Characterizing your problem

PLAN  Cause Analysis

Overview:

So what are the key causes to your problem?  What’s in the way of achieving your goal?  Sometimes there is a system of causes which must be identified and measure.  This is no time for guesswork.  Team energy spent toward solving and implementing the wrong problem not only wastes time and energy, it affects future change efforts.  Validating the brainstormed causes with staff input and measures are highly recommended.  

TOOL  Ten Ways to Find a Great Cause

It’s hard to fix what you don’t understand!

WARNING:  Don’t jump to the fun of solution-finding without fully understanding the problem.  The first questions you should ask on any project team is “What is the problem” then, “How do you know?”  Without clarity around both of these, precious team energy can be spent on the wrong solution.

Overview:  This tool is probably not what you first think.  A problem fully understood is half solved.  For most are ready to put their shoulder to the wheel, they just don’t know which wheel to push against.  


Goals:   

1. Help a project team characterize a problem by understanding the full array of causes before launching into solutions.  

2. Reduce false starts that were predicated on presumption.

3. Can these tips be applied at a personal level?  Since when are business problems that much different than personal ones?

Participants:  A project team or even trying to sort things out on a personal level.

Procedure:  
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Problem Statement

 

In the diagnosis phase of a problem, follow existing practices of brainstorming potential causes that contribute to the impact of the problem.  

2. Draw a blank fishbone

3. To help identify all the types of causes, you can use the main categories (main bones) of policy, process, patrons (customers), parts/equipment/facilities, people are common types.  Use whatever types that can draw out the possible contributors to the problem

4. The brainstormed ideas are all possible causes, but they are not validated nor prioritized.  If a team is going to expend energy toward a solution, it had better be eliminating/minimizing the cause with the greatest impact.  As the team is deciding where to focus its problem solving energy, apply the ‘Ten Ways to Find a Great Cause’ select/validate the most pertinent.

Ten Ways to Find a Great Cause

1. Find a cause that is significant.  Generally there are many causes to chase down, and we often tackle what is easy.  Ask first if it is significant, then check if it is valid.  If it is not significant, it doesn’t matter if it is valid.

2. Find a cause correlated (strongly related) to the problem.  Best is if it is backed up with data (As cause increases, the problem increases).  If data is an unfeasible validation source, then canvas a critical mass of those associated with the problem and summarize their view.  

3. Find a cause that can be measured.  Paraphrasing Ishakawa, the originator of the fishbone Cause and Effect diagram, ‘Don’t measure what you can, measure what you must!’.  Without a representative baseline measure, the difference it makes will be relegated to a perception.  Without data, the degree of improvement from the solution is a guess.

4. Find the set of causes associated with the problem.  Generally there is a system of causes that contribute to a problem.  Fixing just one will have little affect.  Ask yourself, what are the system of causes that work together making a negative impact?

5. Find a cause you can control; or at least influence.  Focusing on a cause you can’t influence or change is wasting your time.  In fact, it may be an avoidance from tackling something you can really change (and are responsible for).

6. Understand a cause by looking at the cause from many angles.  Come up with 10 things about how that cause contributes to the problem.  Great understanding comes from viewing the problem many ways.

7. Find a cause’s collateral benefit on other areas.  Often the correction of a cause has tracer impact up or downstream from the just the problem area.  This not only strengthens the case for change, it can be credited to your change improvement bragging rights.
8. Find a cause with great perceived potential.  Sometimes, the most important things cannot be measured.  If a solution around a suspected cause can be tested with minimal effort, go for it.  Even if it fails, it was a calculated risk that might reap great rewards.  If you don’t risk, you rust.

9. Find the cause’s common elements.  Discover where it gets its power to create failure by distilling it down to its common elements.  Each element of the cause may require its own targeted solution.  Much of martial arts is studying the opponent.

10. Find the cause’s problem.  It may sound weird, but remember that today’s problems were yesterday’s solutions at some point.  Don’t just assess what’s right about eliminating/minimizing a cause, look at what’s wrong with it.  Usually there negative consequences to positive change.  And dealing with them are part of the solution’s success.

