Solution Planning Techniques

The Six Thinking Hats – De Bono (1987)

Introduction
The Six Thinking Hats method of unlocking creative thinking was first published in 1987 by Edward De Bono.  A detailed explanation of the technique can be found in De Bono’s ‘Six Thinking Hats’, available in Pelican Books.

The purpose of Six Thinking Hats is to unscramble thinking using one thinking mode at a time – instead of trying to use them all at once, as we tend do in conventional discussion and argument.  Brainstorming is a similar technique but with a much narrower scope (for listing creative ideas in a group without any evaluation). 

The six hats, with the colours in the sequence in which they guide a meeting to a solution, are:

White

for pure facts, figures and information

Red

for feeling, emotions, hunch and intuition

Black

for the devil’s advocate, negative judgement, why it won’t work

Yellow
brightness and optimism, positive, constructive opportunities

Green

creative, provocative, lateral

Blue
thinking about the thinking, an overview, a summary of what to take forward

They provide a convenient vehicle for requesting a certain type of thinking, making thinking focused instead of wasting time in argument or drifting discussions.

The Six Thinking Hats technique is an extremely powerful way of focusing the ideas and thoughts of a team, especially where the team is not progressing well towards its objective.  It is also powerful in teams which do not appear to be able to generate many ideas through brainstorming.  If the technique is introduced early in the life of a team the concept of a coloured hat can be used in any discussion the group has, e.g. “Are there any green hat thoughts on this subject?” or “Wearing my black hat I would say …”. 

By separating the idea from the person, he or she is acting the part rather than revealing his or her inner thoughts.

The red hat can be invaluable with senior teams to get at some very real emotional issues which they may otherwise avoid discussing.  In the same way the green hat gives them the excuse to “be daft” and put forward some “creative ideas” without the fear of being ridiculed by colleagues.

Method

1. The meeting should be led by a facilitator but not directed (everyone is equal).

2. At the beginning, table the topic/problem/opportunity that the meeting is addressing.  Write it out and modify until everyone in the group is satisfied that it is the one that is to be addressed.

3. Using the same rules as traditional brainstorming, brainstorm ideas with the group.  The difference comes from asking the group to carry out the brainstorm six times using a different thinking style for each time.  The brainstorm session should be carried out in the given sequence to guide the meeting logically to a solution.  For each ‘brainstorm’ session:

· use a clean flip-chart sheet

· record all responses and ideas in brief (two to four words each)

· introduce the session thinking style as symbolised by a different coloured hat.  Remind the group that all ideas during the session must be in tune with the hat.  Explain briefly the requirements, i.e.:

White
Factual – What are the facts around the issue?  What has actually happened?

Red
Emotional – Feelings, emotions; be prepared for some surprises.

Black
Negative – The cynics in the group can have a field day with this one.

Yellow
Positive – All the plus points.

Green
Lateral – The wackiest and best ideas sometimes emerge.

Blue
Control – Usually symbolised by a policeman’s hat!  Use the ideas generated on the blue sheet for reducing complexity, it should summarise the best ideas from the other ‘hats’ and become the “working list”.

· persevere with each colour to ensure that the process provides the opportunity for everyone to contribute fully at each stage.  Dissuade group members from moving from one ‘hat’ to another;

· backtracking is allowed, if necessary, to encourage or support development of an important train of thought that was missed for the first time.  Progress forward should then work through the colours until the meeting reaches the point where it was before.

4. After the meeting, have all flip-chart sheets typed up as a record.  These sessions often produce really useful collections of information – the full value may only be realised in retrospective view.

Solution Planning Techniques

How How Diagram

Introduction

This technique:

· allows members to creatively explore and consider numerous solution alternatives instead of jumping to the ‘obvious solution’.

· assists members to determine the specific steps that should be taken to implement a solution and thereby helps them to formulate a specific action plan.

Method

Begin with a solution statement and explore possible ways of accomplishing the action at each stage by asking ‘How?’.

At each step of the chain, a convergent process can be used to narrow the list of alternatives before the next divergent step is taken.

Advantages and disadvantages, chance of success, and relative cost of each alternative are listed to facilitate a more objective selection process.

An example is shown on the next page. 

How How Diagram Example
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Brainstorming

Introduction

Brainstorming is a popular and easy method for generating ideas in a team.  It was originally developed by Alex Osborn in the 1930s for harnessing the creativity within a group and applying it to innovative problem solving.

The principle underlying brainstorming is a simple one.  It begins from the assumption that everyone has creative potential and therefore has good ideas (or parts of them) to offer.  Too often this creativity is suppressed, either because people censor their own thinking for fear of making fools of themselves, or because people are so quick to criticise other’s ideas or because we fail to listen.

An effective brainstorming team quickly overcomes the inhibition and defeatism that may be felt by individuals tackling a problem on their own.  Enthusiasm builds up and is contagious.

But people often say they’re brainstorming when they’re not.  Following the rules set out here will ensure that you get the best out of the techniques.

Uses

Brainstorming is used for generating ideas in groups of five to nine people.  The technique is most effective when the problem tackled is simple and clearly defined.  It can also be useful at different stages of problem solving – from the initial attempt to formulate broad concepts, to the final detailed definition of the problem.

Method

There are four basic rules to brainstorming:

1. Set a theme

Decide what sort of ideas you are looking for.  It may be “areas where there are problems’’ or “underlying causes of a problem”, etc.

Whatever you choose, the theme needs to be clearly defined.

Write the theme on the flipchart so that everyone can see it, and make sure that everyone understands it.

2. Set a time limit

Before you begin, set a time limit for brainstorming.  Ensure you allow enough time to get all the ideas out, bearing in mind that the most creative workable ideas often emerge with something of a struggle towards the end when it feels as though there are no more ideas to come.  Equally though, you may find that the group is so fluent with its ideas that nobody wants to stop.

3. Quantity is important

The aim is to produce as many ideas as possible.  Members of the group call out their ideas and one person at the flip chart writes them all up (without censorship), big enough for everyone to see.

If you are facilitating the team, do everything you can to help colleagues to add to the list of ideas and keep the atmosphere light.  Ask for silly ideas, impossible ones, fantasies or combinations of other ideas.

4. Do not evaluate

No evaluation of any kind is permitted because it will kill any brainstorming session.  The person at the flip chart must write down every idea that is suggested, even when it is clearly out of bounds.  It is only when the flow of ideas is exhausted, and a very full list is created, that careful and considered evaluation can take place – this is completely divorced form the brainstorming. 
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Negative Brainstorming

Introduction

This is a variation on brainstorming which is particularly useful for promoting critical thinking in teams/groups.  It can be used for testing a new proposal, or for evaluating an existing strategy, practice or objective.  It can help a team to build on new or existing practice in order to counter the major criticisms of it.

This technique encourages constructive criticism, particularly prior to the implementation stage.

People are sometimes inhibited in their criticisms for fear of causing offence.  This technique makes it clear that criticism is directed at ideas and practices rather than people.

If used on a regular basis, “criticising ideas as a way of improving on them” becomes accepted by the team as good practice.

Method

Step 1

Once a promising idea has been proposed, team members brainstorm around all the possible negative aspects or consequences of the idea.  The intention is to generate a list of negatives no matter how wild or fanciful these possibilities might appear.

Step 2
Team members choose four or five of the most salient criticisms and examine these in more detail.

Step 3
Team members then consider how the idea or existing practice could be modified to deal with each of the criticisms in turn. 
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Nominal Group Technique (NGT)

Introduction

This technique helps:

· to generate a large number of ideas

· to encourage ideas that might otherwise remain hidden

· to get ideas out in an environment that might be noisy, confused or uninspiring

· to practise divergent thinking

· to get everyone to participate

Method

1) The facilitator briefly describes the goals of the activity

2) Individuals privately, and silently, record ideas on their own index cards or post-it notes, one idea per card.  The facilitator should encourage the members to express ideas briefly.

3) Either a) the facilitator collects cards, shuffles them and records the ideas, one at a time, on a flip chart or

               b) each individual puts their post-its on a flip chart and explains their meaning and groups them as the individual sees fit.

4) Each idea is discussed in turn for purposes of clarification.  The facilitator monitors the time spent on each item.

5) Each member of the team writes down a specific number of items and privately rank orders them, with the most significant first.

6) Using the round robin method of speaking in turn, each member prioritises the items out loud so that the facilitator can record them on the flip chart.

7) The facilitator totals score, the highest number is most significant item, lowest number is least.

8) The highest score indicates group consensus, although it was achieved by individuals working alone rather than the group working together (hence the term ‘nominal’ group).

9) A second round of ranking can be used to achieve final consensus if necessary.  If consensus is still not reached, more sophisticated ranking procedures can be used (more numbers, different numbers, more rounds of voting).
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Stakeholder Analysis

Introduction

This is a useful technique for exploring an issue in more depth and improving upon existing and proposed solutions.  This technique can be used to analyse the status quo or to help plan for solution implementation.

It is based on the idea that people are much less resistant to changes, as long as careful and creative thought has been put into considering how changes will affect them in practice.

Method

1) The team identify all the “stakeholders”, i.e. interested individuals and groups, both internal and external to the team, who affect or who are affected by the present situation or proposed solution/action plan.

2) Each team member selects one or more “stakeholders” in turn and considers all the advantages and disadvantages to the selected stakeholder.

3) For each major stakeholder in turn, the team discuss modification of the present situation or the proposed solution in order to minimise the disadvantages and/or maximise the advantages.

4) The proposed solution/action plan is strengthened by the careful consideration of its effects upon the various stakeholders.  The team are also alerted to potential conflicts that might have been missed, and conflict resolution strategies can be planned in advance.

Clustering Ideas

Introduction

Clustering (sometimes known as ‘content analysis’) is the organisation of large numbers of ideas into a far smaller number of categories thereby making them easier to manage.  The category headings are derived from the data itself, so that nothing is eliminated from the original data set.  Clustering helps to make the data set easier to handle without losing any of its richness or diversity.

Clustering is useful to reduce the number if ideas when they are fuzzy, subjective or non-standard.  For example:

· To sum up the products of brainstorming sessions

· To structure findings from loosely-structured interviews, or responses to open-ended questions in a questionnaire

· To provide an outline structure for groups supporting factors and inhibiting factors.

Method

The clusters are found through a process of trial and error which can take a bit of time.  If you want to weight the clusters at the end of the process, i.e. to report that one is more salient than another, then the full procedure below will need to be followed.  Otherwise, it may simply be enough to ‘eyeball’ the data to draw out the category headings.

Step One

Immerse yourself in the ideas or data by reading through it all.  Jot down cluster headings that seem to emerge from it as you go, and keep revising them.  Your aim is to produce a set of independent headings with no overlaps between them.

Step Two

Check the headings by sorting all the data or ideas into their clusters.  (If the ideas are all written onto cards, or small yellow “post its” then this sorting is eased).  If there are many instances where you can’t decide where to put an idea, and/or there are many ideas which don’t fit at all, then you’ll need to redefine your cluster.

Step Three

Cluster all the ideas under their appropriate headings.  If you’ve been rigorous about the earlier steps, you can now weight each of the clusters in relation to one another.  The more the ideas are in a cluster, the greater is the salience of that cluster.





































Get all students to school, ready for learning, on time.





Start a breakfast club.





Inform cover.





Create room for purpose.





Regular follow-up with cover





Send letter home daily.





Overall data sent home weekly.





Positive attendance record sent home weekly.





Half termly parents meeting.





Reward students when consistently ready.





Consistent rewards in classroom.





Positives sheet sent home weekly.





Create record menu.





Make sure first thing invigorates.





Students have 5 minutes with teacher, putting issues in ‘worry box’





Start day with positive curriculum.





Intentionally collect data.





Create data flow at classroom level.





Publicise all data.
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