stages of implementing an initiative. To avoid this error, you may want to do additional research on implementation approaches to your particular type of solution. For example, you may be implementing training or systems solutions. Standard implementation approaches exist for each of these solutions. They include steps such as designing the solution, developing the solution, reviewing the solution with key stakeholders, piloting the solution, communicating the value of the solution to those impacted by it, and so on.

The second error occurs when risk mitigation tactics are not built into the implementation plan. To avoid this error include each of the mitigation tactics from your risk analysis of the optimal solution in the implementation plan.

Next step

Once the implementation plan is developed some leaders assume it will just happen. This assumption may lead to the solution being forgotten. Or it may lead to the solution not achieving the goals committed. To make sure that the problem is solved and the solution realizes the desired goals, the final measures of success for the solution and the implementation plan are identified in Step 9 of the problem-solving process.

Problem Based Learning: Step 9 –Identify the Measures to Evaluate the Plan and Its Impact

 

Use measures to evaluate the success of the plan and the impact of the solution

 

Successful leaders evaluate their solutions to ensure they meet the committed goals and impact the business. They also evaluate their implementation plans to ensure they were effective. Based on their evaluation, they may need to change their forecast of impact on results upwards or downwards. And they need to improve their effectiveness in solving problems and in implementing solutions for the next time.

Define the evaluation metrics for the solution based on the end-state goals

First, you need to create a set of measures to evaluate the success of your solution. In Step 3, you defined a set of end-state goals to measure the success of the problem solution in realizing the desired future end state. Some of these were business performance goals. Others related to the solution. Now it is time to use these to develop the final set of measures to evaluate the solution. For example, you may have end-state goals related to performance that state, “the organization will become number one in the market,” or “profitability will be increased by 40%.” You also may have had end-state goals that related to the solution, such as “have an effective leadership team in place within 12 months.” Or “95% of the employees strongly support the new vision on the employee satisfaction survey”. Each of these can be used to develop a final evaluation measure for the solution.   

Develop a set of project implementation metrics based on project and initiative implementation best practices

Second, you need to create a set of project implementation measures. These measures should be based on standard project management and implementation best practices. You can find these by doing additional research in these two areas. Some of the standard measures you will find include “the project is on time” and “the project is completed within budget.”

Develop each measure to include a metric and a target

Measures should include a metric and a target for the metric. For example, a measure like “the organization will become number one in the market” should be stated as follows: The organization’s market position (the measure) as measured in external industry market position studies each year (the metric) is #1 within two years (the target). A measure like “employees strongly support the new vision on the employee satisfaction survey” should be stated as follows: Support for the organization’s new vision (the measure) as measured on the annual employee satisfaction survey (the metric) shows 95% of employees stating they strongly or very strongly support it (target).

How do you avoid some of the common errors in this step?

There are two common errors you will want to avoid in this step of the problem-solving process. One is not identifying both sets of measures. There is the set of measures to evaluate the solution and its impact on the business. There is also the set of measures to evaluate the success of the implementation. The second error is not creating all three components—the measure, the metric, and the target for the metric. 

To avoid the first error, create each set of measures separately. First, review the end-state goals. Considering all of the end-state goals, identify the few you believe best demonstrate the success of the solution and its impact on the business. To avoid the second error, create a table for each measure that includes three columns. Use the first column for the measure. Use the second column for the metric that will be tracked. Use the third column for the specific target number for the metric
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