In each issue, we present a different
systems tool using relevant business examples.
Readers are encouragedto practice using these
tools by applying them to issues of personal

| interest. See page 10 for a symbol key for the
| diagrams.

Toolbox

Using

“Fixes that Fail” to Get Off

the Problem-Solving Treadmill

By Daniel H. Kim

It’s Monday morning. You’ve just
settled in at your desk to catch up on
some reading, when the phone rings.
The program manager of the SuperFast
Computer is on the other end: the pro-
totype scheduled for tests today is not
ready. When you follow up to see
what’s going on, you discover it is
more than just one or two missing
parts—almost one-third is not ready!

How did this happen? All your
planning schedules seemed up-to-date,
and there were no indications of delays.
Now each of the departments is blam-
ing the others: “If only they had given
me x on time...” “If only the packaging
group had let me know when they first
knew they were falling behind...” Now
you will have to hassle the different
departments to get the parts out as
quickly as possible, like you did with
the last program. But you thought the
problem had been solved—the com-
pany made it clear that late parts and
missed target dates would not be toler-
ated. In fact, severe penalties were out-
lined. What happened?

The Problem-Solving Treadmill

The above scenario is typical for
many people caught on a problem-solv-
ing treadmill. The “Fixes that Fail”
archetype provides a starting point to
help you get off the treadmill by identi-
fying “quick fixes” that may be doing
more harm than good (see “Fixes that
Fail: Oiling the Squeaky Wheel—
Again and Again...” November 1990).
The central theme of this archetype is
that almost any decision carries long-
term and short-term consequences, and
the two are often diametrically op-
posed.

In the case of the product launch,
the fix that was meant to keep everyone
on target actually made things worse.
Penalizing those who missed deadlines
created a dynamic where no one dared
reveal that they were running late. If
no one was “discovered” before a criti-
cal deadline (like prototype test), then
everyone would be discovered at the
same time, and no one person or team
could be singled out. After that crisis
was addressed, schedules would be
stressed even more and penalties for
failure would be increased...again. The

result: programs are

continually run with
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1. Start with the Problem Symptom
(and only the symptom)
Oftentimes we confuse “problem

solutions” with problem symptoms.
We are so used to responding to certain
types of problems that we begin to see
the lack of our solutions as being the
problem. Problem solution statements
like “The problem is....we need a big-
ger sales force,” or “The problem
is...we don’t have the latest order pro-
cessing system,” can lead you right
back on the problem-solving treadmill.
It is important to spend some time
up-front defining the problem symp-
tom. This will force you to understand
the problem as separate from any ac-
tions that you have taken, are taking, or
plan on taking. Try turning probiem
solution statements such as “lack of
sales training” into problem symptom
phrases like “falling sales volume.”

2. Map Current Interventions

After you have clarified the prob-
lem, you can map out various past “so-
lutions,” as well as current and planned
actions. This is where you may include
your favorite solutions such as sales
training, marketing promotions, adver-
tising campaigns, etc. In each case you
want to draw out how the interventions
will rectify the problem. For example,
marketing promotions make it more
attractive to buy now vs. later, which
leads to higher sales (loop Bl in “Fixes
for Falling Sales” diagram).

By following the discipline of
clearly articulating how your actions
affect the problem, you create an ex-
plicit map of your causal assumptions.
The output of this mapping process can
be used to show others how you under-
stand the problem, and invite them to
add to or modify the diagram from their
point of view.

Continued on next page
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3. Map Unintended Consequences

One action can produce multiple
consequences. People are usually good
at recognizing the intended results, but
not as good at identifying the unin-
tended consequences. Use the causal
diagram to map out potential side-ef-
fects of any actions you have taken to
rectify the problem.

For example, one danger of repeat-
edly using marketing promotions to
boost sales volume is that the products
become less attractive when they are
not accompanied by promotions. Over
a period of time, product image erodes
and sales decline. This exacerbates the
sales volume problem, which then justi-
fies the use of more marketing promo-
tions (R2). This tendency of the system
to reinforce the need to take the same
actions again and again is at the heart
of “Fixes that Fail.”

4. Identify Loops that Create
Problem Symptoms
Treating symptoms can become a
full-time job, since each set of fixes
creates new symptoms that beg to be

“solved.” To stop the treadmill, how-
ever, we must identify what is causing
the problem in the first place. This
search for the fundamental cause may
lead to very different questions. In-
stead of looking for ways to solve a
“falling sales problem,” for example,
we should try to understand what fac-
tors directly affect sales (aside from the
fixes we have already proposed).

Some root causes may include
quality of customer service, number of
new products, manufacturing lead
times, or product quality. As you ex-
plore the root causes of falling sales
volume, for example, you may discover
that the number of new products has
been declining in recent months. The
next question to ask is: “How is the
problem symptom connected to the
number of new products (or any of the
other potential root causes)?” You may
find that in response to revenue pres-
sure in the past, investments in new
products were curtailed. The effects of
that decision are now being seen in the
reduced number of new products,
which further aggravates the falling
sales volume (R3 in “Shifting Empha-
sis to Marketing Promotions™).

5. Find Connections between Both
Sets of Loops
Oftentimes, “fixes” and fundamen-
tal causes are linked together in ways
that further reinforce the continued use
of the fixes. Identifying the links can
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As product attractiveness relies more on pr ions, the emphasis on pr.

increases. This leads to more promotions (R4) and lower investments in new product
development (R5), which will further exacerbate the falling sales volume (R3).
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highlight the many ways fixes can get
entrenched in a company’s routine.

In our marketing example, as the
product attractiveness depends more on
promotions, emphasis on promotions
will increase, leading to more promo-
tions (R4). Investments in new product
development, on the other hand, will be
reduced as the company shifts its atten-
tion to marketing (RS). The resulting
diagram looks similar to a “Shifting the
Burden” archetype, as the company
grows more dependent on marketing
promotions to push sales. (A “Fixes
that Fail” structure usually carries the
seeds of a “Shifting the Burden”).

6. Identify High Leverage

Interventions

Identifying high-leverage interven-
tions usually means cutting or adding
links in the causal maps. These actions
represent structural interventions that
will alter the policies that affect how
people make decisions and take action.

Cutting the links from “revenue
pressure” and “‘emphasis on marketing
promotions” to “investments in new
product development,” for example,
decouples investment decisions from
other responses to falling sales volume.
On the other hand, adding a link be-
tween “erosion of product image” and
“investments in new product develop-
ment” can channel important market
information that can be used to enhance
the product’s appeal.

7. Map Potential Side Effects
For every contemplated interven-
tion, try to identify side-effects that
may be undesirable (using steps 34
above). By mapping them in advance,
you can better prepare to respond or
perhaps design around them altogether.

Summary

The preceding seven steps are
meant as guidelines (not a rigid set of
rules) for systematically mapping out
the multiple consequences of actions.
The resulting diagrams can help clarify
the critical issues and provide a com-
mon, shared understanding of the prob-
lem in order to design more effective
and long-lasting solutions. ¥ %
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