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In between a solu-tion and the solution to a problem lie a lot of questions, mostly never asked.


�����
Americans are solution oriented. They go for the bottom line quickly. A person is measured by, and prideful at, how quickly they can arrive at a solution. It is a part of our culture. Ask any non-American - they see it plainly. It's the water we swim in, so we live with it, unquestioningly. 


Unquestioningly. Therein lies the problem that we will look at here. Ask two questions, get two answers, connect the dots and extrapolate an end point - you can't get to a reasoned solution quicker. OK - ask a third question, get a third answer, and verify that your line of reasoning is reasonably straight. That adds carefulness to speed - especially if you choose the question carefully so it won't kink the line too badly. Don't ask a fourth question - it might screw up the picture. In between a solution and the solution to a problem lie a lot of questions - mostly never asked. 


Though this may be a typical American stereotype, it is not an exclusive American failing. It as a human failing. Though different human cultures manifest the symptoms in different ways, and to different degrees.


We are knowing people. We know the answers. That's important to us. Our kids believe it. We learned as children that as adults we would have the answers. 


In general most questions are created to satisfy answers. Answers come first naturally. Too many unanswered questions is insecurity, uncertainty, and life threatening. We all have answers - send on the problems.


In the world of science we dream up an hypothesis, then we search for proof that it is true. Scientific communities employ the concept of peer review to weed out this natural bias to justify an answer. It works well there (sometimes too well) as another natural force is at work which seeks to discredit anything new. 


In the world of business - on the production floor, in product development planning, at organizational strategy meetings - we have answers first as well. But the business objectives and the political environment both conspire to support a solution once it is advanced, rather than measure its achievement potential or discredit it. The driving objectives are things like increased production yield, or more innovative ideas, or higher purchasing leverage, not optimal operation or absolute truth. There is a job to do and this problem solving stuff gets in the way.


Stuart Kaufman, discussing the laws of self organization and complexity in his landmark book, At Home In The Universe, reflects on the application of some of this knowledge to business problems: "... if we are going to develop [this knowledge] into a rational management technique, whether in business or more broadly, then we must confront directly the fact that we almost always misspecify the problems we wish to solve. We then solve the wrong problem and stand in danger of applying our solution to the real-world problem we confront." Later..."We must learn how to learn in the face of persistent misspecification." Kaufman cites examples in production where solutions are implemented in the face of inadequate problem understanding, simply for the lack of sufficient information. It happens all the time, even with the best of intentions.


Buffer inventories were not a problem until the lean JIT solution was spelled out. ERP wasn't needed until someone dreamed up what it was. Look at the quandary the Internet has presented to most of the business world - here is this great big solution that business is struggling to find a problem for. Business will, and life will never be the same again; but business, in general, will fit problems to the solution, not vice versa.


What would help is a discipline that objectively defines a problem before considering solutions. Better yet, a discipline that defines the criteria for evaluating potential solutions. The operative word here is discipline. 


Action learning employs a discipline to define a problem before considering solutions. "Action learning is a continuous process of learning and reflection, supported by colleagues, with an intention of getting things done. Through action learning individuals learn with and from each other by working on real problems and reflecting on their own experiences." [Action Learning, McGill and Beaty, 1992, A guide for professional, management and educational development]. Though a little too disciplined for my liking, action learning brings people with specific and different problems together and guides them through a collaborative process. Early in the process each person must first define their problem with assistance of the others, and defend their eventual definition before moving on to solution creation.


My research for the last nine years has been focused on agile enterprise and agile manufacturing. Much of that has been done by analyzing business practices and processes that exhibit high adaptability, trying to understand how they do that. Because I am focused on the way things respond to unanticipated change, I look closely at the different types of change that systems can respond to effectively. The analysis procedure employs a discipline that asks "How does this system respond to changes of type X?", and "Specifically what changes must this system deal with of type X?" I call this Response Ability (Ra) analysis, and have found that eight different types of change are sufficient to provide a very comprehensive picture.


Best practices described in terms of their steady state process characteristics do not in fact reflect the best part of best practices. In real life a process is subjected to uncertainties and often unexpected deviations from the ideal norm - such as supplier-caused surprises, resource outages, or large demand fluctuations. In addition to steady-state characteristics, the nature of operating dynamics and response capability must be understood as well.


A sizable body of knowledge from hundreds of collaborative learning workshops has been developed about what makes things agile. Enough that now we can employ this knowledge to build new things or reengineer old things to be agile. But we don't walk up to a process design task with an agile solution in the pocket. 


We've learned that this same questioning discipline useful in analysis can define a set of acceptance criteria for a problem solution. This discovery came as a result of collaborative design workshops - where every participant had an answer, unfortunately all generally different. In searching for a process that could mediate among competing solutions without simply favoring the most articulate or most adamant argument, it became evident that the problem itself would self-select the best solution - if it were sufficiently understood. So we set about analyzing the problem to be solved in the same way we had previously analyzed agile solutions: looking for the operational dynamics.


Basically this is a structured analysis activity defining the system's response requirements in terms of four categories of reactive change and four categories of proactive change. This is an important initial step as it creates an objective profile of the "problem" to be solved by the design - building an unbiased evaluation criteria for subsequent design solutions. It also provides a foundation of "assumptions" that guides later evolution when conditions affecting these assumptions change. In short, the Ra profile provides both the justification and the verification of the eventual system design - and does so in terms of the dynamics of the system's operating environment. 


I now believe that Ra analysis is an effective way to define any problem, even if you are not focused on obtaining an agile solution. Other disciplines may be just as effective if they incorporate some structure that ensures a 360 degree consistent understanding. The important concepts here are to look at all aspects of a problem, not just those with the immediate alligator teeth, and to do so with some consistent framework that puts them in a common context. Ra analysis employs the context of response to change, and as a result has the added advantage of defining a problem in its operational dynamic context rather than its steady-state idealistic context. Many aspects of Ra analysis have been discussed here in these essays previously, and detailed procedural references exist in the library at www.parshift.com.


Next year (2000) two unique 3-day collaborative conferences will take place in Taos, New Mexico, back-to-back. One will focus on the cultural-translation problems of agility, probing, for instance, how you interpret empowerment in a control culture differently from the interpretations in a competency, collaborative, or cultivative culture. The other will focus on problems of knowledge work and knowledge workers in the agile enterprise, looking, for instance, at how to get enough knowledge workers, and how to outsource knowledge work effectively and safely. Both will begin with a strawman Ra profile of the problem, and evolve this profile as the conference proceeds. Both will develop new understandings and new solutions as a result. Each will have some expert opinion speakers to seed the thinking, but they will not be offering solutions, instead, they will help us understand the problem. These will be collaborative conferences, with everyone involved in seeking new understandings of the problems and solutions. For those interested in participation, dates for these conferences will be set in the last quarter of 1999 and posted at www.parshift.com. 
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