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Problem Solving as a Process

How Teaching a Structured 
Thinking Process Improved 
Productivity, Innovation, 
Culture, and Employee 
Satisfaction at DPS Telecom

An Experiment in Progress
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The 3 Big Ideas

1. When a skill or activity is described 
as “Magic” or “Art”, that is an 
indication of an undefined process

2. Soft things like problem solving, 
and creativity are processes -
which means they can be defined 
and they can be taught

3. A Process = Predictable Results
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It Began as a Tool for Engineering 

Engineering had a problem 
that “couldn’t be fixed”
Gathered group together to 
review where they were
Just because they are really 
smart – does not mean they 
have structured problem 
solving skills
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How did I get there?

It is a great feeling when…
you are the only one who can 
innovate and solve big 
problems! 
It is a horrible realization when… 
you are the only one who can 
innovate and solve big 
problems! 
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How Do I Fix This?

I asked myself – “What did I 
do to solve this?”
I made a list of the steps I 
took to solve the problem
I realized that I had a process

and then it hit me…

We train for physical processes, 
why not for thinking and problem solving?
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Phase 1: A New Training Program

I defined a program for 
critical and creative 
thinking concepts
I added it to the standard 
new employee orientation 
training program
I took the material on tour 
through all departments New Employee Orientation Module
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It Was Big!

Critical Thinking Training Program
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It Was Full of Tools…

Critical Thinking Training Program
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You Could Solve Anything…
Critical Thinking Training Program
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It Wowed Everybody!

Critical Thinking Training Program
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But Not a Whole Lot Changed!

Some things did stick:
– Notebook methods
– Use of printable white boards 

for WSWS and group think
– Attitude towards problem 

solving
– Use of question lists to 

stimulate divergent thinking 
and create actionable ideas
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Phase II Plan

Narrowed down on the tools
Focused on just the managers 
and key staff
Enlisted their help in designing 
the program
We emphasized doing 10 things 
400 times, rather than 400 things 
10 times
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The Phase II Program

Printable white boards for W.S.W.S. 
and group think
Notebooks – common “DPS Way” 
method and format
Weekly think time and think groups
Collect best practices after every 
project
Questions workshops – stimulates 
divergent thinking
Strategy vs. Tactics workshops



www.dpstelecom.com15  2004 DPS Telecom

Printable White Boards for WSWS

Provides outlet for venting
Encourages participation from 
everyone
The power of “He who holds the 
pen…”
No random discussion only by 
most vocal members – everyone 
gets a turn
Group votes & prioritizes list 
creating “buy in”
Every meeting creates an 
actionable outcome
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Notebooks – common “DPS Way” 
method and format

Index up front for major events 
Heavy duty, full size (8.5” x 11”)
Name and contact in front, calendar in back
Place to capture and reuse notes and ideas
Reinforces conversations and memory
Standard place to:
– Frame questions for problem solving
– Schedule work and time management
– Master To-Do lists
– “Notethink” sessions and free form topical essays
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Weekly Think Time

Must be away from the office and 
computer
Set your weekly goals:

– Allows you to be proactive instead of 
reactive

– List of questions, topics, or issues
– Review last session’s items

Leave plenty of white space so you 
can go back and add – paper is cheap
Use it to make you more effective. It’s 
not a diary, it’s not a work of art
Write it down! Slow down and collect 
your thoughts
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Collect Best Practices

Post-mortem meeting 
immediately after project or 
event:
– What did we do well?
– What went wrong?
– What would we do differently?
– Lessons Learned?

Convert workshop output into 
policies, plans, and procedures
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Creating Solution Options 
(Divergent Thinking)

Brainstorm multiple investigation paths 
(as many as you can develop)
Rephrase the problem – Look for 
different angles and combinations
Key questions:

– What could go wrong?
– What do I have / What am I missing?
– What would I need to know?
– What would Bob ask? He want? He do?

Never get to the bottom of your list  - if 
you’re getting close, STOP and create 
some more options.
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Strategy vs Tactics

Day to day tactics change regularly
The ultimate goal and the strategies to achieve it rarely 
change
Explains why employees believe that management 
changes their mind all the time, they don’t understand 
the difference
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Phase 2 Outcomes

Managers latched onto idea that they need 
thinking time to work ON the business, not 
just IN the business
Fast and effective communication between 
team members and other departments
Helps eliminate people feeling personally hit 
for things going wrong.
Helps focus people on solving problems, not 
making excuses
Problems that previously required my total 
involvement were able to be solved by my 
managers.
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The Overall Impact on DPS Telecom

The culture is becoming more and 
more results oriented
Problems and opportunities are 
attacked with enthusiasm and 
A PROCESS! = Predictable Results
Fast, effective, fluent communications
Continuous improvement and best 
practices reporting has become a 
standard process, not the exception
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Personal Lessons Learned

Any process can be taught
Mastery comes from repetition 
The impact is higher if they help 
design the programs
Rockefeller Habits workshop: 
CEOs are seen as Superman, you 
need other respected champions.
Make regular time to work ON the 
business, not just IN the business
Wherever you see something 
described as “art”, it means an 
undefined process

“He will win whose army is 
animated with the same 
spirit”  

- Sun Tzu, Art of War
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Q & A

Resources:
– Printable white boards: www.plus-america.com
– Personality profiling: www.jobmatching.com
– Critical thinking and problem solving books:

The Thinker's Toolkit : 14 Powerful Techniques for 
Problem Solving
101 Creative Problem Solving Techniques: The 
Handbook of New Ideas for Business
PhotoReading Whole Mind System

– Any questions? 
Email me at Bob@askBobBerry.com


