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If your past solutions had worked, the problem would no longer
exist. Five ways to open up a new set of possibilities.

1 Stop doing what you’ve tried in the past.
Make a list of everything you’ve tried up to the present and then choose to stop doing any and all of them, even if

you believe they are the right things to do. If they had worked, the problem would no longer exist. Your solutions

have now become part of the problem system. If you do something different from what you have done in the

past, the other person (or object) will eventually need to give you a different response – which may lead to a new

set of possible solutions.

2 Identify your limiting assumptions and reverse or move past them.
Examine your previous solutions carefully for evidence of the assumptions behind them. Ask yourself, “What

would I do if I didn’t believe X to be true?” Try reversing some of your most common assumptions and then

generating ideas for solutions. See if you can identify the boundaries of the area where you’re searching for

solutions (categories, groups of people, etc.) and move beyond those limits.

3 Look for and disrupt ongoing patterns.
Don’t ask, “How did the problem start? Instead, ask, “How does the problem continue?” Focus on preventing the

continuation of the problem. The system that supports the persistence of the problem is different from the one

that existed when the problem began.
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4 Reframe the problem.
Find a way to reframe the problem as an opportunity for creative thinking. Use the sentence-starter, “How can

we…” rather than “Why can’t we…” There are usually many ways to frame a problem. Try generating a list of 10 –

15 different ways to look at it, then choose one that’s different from the current frame, has no solution

embedded in it, is an unusual way to look at it – and generate solutions based on that frame. Then try another.

Our solution set is limited by the way we have framed the problem, so expand your framing and you’ll have more

solutions to choose from and develop.

5 Use a metaphor as a bridge to solution.
Transform the problem into a metaphor and develop solutions in another context, then apply them back to the

reframed problem. Don’t worry if they seem odd or silly at first – ask yourself, “How might that solution work in

this context?” Sometime going far away from a problem enables you to return with a very different perspective.

Our solution set is limited by the way we have framed the problem.

Originally published on LinkedIn, June 26, 2014.
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