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Some Introductory Remarks:

There are so many opportunities in the world to do more and use our resources more effectively. It would be sad to miss out on these opportunities because we are unfamiliar with some proven methods for generating better ideas and implementing them effectively.


Feel free to copy and share this problem-solving guide. All I ask is that you distribute it in its entirety, including the title page since it features some of my contact information. This guide is intended to help people promote socially and ecologically sustainable community development. It can also be quite useful in promoting socially responsible business. This guide is my own synthesis of material from several books on the “art of thinking”. I list these books, and some others, on my Web site. 

Part 1: Defining the Problem

Thanks for downloading my creative problem-solving guide. To get the most of this guide to creative problem solving you’ll want to do a few things first. You’ll want to have a problem to solve or a challenge to address. You will need to focus on something specific and realistic for you and your organization. If you can specify a subject precisely that’s great, but thinking in broader terms, such as selling your organization’s ideas, can also work. You’ll also want to photocopy the worksheets at end of this guide for this and other problem solving sessions. (How long will it take me to run through these steps? It may take anywhere from one hour to a couple dozen hours spread over several days. The longer times will be needed when you have to gather information about your organization’s social environment and resources.) 


I’ll concisely explain how to think about a challenge, how to frame your challenge, and how to generate and evaluate creative, practical ideas. Finally, I offer a couple of examples of how these techniques can be applied to challenges in the fields of social activism and sustainable development. I use the “problem” and “challenge” interchangeably to refer to the broad objective of your creative problem solving efforts. I refer to organizations exclusively in this guide, but individual activists and entrepreneurs can also use the process outlined below.

Some of this advice may seem like common sense when you read it but knowing this is not enough. You need to systematically follow a process to handle challenges and solve problems more effectively. An unorganized approach or a dependence on intuition – a fuzzy, pseudoscientific concept – will cause more problems than it solves. 

Step 1 – Collecting background information

Your second step is to define the problem and think about what you resources you may need to address it. Before this, you need to collect some background information about the problem and answer some questions. 

Examine your assumptions and objectives. Assumptions about the way things have to be, about what people think, or about how people will react are sometimes warranted and sometimes not. Do you want to sell an idea, overcome a known or likely objection to you plan, improve efficiency, or increase effectiveness? Wanting to solve the problem or improve the situation is not enough. Getting practical ideas requires focus. 

Examine the data that are available and find any missing information. Check that your important facts are really facts and not assumptions, beliefs, or “facts” that are wrong. The next two sections will guide you in gathering the necessary information.

Step 2 - Deciding what counts as a good idea


This is really just a process of specifying how the idea fits with the organization’s goals, resources, and social environment. The best idea will be the best fit. The specific criteria you will use naturally depend on the organization and the type of challenge or problem. Here are some things to consider:

A. Your timeline

B. Existing or expected financial resources

C. Talents and skills available in the organization

D. Talent or skills you may need to hire

E. Existing equipment and facilities

A viable idea must obviously be one you can implement in the time available, if there is an external deadline such as election day or a grant application deadline. In other situations you must consider how much time you are willing to invest. Having the money available now is better than being able to get a grant, which is better than thinking that maybe you can get a grant. Having people with the necessary skills and talents is, perhaps, better than having to spend extra money on outside help. Having adequate equipment or facilities already is better than knowing you can get them, which is better than hoping you can get them. The impact of an idea is also important. An idea of enormous potential value may justify the search for money and new facilities. 

Finally, and this is a more subjective measure of goodness, the idea cannot have any serious and negative consequences. It does not matter if the negative consequences are defined by ideological bias, by policy analysis, or by some forecasting methodology like the Delphi method. If you are trying to sell a new idea to conservatives the fact that their taxes are likely to go up is a serious and possibly fatal flaw in any idea. Ditto for any plan than includes more “intrusion” into individuals’ private lives. So, “goodness” and “badness” are both objective measures of the likely consequences of your idea and evaluations of certain effects as desirable or undesirable. 

Step 3 - Specifying your “challenge” 

This step is written with the assumption that you have a lot of leeway in defining your challenge or problem and devising a strategy or solution. If this is not true and you have simply been given a concrete problem to solve, “Give me some creative new ways to raise funds,” then you can skip to the last paragraph where framing this kind of challenge is addressed. 

The problem you first perceive may not be the real problem at all. It may only be a symptom of something else; perhaps something that can be profitably addressed by your organization. It is important to look beyond the obvious issue or problem to something deeper that my require attention. It is equally important not to get caught in abstract analyses that make concrete action impossible. For example, factory closings may be attributed to a corrupt capitalist system that moves facilities from place to place without regard for the social consequences. Engaging in this kind of thinking is generally fruitless because we are not in a position to overthrow capitalism and smoothly replace it with something else. It is much more realistic to focus on creatively coping with sudden and substantial job losses in a specific community. 


So, don’t get too abstract, but do ask yourself if there is some deeper issue that you could address and still solve the current problem. Try asking lots of questions about the initial problem or challenge. Here are some good questions:

A. Why is this happening? 

B. What is causing this situation to exist?

(When you’ve answered these two questions, trying asking them about your answer. Repeat until you’ve gotten to the real root of the problem.)  

C. What should the final outcome of addressing this problem or challenge be like? What should be the outcome (financially, in terms of behavioral changes or employment rates, et cetera) look like?

D. How will we measure our progress?

E. What is our timeline? 

F. Can the problem be broken down into smaller pieces?

G. Can we proceed in stages rather than doing everything in one long process? Can we have a trial period or demonstration first? 

H. What resources (money, time, talents, skills, specialized knowledge) are essential? What would be desirable?

I. Where will we acquire resources that we are currently lacking?

J. If we are lacking a resource, is there a way around the shortcoming? Should acquiring this missing resource be an interim goal? (If you must have the resource to make success likely then this is an easy question!)

K. What is our real objective here? Is it, for example, cutting teen smoking in the city by 25% or running an ad campaign to reduce teen smoking? (These are dramatically different goals! If you didn’t “get” the difference please read that last question again) 

L. What other ways are there to reach our goal? 

M. Is there any research or reporting we can draw upon to help us pick a strategy? (Copying or adapting what’s been shown to work for others is always a sound problem-solving strategy.) 

N. What will our audience, customers, fellow citizens, or members think of the idea? 

Step 4 – Key words for your challenge


This is the easiest step in the process. You just need to state your challenge or problem and select a key word or phrase that captures its essence. For example, I could ask “How can I promote the wider use of creative problem-solving tools in social activism?” This challenge can be reduced to “promoting the use of creative problem-solving tools” or even “promoting creative problem-solving.” Note that both short forms contain a verb. Your challenges will probably need to be stated the same way. You’ll need this shorter form of your challenge in Part 2: Generating Ideas.  

Part 2: Generating Ideas


There are dozens of techniques for generating creative ideas, and several software packages plus a couple dozen books to help you use them. All of the techniques, by their nature as creative thinking techniques, force you to abandon traditional thinking and perceptions. Following Michael Michalko’s example in Thinkertoys I divide creative thinking tools into two categories: logical and intuitive. 

Michalko also suggests using one of each type to generate as many ideas as possible. I’ll offer two techniques of each type so you can select one logical and one intuitive technique that seems more comfortable or more appropriate to the specific subject of your thinking. 

Remember to separate idea generation and evaluation. You’ll hurt your creativity by being critical of ideas as they are generated. Besides that a “far out” idea that would not have survived that initial criticism may lead to a powerful and practical idea. This guide was originally going to be part of expert system software that visitors could run from my Web site. Since, I lacked the money, credit, or programming skill to make that idea work, I came up with another way to distribute this information.  

Step 1 - Generating Ideas with Questions

One way to generate new ideas is to ask lots of questions. That is the essence of the SCAMPER method of creative thinking. SCAMPER is an acronym for Substitute? Combine? Modify or magnify? Put to other uses? Eliminate or minify? Reverse or Rearrange? Here are some questions to ask about your challenge:

A. Substitute – What materials, medium, processes, services, or parts can be substituted for what’s currently in use? Can another place be used instead?

B. Combine – What ideas, purposes, talents, or tasks can be combined? What services could be combined? Can we combine appeals? How can we package and sell a combination (or products, services, ideas)? 

C. Adapt – What ideas and practices could be adapted for our purposes? What ideas from other fields could be used? What could I copy? What other problem or challenge is like this one? What elements of strategy could I borrow?

D. Magnify or Modify – What could be exaggerated or overstated? What could be made bigger, longer, or larger? What could be added? Could the frequency or duration be increased? What part or parts could be changed for the better? How could the form be changed? 

E. Put to Other Uses – What else could be done with this? Are there other ways to use it as is? What other uses if modified? Where else could this be used or marketed? What else could be promoted or sold? 

F. Eliminate or Minify – What could be omitted? What could be reduced in scale or duration, or cost? What can be divided into parts or stages? What is not really necessary? Can we understate something?

G. Rearrange or Reverse – What alternative arrangement might be better? What parts of components could be rearranged? Can we change the order of things? What are the negatives? Can any of them be made into positives (i.e., opportunities)? Can we reverse the order of things? Can we reverse an assumption? Can we do the opposite of what’s traditional? Can we do something totally unexpected? 

Yeah, that’s a lot of questions to answer! Get through all of them, as appropriate to your problem, and I guarantee you will have a few useful new ideas. 

SCAMPER may work best for changing a product, service or practice rather than creating something entirely new like a theme for public service announcements. Apply the questions to marketing campaigns, social marketing, (proposed) changes in policy, social services, social programs, ongoing activism efforts, and such. 

Step 2 - Morphological Analysis


This is a simple but powerful way of breaking down a problem or challenge into its parts and seeing what can be done to each. Break your challenge into characteristics or parameters that define it, such as Material, Audience, Purpose, Market Segment, Color and so forth. List variations on each characteristic but don’t worry about being exhaustive. There may be thousands of ways to break down the market for your product, service, or message but you only need to list a few segments such as college undergraduates or corporate executives. Try listing things in a table like the one that follows and then play with various combinations, one from each category. 

------

         “Promoting Creative Problem-Solving” 

Medium
Audience
Technique

Web site
Nonprofit executives
Offer consulting services

Email
Social activist groups
Write how-to guides

e-Newsletter
Government employees
Create software

Report
Social Service organizations


Book
Business managers


Newsletter
Environmental groups


------

By combining one item from each column you can generate many ideas for promoting the use of creative problem solving strategies for social betterment. One or two of these new ideas should be realistic in your particular situation.  

Step 3 - Random Input


One powerful technique for generating new ideas is to force connections between your challenge and completely unrelated activity or object. This can be done in several ways. You can open to a random page of the dictionary, take the first noun on that page and force some connection between it and a term that captures the essence of your current challenge. There are four rules you need to follow:

1. Make the connection truly random and do not merely select a word that seems promising or “interesting”.

2. Pick something that is totally unrelated to your current challenge. Comparing one kind of economic development project to another, for example, won’t work. You need to look outside the field of economic development to something like grocery shopping or party planning.

3. Make sure you are familiar with the term, or process selected for comparison. If you know absolutely nothing about movie making or farming then these are not good sources for new ideas.


Next, list all of the features, characteristics, or associations you can attach to the comparison item. For example, what do you associate a microwave oven, to pick a common item? Examine each of these things and force a relationship between it and you current challenge.  
Step 4 – More Random Input 

You can also compare your challenge to an unrelated activity like grocery shopping or making a movie. Just remember to make your comparison to something specific, if possible. Planning an office Christmas Party is better than planning a party, and making a horror movie is better than making a movie. I’ve included an appendix listing activities that you can use, or you can make your own list and select from it at random. 

Part 3: Evaluating Ideas

I am not sure what needs to be put here, but something needs to be said by way of introduction.

Step 1 - Selecting the best idea to use


If you’ve used two of the preceding techniques for generating ideas then you probably have plenty of ideas, some better than others. This is the point where you need to select the idea or ideas that you wish to pursue. To do this you will need to use those evaluation criteria that you specified earlier. How does each idea rate with regards to your available resources, resources you can acquire, the timeline you have to work with, and the social environment in which the idea will be used. 


You can create a table like the one shown below to list each idea and the criteria by which they will be judged. Each idea can be rated on each criterion in one of two ways. You can simply rate each idea as Excellent, Fair, or Poor on each criterion, The idea with the most Good and Excellent ratings is your tentative winner. If there is no clear winner you can resort to using picking the more intuitively appealing of the options. It is not a good idea to let some mechanical process of evaluation replace your own intuition and judgement. 


The other method is more complex, but possibly more effective. Each idea is rated on a scale of 1 to n (where n is the number of ideas) on each criterion with higher scores being worse – the best idea on a criterion should be given a “1”. Multiply the scores by some number that reflects their importance. Extremely important criteria may be multiplied by 3, somewhat important criteria by 2, and less important criteria by 1. This weights the scores according to each criterion’s importance.

-----

Ideas Rated on Four Criteria


Internal Finances
Time to Implement
Internal

Skills
Likely

Effect

Idea 1





Idea 2





Idea 3





------

Step 2 - Strengthening Your Ideas


In The Thinker’s Toolkit, Morgan D. Jones offers a useful technique for strengthening ideas that seem intuitively appealing but are weak in one or more ways. The technique, Pros-Cons-Fixes, forces you to specify the weaknesses in an idea and find solutions. Step one is simply to list all of the good points about the idea. The next step is to list the bad points, or weaknesses, of the idea. For each of these weaknesses you and your coworkers (if you choose to work in a group) try to find a solution. Only if this search for solutions goes badly do you abandon the idea. Pros-Cons-Fixes is useful in general problem solving, in finding new and realistic ways of doing things, and in strengthening ideas that you must sell to others. Selling ideas to others becomes easier because Pros-Cons-Fixes has helped you identify weaknesses (that your audience may or may not detect) and propose solutions. This will not sell a bad idea, but if your idea has any merit having a ready response to listeners’ or readers’ objections is always helpful.    

Conclusions:

I am not sure what to put here. Something on using these techniques for social change, policy development, social marketing, fundraising, economic development, community development, public education, program development. Basically, this should be a summary of the range of applications to be elaborated upon in Changing the World.

Worksheets:

The five worksheets that follow this page will help you collect and organize the information you need. Make several copies of each for future use. 

Preliminary Questions

The Challenge:

Key Words/Phrase:

A. Why is this happening? 

B. What is causing this situation to exist?

C. What should the final outcome of addressing this problem or challenge be like? What should be the outcome be in terms of behavioral changes or employment rates, et cetera?

D. How will we measure our progress?

E. What is our timeline?

F. Can the problem be broken down into smaller pieces?

G. Can we proceed in stages rather than doing everything in one long process? Can we have a trial period or demonstration first? 

H. What resources (money, time, talents, skills, specialized knowledge) are essential? What would be desirable?

I. Where will we acquire resources that we are currently lacking?

J. If we are lacking a resource, is there a way around the shortcoming? Should acquiring this missing resource be an interim goal? 

K. What is our real objective here? 

L. What other ways are there to reach our goal?

M. Is there any research or reporting we can draw upon to help us pick a strategy? 

N. What will our audience, customers, fellow citizens, or members think of the idea?

Evaluation Criteria

How do these things relate to the challenge? What relevant skills, facilities, and equipment are available to you now? Is there anything going on with the courts, economy, public opinion, technology, or the government that’s relevant to your decision? List those things here under “Social Environment”.

Timeline:

Financial Resources Present:

Skills and Talents:

Social Environment:

Equipment and Facilities:

SCAMPER Questions

A. Substitute – What materials, medium, processes, services, or parts can be substituted for what’s currently in use? Can another place be used instead?

B. Combine – What ideas, purposes, talents, or tasks can be combined? What services could be combined? Can we combine appeals? How can we package and sell a combination (or products, services, ideas)?

C. Adapt – What ideas and practices could be adapted for our purposes? What ideas from other fields could be used? What could I copy? What other problem or challenge is like this one? What elements of strategy could I borrow?

D. Magnify or Modify – What could be exaggerated or overstated? What could be made bigger, longer, or larger? What could be added? Could the frequency or duration be increased? What part or parts could be changed for the better? How could the form be changed?

E. Put to Other Uses – What else could be done with this? Are there other ways to use it as is? What other uses if modified? Where else could this be used or marketed? What else could be promoted or sold? 

F. Eliminate or Minify – What could be omitted? What could be reduced in scale or duration, or cost? What can be divided into parts or stages? What is not really necessary? Can we understate something?

G. Rearrange or Reverse – What alternative arrangement might be better? What parts of components could be rearranged? Can we change the order of things? What are the negatives? Can any of them be made into positives (i.e., opportunities)? Can we reverse the order of things? Can we reverse an assumption? Can we do the opposite of what’s traditional? Can we do something totally unexpected?

Random Input

Challenge:

Key Words or Phrase:

Comparison Item or Process: 

Attributes/Associations:

Connections:                                    

Pros-Cons-Fixes

Use this worksheet whenever you want to carefully evaluate the pros and cons of a promising idea, and figure out how to fix the inevitable shortcomings of that raw idea.

Idea: 

Pros:

Cons:

Fixes:

Appendix: Random Activities

Here is a fun way to generate a random activity. Comparing what you are doing to the activity, following the earlier instructions for random input, should yield a useful new idea. You can pick an item from one of these lists, or you can roll two six sided dice to select randomly. Use the first die roll to select the table and the second to select an activity. Roll again only if the activity is totally unfamiliar to you or if you can’t generate any ideas. 

Some Activities You Can Use to Trigger New Ideas 

· remodeling a home 

· grocery shopping

· fishing

· gardening

· house cleaning

· preparing a meal

· buying a house

· planning a trip

· going to the gym

· playing a practical joke

· watching TV

· planning a wedding

· snow skiing

· dieting

· raising children

· selling a house

· moving to a new home

· studying for a test

· hunting

· camping


· cleaning a car

· doing yard work

· Christmas shopping

· building a model

· planning a party

· learning to swim

· buying shoes

· gambling

· starting a business

· driving a car

· water skiing

· piloting a plane

· training for a marathon

· training an animal

· searching for a job

You may want to make your comparison activity more specific, such as playing poker instead of gambling or driving in rush hour instead of driving a car.   
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