
Module 2:  

Identifying and Defining Problems 

Techniques for Identifying Underlying Issues 

Identifying underlying issues is a critical step in the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) process, 
as it allows organizations to address the root causes of problems rather than merely 
treating symptoms. Here are several effective techniques that can be employed to uncover 
these underlying issues: 

1. The 5 Whys Technique 

The 5 Whys is a straightforward yet powerful method for drilling down to the root cause of 
a problem. The process involves asking "why" multiple times—typically five—to explore the 
layers of causation behind an issue. 

●​ How it Works: Start with a clear statement of the problem and ask why it occurred. 
For each answer provided, continue asking why until you reach a fundamental cause 
that is actionable. 

●​ Example: If a project is behind schedule, you might ask: 
○​ Why is the project behind schedule? (Because tasks were not completed on 

time.) 
○​ Why were tasks not completed on time? (Because team members were 

unclear about their responsibilities.) 
○​ Why were they unclear? (Because there was no clear communication from 

management.) 
○​ Continuing this process helps identify systemic issues that can be addressed. 

2. Fishbone Diagram (Ishikawa Diagram) 

The Fishbone diagram visually maps out the various potential causes of a problem, 
encouraging teams to consider multiple categories of factors. 



●​ How it Works: Start with the problem at the head of the fish and draw branches for 
major categories such as People, Processes, Equipment, and Environment. Under 
each category, brainstorm specific causes related to that area. 

●​ Benefits: This method helps organize thoughts and encourages comprehensive 
exploration of possible causes, making it easier to identify relationships between 
different factors. 

3. Failure Mode and Effects Analysis (FMEA) 

FMEA is a proactive tool used to identify potential failure modes within a system and assess 
their impact. 

●​ How it Works: Teams list potential failure modes, their effects, and causes. Each 
failure mode is then rated based on its severity, occurrence, and detection to 
prioritize which issues need addressing. 

●​ Application: FMEA is particularly useful in industries where safety and reliability are 
paramount, helping organizations mitigate risks before they lead to significant 
problems. 

4. Root Cause Analysis (RCA) 

Root Cause Analysis encompasses various techniques aimed at identifying the fundamental 
reasons for problems. 

●​ How it Works: RCA involves systematically examining the problem using various 
tools such as the 5 Whys, Fishbone diagrams, or Fault Tree Analysis to uncover root 
causes. 

●​ Benefits: RCA provides a structured approach that can be tailored to different types 
of problems across various industries. 

5. Fault Tree Analysis (FTA) 

Fault Tree Analysis is a graphical method used to analyze the pathways within a system that 
can lead to a failure. 



●​ How it Works: Teams create a tree-like diagram starting with an undesired event at 
the top and branching down into contributing factors. This visual representation 
helps identify complex interdependencies and potential root causes. 

●​ Application: FTA is particularly effective in high-risk industries such as aerospace or 
healthcare, where understanding failure mechanisms is crucial. 

6. Affinity Diagram 

The Affinity Diagram technique organizes large amounts of data into manageable 
categories based on natural relationships. 

●​ How it Works: Team members write down ideas or data points on sticky notes and 
then group them into clusters based on similarities or themes. This helps in 
identifying patterns and connections among various factors contributing to an issue. 

●​ Benefits: This method promotes collaboration and ensures that all voices are heard 
in the analysis process. 

7. Surveys and Interviews 

Gathering qualitative data through surveys or interviews can provide insights into 
underlying issues from different stakeholders' perspectives. 

●​ How it Works: Design questions that probe deeper into experiences related to the 
problem at hand. Use open-ended questions to allow respondents to express their 
thoughts freely. 

●​ Application: This technique is particularly useful in understanding human factors or 
organizational culture that may contribute to problems. 

Conclusion 

Employing these techniques for identifying underlying issues enables organizations to gain 
a comprehensive understanding of problems they face. By addressing root causes rather 
than symptoms, businesses can implement effective solutions that lead to long-term 
improvements. Incorporating these methods into the CPS process not only enhances 
problem-solving capabilities but also fosters a culture of continuous improvement within 
organizations. 



  

Importance of Gathering Relevant Data 

Gathering relevant data is a crucial step in the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) process, as it 
provides the foundation for informed decision-making and effective problem resolution. 
The significance of collecting accurate and pertinent data can be understood through 
several key points: 

1. Informed Decision-Making 

Data serves as the backbone for making informed decisions. By collecting relevant 
information, organizations can base their strategies on empirical evidence rather than 
assumptions or anecdotal observations. This reliance on data minimizes the risk of errors 
and enhances the likelihood of successful outcomes. For instance, understanding customer 
preferences through surveys can inform product development and marketing strategies, 
ensuring alignment with market demands  

2. Identifying Root Causes 

Effective problem-solving requires a clear understanding of the underlying issues. 
Gathering relevant data allows teams to analyze patterns and correlations that may 
indicate root causes of problems. For example, if a company experiences declining sales, 
analyzing sales data alongside customer feedback can reveal trends or issues that need to 
be addressed, such as product quality or customer service deficiencies  

3. Measuring Effectiveness 

Data collection enables organizations to evaluate the effectiveness of implemented 
solutions or strategies. By establishing metrics and collecting data before and after changes 
are made, businesses can assess whether their interventions have achieved desired 
results. This measurement process is essential for continuous improvement, allowing 
organizations to refine their approaches based on what works and what doesn’t. 

4. Proactive Problem Management 



Regularly gathering relevant data allows organizations to monitor systems and processes 
continuously. This proactive approach enables early detection of potential issues before 
they escalate into significant problems. For example, by analyzing operational data, a 
company can identify inefficiencies or bottlenecks in its processes and address them 
promptly to maintain optimal performance  

5. Supporting Strategic Planning 

Data collection is integral to strategic planning efforts. By understanding market trends, 
customer behavior, and internal performance metrics, organizations can develop strategies 
that are responsive to current conditions and future opportunities. This strategic insight is 
essential for long-term success in competitive environments  

6. Enhancing Stakeholder Confidence 

When decisions are supported by relevant data, stakeholders—including employees, 
customers, and investors—are more likely to have confidence in the organization’s 
direction. Transparency in data collection and analysis fosters trust and credibility, which 
are vital for maintaining strong relationships with stakeholders  

7. Facilitating Collaboration and Input 

Gathering data from various sources encourages collaboration among team members and 
stakeholders. Input from diverse perspectives enriches the data pool, leading to more 
comprehensive insights into problems and potential solutions. Engaging employees in the 
data collection process also promotes a sense of ownership and involvement in 
decision-making  

Conclusion 

In summary, gathering relevant data is essential for effective problem-solving within the 
CPS framework. It empowers organizations to make informed decisions, identify root 
causes, measure effectiveness, manage problems proactively, support strategic planning, 
enhance stakeholder confidence, and facilitate collaboration. By prioritizing accurate and 
pertinent data collection practices, businesses can significantly improve their 
problem-solving capabilities and drive sustainable success in an ever-evolving landscape. 



  

Formulating Challenge Questions: 

How to Create Effective Questions That Drive Innovation 

Creating effective questions is essential for fostering innovation and stimulating creative 
thinking within teams and organizations. Well-crafted questions can provoke thought, 
encourage exploration, and lead to the generation of novel ideas. Here are several 
strategies to formulate questions that drive innovation: 

1. Align Questions with Objectives 

Start by identifying the specific goals you want to achieve through your questioning. Ensure 
that your questions are aligned with these objectives to maintain focus and relevance. 

●​ Example: If the goal is to develop a new product, questions might include: 
○​ "What unmet needs do our customers have?" 
○​ "How can we enhance our current offerings to better serve our target 

market?" 

2. Utilize Open-Ended Questions 

Open-ended questions encourage expansive thinking and allow for a variety of responses. 
These questions typically begin with "how," "what," or "why," prompting deeper exploration 
of ideas. 

●​ Examples: 
○​ "What innovative solutions can we explore to improve customer 

satisfaction?" 
○​ "How might we approach this challenge from a completely different angle?" 

3. Incorporate the 5 Whys Technique 



The 5 Whys technique involves asking "why" multiple times to delve deeper into the 
reasoning behind an issue or idea. This method helps uncover root causes and stimulates 
critical thinking. 

●​ Application: Start with a problem statement and ask why it exists. For each answer, 
continue asking why until you reach a fundamental cause that inspires further 
questioning. 

4. Encourage Question Storming 

Instead of jumping straight to solutions, invite team members to brainstorm questions 
related to a specific challenge. This technique, known as question storming, shifts the focus 
from finding answers to exploring the problem more thoroughly. 

●​ Example: In a session about improving employee engagement, participants might 
generate questions like: 

○​ "What factors contribute most to employee motivation?" 
○​ "How can we create a more inclusive workplace culture?" 

5. Leverage SCAMPER Technique 

The SCAMPER technique provides a structured framework for generating questions that 
encourage innovative thinking. SCAMPER stands for Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, 
Put to another use, Eliminate, and Reverse. 

●​ Application: Use SCAMPER prompts to create questions such as: 
○​ "What can we substitute in our current process to enhance efficiency?" 

(Substitute) 
○​ "How can we combine existing features to offer more value?" (Combine) 

6. Use Backcasting 

Backcasting is a technique where teams envision an ideal future state and then work 
backward to identify steps needed to achieve that vision. This approach encourages 
creative thinking about possibilities rather than limitations. 

●​ Example: If the goal is to become a market leader in sustainability, questions might 
include: 



○​ "What practices do we need to implement today to achieve our sustainability 
goals in five years?" 

○​ "What innovations in technology could help us reach this ideal state?" 

7. Foster Collaborative Questioning 

Encourage team members to build on each other’s questions during discussions. This 
collaborative approach allows for richer dialogue and deeper exploration of ideas. 

●​ Technique: Implement a “walking questions” exercise where participants write down 
a question on paper, pass it around for others to add their thoughts or answers, and 
then discuss the collective insights generated. 

8. Test Questions for Clarity and Engagement 

Before finalizing your questions, assess them for clarity and potential engagement. 
Effective questions should be clear, concise, and capable of stimulating discussion. 

●​ Considerations: 
○​ Is the question specific enough to guide exploration? 
○​ Will it encourage diverse perspectives and ideas? 
○​ Does it avoid leading or loaded language that might bias responses? 

Conclusion 

Creating effective questions that drive innovation is an art that combines clarity, alignment 
with objectives, and an openness to exploration. By employing techniques such as 
open-ended questioning, the 5 Whys, SCAMPER, question storming, backcasting, and 
collaborative questioning, organizations can foster an environment where creativity thrives. 
These strategies not only stimulate innovative thinking but also empower teams to explore 
new possibilities that can lead to transformative solutions in their business practices. 

  

Examples of Challenge Questions in Real Business 
Scenarios 



Challenge questions are designed to provoke thought, stimulate creativity, and drive 
innovation within teams. These questions can help uncover underlying issues, explore new 
possibilities, and encourage collaborative problem-solving. Here are several examples of 
challenge questions applied in real business scenarios: 

1. Customer Experience Improvement 

●​ Challenge Question: "What are the top three pain points our customers experience 
when using our product, and how can we address them?" 

●​ Scenario: A retail company is facing declining customer satisfaction scores. By asking 
this question, the team can gather insights from customer feedback and identify 
specific areas for improvement, such as simplifying the return process or enhancing 
customer service training. 

2. Product Development 

●​ Challenge Question: "How might we redesign our flagship product to better meet 
the needs of our target market?" 

●​ Scenario: A technology firm is looking to launch a new version of its flagship 
product. This question encourages cross-functional teams to brainstorm innovative 
features or improvements based on user research and market trends, leading to a 
more competitive offering. 

3. Operational Efficiency 

●​ Challenge Question: "What processes can we eliminate or streamline to reduce 
costs and improve efficiency without sacrificing quality?" 

●​ Scenario: A manufacturing company is experiencing rising operational costs. By 
posing this question, the team can analyze workflows, identify redundancies, and 
implement lean manufacturing principles to enhance efficiency and reduce waste. 

4. Market Expansion 

●​ Challenge Question: "What new markets or customer segments could we explore, 
and what strategies would be most effective in reaching them?" 



●​ Scenario: A consumer goods company is considering expanding its market presence. 
This question prompts the marketing team to conduct market research, analyze 
demographic data, and develop targeted marketing strategies for potential new 
customer segments. 

5. Crisis Management 

●​ Challenge Question: "In the event of a major disruption (e.g., supply chain issues, 
data breach), what contingency plans do we have in place, and how can we improve 
them?" 

●​ Scenario: A logistics company faces potential disruptions due to geopolitical 
tensions affecting supply chains. By asking this question, the leadership team can 
evaluate existing contingency plans and explore alternative suppliers or backup 
strategies to mitigate risks. 

6. Employee Engagement 

●​ Challenge Question: "What initiatives can we implement to enhance employee 
engagement and retention within our organization?" 

●​ Scenario: An HR department is tasked with improving employee morale and 
reducing turnover rates. This question encourages brainstorming around initiatives 
such as flexible work arrangements, professional development programs, or 
recognition and rewards systems that foster a positive workplace culture. 

7. Sustainability Goals 

●​ Challenge Question: "How can we reduce our environmental impact while 
maintaining profitability?" 

●​ Scenario: A manufacturing firm seeks to enhance its sustainability practices. By 
posing this question, teams can explore innovative solutions such as adopting 
renewable energy sources, reducing waste through recycling programs, or 
developing eco-friendly products that appeal to environmentally conscious 
consumers. 

8. Technology Integration 



●​ Challenge Question: "What emerging technologies could we leverage to improve our 
operations or enhance customer experiences?" 

●​ Scenario: A financial services company is exploring ways to innovate its service 
delivery. This question prompts teams to research emerging technologies like 
artificial intelligence or blockchain and consider how these tools could streamline 
processes or provide added value to customers. 

Conclusion 

Challenge questions are powerful tools for driving innovation and fostering a culture of 
creativity within organizations. By encouraging teams to think critically about problems and 
explore new possibilities, these questions help uncover insights that lead to effective 
solutions across various business scenarios. Incorporating challenge questions into 
brainstorming sessions and strategic discussions empowers employees at all levels to 
contribute ideas that can transform challenges into opportunities for growth and 
improvement. 
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