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One of the greatest impediments to robust problem solving is our tendency to short-circuit the 
Plan-Do-Study-Adjust (PDSA) cycle and simply jump to conclusions about root causes and 
solutions.  
 
Last week I gave a presentation on A3 problem solving to a group at the Outdoor Industry 
Association meeting. I asked a participant to describe a problem he was facing at work. This 
was our exchange: 
 
Participant: I’m not happy with our external website developers. We’re not making any 

progress, and we may miss our target launch date. There are just too many people on 
the team. Oh, and they don’t have any outdoor industry experience.  

Me: How many people are on the team? 
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P:  15 people. 

M:  How do you know that’s too many? Maybe 15 people actually isn’t enough. Maybe you 
need 30. Or maybe you need 5. How do you know? 

P:  Well, we can’t make decisions. We have a two-hour meeting every week, and we 
never come to any conclusions. The project keeps dragging on.  

M: So you think that with fewer people on the web team, you’d be able to make decisions 
more quickly, right? 

P: Exactly. And industry experience would probably help, too.  

M: Who else is in the meeting?  

P: We have two internal teams in the meeting as well.  

M: And are they in agreement about what you want going into your meetings with the 
external developers? 

P: Well. . . actually, no.  

M: So if you don’t have internal agreement about what you want, how can you expect the 
external developers to be able to reach a decision? 

 
This situation is typical of the way we often approach problems. Without taking the time to 
adequately grasp the situation, to really understand what’s going on, we jump to a conclusion 
about the cause of a problem—and that conclusion results in a solution that simply won’t work. 
In this case, while the size (and experience) of the external web team might be affecting the 
ability to make decisions and move the project forward, it’s far more likely that the company’s 
inability to come to internal agreement is the main driver of the problem.  (Read more about 
“grasping the situation” in my August newsletter.) 
 
In this same workshop, I had people break into groups and discuss the intransigent problems 
they were wrestling with at work. As I walked through the room, I could hear people offering 
solutions to these problems—even though they didn’t have any substantial information about 
the situation—rather than asking detailed questions about what was going on.  
 
This isn’t to blame or criticize the people in the workshop. Hell, I’m as guilty as the next guy in 
trying to offer solutions. The truth is that throughout our academic and professional careers, 
we’ve been rewarded for putting our hands up first, for solving problems quickly, for making 
the first suggestion, for acting rapidly. But these rewards act against our best long-term 
interests by making us less likely to patiently assess what’s actually going on.  
 
The children’s book The Phantom Tollbooth features the “Island of Conclusions.” It’s in the Sea of 
Knowledge, and you can only get there by jumping. (Of course!) Milo, the hero of the book, 
suddenly finds himself stranded on the island: 
 

“But how did we get here?” asked Milo, who was still a bit puzzled by being 
there at all. 
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“You jumped, of course,” explained Canby. “That’s the way most everyone gets 
here. It’s really quite simple: every time you decide something without having a 
good reason, you jump to Conclusions whether you like it or not. It’s such an 
easy trip to make that I’ve been here hundreds of times.” 
 
“But this is such an unpleasant-looking place,” Milo remarked. 
 
“Yes, that's true,” admitted Canby; “it does look much better from a distance.” 

 
Getting off the island is challenging: it requires a long, cold swim in the Sea of Knowledge. Most 
people don’t want to deal with that unpleasantness, so the island is very crowded. But it can be 
done. First step: grasp the situation. 
 
 
 

(Like this newsletter? Read my weekly blog post here.)	  


