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DECISION MAKING
Make faster decisions with incomplete data.


In the real world and especially in business, you rarely have all the information to make a decision. The OODA loop is a framework that helps you make decisions fast and adapt in quickly changing and competitive environments.

It was developed by Colonel John Boyd, a military strategist with the US Air Force. This framework was originally intended for training solders to make time-sensitive decisions rapidly when there may not be time to gather all the information. Nowadays, it is being applied across industries and is just as relevant for business.

How to use it

OODA stands for:


  	Observe

  	Orient

  	Decide

  	Act



The original framework as presented by Boyd (shown below) is much more complex but the foundation lies in these four phases. Let's look at each phase in detail.

[image: OODA loop (source: Wikimedia)]


Observe

You start by gathering available information and data. This includes the situation around you, wider context, any outside information but also feedback from a previous loop (more on this below). Note that data can become obsolete so it's important to gather data quickly, otherwise you run the risk of making a decision based on something that's no longer relevant or true.

Orient

Orientation is about analysing and synthesising the information gathered. It's where you consider your options, leveraging your experience, knowledge, and analysis to understand the situation. This phase often involves challenging status quo and considering the perspectives of others to form a comprehensive view.

Decide

The decision phase is where you choose a course of action based on your observation and orientation. In this phase, you are basically making a hypothesis and you will test by acting on it. It's crucial to balance speed with thoroughness – decisions must be timely but also informed and strategic.

Act

Finally, acting on your decision is about implementation. This phase tests the validity of your previous phases – you'll quickly learn if your observations and decisions were accurate.

Going through the loops

While being able to make decisions faster than your competition is important, speed alone isn't the only factor to focus on. Perhaps more important is getting into a good rhythm of going through the loops continuously because it generates unpredictability. 

That makes it difficult for your competition to understand and orient themselves to what happens next. Going through OODA loops with more tempo than the competition gives an organization more control of the environment and a better chance of succeeding.

Example

Imagine a software company, 'TechGenius', that has recently launched a new project management tool. Suddenly, a competitor releases a similar tool with a unique feature that's gaining attention in the market.

Observe: The product team at TechGenius quickly gathers data. They monitor customer feedback, analyse market trends, and review the competitor's new feature. They also assess the impact of this feature on their own product's performance and customer satisfaction.

Orient: The team synthesises this information. They consider how this new feature fits into the broader market trends and what it means for their product strategy. They draw on their experience with past updates, current technology capabilities, and customer preferences. The team challenges their initial assumptions about their product's unique selling points and considers whether they need to pivot their strategy.

Decide: After thorough analysis, the team decides to develop a new feature that not only matches the competitor's offering but also integrates seamlessly with their tool's existing functionalities, offering added value to their customers.

Act: TechGenius quickly mobilises its development team to start working on the new feature. They set clear milestones and a timeline for development and launch. The marketing team begins preparing a campaign to announce the upcoming feature, aiming to recapture market attention.

As the new feature is developed and released, the team doesn't stop there. They re-enter the OODA loop, observing customer reactions, orienting themselves based on this feedback, deciding on any necessary adjustments, and acting to implement these changes.

In this scenario, TechGenius utilised the OODA Loop to rapidly respond to a competitive challenge. By swiftly moving through the observe-orient-decide-act phases, they were not only able to counter a competitor's move but also enhance their own product's value proposition, demonstrating the power of agility and adaptability in the fast-paced tech industry.

Takeaway

The OODA loop provides guidance to make fast decisions in quickly changing and competitive environments. You observe, orient, decide and act. It's important to go through the loop continuously, especially as you are competing with others. The faster you can do that, the better the chance of outmanoeuvring your competition.
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COMMUNICATION
Make your communication more efficient and clear.


In business, communication needs to be clear and efficient. People are busy and don't have time to read long walls of text or listen to long presentations where the key info is shared at the very end.

Use the Minto Pyramid to give your communication a top-down structure and get your message across quickly and clearly. Lead with the conclusion, then provide key arguments and finally support them with detailed information.

[image: Minto Pyramid communication framework: Conclusion > Key arguments > Detailed information]


How it works

See what I did there? I shared the main takeaway with you already. That's the idea of this tool – cutting to the chase. Now let's look at it in more detail.

1. Start with the conclusion

Capture your audience's attention early on by first telling them the main takeaway, message, recommendation or simply your conclusion. This may be the opposite to how we've been taught to communicate but it's more efficient, especially in writing and with audiences who have limited time or attention.

This principle is also called BLUF – "bottom line up front". It originated in the military but is now widely used in the business world.

2. Provide key points

With the main takeaway already communicated, it's time to support it with key arguments or main points. These should still be fairly short. Write them as summaries of your main points. This part should explain the "why" behind your conclusion or recommendation.

3. Support points with detailed information

You might still need to make your key points credible. Do that by giving more detailed information that support them: facts, evidence, numbers, results. This is the part where you can really go into detail if you want to.

The busier people are, the more likely they are to skip this part but sometimes it's necessary in order for the conclusion to be accepted or acted on.

Sometimes, you might want to skip the detailed information if your key arguments are enough to justify your conclusion and you know that your audience will understand them well enough.

Example

It's always best to see how such a tool looks like in practice. Let's see an example of a researcher who just completed a study and wants to share the results with their colleagues, along with their recommendation.

Here's how you might write a message to your team using the Minto Pyramid tool:

[image: Example of a message written using the Minto Pyramid – conclusion is written first, followed by key arguments and supporting details.]


As you can see, there's a very clear recommendation given up front. It's explained with the key findings and those are supported by detailed data, evidence and results. This way, the audience immediately gets the most important information first. They only need to consume the details if they choose to, not in order to get to the main point.

Takeaway

To sum up, the Minto Pyramid is a tool to give your (written) communication more clarity and efficiency. You'll lead with the conclusion, provide key arguments and support them with details. Your busy audience will thank you.
Sources
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COMMUNICATION
Give clearer feedback to others without judgement.


When we perceive someone's behavior negatively, we often jump to conclusions and make assumptions about why someone acted the way they did. When giving feedback to that person, it can be hard to stay objective. Situation-Behavior-Impact (SBI™) is a tool developed by the Center for Creative Leadership that helps you remove judgement out of the feedback you give and make it clearer.

This tool works best for giving negative feedback as it can make the recipient less defensive about it, but it can absolutely be used for positive feedback, too.

How it works

SBI™ offers a simple few steps along which you can structure the feedback you want to give.

1. Situation

Start with the situation where the behavior occurred. This helps with making the feedback specific and the other person can more easily relate to it.

2. Behavior

Describe the specific behavior you're giving feedback about. Tell the other person what they've done or what you've seen, not your interpretation of it. This is critical to leave your judgement out of the feedback.

3. Impact

Explain what kind of impact their behavior had. This can range from what you thought and felt and why, to broader impact on others or the whole team.

Plus: Intent

Sometimes, you may want to ask what the intention was behind their behavior. They might have a sound reason that you don't know about or is different from your assumptions.

This can greatly help explain the gap between their intent and the actual impact.

Encourage reflection

Feedback is only useful when it's considered and acted upon. Encourage the other person to reflect on what you've said and think how they might act differently in the future.

If you asked about their intent, it can be a good starting point for discussing what to change.

Example

Let's see what giving feedback using this tool can look like. Imagine a manager talking to their report after a recent meeting.

They start with the situation: "In yesterday's product review meeting, when you were giving an update for your team..."

Then they describe their report's behavior: "...you didn't share any recent learnings about how our customers use this new feature..."

And share the impact the behavior had: "...which made me worry if you've been talking to our customers recently at all."

Finally, they ask about their intent: "Why didn't you share anything this time?"

This can continue with the discussion about the gap between the intent and the impact.

Takeaway

Use the SBI™ tool to give clearer feedback in a non-judgemental way. Frame the feedback within a situation, describe the specific behavior and share the impact the behavior had. You can also follow-up by asking about the intent to start a healthy and objective discussion.

SBI and Situation-Behavior-Impact are trademarks of the Center for Creative Leadership.
Sources





  
    Concept map

    
    
  
  https://untools.co/concept-map/
[image: image-placeholder]
SYSTEMS THINKING
Understand relationships between entities in a concept or system.


Concept mapping is a great way to visualise understanding of a concept or system and understand the relationships between its entities.

It has many uses as the tool's authors, Joseph Novak and Alberto Caňas, describe:

"Concept mapping has been shown to help learners learn, researchers create new knowledge, administrators to better structure and manage organizations, writers to write, and evaluators assess learning."

You can use this tool alone but it's also very useful in group workshops. In groups, it can help you find differences between how individuals understand certain concepts and find alignment.

How to use it

Before you go ahead and create a concept map, it's important to make sure that you're in a domain of knowledge you're familiar with so the map would be accurate. It doesn't mean you need to know everything before you start creating it, but it's useful to have a good amount of starting knowledge.

1. Formulate a 'focus question'

Concept maps need context and focus questions can really help you formulate what you need to answer or use the concept map for. You can ask things like:


  	How does X work?

  	What's the context in which Y exists?



You'll also find that you can look at things from different angles. It's useful to find which angle specifically you want to understand: is it perhaps the inner workings of something or rather the interacting relationships around?

2. Identify key entities

Within the context of your domain or system and your focus question, identify the key entities that play a role in it: people, places, organizations, actions, processes, activities, methods etc.

Just write them down in a simple list. It's typically enough to find 15 to 25 entities but it's fine to have more if you're dealing with a complex concept.

3. Sort the list of entities

This is an intermediary step before actually creating the map. Sort your list from the most general items to the most specific ones. This will help you create a better hierarchy in your map.

4. Begin to outline the map

Write the entities on post-its and lay them out on a (virtual) whiteboard. It's important to be able to move them around as you'll be trying to capture the relationships between them.

Connect the entities with lines to visualise the relationships. Use linking verbs or phrases (e.g. "contributes to", "is made of" or "creates") to represent the relationships more specifically.

5. Continue to fill in the rest of the map

At this point, if you take two entities in a map, you should be able to read their relationship as a meaningful sentence (e.g. "Designer creates a concept map").

Try to complete the map in the same way as until now. It can take a few tries as you'll be developing better understanding of the entities and their relationships along the way.

You might identify gaps in your knowledge along the way and you'll have to fill them before continuing. That can also be a valuable outcome.

Now let's see how all of this looks like a on a simple example.

Example

Suppose you're starting in a new role in a company that makes B2B software. You're trying to understand the product, specifically sharing permissions.

You formulate your focus question as: "How do sharing permissions work in this product?"

Then you go on to list all the entities that play a role in that and you sort the list as well:

[image: Example of a list when creating a concept map]


You may find that in your case, the list can get pretty long. It's good to keep referring to your focus question to see if the items you are listing are still relevant to it.

Sorting the items is the first step toward mapping the hierarchy and relationships.

You can now begin to outline the map in a more visual way and capture the relationships. You can use a flowchart software for this or just sketch it out on paper.

[image: Example of a concept map]


With this in hand, you can now ask if your understanding is complete or if there's more to the concept. You can also start questioning how it might work better.

This is a very simplified example and some of the concept maps you'll create might be quite larger. But this should give you an idea how this thinking tool can help you.

Takeaway

We've seen that a concept map is a very universal and useful tool for capturing and developing an understanding of concepts or systems. It makes your mental model explicit and helps you identify gaps in knowledge.

You can apply this tool to pretty much any concept and beyond the learning use-case, it can also enable you to think how something might be designed or improved.
Sources
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PROBLEM SOLVING
Identify root causes of problems.


Ishikawa diagram is a great tool to help you solve problems by identifying their root causes. Sometimes called also cause-and-effect or fishbone diagram, it was created by Japanese professor Kaoru Ishikawa. It's especially effective for tackling complex problems.

[image: Example of an Ishikawa diagram]


How to use it

Building out this diagram consists of few simple steps. This can be done in a group as a workshop but also just as well on your own.

1) Define the problem

Start with defining the problem and then drawing a line to the left or right of it (that's up to your preference).

The line will be for adding factors in the next step.

2) Identify contributing factors or categories

List out the factors/categories that could be contributing to the problem you're solving. Plot them along the main line.

You can come up with your own factors or you might use generic categories: People, Equipments, Methods, Measurement, Material and Environment.

Categorising is very helpful for breaking down complex problems and looking at them from different perspectives.

3) Find possible root causes related to each factor

Ask "Why is this happening?" Write down each idea as a line under the factor it relates to. First principles thinking is useful here including the "Five whys" method.

Keep in mind that the problem might not have just one root cause but multiple. So it's important to capture everything that might explain the problem, even if just partially.

At this point, you should have a complete diagram but no definitive answer yet.

4) Analyse the diagram

The most important step is looking at all the possible root causes and analysing them. The diagram now provides a structure for your most important thinking and next steps.

There are many possibilities what you can do at this point. Perhaps you can gather more data/evidence for each root cause candidate or immediately identify the most likely one and quickly try to solve it. This will depend on your specific problems and identified possible causes. 

Example

Now let's see how to apply this on a practical example.

Suppose you're a product manager and have to solve a trend of getting less and less new sign-ups. You start with this definition and then identify contributing factors.

[image: Ishikawa diagram with capture contributing factors]


In this example, you identified landing page issues, competition and marketing as factors.

Now let's find specific possible root causes under each factor:

[image: Example of an Ishikawa diagram]


With all of these written down, you can begin to analyse where the problem originates. In this example, you might first verify if the conversion rate is steady despite lower traffic. Then you might audit your sign-up flow to find any leaks and possibly streamline it.

This is a simplified example but this diagram can be definitely used for much more complex problems.

Takeaway

Ishikawa diagram offers a simple framework for finding root causes of problems:


  	Define the problem

  	Identify contributing factors or categories

  	Find possible root causes related to each factor

  	Analyse the diagram



You'll create the diagram with the first three steps. It will then provide a structure for your analysis.
Sources
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DECISION MAKING
Make sense of different situations to choose an appropriate response.


Different situations typically require different responses. The Cynefin framework (pronounced /kəˈnɛvɪn/ - "kuh-nev-in") is there to help you make sense of the situation in front of you and make a decision that's appropriate for the type of situation you're dealing with. It was developed by Dave Snowden in 1999. 

How to use it

The framework identifies five domains to categorise problems or situations: clear, complicated, complex, chaotic and disorder.

The idea is to identify which domain you're in and then choose the appropriate action based on its characteristics. So let's look at each domain in detail.

[image: Cynefin framework consisting of Complex, Complicated, Chaotic and Clear quadrants]


Clear

Also known as obvious or simple, this is the domain of best practices. This is where problems are familiar and clearly defined, cause-and-effect relationships are clear and the situations are stable. Many process-oriented situations and problems would fall into this domain. It's a domain of "known knowns".

Solutions are usually clear in these situations and don't require much expertise.  

The right approach would be sense–categorise–respond: understand the situation (sense), categorize it, then respond by applying a best-practice solution.

Complicated

In this domain, there might be multiple right answers but aren't immediately visible. It's a domain of "known unknowns" – when questions are clear but it takes work to answer them.

That's why the best approach is to sense-analyze-respond. Because analysis is needed, the situations here typically require expert knowledge. Experts should assess the situation, investigate possible options and choose a course of action.

Complex

In this domain, there are "unknown unknowns". The situation cannot be understood by analysis because we don't yet know enough about it. It's not clear what needs to be answered in the first place.

So the right approach is to experiment first, learn about the problem. Then sense what you're dealing with and respond appropriately. The goal should be to understand enough so that the problem or situation moves to the complicated domain where it's easier to deal with.

Chaotic

When things aren't under control, the situation falls into the chaotic domain. It's when cause and effect relationships are unclear. Here it's necessary to first act to establish some stability, to contain the situation. Only then assess the situation and work on bringing enough order to it to move it into the complex domain. Act–sense–respond.

The chaotic domain also presents an opportunity to try novel solutions as people might be more open to them in this context.

Disorder

If you don't know where you stand, you're in the disorder domain. The goal should be to quickly identify the right domain and move forward from there. It can be helpful to break down the problem or situation into multiple parts and assign each to a specific domain.

Determining which domain you're in

It's best to get more familiar with each domain to learn when characteristics of a problem/situation apply to a particular domain. The sources below are a good place to start.

Here's a set of questions that can also help point you to the right domain:


  	Do you know what causes the situation?

  	Is the situation under control?

  	How much do you know about it?

  	Does solving it require expert knowledge?



Takeaway

The key idea of the Cynefin framework is that different kinds of situations or problems require different kinds of responses. You should identify what kind of a situation you're dealing with and—with the help of this framework—choose an appropriate response.
Sources
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PROBLEM SOLVING
Find win-win solutions to conflicts


Handling conflicts carefully is important. Conflict Resolution Diagram (also called "Evaporating Cloud") is a tool that will help you resolve them peacefully while making sure that needs of both sides are met.

It's one of the thinking tools developed as part of the Theory of Constraints by Eliyahu Goldratt. Let's see how it works.

How to use it

The best time to use this tool is when you run into a conflict that seems impossible to resolve by accepting the proposal of either side. This can be a conflict with others but also internal. It can be professional or personal. You can draw the diagram on a whiteboard, piece of paper or run through it in your head.

The diagram is very simple and consists of three parts:


  	Demands/proposals of the opposing sides: these are usually mutually exclusive which is what creates the conflict.

  	Underlying needs or requirements of both sides

  	Shared goal or objective that's behind the needs



[image: Conflict Resolution Diagram]


In this case, you work the diagram backwards – from right to left.


  	Identify what each side is arguing for – what are the demands or proposals.
    
      	Ask: What does the other side want to do? What do I want to do?

    

  

  	Define the need that's behind each side's position.
    
      	Ask: What needs are satisfied by the proposal of each side?

    

  

  	Find what's the shared goal:
    
      	Ask: What will be achieved by meeting the needs of both sides?

      	This is the most critical part. There's usually something that both sides want to achieve on a higher level but have different views about how to do it. Acknowledge that you're on the same team to achieve that objective.

    

  



Identifying the shared goal is necessary for finding a win-win solution.

Discuss any assumptions that are behind the original proposals – this usually shines the light on the mutual exclusivity that created the conflict.

From here, you can build up a new solution. This time with focus on the shared goal and satisfying the needs of both sides.

And that's why the conflict can be resolved:


  
    	peacefully: by looking for what unites both sides.

    	and productively: by working toward a win-win solution that helps achieve the shared goal.

  



Example

Let's look at how this could be used in practice. Say you're debating redesigning your product website with your colleague. You're against the project but your colleague is pushing for it. You've been discussing this for an hour without any result. To move on, you suggest to create this conflict resolution diagram.

First, you write down both sides of the argument: redesigning vs not. 

After that, you identify the need behind each approach by discussing why exactly each approach is better. You find out that your colleague needs the website to have a better conversion rate. You're arguing against the project because you want to minimize waste of resources and you see a big risk in such a big project.

Finally, you work together to identify what's the goal you both want to achieve by meeting those needs. You discover that you both want to meet the financial goals of the company. The shared objective is running a profitable business.

[image: image-placeholder]


This is great progress as now you have something in common to work with. By working from what you have in common, you are able to resolve the conflict and come up with a solution that supports your goal and meets both of your needs: such as running small targeted experiments on your website that can move the needle on conversion rate without using a lot of resources.

It's a simplified example but shows the great benefit of using the conflict resolution diagram: finding win-win solutions.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to make better decisions:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Preview of the Conflict Resolution Diagram worksheet]
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DECISION MAKING
Look at a decision from different perspectives


Making the best decisions often requires looking at them through different lenses so that you don't overlook an important aspect. Six Thinking Hats, created by Edward de Bono, is a tool for doing exactly that. You can use it for your own thinking or in a group where everyone can represent a different perspective.

How to use it

Each thinking hat represents one lens/perspective/style of thinking. Try "wearing" different hats and look at the decision through each.

If you're in a group, you can assign the hats to everyone to get a balanced discussion. Or you can go through different perspectives as a whole group.

Here's what each hat is about:


  	🟡 Yellow hat is about positivity. Try seeing the benefits of this decision and what opportunities it opens.

  	🟢 Green hat represents creativity. Let your mind run free and generate ideas without censoring them. Try coming up with creative options and solutions. Tools like the Productive Thinking Model or First Principles can help you.

  	🔴 Red hat is about emotions. How do you feel about this? Use your intuition and gut feelings. Try to see how others might react emotionally. It's a great way to bring emotions into an otherwise rational process.

  	⚪️ White hat makes you focus on the data. Analyze the available data and trends. This represents a very rational approach.

  	⚫️ Black hat represents looking at the downside. What are the worst-case scenarios? Take a defensive approach, imagine any potentially negative outcomes, see what might not work. Inversion might be a helpful tool here.

  	🔵 Blue hat is for controlling the process. Especially in meetings, it's good to be able to step in when there's no progress and enable the group to move forward (e.g. by shifting the thinking or discussion to a different hat/perspective).



[image: Illustration of the Six Thinking Hats: Yellow for positivity, Green for creativity, Red for emotions, White for data, Black for negativity and Blue for control.]


Example

Let's see how using this tool might play out in an example scenario. Suppose you're in a management meeting to decide if you should introduce a new product to your portfolio to battle declining sales. You use the Six Thinking Hats tool to make sure the decision is considered from all possible angles.

Starting with the yellow hat, you discuss the sizable chunk of the market that this new product might cater to. It's a big opportunity for capturing a lot of revenue.

You switch to the black hat to look at possible downsides: what if the new product cannibalizes our existing products? What if it doesn't offer enough value for people to buy it?

A person wearing the white hat points out that the data you have about the market shows several unmet needs. It also shows that the declining sales of the existing products signal a trend that the market as a whole is moving to different solutions.

Wearing the yellow hat again, you see that the unmet needs in the market represent a solid opportunity and it's supported by data. Considering the possible downsides, you ask: How might we make sure the new product offers enough value?

You put on the green hat and generate ideas for how you might prototype the new product and test its value with people.

Because the meeting has been running for a while now, the facilitator wearing the blue hat suggests postponing the decision until the new product is validated with people.

The group decides to wear the red hat to do a check how everyone feels about this plan. People agree that it's a high-stakes decision and it feels right to lower the risk before making the decision. They're less anxious about it now.

In this example, the group arrived at a reasonable next step toward making this decision. Using the Six Thinking Hats, every perspective was heard and the outcome was made possible by discussing the different perspectives.

Key takeaway

Six Thinking Hats is a tool that allows you to consider a decision or problem from different angles. It enables you to deliberately see aspects you might otherwise overlook, making your decision better and more resilient in the end.

If you want to find out more about the Six Thinking Hats, Edward de Bono's book with the same title is the best place.
Sources
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PROBLEM SOLVING
Solve problems creatively and efficiently.


By applying more structured and critical thinking, you can understand the problem at hand better and come up with more creative solutions to it. The Productive Thinking Model, created by Tim Hurson, can help you do just that.

It's best used when a problem is already defined and you're looking for creative solutions.

How to use it

This tool gives you a 6-step framework for problem-solving. The six steps are:


  	Ask "What's going on?"

  	Ask "What's success?"

  	Ask "What's the question?"

  	Generate answers

  	Forge the solution

  	Align resources



[image: image-placeholder]


Let's look at each step in more detail.

1. Ask "What's going on?"

The first step is about understanding the problem better. You can use these guiding questions to help you:


  	What's the problem exactly?

  	What's the impact of this problem?

  	What do I already know? What information do I have?

  	Who is involved in this?

  	What's the vision of the future when this problem is solved? 

(This is what Hurson calls the "Target Future")



Document the answers you gather here as you'll need them later in the process.

2. Ask "What's success?"

This step will help you define what success looks like in your vision of the future (that you created in the previous step).

To come up with the success criteria, you can use the DRIVE framework:


  	What do you want the solution to do?

  	What are the restrictions? What must it not do?
    
      	(You can use inversion to help you here)

    

  

  	What resources can we invest in this?

  	What values should the solution have?

  	What are the essential outcomes? 



Feel free to cycle through these questions until you have a clear vision of success in front of you.

3. Ask "What's the question?"

Now it's time to generate questions that must be answered to achieve your vision (the Target Future). Hurson calls these "catalytic questions".

Use the information you've gathered in the previous steps. Phrases like "How might we...?" or "How can I...?" will help you formulate the questions.

4. Generate answers

In this step, try to come up with as many answers to the catalytic questions as you can. Brainstorm, don't judge and collect ideas. These are your potential solutions.

In the next step, you will narrow down your list of ideas to the most promising ones.

5. Forge the solution

You need to choose the best solution before developing it further. Take your list from the previous step and evaluate each idea/solution against the success criteria from step 2. Use a decision matrix to make this step easier.

Now you can think about building on your selected solution(s). What could make it better? How can you make it fit the success criteria more?

6. Align resources

In this final step, you move toward executing the solution.

Write down which actions and resources are necessary to make this happen. Identify people who are responsible for it – in whole as well as each part of the solution.

It's best to specify all of this in detail so that you have a clear plan of action. You should now be able to execute the solution.

Example

Let's look at how this tool can be used in a practical example.

Suppose that what you're solving is winning a prospective customer.

When you probe about the situation, you find out that:


  	It's a customer with difficult requirements but one that could bring in a lot of revenue.

  	The impact of losing this revenue could be significant for your business.

  	Your sales team has been in touch with them and know that ease of use is important for them, among other things.



Your vision (or target future) is that the customer is successfully onboarded, uses your product daily and brings in the revenue.

Let's now define success, as per step 2, using the DRIVE framework:


  	What must the solution do? Show the customer the value of your product and also how well you can take care of them.

  	What are the restrictions? The solution must show that we meet the customer's requirements and that the product is easy to use.

  	What resources can we invest in this? We can invest two weeks of two salespeople and one week of a designer and an engineer.

  	What values should the solution have?  It's convincing, transparent and thoughtful.

  	What's the essential outcome? Customer agrees to sign a contract.



We can now move on to defining the "catalytic questions" that must be answered to reach our vision:


  	How might we show the value of the product in a way that meets their requirements?

  	How do we demonstrate the ease of use?



Let's say these are the most critical questions and we need to focus on them. We can brainstorm some answers (potential solutions):


  	Present a slide deck with product and company highlights

  	Build an interactive demo personalized for the customer

  	Spend a day with the potential end-users and have them try the product hands-on

  	Give key stakeholders a tour of the product



Now we need to choose the most promising solution. For the sake of simplicity, let's say we used the decision matrix and it turns out that the best solution seems to be spending a day with the potential end-users and having them try the product hands-on.

We can make this even better by inviting key stakeholders to observe so they can see the value the product can bring to their users and also that it's easy to use for them. 

The final step would be to align the resources: we will send a small team consisting of two salespeople and an engineer (to set up the product on-site) to travel to the customer for a day. The Sales VP will be responsible for coordinating this. And an engineering manager will be tasked with preparing the right version of the product for the trial.

We now have a clear plan of action for the most promising solution to the problem.

Takeaway

The Productive Thinking Model enables you to solve problems creatively through structured, critical thinking. It offers a 6-step framework:


  	Ask "What's going on?"

  	Ask "What's success?"

  	Ask "What's the question?"

  	Generate answers

  	Forge the solution

  	Align resources



After going through these steps, you should be equipped with an action plan based on the best solution to your problem.
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SYSTEMS THINKING
Understand relationships and identify feedback loops within systems.


Connection circles are a tool for visualising relationships in a story or a system. They help you understand complexity by seeing causes and effects in the system.

Connection circles can also help you identify feedback loops – whether reinforcing or balancing.

[image: Creating a connection circle: mapping relationships in the sytem]


This is what a connection circle can look like. But how do you create one? 

How to create a connection circle


  	Start with a circle on a piece of paper.

  	Next, identify the key elements of the system you're examining. 

How do you know what's a key element? It meets these criteria:
    
      	It's important to changes in the system

      	Increases or decreases in the system

      	Can be described by a noun

    

  

  	Write these elements around the circle (don't include more than 10). 

  	Look for cause and effect. 
    
      	Which elements are directly causing other elements to increase or decrease?

      	Draw an arrow between these elements.

      	Indicate an increase (draw a "+") or a decrease (draw a "–") for the second element in each relationship.

    

  

  	Find all of the cause-and-effect relationships. These can be based on data or they can be a hypothesis.

  	Look for elements whose relationships form closed loops. These are feedback loops.



Example

It's best to illustrate with an example. Let's say our product has been dealing with unhappy customers. We know they've been complaining about too many bugs in the product and slow response times from our support (as customers create more support tickets). At the same time, we've been shipping more features to make them happier. Let's use make a connection circle so that we can make sense of this.

From this story, we can identify the key elements: unhappy customers, bugs in the product, response times, support tickets and new features. We'll document them around our connection circle:

[image: Creating a connection circle: identifying key elements]


Now we need to document the relationships between them. For example, we know that unhappy customers create more support tickets. More tickets means longer response time which in turn produces even more unhappy customers. We try to ship new features which lower the number of unhappy customers. But they also produce more bugs and those lead to more unhappy customers again. Let's map these relationships to the connection circle:

[image: Creating a connection circle: mapping relationships in the sytem]


The connection circle is now nicely showing the key elements of the system and the relationships between them. There's even one feedback loop that we can see here:

[image: Creating a connection circle: identifying a feedback loop.]


The completed connection circle and an identified feedback loop make you better understand the system. This understanding will greatly help you make changes that you need.

Takeaway

Connection circles is a great tool for understanding systems. It's about identifying key elements and mapping the relationships between them. This tool can help you identify feedback loops as well.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to better understand systems:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Connection circles worksheet]
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DECISION MAKING
Consider the long-term consequences of your decisions.


Some decisions seem like wins at first, but turn out to be losses over time. What seems like an investment now turns out to be a liability later. What looked like a good decision earlier is now a bad one. Second-order thinking is a tool that will help you examine the long-term effects of your decisions.

Most people stop at first-order thinking. Second-order thinking is necessary to make decisions that will stand the test of time. We need to make sure we're okay with more long-term consequences of our decisions today.

How to use it?

Using second-order thinking can be a purely mental exercise or you can write it down on paper.

Consider a decision you have to make. Start by looking at the most immediate effects of making this decision – the first order.

Then for each of the effect ask yourself: "And then what?" That's how you examine the second order of this decision's consequences. You can repeat this for as many orders as you find practical.

Alternatively, think about the decision in different timelines. Ask yourself: What will be the consequences of this decision in


  	10 minutes? 

  	10 months?

  	10 years?



This way you can think about the short-term, medium-term and long-term consequences of your decision.

You can apply second-order thinking on big decisions (e.g. buying a house), but also small, seemingly mundane, decisions (e.g. eating a cake). It's a very universal tool that is relevant not just in personal life, but also in business or policy-making.

Second-order thinking in practice

Let's explore what second-order thinking looks like in action. Consider the decision of buying a house outside of the city.

The immediate effects might be having a garden, more space for your family, but also suddenly living an hour away from work.

Now look at higher-order consequences of each:


  	having a garden → able to grow your produce → having fresh herbs and vegetables

  	more space for family → more rooms to clean → more stress from a messy home 

  	living an hour away from work → need to buy a car → spending two hours of each day in a car



Obviously, this is just a small subset of consequences for such a big decision, but it shows how second-order thinking can help you see the more long-term consequences. You can now make a more informed and thoughtful decision.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to make better decisions:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Second-order-thinking worksheet]
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SYSTEMS THINKING
Uncover root causes of events by looking at hidden levels of abstractions.


Addressing problems only on their event level is often not enough. The real causes are often hidden from plain sight.

Iceberg model is a tool that allows you to shift your perspective and see beyond the immediate events that everyone notices. It helps you to uncover root causes of why those events happen. That's possible by looking at deeper levels of abstraction within the system that are not immediately obvious.

How to use it

Iceberg model consists of four levels:


  	Events

  	Patterns

  	Structures

  	Mental models



[image: Iceberg Model – Events > Patterns > Structures > Mental models. Author: Justin Farrugia]


Example of an iceberg model by Justin Farrugia

Looking below individual events, you can see trends over time—patterns. They are the clue for understanding the system structures that are behind those patterns. Structures are the relationships and feedback loops inside a system. These structures are in turn based on the underlying mental models of people.

Events and patterns show you what is happening. Structures and mental models tell you why it's happening.

The deeper you can go in the iceberg, the more leverage you'll have.

Investigate all four levels

Here are some questions to help you understand each level within a certain problem or situation.

Events:


  	What is happening right now?



Patterns:


  	What has been happening over time? What are the trends? 



Structures:


  	What's influencing these patterns?

  	Where are the connections between patterns?



Mental models:


  	What values, beliefs or assumptions shape the system?



It's important to note that answering these questions will likely require some research and digging. Especially when it comes to the mental models which are hard to document, let alone see in plain sight.

Example of the Iceberg model by Justin Farrugia

Example

Let's look at a real-world example to better understand how the iceberg model works.

Suppose there are a couple of bugs in the feature your product team just released. That's a single event. Your instinct might be to react to it and start fixing them. That's obviously not enough if you want to prevent it from happening in the future.

If you look back in time, you see that every released feature comes with several bugs. That's a pattern. Digging deeper, you find that teams don't plan for testing before releasing a feature. The QA only happens after a release. Teams also typically have tight deadlines to ship a feature. These are structures of the system.

Investigating further, you discover that teams value shipping on time over the quality of their work. The tight deadlines are imposed by managers and teams believe it's not their place to push back.

As you can see, by looking beyond immediate events, you are able to find a root cause of a problem. You now have much more leverage for solving the problem.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to better understand systems:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Iceberg model worksheet]
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DECISION MAKING
Prioritize your actions and tasks by importance and urgency


Named after U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, this prioritization framework will help you organize your tasks and activities by importance and urgency. It's especially useful when you're very busy but don't feel like what you do has much impact.

How to use it

The Eisenhower Matrix has four quadrants along two axes: importance and urgency.

For every activity or task, ask yourself: It is important or not? Is it urgent or not?

Based on the answer, place the activity/task in the right quadrant. The quadrant determines what you should do with the task:

1. Important and urgent → Do it


  	These are the tasks that you want to do as soon as possible. 

  	Crises, pressing problems and other things where not acting now has negative consequences.



2. Important but not urgent → Schedule it


  	Find a time for these tasks and do them then.

  	This quadrant is typically where deep work happens – tasks that contribute to your projects or long-term goals.



3. Urgent but not important → Delegate it


  	If you can, find someone who can do these tasks for you.

  	If you can't delegate it, schedule it but always try to do the important-but-not-urgent tasks first.

  	These are often administrative tasks or things that have deadlines but aren't critical.



4. Not urgent and not important → Don't do it


  	These tasks aren't worth your time and you shouldn't do them at all.

  	Avoidance activities, busy work and entertainment goes into this quadrant.



This is also the order of the priority of your tasks. Yes, important-but-not-urgent tasks come before urgent-but-not-important.

Eisenhower matrix is very flexible so it's up to you if you use it for professional tasks, personal ones or both.

You can also work with it on different timescales: planning your day vs. generally prioritizing activities in your life.

How do you tell urgent tasks from important ones?

Urgent tasks typically have a clear deadline (e.g. sending a draft to a client) or require you to react in a timely fashion (e.g. emails). Important tasks tend to be aligned with your long-term goals (e.g. exercising) and push your projects forward (e.g. writing code for your side project).

Determining urgency and importance will always depend on your context and your ability to recognize what's truly urgent and truly important.

Example

Here are some examples of activities and tasks that might go into the Eisenhower Matrix:

	
	Urgent	Not urgent
	Important	Do:

Finish a report that's due

Send draft to client

Fix a bug

	Schedule:

Design a new feature

Write a blog post

Exercise


	Not important	Delegate/schedule for later:

Buy a conference ticket

Schedule an interview

Reply to emails

	Don't do:

Attend a meeting with no agenda

Read #random

Check social media




Takeaway

The promise of the Eisenhower Matrix is to make you more productive by setting the right priorities and acting on them. If you're always busy but don't get anywhere on your long-term projects and goals, this tool is definitely for you. But it's also a generally useful tool for deciding what to work on and what to eliminate from your life.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to better understand systems:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Eisenhower matrix worksheets]
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DECISION MAKING
Avoid jumping to conclusions. Make decisions based on reality.


We act and make decisions based on the conclusions we make. But we tend to jump to these conclusions and skip important parts of the reasoning process.

Ladder of inference, developed by a former Harvard professor Chris Argyris, is a tool that helps you fill the gaps in your thinking and make decisions based on reality. It's also helpful to challenge the thinking of others and reach better conclusions together.

The ladder

There are 7 steps on the ladder that represent our mental processes. Here's what it looks like from the bottom up:


  	Available data
    
      	This is the reality we are able to observe.

    

  

  	Selected data
    
      	We select what we pay attention to based on our prior experiences and existing beliefs. We don't have the mental capacity to take in every piece of data available, so we have to make this selection.

    

  

  	Interpretations
    
      	We give facts meaning. We paraphrase what we see or hear to make sense of it.

    

  

  	Assumptions
    
      	Based on our interpretation, we make our own personal assumptions.

    

  

  	Conclusions
    
      	We draw conclusions from our assumptions.

    

  

  	Beliefs
    
      	Our beliefs are then developed from the conclusions we make.

    

  

  	Actions
    
      	Finally, we take actions that are rooted in what we believe to be true.

    

  



These processes usually happen unconsciously and very quickly in our brain. Applying this ladder consciously allows you to take a step back and see where you're jumping to conclusions.

How to use it

Whenever you make a conclusion about something or are making decisions based on your conclusions, it's good to stop and question your reasoning.

[image: The Ladder of Inference]


First, identify on which step of the ladder you currently are. Are you about to take action and you're not sure if it's the right one? Or perhaps you're aware of some of the assumptions you're making?

Then work your way down before building your reasoning up again. To work your way down the ladder, use these guiding questions for each step:


  	Actions:
    
      	Why do I believe this to be the right action? What are some alternative options?

    

  

  	Beliefs:
    
      	What beliefs do I hold about this? What conclusions are they based on?

    

  

  	Conclusions:
    
      	Why did I conclude this? What are my assumptions there?

    

  

  	Assumptions:
    
      	Are my assumptions valid? Why am I assuming this? 

    

  

  	Interpretations:
    
      	Am I looking at this data objectively? What other meanings could they have?

    

  

  	Selected data:
    
      	What did I ignore or didn't pay attention to? Are there other sources of data I didn't consider?

    

  



As you answer these, you may find that your reasoning changes along the way and that's good. When you reach the bottom of the ladder, work your way back up again, this time more consciously and deliberately.

Example

Let's see how applying the ladder of inference looks like on a practical example.

Suppose I'm managing a team of developers. One of them hasn't been performing well recently. He's been missing deadlines and several projects were delayed because of this. I conclude he's not cut out for the job and decide to fire him.

However, I stop and ask myself: Is this the right thing to do? I can now apply the ladder of inference to unpack my thinking and perhaps make a better decision. I ask myself the guiding questions:


  	Why do I believe that firing this person is the right action? Because it's clear to me he's not right for the job.

  	What conclusions is this belief based on? That he's not a good developer.

  	What are my assumptions here? I assumed that his recent results are representative of his qualities (or lack thereof).

  	Why am I assuming this? Because missed deadlines mean he's not efficient.

  	What other meanings could the data I'm looking at have? Missed deadlines might also mean the deadlines are unreasonable or he's taking extra time to deliver quality code.

  	Are there other sources of data I didn't consider? I haven't asked him directly yet. When I do, I might find out the real reason he's been missing deadlines.



This is a simplified example but it shows the kind of jumping to conclusions I want to avoid: missed deadlines → inefficient → not a good developer → should be fired. By unpacking my thinking, I can look at the situation more objectively and I may discover different reasons for what's happening: perhaps the deadlines are too tight or he's going through some personal issues. Neither of which should be a reason to fire him.

The ladder of influence has just helped me avoid making a bad and premature decision.

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to make better decisions:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Ladder of inference worksheet and a guide]
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PROBLEM SOLVING
Frame your problem better with different levels of abstraction.


Abstraction laddering is a tool for framing problems more skillfully. It helps with defining a problem that you need to solve more clearly. It helps you to move beyond an initial problem statement.

This tool provides you with the ability to ask the right questions to move up and down the ladder.

Move up to expand the scope, to "see the forest for the trees". Move down to develop concrete solutions.

How to use it


  	Start with an initial problem statement in the middle of the ladder.

  	Ask "why" questions to get more abstract problem statements. This can help you frame the problem differently.

  	Ask "how" questions to step toward a more concrete statement or solution. This helps you come up with different problem statements than the one you started with. It enables you to find more innovative solutions.



[image: Illustration of how to use abstraction laddering]


The great thing about this tool is that you can use it anywhere in the design process. It can be used fairly quickly—in mere minutes—whether you're working alone or in a workshop setting with your team.

What does it look like in practice?

Here's a simple example from Wes O'Haire from Dropbox:

[image: Abstraction laddering example by Wes O'Haire]


He starts with an initial problem statement: "Design a better can opener". Initially asking "how?", he gets to a more concrete statement "Make it more appealing".

But he can also go up the ladder: "Why do we need a better can opener?"

This leads him to the more abstract problem statement: "Get soup out of the can". From there, he might ask "How might we get the soup out of the can?". That enables defining a different problem statement: "Make it more convenient."

Put it to practice

I created a handy worksheet to help you put this tool into practice. It comes with a simple how-to guide including an example.

Print out the PDF or fill it in digitally and use it to solve problems better:

Get the worksheet
Preview of the worksheet and guide:

[image: Abstraction laddering worksheet]
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DECISION MAKING
Choose the best option by considering multiple factors.


Some decisions can be tough to make. Especially when there are more factors that go into making them. Decision matrix is a tool that will help you consider all the important factors when making a decision. It brings more clarity into the process.

It is most useful when you have several options and you need to decide between them based on a number of different factors.

How to use it 

Decision matrix is basically a simple table with your options and factors for deciding. The goal is to calculate a score for each option based on their factor scores. The score will help you make your decision.

Here's how to create a decision matrix step by step:


  	Write down the decision you need to make

  	List the options you have

  	Identify factors that you want to consider

  	Score the options on each factor

  	Add weight to the factors

  	Calculate the options' scores – multiply each score by the factor weight, then add them up.

  	Pick your winner – option with the highest score



Let's see how this works in practice.

Practical example

Suppose you're leading a design team and you want to decide which design tool you want to use as a team. You've done some research and you narrowed down your options to three: Sketch, Figma and Framer. Let's put them in your decision matrix table.

	Factors	TBD	TBD	TBD	Score
	Weights	
	
	
	

	Sketch	
	
	
	

	Figma	
	
	
	

	Framer	
	
	
	



Now let's look at the factors you need to consider. You have a set budget for tools so cost will be the first factor. After discussing with your team, you agree that prototyping and collaboration capabilities of a tool are most important for them. Now you have the factors that will influence the decision.

	Factors	Cost	Prototyping	Collaboration	Score
	Weights	
	
	
	

	Sketch	
	
	
	

	Figma	
	
	
	

	Framer	
	
	
	



It's time to score each option on every factor. Let's use a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 is the worst, 5 is the best), but you can use any scale you like.

Cost – You find out that Figma and Framer both cost $12/editor/month, while Sketch is a little cheaper at $9. You'll score them 3 and 4 respectively.

Prototyping – Framer comes out as the most powerful in prototyping. Figma and Sketch are somewhat similar, but Figma can do a little more. Framer gets a 5, Figma a 3 and Sketch a 2.

Collaboration – You let your team evaluate this one. They agree that Figma is the best for collaboration, scoring it with 5. Sketch and Framer both get a 3.

Let's see how these look like in your decision matrix:

	Factors	Cost	Prototyping	Collaboration	Score
	Weights	
	
	
	

	Sketch	4	2	3	

	Figma	3	3	5	

	Framer	3	5	3	



At this point, the decision might be a little clearer, but all factors aren't equally important. You need to add weight to them. Since your budget is set, the cost factor is the most important, making it a 5. Your team says that prototyping is a little more important for them than collaboration features. You weight the factors accordingly:

	Factors	Cost	Prototyping	Collaboration	Score
	Weights	5	4	3	

	Sketch	4	2	3	

	Figma	3	3	5	

	Framer	3	5	3	



The next step is multiplying the scores with the weight of each factor. Score on each factor then adds up to a final score for every option:

	Factors	Cost	Prototyping	Collaboration	Score
	Weights	5	4	3	

	Sketch	4*5 = 20	2*4 = 8	3*3 = 9	37
	Figma	3*5 = 15	3*4 = 12	5*3 = 15	42
	Framer	3*5 = 15	5*4 = 20	3*3 = 9	44


And there you have it. You have a score for each option based on the factors that are important for you. In this case, Framer comes out as the winner.

Decision matrix is a very useful tool for situations like this. When there are multiple factors to consider, this tools removes the uncertainty and subjectivity from your decision-making. It allows you to clearly figure out which decision is the most reasonable to make.

App for the decision matrix

If you want to give this tool a shot, I recommend using an app called Ruminate. It provides everything you need to create a decision matrix and does all the calculations for you.
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PROBLEM SOLVING
Approach a problem from a different point of view.


Inversion is useful when you need to view the problem you're solving from a different angle. It can help you see a different perspective and imagine worst-case scenarios.

How to use it?

A good trigger question to know if inversion can help you is "Am I only thinking of ideal solutions or scenarios?"

You can then invert your thinking about the problem or a solution. To do that, follow these steps:


  	Ask yourself: What would be the worst decision/solution in this situation?

  	Ask yourself: Why would it be bad? Write those reasons down.

  	Try to come up with a good decision/solution, now by looking at the reasons that would make a bad decision.



[image: Illustration of inversion]


Inversion helps you see the bad outcomes and therefore avoid them.

More questions that could help you see the inverted perspective are:


  	How could this go wrong?

  	What would the opposite of this be?

  	What would make a bad solution to this?



Inversion in practice

Project managers use inversion in an exercise called pre-mortem. 

The team gathers to imagine it's six months from now and the project they've worked on has failed. They examine this potential scenario by asking questions like "What went wrong?", "What mistakes did we make?" or "Why did this project fail?".

This makes the team see potential pitfalls ahead of time and prepare for them. By using inversion, they're able to avoid possible mistakes and bad outcomes.
Sources





  
    Issue trees

    
    
  
  https://untools.co/issue-trees/
[image: image-placeholder]
PROBLEM SOLVING
Structure and solve problems in a systematic way.


Issue trees are basically maps of problems. They give you a clear and systematic way of looking at the problem you need to solve. They help you break down a big problem into smaller, more manageable ones, and prioritize certain parts of the problem. In other words, they're useful for the "divide and conquer" strategy.

[image: Example of an issue tree]


Issue trees are also great for communicating about a problem with others since they provide a map of the problem.

There are two basic kinds of issue trees:


  	Problem trees – created by answering "Why?"

  	Solution trees – created by answering "How?"



How to create an issue tree

Problem tree

A good issue tree must cover the whole problem. It has to be rigorous. Here are some basic principles for creating an issue tree.


  	Start breaking down the problem into separate categories/branches.

  	Use the MECE principle: mutually exclusive, collectively exhaustive. 
    
      	Mutually exclusive means there is no overlap between different parts of the tree. Collectively exhaustive means they cover the whole problem.

    

  

  	Do not go into the small details (specific hypotheses): focus on capturing the broad categories that make up the problem.

  	Apply the 80/20 rule: focus on the few parts of the problem that are most impactful.
    
      	This is best to base on data, rather than your own hypotheses. 

    

  



Solution tree

When you have singled out some specific parts of the problem that you want to focus on, you can follow up with creating a solution tree.


  	Take the problem part you want to focus on and ask "How might we improve/fix this?"

  	Map out potential categories of the solution

  	Generate ideas within each category



The advantage of this structured way of thinking is that working with constraints will actually help you generate more ideas.

Example

Let's see an example of creating an issue tree. Suppose you're working on a product and you're seeing customers not adopting one of your key features. That will be the tree starting point.

We'll break it down to smaller branches that cover possible causes:

[image: Example of an issue tree]



  	Low adoption of feature X
    
      	Customers don't know about the feature.

      	Customers know about it, but still don't use it.

    

  



For a first level of the tree, it's incredibly basic, but it's actually MECE – it's mutually exclusive yet covers the whole problem.

Branching out further, we can eventually get this tree:

[image: Example of an issue tree]



  	Low adoption of feature X
    
      	Customers don't know about the feature
        
          	The feature is not discoverable in the product

          	Customer's don't learn about the feature outside of the product

        

      

      	Customers know about it, but still don't use it
        
          	Customers haven't tried it yet
            
              	They don't believe the feature can help them

            

          

          	Customers tried it but decided not to use it
            
              	The feature is not usable

              	The feature is not working properly

              	The feature doesn't support customer needs

            

          

        

      

    

  



We could investigate even further, but already we can see which part of the problem to start with. In this case, focusing on the knowledge about the feature should be a high priority – there might be nothing wrong with the feature, customers just don't know about it.

This is a nice example of how a very simple issue tree can help you break down a problem and give you a starting point for solving it.

Takeaway

Issue trees are a great tool for approaching problems systematically by breaking them down. You can create problem issue trees (by asking "why?") or solution issue trees (by asking "how?") depending on where you are in the process of problem-solving.
Sources





  
    Confidence determines speed vs. quality
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[image: image-placeholder]
DECISION MAKING
Determine a trade-off between speed and quality when building products.


In product development, speed and quality are two important variables. Prioritizing one is typically at the expense of the other. This tool will help you make that trade-off.

How to use it?

Your decision to prioritize speed or quality should be based on your confidence in:


  	importance of the problem you're solving

  	correctness of the solution to said problem



Before you start, make sure that your confidence is based on data instead of subjective views.

[image: Illustration of how confidence in problem and solution determines whether to focus on speed or quality.]


There are three basic outcomes:


  	Is your confidence in the problem importance low? Focus on speed.

  	Is your confidence in the problem and the solution high? Focus on quality.

  	Is your confidence in the problem importance high, but low in the solution? Balance both speed and quality.



Of course, confidence isn't a switch but rather a scale. Therefore your outcome will be also more nuanced.
Sources





  
    First principles

    
    
  
  https://untools.co/first-principles/
[image: image-placeholder]
PROBLEM SOLVING
Break down complex problems into basic elements and create innovative solutions from there.


Sometimes also called "reasoning from first principles", it's a powerful tool for problem-solving. Identifying the basic principles of a problem will allow you to come up with innovative solutions.

First principle is a basic principle or truth that cannot be broken down any further. First-principles thinking is about digging deeper until you arrive at the very foundations of a problem.

How to use it?

Start with your problem and take these two steps:


  	Break it down to the most basic truths (first principles)

  	Re-build a solution from those principles



It sounds simple but requires some focused thinking to really dig deep in the problem and discover those first principles. 

There are some techniques to help you:

The Five Whys

This is a popular technique in user research where a researcher digs deeper by repeatedly asking "why" questions. It enables you to discover the root causes of problems. Of course, you don't have to stop at five, but it's generally enough to discover a first principle.

Socratic questioning

A form of disciplined questioning that enables critical thinking. There are six types of questions you can ask to dig deeper for the fundamental truth:


  	Clarification – "What do you mean by...?"

  	Probing assumptions – "What could we assume instead?"

  	Probing reasons/evidence – "Why do you think this is true?"

  	Implications and consequences – "What effect would that have?"

  	Different viewpoints – "What would be an alternative?"

  	Questioning the original question – "What was the point of this question?"



First principles in practice

Let's see first-principles thinking in action. Here's a nice example from Wes O'Haire, designer at Dropbox:

"I did this on a project last year where we started with our problem statement. From there, I broke it down into its fundamental parts, then addressed each part, and reconfigured it to build up a solution."

[image: Example of a problem map – problem statement is broken down into first principles and then the solution is built up from them. Author: Wes O'Haire]
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[image: image-placeholder]
SYSTEMS THINKING
Mechanism that pushes back against a change to create stability.


Balancing feedback loop is a mechanism that resists further changes in one direction. It counters change in one direction with a change in the opposite direction. It seeks to stabilize a system.

Often in systems, you will find this balancing loop together with the reinforcing feedback loop, which does the opposite and creates exponential changes.

How balancing loops work

Balancing feedback loops have three important components:


  	the goal or desired level

  	the actual level

  	the gap between those two



[image: Basic illustration of a balancing feedback loop]


When the balancing loop sees a gap, it will trigger corrective actions to bring the actual level of something closer to the desired level.

The key to understanding a specific balancing loop is finding out its goal. That may not always explicit or immediately visible.

Example

The thermostat is a very practical example of a balancing feedback loop. It monitors the temperature in a room (the actual level) and when it goes below or above a certain threshold (the desired level), it will start to heat or cool the room to keep the temperature within the thresholds.

[image: Thermostat as an example of a balancing feedback loop]


In this case, the whole loop is intentional and the corrective action is designed. You will also find many natural balancing loops. Take the cooling of tea for example. When you make tea and leave it be, it will gradually cool down from its initially high temperature (the actual level) until it reaches the room temperature (the desired level). In this case, the corrective action would be the heat transfer between the tea and the air around. This will happen naturally, there's no intention behind it.

Takeaway

Balancing feedback loops seek to stabilize systems. They trigger corrective actions to reach a certain goal – they're self-correcting.

They are the opposite of the reinforcing feedback loops, which produce exponential changes.
Sources
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[image: image-placeholder]
SYSTEMS THINKING
Understand the force behind exponential changes.


Reinforcing feedback loops are found whenever behaviours or events inside the loop reinforce one another. These loops amplify the effect of the process.

That's a mouthful, but you can find real-world examples all around you. The compound interest is a very common one. The more money you have in the bank, the more you earn on interest. That money is added to your balance and so you earn on interest even more.

Effects of reinforcing feedback loops are exponential, not linear. They lead to exponential increases or decreases, whereas balancing feedback loops lead to plateaus – their goal is stability. Often, these two loops exist together within a system.

How reinforcing feedback loops work

The basic characteristic of all feedback loops is that the output of one cycle is the input for the next cycle. In the case of reinforcing loops, this input amplifies the next output.

Inside the loop, there are at least two variables. These variables reinforce each other. However, there can be also external variables that influence the loop. It's best to illustrate this with a simple example.

Example

The compound interest is a very common example of a reinforcing feedback loop. The more money you have in a bank account, the more you earn on interest. That money is added to your balance and so you earn on interest even more later on. The cycle repeats.

In this example, you have two variables inside the loop: the balance on the account and the interest earnings. An external variable influences this loop – the interest rate. This variable will influence the output of the feedback loop but doesn't change the core mechanism of the loop.

Takeaway

Reinforcing feedback loop is a key tool for understanding systems because it's everywhere. It explains exponential changes.

In reality, systems are often made up of some combination of reinforcing feedback loops and balancing feedback loops, so it's useful to learn about both.
Sources
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DECISION MAKING
Figure out what kind of a decision you're making.


The hard choice model can help you see the kind of a decision you're making – whether it's a no-brainer, a hard choice or something in between. It will enable you to move forward with your decision. 

How to use it

Think about two factors of your decision:


  	How impactful it is

  	How easy it is to compare the options



There are four kinds of decisions that you can make. This model places them based on those two factors:

[image: Hard choice model by Wes O'Haire]


No-brainer

Decision with low-impact where it's easy to compare the options.

Here you can move fast and go with your gut feeling.

Apples/Oranges choice

Decision with low-impact where it's hard to compare the options.

You should refine your options based on what is really important to you.

Big choice

Decision with high-impact where it's easy to compare the options.

You need to gain confidence before making the decision.

Hard choice

Decision with high-impact where it's hard to compare the options.

In this case, a tool like the decision matrix can help you carefully evaluate options based on different factors.

Move forward

When you can categorize your decision using this model, it will enable you to take the appropriate action.
Sources
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Avoid jumping to conclusions. Make decisions based on reality.

We act and make decisions based on the conclusions we make. But we tend to jump to these
conclusions and skip important parts of the reasoning process. Ladder of inference helps you fill
the gaps in your thinking and make decisions based on reality.

How touse it
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Minto Pyramid example

Hi team,

we just finished our strategic product research study and here
are our results.

Our recommendation based on our findings: Shift the focus Conclusion first
of our product efforts to the buyer persona.

Our main findings:
« Buyers are underserved with the current product. They're
mostly missing better visibility into the product usage.
« Users are pretty happy with the current feature set and the Key arguments
usability is good too.
« Internally, our sales struggles in bigger deals because of the
product gaps for buyers.

How did we arrive at this?

« We talked to 10 buyers and 20 users from our customers
base, and 4 buyers and 12 users from our churned
customers.

« They NPS among buyers is significantly lower than among
users (5.4 for buyers vs. 7.9 for users)

« Buyers most commonly indicated lack of usage reporting as
the reason they're considering to churn or already churned.

« Users’ SUS score was pretty high and we didn’t find major
usability problems when we tested the product with them.

Supporting details

Feel free to read the full report and ask questions!

by untools.co
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Find win-win solutions to conflicts

Handiing confiicts carefully is important. Confiict Resolution Diagram (also called "Evaporating
Cloud") is a tool that will help you resolve them peacefully while making sure that needs of both
sides are met.

How touse it

The best time to use this tool is when you run into a cont
by accepting the proposal of either side.
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1. Identify what each side is arguing for - what are the demands or proposals.
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Understand relationships and identify feedback loops within systems.

Connection circles are a tool for visualising refationships in a story or a system. They help you
understand complexity by seeing causes and effects in the system.

Connection circles can also help you identify feedback loops - whether reinforcing or balancing.

How touse it

. Start with the blank worksheet or a circle on a piece of paper.

2. Identify the key elements of the system you're examining.
How do you know what's a key element? It meets these criteria:

> Its important to changes in the system
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Second-order thinking c:csowmae

Consider the long-term consequences of your decisions.

1l

Most people stop at first-order thinking. Second-order thinking is necessary to make decisions
that will stand the test of time. This tool will help you understand the long-term consequences of
your decisions today.

How touse it

Consider a decision you have (o make. Start by looking at the most immediate effects of
making this decision - the first order.

Then for each of the effect ask yourself: "And then what?" That's how you examine the second
order of this decision’s consequences. You can repeat this for as many orders as you find
practical.

= Second-order thinking cecisonmae

Decision:

Immediate effects: And then what? And then what?
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