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Problem Solving Like a Pro

Problems abound in the trenches. Screaming customers. Irrational employees. Misplaced inventory.
Internal politics. Budget cuts. System malfunctions. Those of us who live in the trenches understand
that to thrive, even to survive, leaders need solid, powerful problem-solving skills.
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Truths on Problem Solving

There are a few simple truths to be mindful of when building
your problem-solving skills. First, don’t sweat the small stuff,
and everything is small stuff. Most people have decent problem
solving skills — the key is recognizing real problems. Another
truth to remember is get busy! Sometimes it is better to dig a
wrong hole than to sit around and wonder where to dig. The
goal of problem solving is to present solutions, not unsolved
problems. Dig around for problems that may not appear on the
surface. Problems that are hidden often fester and get worse.
And always remember to place the blame where the blame
is due - when the ship misses the harbor, it usually not the
harbor’s fault!

Three Steps to Solving Problems
Step 1: Recognize when a problem is a problem.

To determine if a perceived problem is worth solving, front-line
leaders answer the following questions:

What is the standard? A standard is the minimum
acceptable level of performance below which you do not want
your employees to fall. Set standards in one or more of the
following areas:

Quality
Quantity
Time
Cost

Is the standard reasonable? Are the parameters both
challenging and achievable, or are you artificially setting
up your team for failure? For example, if you set a totally
unreasonable standard, say 100% accuracy on 100% of every
loan written, you automatically have set up your employees for
failure. Remember, the standard is the minimum acceptable
level of performance — not the maximum.
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What is the actual performance? It is easy to fall into the
trap of making a major problem solving decision based upon
irrelevant and inaccurate performance assumptions. Get out on
the floor, in the shop, in the store, in the unit, and observe real
performance in real time. In this way you can be certain you are
getting a true, valid, and objective view of actual performance.

What is the gap between the standard and the actual?
Now it is time to assess the difference (the gap) between the
reasonable standard and the observed actual performance. In
most cases, the gap is negative, that is, the performance is below
standard (which is usually why you perceive a problem in the
first place). Be ready to sometimes see a positive gap when the
performance is constantly above the standard.

What is the priority? Not every negative performance gap is a
priority. Rate the gap as either a high, moderate, or low priority
in each of the following impact areas:

Financial impact
Operational impact
Staff and personal impact
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Is this gap important, urgent, or both? Urgency is
measured by time, importance by priority. If the situation is
urgent and important, you need to attend to it immediately. If
it is urgent but not important, it may not be worth you time.
If it is important, it is worth your time, but perhaps not at this
moment. Ifitis neither, forget it — it is a waste of your time.

Is this area within my control? As a trench leader you often
face real problems that are not within your area of control. This
is the time to determine who in fact controls this area and how
best to contact them to help solve the problem. This is also
where your influence skills, especially your communication
skills, will help you solve problems across departments.

What is the trend? If the trend is down, that is toward less
of a problem over time, you may decide not to do anything for
the problem appears to be taking care of itself or is no longer
relevant. If however the trend is up, the problem is becoming
more pronounced, it may be time to take immediate action.

What would happen if | do nothing? Finally ask yourself
what would happen if you did nothing, especially if the
problem is trending down. Sometimes your best move its
not to move at all, but to invest your time on more significant
problems.

Step 2: Find the cause.

One of the biggest mistakes you can make as a trench leader
is after determining that a problem is a real problem, to
immediately jump into creating solutions. You must train
yourself to take the time to find the root cause of the problem
by asking these key questions:

What is and is not happening? Perhaps the standard
is reasonable, the problem is real, but an employee is not
properly using a particular form, procedure, or process. Often,
what is not happening will get you to the root cause faster
than just observing what is happening.

Who is or is not involved? Perhaps too many people
are involved. Perhaps someone who has no business or
responsibility in this area is sticking his nose where it does not
belong. Or perhaps the right people are involved but have not
uncovered the root cause.

Where is the problem occurring and where is it not
occurring? A huge mistake is to create a blanket policy or
procedure that only addresses a small percentage of your team.
Rather, redirect those few who may be causing the problem.

When is the problem occurring and when is it not
occurring? (an you isolate a specific set of circumstances
that create the problem? Also, assess how many different
people, departments, units, or customers are impacted by
this problem.

What are the most likely causes of the problem?
It is critical to assess root causes to better ensure a high
payback on the time and energy you will invest on fixing real
problems

Step 3: Generate solutions.

First, brainstorm alternative solutions. Attempt to create
a list of five, ten, even twenty alternative solutions. While
brainstorming, quantity is more important than quality.
Allow yourself and your team to explore creative, no limits
solutions. Then narrow your list to the top 3-5 solutions that
appear to be the best.

Second, assess the best-case and worst-case outcomes
for each solution. List the best possible outcome for each
solution on quality, quantity, time, cost, customer impact,
and any other criteria you deem relevant. Likewise, assess
the worst possible scenario for that solution if implemented.

Third, for each alternative solution, determine the likelihood
of its occurrence. Estimate the likelihood of each solution
being completely and fully implemented. Is the solution
realistic or simply a pipe dream? Successful front-line
leaders are not risk takers; rather, they assess the potential
downside risk and determine if they can live with it, manage
it, and accept it.

|I|||ﬁ

The final component to generating solutions is to rank-order
your solutions. Choose the one solution that best meets
your overall criteria and implement it. Monitor it closely and
redirect as needed as you move toward solving the problem.

Effective front-line leaders are good problem solvers. The
three steps to problem solving are recognizing when a
problem is a problem, finding the root cause of the problem,
and generating solutions to the problem.
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Chairman & CEQ,

The Ropella Group

Phone: 850-983-4997
Email: ropella@ropella.com
Website: www.ropella.com

GROWING GREAT COMPANIES

Ropella, with 25 years experience, is the leading
executive search and consulting firm specializing in
the chemical, consumer products, technology and
energy industries.

We help many of the world’s largest companies
find, hire, develop and retain their most important
people. We recruit globally in sales, marketing, R&D,
and manufacturing, from middle management to
the most senior executive levels. At Ropella, not only
do we find great leaders, we can also help you build
a stronger, more competitive, and more innovative
team with our Leadership and Organizational
Improvement consulting services.

Nothing is more important to your company’s ability
to create value than the right blend of talent. Call us
today and put our people and our process to work
foryou.

ABOUT PATRICKROPELLA

Having dedicated his career to helping companies across the globe in sourcing,
marketing to, assessing, recruiting, on-boarding, retaining, training and
transforming top talent, Patrick Ropella has a global perspective on Executive
Search and Talent Management.

He has worked across all roles and functions, cascading from the top levels
of management to also placing apprentices coming straight out of college. Over
the past 20+ years he has seen many individuals he’s personally assisted make
career transitions, become well trained leaders, join the C-suite at many of the
world’s largest corporations.

His experience within the global chemical industry as a dominant talent
management leader allowed his firm, Ropella Group, to grow to the leading
position it now holds with a wide variety of corporate clients with the chemical
industry, transition to serving major consumer product companies, energy
companies, Nano, Bio and other high technology companies.

Patrick has traveled extensively, meeting with middle level to C-level executives
at the top 100 largest chemical and consumer product companies in the world,
branding the “Ropella” name globally. He has successfully placed hundreds of
senior level executives with top name companies, including but not limited to:
DOW, DuPont, Exxon, Georgia Pacific, SONY, Anderson Windows, GE-Silicone,
P&G, Clorox, Pfizer, BASF, PPG, Monsanto, Revlon, Baxter Labs, Sealy Mattress,
Ciba Geigy, Johnson & Johnson, Shell, Sherwin Williams Paints, New Balance
Tennis Shoes, and many more.

Patrick has written for a wide variety of trade publications, newspapers
and business journals on subjects related to the topics covered in The Right
Hire. His writings have also been published in Germany, Italy, Latin America
and Asia.

Patrick and Robbie reside in Milton, FL. with sons Richard and Robert nearby.
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Patrick Ropella

vy Over 50 published articles

Patrick Ropellas SMART Talent Management
System focuses on training Human Resource
leaders and Hiring Managers based on the core
Talent Management topics of:

SYSTEM

Sourcing, Marketing, Assessing, Recruiting,
Retention, Training, and Transformation.




