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Problem Solving for Inveterate Fixers
How CIOs can find the right solution for the real problem.
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By Deborah Gilburg A M D
Nowadays, having a solution is viewed as
the key to solving a problem. But what
happens if we are applying solutions to the
wrong problems? How do we always know
what the real problem is, especially if it
involves murky areas like staff morale,
employee conflict or poor communication?
For people who pride themselves on fixing
things and having the answers, sometimes
the best way to identify and solve these
problems is to give their solution-providing
reflexes a little vacation. This requires
patience and the will to resist the pull of . ﬁ‘? s"
our 24/7, deadline-driven world. It is worth LA
the effort though, because the wrong )
solution can be more costly than taking
extra time to find the right one.

Up to 1.9 x the performance

Up to 56% power savings

| once knew a CIO who was concerned about the communication behavior of his direct reports. They
were hard workers, but were reluctant to contribute their thoughts and opinions at meetings and
resisted collaborating and sharing ideas with one another when working on teams. They seemed to
prefer taking on projects and working with their own staff in isolation. Incidents marked by
miscommunication and misunderstandings among his staff were increasing, and he found himself
spending more of his time managing the resulting conflicts. This was becoming a problem and
beginning to affect his department’s productivity and customer service, not to mention employee
morale.

This CIO had made his way professionally by finding answers. He was a fixer, a solution provider
who had learned that ignoring a problem was the worst way to solve it. He decided he was going to
fix this communication problem. He was going to get his staff some communication training.

No doubt communication training is a solution, but is it the right solution for this CIO’s problem?
More significantly, has he even identified the real problem?

In my experience, one of the most effective methods for solving problems requires that we allow
ourselves to have no answers—that we defy the urgent pressure to provide a solution and instead
make time for questions. The power of questions lies in the ability of the right question to lead you to
a new perspective. The process of inquiry calls for leaders to invest more time up front seeking to
understand the problem in order to find a solution that delivers better outcomes. It also requires that
they abide by the number-one rule of effective problem solving: Never exempt oneself from the
problem or the solution.

Here are five steps to finding the right problem and its solution:

1. Generate open-ended, expansive questions about the observable data.

Open-ended questions cannot be answered by “yes” or “no.” They generally start with words like
how, what, where and when, and invite a number of potentially diverse responses. Expansive
questions are designed to seek a broader perspective about the issue or topic. The objective at this
stage is simply to generate good questions, not to answer them. To that end, it is very important for
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those compulsive solution providers out there to put aside any thoughts about the fix, to resist
answering questions, and stay open to new perspectives and ideas.

My friend the CIO might choose to describe to his staff the behavior he has observed and ask them
to write down the kinds of questions that will help them all think more broadly and deeply about the
situation. As the questions are submitted, he could read them aloud (without attribution) and ask the
group members to add to the list. And he would participate, asking questions to broaden his own
thinking about the perceived problem. Consider these examples:

e How do we want our work environment to function?

e How is communication an issue?

e What gets in the way of our being able to communicate effectively across team lines?

e How else might we think about this problem?

e Where might we focus our attention differently?

e As leader, what am | doing, or not doing, that helps or hinders good communication?

2. Circulate questions and collect answers.

Once there is a relevant list of questions, it is time to collect answers. It is generally a good idea to
get input from all staff involved. Ensuring that their answers remain anonymous will encourage
candid responses. For the leader, it is especially important to remain curious, to really listen. Any
and all answers are good answers.

Our CIO, for example, may find that some of the answers indicate that communication is a problem;
however, other answers reveal that communication is actually occurring successfully at many levels
of his department, just not at his level. He may discover that his managers have fears about his
reaction to their ideas, or that colleagues may be too critical. He may also discover that other
problems exist, such as confusion by staff as to who is in charge of each team project, or how final
decisions are made.

3. Clearly communicate the results and the next steps. By sharing the data and clarifying the
decision-making process, leaders can engage the support of others while managing
expectations and outcomes.

For example, our CIO may see himself as the ultimate decision-maker but can seek
meaningful input from his staff by revealing the data and clarifying the criteria and
parameters that exist for making a final decision (i.e., priorities, desired outcomes, budget
constraints and timelines, etc.). By stating that he will make the decision, and is seeking their
best thinking and input first, he lets his staff know what is expected of them, and they will be
better prepared to support the process.

4. Ask more questions designed to focus on the best solution.

When we allow for expansive thinking about a situation, it is important eventually to narrow
down the field of possibilities in order to determine the best solution. This process can be
done with questions too—convergent questions designed to help draw the focus to the most
relevant issues reflected in the data.

At a meeting held to discuss the data, our CIO might ask for questions from the group
designed to help narrow down and prioritize the issues. He can guide his staff by specifying
the outcomes he is seeking: for example, creative interaction between his direct reports,
productive teamwork and collaboration between their staffs, less conflict or improved
performance and customer service department-wide. Again, it is important to list all questions
before seeking to answer them. Here are some examples:

o What does this data reveal about the problems we are having?
e Where is it most impacting us? Our customers? Our performance? Our morale?

e What are some ways of addressing these issues?

e What approaches will work best with the data?

e What kinds of solutions fit best with the needs identified by the data?

e What solutions have the greatest leverage given the parameters/criteria out there?

5. Choose a solution.

Once the convergent questions are asked and answered, it is time to choose solutions for the
key problems. The best solution may be very different from those envisioned before the
inquiry process began.

Our CIO, for example, may decide to forgo communication training for his staff and instead
work to offset some of the concerns they have about sharing their ideas. He and his senior
team might establish agreements about how to interact when brainstorming and discussing
new ideas. They might develop protocols clarifying cross-team collaboration, project
oversight and decision-making responsibility. And the CIO will have to consider his own
communication behavior, perhaps agreeing to monthly all-hands meetings in order to update
his department on the priorities, policies and direction of the organization.

The power of inquiry lies in the process itself. Often the act of engaging others in assessing
the problem through expansive questions alters the group dynamics as people ask questions,
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consider many viewpoints, listen and share data and ideas. Such may be the case with our
CIO, for the use of the inquiry process itself could help improve trust and communication
between his senior team and their staffs. Leaders who are by nature solution providers may
find they do a better job at solving problems when they refrain from always having the
answers, and instead find ways to empower and engage the thinking of their people to help
define and solve problems. This kind of effort creates a solution-providing culture, one that
recognizes that the right solution comes from understanding what the real problem is, and
taking the time to get there.

Deborah Gilburg is a principal of Gilburg Leadership Institute, a leadership
development firm specializing in helping leaders to become their own best
resources. For more information, visit www.gilburgleadership.com.

Readers Viewpoint

immediate solutions

Posted: AUG 11, 2006 05:25:55 PM

There is tremendous pressure in IT to "fix things yesterday" and this no doubt leads managers to adopt
immediate solutions even it is known that in the long run they will need to be fixed again. | also suspect
that other issues come into play such as how a manager’s personality type affects their perception of
problems and their solutions. Certainly a CYA mentality of easy and quick fixes (squeeky wheels) exists
where there is poor corporate communication.

Very good article - however, describing what individuals should be doing versus them actually adopting
such processes is the proverbial case of "easier said than done".

Right solution for 'stressful’ CIO moments
Posted: AUG 07, 2006 09:27:17 PM
Ask yourself these questions 1. What is happening right now ? Stretch it out by asking yourself three
subsidary questions: What Am | doing right now ?; What am | feeling right now ?; What am | thinking right
now?. 2. What do | want right now? (In otherwords, ask yourself what you are trying to achieve in this
conversation. Often simply the act of asking this question will provoke a change, w/o you making a
deliberate decision to change) 3. What am | doing right now to prevent myself from getting what | want?
(Make a choice at this moment. All you need to do is say to yourself, "l choose..." 4. Take a deep breath
hold it for as long as you can and move on.. Now that you know what you want, move toward it! Your
experiences? Comments? www.Moravecglobal.com Milan Moravec

Milan Moravec

Coach

Moravec and Associates

Voice Your Opinion (All fields are required)

Subject:

Comments:

First Name: Last Name:

Title: Organization:

E-mail: Anonymous post? (_) Yes(®) No
Anonymous posts will not display any personal information,
but you must include your full real name and e-mail to post;
unsigned submissions are deleted.

(" submit Comment ) ClO.com Comment Policy

http://www.cio.com/career/boost/column.html?ID=23657 Page 3 of 5



Problem Solving for Inveterate Fixers - Career Boost - Career RC - CIO 08/22/2006 03:41 PM

Resource Center

Data Center Colocation

Redundant Server Colocation in 70+ locations in the US and Europe.
http://www.iland.com

Network Appliance

Enterprise class storage solutions. View demos, download whitepapers.
www.NetApp.com

NetFlow with Scrutinizer

In-depth network traffic analysis using NetFlow technology.
Plixer.com

as sy techwords See Your Link Here

SPONSORED LINKS:
s |T Strategies to Simplify. Accelerat n row Your Busin

s Get best practices on building an efficient data center

s |DG Research Report Reveals CIO Visibility Blind Spot for Application
Development Investments

s Learn how to get IT staff without breaking the budget
o Insights from Accenture's IT Transformation

u Effective RDBMS Security Management: A Process-Based Solution
o in Nokia's Live W t and learn how mobil vice man ment can solv
security worries and much more!

o |T infrastructures can easily get insecure and slow. Get a handle on them, with
integrated tools in an i | softwar: ite. Tak k control of creeping IT

complexities with IBM Tivoli software.
s Watch how Business & IT can work together as never before!
o Your Linux is ready(tm). Get SUSE Linux Enterprise 10 from Novell (r)

s Effective software development needs to work hand-in-hand with business
goals. Now you can get them together, easily and consistently. Take back
control of out-of-sync development with IBM Rational.

s Service-oriented Enterprise - How to Make Your Business Fast, Flexible, More
Responsive

s The Security Standard Event: Build a More Secure Enterprise - And a Better
Business

s Find out how vou can get on the Road to Successful Composite Application
Management

s The relationship between business and IT is chanqing. Learn more at
NextGenerationInsights.com

s Extreme performance & power savings for your Enterprise
s Enterprise Software: Achieve Lower Total Cost of Ownership. Find Out How!

s Get simplified access to people. information and tools with IBM Lotus software.

Your teams will collaborate better. more responsively and more productively.
Find out how: Take back control with IBM Lotus software.

s Dealing with data center storage concerns - webcast
# Wouldn't you rather know how to protect vour software at the source?

s Leverage investments with eBusiness to reach customers and partners. Learn
More Now!

s Experience AMD In the Enterprise Online Event 6 - Happening NOW.
s Get more out of mobility. Get more out of now.

s Decision Services: The Next SOA Challenge. Click here to learn more!
s See how firms should work with the Open Source Ecosystem.

s Get true business value from information: Integrate all your critical data

http://www.cio.com/career/boost/column.htmI?ID=23657 Page 4 of 5



Problem Solving for Inveterate Fixers - Career Boost - Career RC - CIO 08/22/2006 03:41 PM

mlessly. Tak k control of information ch with IBM Information
Management.

= Don't just let your data sit there. Make it actionable - quickly, simply. affordably.
s Accenture Launches Global Infrastructure Research. Click here to learn more.

s Dollars and Sense: Calculate the ROl Orange solutions can bring your business
IT Rationalization: Siemens(r) Approach to IT Transformation

OKI Printing Solutions C9600 & C9800 Printers. 60-day trial available
s Tak k control of r company's frozen ts with IBM WV here.
s Introducing Duet for Microsoft Office and SAP

» Cingular's real time wireless email can make your entire workforce more
r tive.

s Comprehensive Enterprise Risk and Compliance Solutions from EMC, BEA,
Eujitsu and Paisley

s Business Adqility with SOA! Click to access TIBCO's SOA resource center.
s Learn about Accenture's Global Infrastructure Research Findings

CIO MarketPlace

Defending a Software Audit? We can help.
Software publishers and their trade associations are aggressively attacking their customers. If you have been threatened, we can

help. Our audit defense attorneys have the leg...

Take IP convergence to the next level
IBM's converged communications helps your business reduce costs through real time collaboration, unified messaging and web-

enabled call centers. Click here to find out how IBM...

Free Trial: BPM Process Modeling for your Business
Savvion's Process Modeler provides comprehensive BPM from modeling to process execution and management. Easy to use

visual tool allows simulation before implementation. Downlo...

Reduce .NET smart client complexity with DevForce
Deliver your applications on time and on target with IdeaBlade DevForce for Visual Studio 2005. Build robust enterprise
applications in a fraction of the time by allowing your...

6 Steps to Working Capital Improvement White Paper
A roadmap to Working Capital Performance Improvement with Focal Points for greatest Impact, strategies, KPIs, metrics and

ratios. Download this and other free Working Capital ...

Buy a Link Now

Dated: August 03, 2006
http://www.cio.com/leadership/buzz/column.htm|?CID=23657

cio.com

Home | About CIO | Privacy Policy | Terms of Service | Linking to us
raal ]
](.4]( )

Subscription Services | Reprints | Advertising | Executive Programs

THE IDG NETWORK
CSO | CMO | Darwin | Computerworld | Network World | Infoworld | PC World | Bio-IT World
IT Careers | ITWorld Canada | JavaWorld | Macworld | Mac Central | Playlist | GamePro | GameStar | Gamerhelp
© 1994 - 2006 CXO Media Inc.
An International Data Group (IDG) Company

Problems/complaints/compliments about this site can be sent to info@cio.com.

http://www.cio.com/career/boost/column.htmI?ID=23657 Page 5 of 5



