
C H A P T E R   3
COMPARISON OF  PROBLEM-
SOLVING METHODS

We fail more often because we solve the wrong problem than because we get 
the wrong solution to the right problem.1

Russell Ackoff

INTRODUCTION

When you begin working in a healthcare organization, you may learn that they “prac-
tice Lean,” or they follow principles of “Design Th inking,” or they mention some 
other model of how they approach and solve problems as an organization. Th is chap-
ter describes how the Problem-Solving Method compares to these two methods. 
Regardless of the organizational problem-solving method used in the organization, 
your knowledge of using the Problem-Solving Method as your thought process will 
be complementary to, and not competing with, these other methods. As described in 
this chapter, the two aspects of the Problem-Solving Method that will be most useful 
to you regardless of the problem-solving method used in the organization are how to 
defi ne the problem and engaging with stakeholders.

Th is chapter may be more meaningful to you aft er you have actually practiced 
applying the steps of the Problem-Solving Method. Th us, you may want to skip to 
Parts II, III, and IV of the text, and come back to this chapter aft er you have gained 
more familiarity in using the Problem-Solving Method.

STRENGTHS OF THE PROBLEM-SOLVING METHOD

Th ere are several problem-solving methodologies widely used in healthcare today. 
Examples include Lean, the Institute for Healthcare Improvement approach to Qual-
ity Improvement (IHI-QI), and Design Th inking. In addition, if you conduct a web 
search on the term “problem-solving method” or “problem-solving process,” an end-
less number of results are returned—“seven steps for eff ective problem-solving,” “the 
four basic steps of the problem-solving process,” and any number of steps for prob-
lem-solving. Regardless of the method proposed, all have the following generic steps 
in common: defi ne the problem, study the problem, and act on the problem.

Th e two primary strengths of the Problem-Solving Method presented in this 
text lie in: (a) how to defi ne the problem, and (b) engaging with and considering 
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stakeholders. As discussed in Chapter 1, “Th e Problem Is Not Always What It Seems,” 
organizational problems are rarely unidimensional. Th ey comprise several interrelated 
issues that all need to be resolved to successfully solve the problem. In defi ning the 
problem, you need to identify all of these interrelated issues. Otherwise you risk solving 
the wrong problem.

Th e approach to defi ning the problem in the Problem-Solving Method is elegant 
in its comprehensiveness and simplicity. It does not require extensive training in sta-
tistics or any complicated methodologies. It does take practice and discipline to learn 
so that it becomes the way you automatically think when solving problems. Th e core 
elements of defi ning the problem are:

1. Actively listen to a multitude of stakeholders with an open mind to docu-
ment their view of the situation and review available relevant data. As you 
listen to the stakeholders, you listen for the diffi  culties—the data, facts, and 
opinions that indicate there is a diff erence, or gap, between what the situ-
ation is, and what it ought to be. Do not make any assumptions about root 
causes or alternative solutions in this step. If you are working with a written 
case for a class or a case competition, you identify the diffi  culties by high-
lighting them as you read through the case. Look for the sentences or phrases 
that indicate there is a gap between what is and what ought to be. Be clear 
in sorting out facts from opinions. Opinions need to state whose opinion it 
is to make it a fact and to ensure you collect all opinions. Make a list of the 
diffi  culties.

2. Go through the diffi  culties one by one and group them into buckets based on 
similarity. Although a diffi  culty can be placed in more than one bucket, try 
to keep the buckets of diffi  culties as mutually exclusive from each other as 
possible. Review the diffi  culties in each of the buckets and assign a name to the 
bucket based on the theme of its diffi  culties. Th is is a problem area. You should 
end up with no more than a handful of problem areas.

3. For each problem area, develop the key question that, if answered, would 
eliminate or ameliorate its diffi  culties. Th e question generally begins with “how 
can” or “how should,” and it articulates the goal to be achieved in that problem 
area and the constraints that are preventing that goal from being achieved. 
Th ese questions are called your issue statements.

4. Synthesize the issue statements into an overall problem statement. Th e prob-
lem statement is written in the same question format as the issue statements. It 
contains all of the interrelated aspects of the problem. You now have a problem 
defi nition—your problem statement.

What makes the steps diffi  cult to implement in practice is related primarily to having the 
“never assume” mindset. Th is is what takes discipline and hard work. When faced with 
a problem, we implicitly start making assumptions about the problem, its root causes, 
and its solutions without realizing it. Th is is what is hard to change—the discipline of 
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our thought process to never assume. In his book called Th inking Fast and Slow, Daniel 
Kahneman, the Nobel prize winning economist, describes jumping to solutions while 
making implicit assumptions, and drawing incorrect inferences because of this, as fast 
thinking.2 Th e advantage of fast thinking is it reduces the cognitive load of solving prob-
lems. Th e drawback is that it will lead to solving the wrong problem, resulting in subop-
timal solutions that don’t solve the problem.

Th e “never assume” mindset requires that you stop making assumptions when defi n-
ing the problem. You need to step outside of yourself as if you are an external, unbiased 
consultant viewing the situation in a fair, impartial manner. You set aside your biases and 
your preferences, and you always look in the mirror and ask yourself if you are part of the 
problem. And as you listen and watch for diffi  culties, you sort out facts from opinions. 
Th is deliberate approach is what Kahneman calls slow thinking. It is hard to accomplish 
because it increases the cognitive workload required to solve problems as you explicitly 
engage in information gathering and analysis. But, we posit that by practicing the core 
elements of problem defi nition of the Problem-Solving Method, you learn how to think 
slow and fast simultaneously. Th e “never assume” thought process becomes automatic. 
Like any other skill, it takes practice.

Th e other aspect of this approach to defi ning the problem that takes practice is writing 
the issue statements for the problem areas. Craft ing issue statements is a higher order 
cognitive skill, as it requires synthesis and integration. Writing issue statements requires 
that you review the diffi  culties to discern the key issue in each problem area that needs 
resolution. If that key issue written in the form of a question is answered, then the diffi  -
culties in the problem area would either disappear or be alleviated. Th e set of issue state-
ments defi ne the interrelated components that comprise the problem.

With experience, you will rarely write out the issue statements or the problem state-
ment. But, you will have inculcated in your brain the discipline of framing action-ori-
ented “how can we” questions across the problem areas that invite action and do not have 
solutions embedded in them. When working with a team in an organization to solve a 
problem, the team should work collaboratively to ensure that all come to the same defi -
nition of the problem. Develop the problem areas, and come to an agreement on the key 
issue for each problem area. Th e issue statements can then be synthesized and integrated 
into the overall problem statement.

Th e other key strength of the Problem-Solving Method—engaging stakeholders—
is useful not just for interacting with them to identify the diffi  culties in the situation. 
Th rough doing a thorough stakeholder analysis, you understand the situation from the 
multitude of points of view that exist in the organization. Th is understanding helps you 
develop a strategy for maximizing the probability that your fi nal set of recommendations 
will be accepted and implemented.

In some cases, acceptance of the recommendations requires a formal vote of a deci-
sion-making body in the organization. In other cases, it requires consensus, but not 
a formal vote. Regardless, you need to develop a deliberate strategy for how you will 
get the “deciders” to say yes. But, it’s more than focusing on just the stakeholders who 
are the “deciders.” You need to ensure that any stakeholders who will be aff ected by the 
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recommendations, and any who will be responsible for implementing the recommen-
dations, are also on board. Th us, throughout the entire problem-solving process, you 
need to continuously keep the stakeholders’ views in mind. For some, it means keeping 
them apprised of your work as you conduct your research and develop fi ndings. For 
others, it means thinking through how they might react to your recommendations, 
and working through any opposition that may arise. By the time you are making your 
fi nal presentation of your work and your recommended course of action, there should 
be no surprises. Your audience should not be surprised about what they are hearing 
from you, and you should not be surprised by unanticipated pushback or objections 
from them. Know your stakeholders.

In the remainder of this chapter, we compare and contrast the Problem-Solving 
Method in this fi eld manual to Lean and Design Th inking, two of the most widely used 
methodologies in healthcare organizations.

LEAN

 ■ OVERVIEW OF LEAN

Th e Lean problem-solving methodology grew out of the auto manufacturing manage-
ment philosophies and practices of continuous improvement at Toyota, called the Toy-
ota Production System.3 Th e mindset of Lean is to drive waste out of the organization’s 
processes. It requires: (a) defi ning what is meant by value in a process; (b) engaging in 
value stream mapping of processes to eliminate non-value added steps; (c) striving for 
uniform continuous process fl ow; (d) “pulling” demand through the process; and (e) 
engaging in continuous improvement to develop and sustain incremental improvements 
in the process.4

Th us, Lean is a methodology designed to study processes in a system with a goal of 
incremental improvement to make them better. Lean relies on a variety of tools of quality 
in its repertoire of process improvement; for example, brainstorming, Pareto analysis, 
cause/eff ect diagrams (oft en called fi shbone diagrams), 5 Whys root cause analysis, force 
fi eld analysis, and A3 Problem-Solving Story visualization.5

Figure 3.1 shows the typical components of the A3 Problem-Solving Story visual-
ization used in Lean. Th e A3 has four steps that are in the Plan phase, including: (a) 
documenting the background and context of the problem; (b) describing the current 
situation, in which the problem is stated and the process is mapped; (c) setting goals and 
targets; and (d) engaging in 5 Whys root cause analysis to identify the real problem. An 
additional three steps are in the Do, Check, Act phase, including: (a) identifying possible 
solutions; (b) implementing the actions and assigning accountability for implementa-
tion; and (c) monitoring results.

Th e problem-solving as described by the A3 is focused on processes internal to the 
organization. Th is impacts the structure of the problem statement. In Lean, the prob-
lem statement format is to state a fact that focuses on the symptom of what is wrong in 
the process under study (e.g., the patient is late to appointments). And, although the 
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problem statement should not assign a root cause or blame and should not include a 
solution, it is to be limited to one problem.6

Lean methods require a Lean culture in which staff  learn and internalize three key 
elements of Lean: (a) standard work processes; (b) user-friendly processes; and (c) unob-
structed throughput in the process.7 Staff  engagement in Lean oft en focuses on participa-
tion in Kaizen events. During these events, representative staff  who work in the process 
help describe the current process and design an improved process that eliminates non-
value–added activities.

In summary, Lean is a problem-solving methodology tailored for incremental change 
in processes. Th e value-stream map of the process is used to identify non-value–added 
steps in the process, from the viewpoint of the customer. Th e goal is to have continu-
ous process fl ow or throughput. Staff  involvement occurs in dedicated problem-solving 
events, called Kaizen events, to engage in process mapping and process redesign. Finally, 
it relies on a variety of analytic tools of quality improvement.

 ■ COMPARISON OF LEAN AND THE PROBLEM-SOLVING METHOD

As a problem-solving methodology, Lean shares similar terminology and steps with 
the Problem-Solving Method. Th is is to be expected, as they are both problem-solving 
approaches. But there are diff erences between Lean and the Problem-Solving Method.

First is the purpose of the method. Th e Lean methodology focuses on internal pro-
cesses for incremental improvement. However, there are many problems in organiza-
tions that are not process problems. Th e Problem-Solving Method is a more general 
approach to problem-solving that is agnostic as to problem type. It can be thought of 

FIGURE 3.1 Typical components of a Lean A3 report.
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as a “reasoning processor” for organizational problem-solving. In using the Problem-
Solving Method, an organization may identify a problem area that has a goal of process 
improvement. Th en the Lean methodology would be the appropriate approach to apply 
specifi cally to that problem area as its focus is to streamline organizational processes.

Second, the mindset of Lean focuses on driving waste out of processes. Th us, the 
problem statement is narrowly focused on one problem. Because Lean is focused on 
studying processes for incremental improvement, this requirement for a narrow problem 
defi nition makes sense. Th is means, however, that the problem statement in Lean “makes 
the problem smaller.” Th e problem statement in Lean would be at the level of a diffi  culty 
in the Problem-Solving Method—one of many facts that indicate there is a diff erence 
between what is and what ought to be.

Th is is in contrast to the mindset of the Problem-Solving Method, which is designed to 
encourage you to listen and watch for diffi  culties, both internal and external to the organi-
zation. Internally, there are many types of problems beyond process problems. Externally, 
you need to pay attention to the environment to be able to get in front of or respond to 
changes in your market. Th e Problem-Solving Method’s approach to formulate the prob-
lem statement is to recognize that many organizational problems are interrelated “messes” 
of diffi  culties. Th e challenge in solving messy problems is fi guring out how to chunk the 
mess up into manageable pieces—problem areas—that are as independent of each other 
as possible. Th en, the issue statements identify the key goal-oriented questions that invite 
action, and that need to be answered to solve the problem. Th us, the problem statement in 
the Problem-Solving Method is designed to “make the problem bigger.”

Th e other major diff erence between Lean and the Problem-Solving Method is the role 
of stakeholders in the methodology. In Lean, the customer viewpoint focuses on the value 
stream map of the process. Staff  involvement focuses on mapping and improving processes to 
eliminate non-value–added activity. Th us, stakeholder involvement focuses on value-stream 
mapping of processes, not gaining stakeholder perspectives more broadly defi ned.

Th e Problem-Solving Method, on the other hand, has as a core principle to under-
stand your stakeholders at a much more expansive level than Lean. Th e Defi ne phase 
of the Method requires a stakeholder analysis, the Study phase includes a “hard stop” 
review step to circle back with key stakeholders, and the Act phase requires a communi-
cation strategy that focuses on how to tailor your message to stakeholders to maximize 
the probability of acceptance.

Th ere are many quality tools used in Lean that are clearly relevant in many of the 
Problem-Solving Method’s steps. For example, in the fi rst step of the Study phase, tools 
such as brainstorming, fi shbone diagrams, and 5 Whys root cause analysis can be helpful 
to generate root causes and alternative solutions. Analyzing data using Pareto analysis can 
help identify actual root causes when studying the problem. Force fi eld analysis can be used 
to identify the forces pro and con for alternative solutions. And an A3 visualization can 
be used to summarize on one page a project that has been completed using the Problem-
Solving Method. Th us, although the underlying philosophy and principles are diff erent 
between Lean and the Problem-Solving Method, there are many tools of Lean that are 
complementary and useful to use in a number of steps in the Problem-Solving Method.
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In summary, the Problem-Solving Method and Lean are both problem-solving meth-
odologies. And, in fact, many of the steps look similar. However, the purpose and mind-
set of the methods are diff erent. Lean is focused on processes, while the Problem-Solving 
Method is focused on broader organizational and management problems. As a result, the 
problem statement of Lean is narrowly focused on the symptom that indicates there is 
something wrong in the process. Th e problem statement of the Problem-Solving Method 
is the comprehensive set of key issues that must be resolved across the problem areas to 
correct a messy problem. To resolve the organizational problems, engaging stakeholders 
across all phases of the problem-solving process is a core component of the Problem-
Solving Method, while in Lean, their involvement tends to be focused on mapping cur-
rent and improved processes. Both methods are valuable, but their intended use is very 
diff erent.

DESIGN THINKING AND HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN

In contrast to Lean, which focuses on incremental improvements in processes to remove 
non-value–added steps, Design Th inking and Human-Centered Design are methods 
that are well suited for service or product design problems that are very hard to defi ne, 
understand, and/or for which there is not a solution already developed. Design Th inking 
and Human-Centered Design are applicable when transformational change is needed, 
as incremental change has not worked. Th ere are more similarities between the Prob-
lem-Solving Method and Design Th inking and Human-Centered Design compared to 
the  Problem-Solving Method with Lean.

Before comparing and contrasting the Problem-Solving Method to Design methods, 
you can see that, similar to Lean, the Design methods focus on process, service, and 
product design, not broader organizational messy problems. It is interesting to note that 
in 1964, a seminal book on design, called Notes on the Synthesis of Form, was written by 
an architect called Christopher Alexander.8 His book focused on more complex design 
problems, ones that have seemingly insoluble levels of complexity, for example, designing 
a complete environment for a million people. His design process for trying to make the 
design requirements problem tractable is conceptually identical to the Problem-Solving 
Method’s approach of identifying diffi  culties and grouping them into problem areas.

Alexander describes a process in which all design requirements are listed. Th e list is 
too comprehensive to design for each of the requirements individually. Th erefore, the 
next step he describes is to identify the subsets of requirements that positively interact 
with each other and group them. Once all the design requirements are grouped, there 
should be minimal interaction with the design requirements between groups. Th is greatly 
reduces the complexity of the design problem because it enables you to focus on design-
ing for the tightly linked requirements within each group independent of the design 
requirements for the other groups. His approach reduces an intractable messy design 
process into a more conceptually compact, solvable design problem. Th is is exactly the 
rationale and approach used in the Problem-Solving Method for diffi  culties and problem 
area groupings.
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 ■ DESIGN THINKING

Design thinking focuses on approaches for a deep understanding of end-user needs 
when designing services and products. Th ere are a number of processes or models that 
are in use today. One model is the Double Diamond process coined by the British Design 
Council in 2004. Th eir model articulates four phases: Discover, Defi ne, Develop, Deliver.9 
As shown in Figure 3.2, the key principles in their model of Design Th inking are related 
to engaging in cycles of divergent and convergent thinking to understand the desirabil-
ity, viability, and feasibility of solutions that are created to solve a design problem. Each 
diamond represents a divergent-convergent cycle. Th e fi rst cycle focuses on divergent 
thinking when engaging with end users to study the problem, and then converges on 
a problem defi nition and design brief. Th e next wave of divergent thinking focuses on 
iterative development of prototypes to learn which designs fail and which ones work in 
order to drive to a deliverable solution.

As described in Chapter 1, “Th e Problem Is Not Always What It Seems,” the Problem-
Solving Method has this similar double diamond wave of two cycles of divergent and 
convergent thinking. As shown in Figure 3.3, the fi rst wave of divergent-convergent 
thinking focuses on defi ning the problem, while the second wave addresses arriving at 
a set of recommendations aft er studying the problem. Both methods also have as a core 
principle communicating with aff ected parties. In Design Th inking, the focus is on the 
end user who will be using a new product or process. In the Problem-Solving Method, 
the focus is all stakeholders who are touched by the problem in some way.

 ■ HUMAN-CENTERED DESIGN

Human-Centered Design in its modern terminology and thought, was coined by Mike 
Cooley in 1989 in his book Human-Centered Systems.10 Th is approach is aligned with 

FIGURE 3.2 The “Double Diamond” of Design Thinking.
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Design Th inking, although it more specifi cally articulates the steps and tools that are 
helpful to incorporate the user in solving problems and developing new approaches. In 
contrast to Design Th inking, the emphasis is more on the desirability equation in the 
design process. It was initially popular throughout technology and product companies 
to create new products with the “user” or human in mind throughout the entire pro-
cess. In fact, the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), adopted elements 
in some of the standards and recommendations as well as the following defi nition of 
Human-Centered Design:

Human-centred design is an approach to interactive systems development that aims 
to make systems usable and useful by focusing on the users, their needs and require-
ments, and by applying human factors/ergonomics, and usability knowledge and 
techniques. Th is approach enhances eff ectiveness and effi  ciency, improves human 
well-being, user satisfaction, accessibility and sustainability; and counteracts possible 
adverse eff ects of use on human health, safety and performance.11

Th e concept was taken further to products and services by the Founder of IDEO, Stan-
ford Professor David Kelley. Th is organization and the methods and tools created have 
become popular throughout various industries. IDEO now serves as a consultancy fi rm 
and a teacher of the IDEO Design process. Many innovation centers throughout health-
care have deployed the techniques and tools developed by IDEO.12

A key similarity between Human-Centered Design and the Problem-Solving Method 
is the focus on understanding and involving the aff ected stakeholders in defi ning, study-
ing and developing solutions to solve the key issues and problems. Both methods start 
with visiting with the stakeholders to make the problem “bigger” and engaging in diver-
gent thinking to further understand the layers of the problem and identify diffi  culties. 
More information on the Human-Centered Design process as outlined by IDEO and its 
relationship to the Problem-Solving Method is highlighted in the following.

FIGURE 3.3 The “Double Diamond” of the Problem-Solving Method.
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IDEO Design Kit

In 2009, aft er almost a decade of increasing popularity of using Design Th inking and 
Human-Centered Design, IDEO sought to bring the method and tools to a greater 
audience. Th ey created the IDEO Design Kit,13 which is widely used throughout ser-
vice and product design communities and innovation centers. Th e Design Kit describes 
Human-Centered Design in divergent and convergent thinking across three phases of 
Inspiration, Ideation, and Implementation as seen in Figure 3.4. Th e steps conducted in 
these phases are very similar to the Problem-Solving Method’s three phases of Defi ne, 
Study, Act.

Inspiration—Defi ne

Th e inspiration phase in IDEO’s Design Kit provides tools and methods to open up the 
stakeholder to provide information on their current situation. Th e intent is to acquire 
empathy for your customer, to see the world from their perspective, and leave behind 
your own biases. Many design projects purposely stay in this phase for quite some time 
in order to fully ensure they are uncovering articulated and unarticulated needs, or what 
we would call in the Problem-Solving Method, the diffi  culties and possible root causes. 
Th e tools used include observations, interviews, immersion, and illustration to name a 
few. Any problem solver using the Problem-Solving Method, particularly a novice or an 
expert experiencing a very complex problem could benefi t from adopting the tools sug-
gested to better understand stakeholders and the problem.

Ideation—Defi ne  and Study

Once the designer has acquired an empathetic understanding of the problem, they ana-
lyze and synthesize the information into themes. Th is is similar to the process of creat-
ing the stakeholder analysis and problem areas. Additionally, the designer will create 

FIGURE 3.4 IDEO Human-Centered Design compared to the Problem-Solving Method.
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 opportunity statements that oft en begin with “How might we....” Th ese statements, how-
ever, are a bit diff erent than issue statements. Th is is where the design process and the 
Problem-Solving Method start to diff er. Designers will create questions that will drive 
to the creation of a concept and then prototype it to acquire additional empathy and 
understanding of customer needs. In the Problem-Solving Method, the issue statements 
are more open ended, allowing for multiple alternatives to be listed/explored. Th e cri-
teria developed will encompass many factors that will include stakeholder acceptability, 
although they also encompass organizational feasibility and viability alongside stake-
holder acceptance. Th e criteria in the Problem-Solving Method will include more system 
elements such as effi  ciencies, quality outcomes, fi nancial viability, and sustainability, for 
example. At some point in the ideation phase of IDEO, there is a decision to prototype 
one main idea to learn, iterate, and develop a solution. In the Problem-Solving Method, 
you typically are not building a prototype. You are exploring all options through multiple 
angles of research. Th is is not to say that you couldn’t build a prototype to rule in or out 
one alternative, although this would be one factor to consider in deciding which alterna-
tive(s) to select, not the main factor.

Implementation —Act

Once a prototype is designed in the Ideation Phase, the designer and team start the pro-
totype and begin to test for desirability, feasibility, and viability. As this is tested, the team 
may iterate to create a better design. When the signs are there, the team then moves to 
pilot and then scale. Stakeholders are involved in the process and feedback throughout 
the iterations. Th is is similar to the Problem-Solving Method, in that stakeholders should 
be brought along and are providing feedback throughout all of its phases to facilitate 
their understanding of the options and alternatives so they are not surprised at the end.

 ■ COMPLEMENTS, NOT COMPETITORS

Design Th inking, Human-Centered Design and the Problem-Solving Method have a 
great deal in common. Th ey all require waves of divergent and convergent thinking, and 
they all require active stakeholder involvement, with empathy and listening a core part 
of learning from them to inform what the problem is and what the stakeholders need for 
its resolution. In addition, Human-Centered Design, particularly the IDEO Design Kit, 
provides those using the Problem-Solving Method with tools to dive deep into stake-
holder needs when defi ning the problem, testing alternatives, and presenting recom-
mendations for acceptance. In the fi nal analysis, these two problem-solving frameworks 
are not separate or in competition with each other. Each has its role depending on the 
problem focus, and the Problem-Solving Method can tap into tools and elements from 
Design Th inking and Human-Centered Design to better engage with stakeholders.

COMPARISON SUMMARY

Table 3.1 provides a comparison of the three problem-solving methodologies.
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Of the three methods, the Problem-Solving Method has the broadest focus, as it is 
designed to identify and solve organizational level problems with many interrelated prob-
lem areas. Th is is in contrast to Lean and Design Th inking, which are focused on more 
specifi c targets, namely incremental process improvement (Lean) or innovative pro-
cesses, products, or services design (Design Th inking). When using the Problem-Solving 
Method, there will be times when a problem area will require process improvement or 
broader process, product, or service innovation. In these situations, it is clearly useful to 
apply the specifi c methods and tools of Lean or Design Th inking to those problem areas.

Of the three methods, the Problem-Solving Method and Design Th inking have the 
most comprehensive approaches for engaging stakeholders in the process. In addition, 
the tools used in Design Th inking that engage stakeholders in problem defi nition can be 
useful for use in the problem-defi nition phase of the Problem-Solving Method.

Turning to problem defi nition, the goal of the Problem-Solving Method is to cap-
ture all aspects of the problem through identifying diffi  culties and grouping them into 
problem areas, followed by writing issue statements and the problem statement. Lean’s 
approach is to narrow in on one problem defi nition of an organizational process, which 
in the Problem-Solving Method would be one diffi  culty of many that may need resolu-
tion. Design Th inking’s goal is to elicit the end-user requirements to identify the design 
challenge.

In problem study, Lean uses many tools of quality, such as fi shbone diagrams and 5 
Whys, that are particularly useful in the Problem-Solving Method when engaging in 
root cause analysis and data analysis. Th us, this is an area in which the Problem-Solving 
Method can draw upon Lean tools. Finally in the act phase, the Problem-Solving Method 

TABLE 3.1 Comparison of Problem-Solving Methods

PROBLEM-SOLVING 
METHOD LEAN

DESIGN THINKING/
HUMAN-CENTERED 

DESIGN

Problem 
Focus

“Messy”organizational 
problem

Incremental process 
improvements

Innovative service, product, or 
process design

Stakeholder 
Involvement

Extensive throughout 
the process

Focus on customer pro-
cess requirements and 
staff Kaisen events

Extensive throughout the pro-
cess, focused on the end-user

Defi ne the 
Problem

Diffi culties and problem 
areas; issue statements 
and problem statement

Focus on one “prob-
lem,” equivalent to the 
defi nition of a diffi culty

Elicit customer requirements 
from end users, with many useful 
tools, design brief

Study the 
Problem

Generalized method 
that benefi ts from spe-
cifi c tools depending on 
the problem area

Tools of quality, with 
many useful analytic 
methods for root cause 
analysis and problem 
study

Multiple iterations of prototype 
solutions in collaboration with 
stakeholders

Act on the 
Problem

Develop set of integrat-
ed recommendations 
across all problem areas

Implement process im-
provements that reduce 
non-value–added steps

Hone in on and iterate prototype 
to determine plan to implement 
to scale 
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requires an integrated set of recommendations across all the areas that solve the problem 
as defi ned. Lean results in process improvements that reduce non-value–added steps, 
and Design Th inking ends with an innovative product, process, or service that can be 
brought to scale.

Of the three methods, the Problem-Solving Method is agnostic as to the type of prob-
lem being faced, and can be thought of as a “logic processor” to apply in any situation 
when engaging in organizational problem-solving. As it is applied, there are tools from 
the other two methods that will be useful. And, depending on the problem areas uncov-
ered, there will be situations in which either the entire Lean or Design Th inking approach 
should be used as a tailored approach in those problem areas, because the identifi ed issue 
involves either incremental process improvement (Lean) or fundamental process, ser-
vice, or product redesign (Design Th inking).

In summary, all of the problem-solving methods highlighted in this chapter are use-
ful. You should get to know all of them, and gain experience in recognizing what type 
of problem you are facing to pull from the appropriate method or tools to solve the 
problem.
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