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SEE THE PROBLEM AS THE PATHWAY
Problems are just opportunities in their work clothes

HENRY KAISER

Late in 208BC, General Xiang Yu, a brutal Chinese warlord from the Chu state, 
had a problem. 
Xiang Yu had recently rebelled against the first dynasty of Imperial China, the 

Qin Dynasty, but the pivotal Battle of Julu was not going well. He sent an advance 
force across the Yellow River but on joining them a little later, he discovered those 
troops had been nearly starved by a prolonged siege. And even with those weakened 
fighters added to the men he had brought with him, Xiang Yu’s Chu army was still 
heavily outnumbered. 

His combined forces were inferior numerically and physically.
But Xiang Yu’s response was remarkable. He deliberately gave himself and his 

men more life-threatening problems. He ordered the destruction of all their supplies 
and cooking equipment, except for what would be sufficient to sustain them for just 
three days. 

This created an additional problem (self-inflicted)—a serious shortage of provisions. 
And, while his men slept, Xiang Yu oversaw the sinking of all the boats they had 

used to cross the Yellow River. 
Yet another problem (self-inflicted)—no escape route. 
He told his men the next day that their choice was to fight and win quickly against 

overwhelming odds, or die without any hope of a retreat. 
Faced with that persuasive incentive, Xiang Yu’s army was spurred to fight with 

extraordinary fierceness and resolve. They found ways to defeat the Qin forces in nine 
consecutive engagements to ultimately win the Battle of Julu. 

When and how Xiang Yu acquired such astonishing perspicacity is impossible 
to say. Maybe this insight developed over the course of his victories in the many 
battles that won him power over large tracts of China. Or perhaps his mentor was 
the Chinese general, military strategist and philosopher, Sun Tzu, who authored the 
book The Art of War about 300 years earlier. Xiang Yu could have been drawing upon Continue with the full book
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Sun Tzu wisdom such as: 

Battles are won before they are fought 

But whatever the reason, Xiang Yu certainly exhibited an insightful and radically 
different approach to problems. Instead of trying to minimize them—or overcome 
them, or avoid them—he embraced them. And not only that, he magnified them. In 
doing so, instead of being overwhelmed by problems, he was able to turn them to his 
advantage. He saw problems as friends and formidable operational allies. 

Xiang Yu teaches us two valuable lessons about how to innovate through problems: 
1.	 Cultivate the right problem mindset
2.	 See the inherent difficulty starkly and succinctly

We learn the first lesson from simply observing what Xiang Yu decided to do. 
We learn the second one from inferring how he arrived at that decision.

The Problem with Problems
An attitude toward problems such as Xiang Yu’s is rare. Although a negative reaction 
to problems is normal—probably even in ancient times—this sentiment is possibly 
even stronger in modern times. For most of us, problems are something we prefer not 
to experience. We don’t like them; we don’t want them. 

Out of sight, out of mind is an ideal category in which to lump them. 
A quick dictionary-check experiment can make the point:

COMMON DICTIONARY DEFINITIONS OF “PROBLEM” 

WIKTIONARY

OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY

MERRIAM-WEBSTER

COLLINS ENGLISH DICTIONARY

DICTIONARY.COM

A difficulty that has to be resolved or dealt with 

A thing that is difficult to deal with or understand

A question or difficulty calling for a solution or causing concern

A situation that is unsatisfactory and causes difficulties for people

Any question or matter involving doubt, uncertainty or difficulty
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If Xiang Yu were to travel forward through time (presumably not by boat) and looked 
over our shoulders at this dictionary survey, I don’t think he would find a description 
he would agree with. Although one of the dictionary definitions does also encompass 
the notion of a problem being something that requires a solution, the striking 
common thread of all of them is their tenor: they are overwhelmingly negative. 

And that is the problem with problems—we are conditioned to regard them 
pessimistically. Our experience is reinforced by how problems are presented to us. 
They are not something we welcome.

They are usually seen as harbingers of bad news.
As human knowledge has increased—and more tellingly—as the communication 

and sharing of knowledge has increased—the undesirable role of problems has 
been amplified. Almost by definition, any explaining or recounting of the ebb and 
flow of human affairs must acknowledge the part played by problems. Progress is 
described and celebrated in its achievements in spite of the many and varied problems 
encountered along the way. 

Rarely is advancement recorded as having occurred by virtue of those problems. 
This worldview is not compatible with our model of personal innovating. 
If we want to innovate intentionally, we must start with the problem stopping us 

from doing something we want to do. Therefore, the more intimately we know and 
understand that problem, the more likely it is we will be able to innovate through it. 
Instead of harboring a negative view of problems, we embrace them as we would a 
friend or helpmate. Even indifference to problems can hinder innovative efforts. 

Our attitude toward problems must be unmistakably welcoming. 
This is the first lesson from Xiang Yu.

The Opportunity with Problems
Problems are the pathway to an innovative solution.

Despite the prevailing prejudice against problems, there are some more enlightened 
views around. In his stimulating book, The Obstacle Is The Way, Ryan Holliday 
establishes his entire thesis on a few words written by the Roman Emperor, Marcus 
Aurelius, in the year 170AD. After a short prefatory discourse, Marcus Aurelius 
concludes with:

The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way  becomes the way 

It would be a mistake to regard what Marcus Aurelius wrote about problems as 
merely a shrewd comment based upon the sweeping experiences his lofty position 
had afforded him. He wasn’t just reflecting on the past—he was arguing for the need 
to see problems as the key to progress. Ryan Holiday elaborates on this from multiple 
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perspectives in his book. Problems should be searched out rather than shunned. They 
should literally be embraced because they contain the hidden means to otherwise 
unobtainable ends. 

From research I have completed into thousands of business problems that were 
solved innovatively, the path to an eventual solution invariably passed through the 
inherent problem. This is not to say those involved knowingly focused on the problem 
right from the start. Sometimes the solution was achieved through trial and error. 
Or, people stumbled upon an answer serendipitously. Occasionally, a known, parallel 
situation proved to be adaptable to the one at hand and a satisfying answer was put 
together by copying the essence of that analogous solution. 

But even though what transpired may have been clumsy or lucky, a forensic look 
after the event reveals that—even in diverse circumstances—there is inescapable 
symmetry between the intrinsic problem and the ultimate solution. The negative and 
the positive co-exist.

This knowledge invites a contrary perspective on the nature of problems, a 
constructive, confident one. Oscar Wilde captured it well:

Between the optimist and the pessimist, the difference is droll.  
 The optimist sees the doughnut; the pessimist the hole!

We must be optimistic about problems to innovate. 
And, once an understanding is gained of the essential, facilitating role a problem 

plays in the generation of a successful innovative solution, it becomes obvious that 
the problem truly is the pathway. 

To build on this insight, a prerequisite to adopting this fresh view of problems is 
to settle upon a definition of them that recognizes both their negative and positive 
features. One that Xiang Yu would agree with.

This should suffice:  

We are now oriented to evaluate any problem standing between us and a goal.

Undress Problems to Reveal the Opportunity
People from various fields have long discerned the Jekyll and Hyde character 
of problems and taken advantage of this sensitivity. Henry Kaiser, a 19th century 
industrialist and shipbuilder in America, opens this chapter with his optimistic take 

OUR PROBLEM DEFINITION

A problem is a difficulty that blocks the achievement of a goal and  
contains the means of achieving it
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on problems being opportunities in their work clothes and Marcus Aurelias obviously 
saw them in a positive light almost 2000 years ago. 

And we have Oscar Wilde’s cheery, doughnut juxtaposition of the two perspectives. 
Another American, John Gardner, a public offi  cial and educator, observed in the 

20th century: 

We are continually faced with a series of great opportunities brilliantly
disguised as insoluble problems

Although the interpretation has perhaps been stretched a little, the ancient Chinese 
symbol for crisis has also been widely used to highlight the alluring contradiction 
that can be found within problems:

Th e symbol is made up of two characters, and the argument that the fi rst represents 
danger (or diffi  culty) and the second opportunity is a preferred representation used 
frequently in business education and, at times, in political communications. It was 
a favored rhetorical device used by US President John F. Kennedy in campaign 
speeches. Although some assert the explanation employed is apocryphal and that, 
strictly speaking, the second character really means change rather than opportunity, 
this hasn’t detracted from the popularity of the device—nor its expository value. 

It engages.
Whatever metaphor we prefer, the common theme running through all these 

depictions is that the beguiling underside of problems needs to be sought and found. 
We must undress problems. We must peel off  any disguise. 

In the end, we want to work with Dr. Jekyll, not cower before Mr. Hyde. 
So how do we do that? 
To make a problem work for us, we must be able to see it starkly and succinctly. 

Th is involves not only an unadulterated description of the obstacle but also visualizing 
what it can look like once it has been radically overcome. 

It is important to avoid being dragged into an arm wrestle over how a problem 
should be defi ned or described. Intellectually rigorous explanations of what constitutes 
a problem are not helpful. Th is can be a complex area, and many books have been 
written about problem defi nition. How is a problem described? What is the root 
cause of the problem? And how do you know you have found it? Probing of that kind.
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This is not for us. We have our definition—a problem is a difficulty that blocks the 
achievement of a goal and contains the means of achieving it. 

And so, to the second lesson handed down from Xiang Yu. 
When confronted with a formidable enemy relative to his own forces, Xiang Yu 

did not analyze his strengths and weaknesses. 
Nor did he conduct a brainstorming session to lay bare all his options. He saw 

through to the actuality of his inferior, weakened army who were facing a seemingly 
unconquerable foe and focused solely on how he could overcome that brutal deficiency. 

Xiang Yu’s uncomplicated approach can be translated into a useful template for 
breaking a problem down into its primary components—simply, clearly, and nakedly. 
We will build on this later so we are fully primed to innovate, but for now, we’ll start 
with the identification of the three primary components of a problem:

To see this routine in action, we return to Xiang Yu and the situation his Chu army 
faced at the Battle of Julu: 

XIANG YU’S STARK PROBLEM STANCE

Problem Obstacle Chu Army

Problem Cause Defeatable Chu Army

Problem Solution Undefeatable Chu Army

Although we cannot of course know for sure, here is a possible interpretation of 
what happened. To win the Battle of Julu with the reality of a weakened army—
one susceptible to defeat—Xiang Yu seems to have acknowledged his own parlous 
state—a “Defeatable Chu Army”—and then visualized and focused on its victorious 
opposite—an “Undefeatable Chu Army.” 

THE THREE PRIMARY PROBLEM COMPONENTS

Problem Obstacle  This phrase contains one or more nouns that identify 
the barrier that blocks the reaching of a goal

Problem Cause     
This phrase contains the Problem Obstacle qualified 
by one or more adjectives that identify how it blocks 
the reaching of a goal

Problem Solution  

This phrase, which is exactly opposite to the Problem 
Cause, uses one or more adjectives to reframe the 
Problem Obstacle once a problem is solved and a 
goal achieved
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How could he bring this about? 
How could he ensure his men would not be defeated? 
As we now know, he was boldly innovative and created irresistible motivation for 

his men to fight. 
And they did so. In fact, they fought so fiercely that history records “Every Chu 

soldier taking on ten foes.”
A credible conclusion is that it was the unembellished Problem Solution that 

Xiang Yu visualized which caused him to become so audacious and inventive. After 
all, conventional battlefield thinking wasn’t going to transform the Chu army. 

But, regardless of the accuracy of our supposition, we have a lesson we can use. 
Acknowledging the stark reality of a problem—the Problem Cause—enables us to 
see through to a dramatically contrasting reality—the Problem Solution. 

Such a crystal-clear vision equips us to innovate. We not only see the problem—
we see through to a diametrically opposite solution state that inspires us like never 
before. We consider the Problem Cause and do a mental 180—a radical reversal. 

Incidentally, this is where the necessity of describing a Problem Cause succinctly 
becomes evident—a point that has been emphasized already. Mentally reversing a 
Problem Cause of two or three words is easy enough to handle. Achieving the same 
when a Problem Cause is fully articulated as a longer phrase or sentence can pose a 
much tougher mental challenge.

Let’s pause here for a moment and take stock of what we have just done, because 
this exercise is the essential early step every time we innovate. We must be able to 
remember and apply the routine, and—as we will see in the next chapter and later—
it has other important uses. 

So, we will give the problem identification routine an apt name. There are various 
possibilities, but we will go with this: as we have achieved transparency by inverting 
a negative image (the Problem Cause) into a positive one (the Problem Solution)—
something we have in common with the standard photographic process—we will refer 
to the problem encapsulation—the way the problem is captured and presented—as 
the Problem PhotoBox.

We will begin by constructing a Preliminary Problem PhotoBox—the foundation 
upon which the complete, fully operational tool will be built in the next chapter. 

As will become increasingly clear over the coming chapters, the Problem PhotoBox 
is the indispensable tool when we innovate. For now, we will focus on its progressive 
formulation.

An early and fundamental challenge that arises during the building of a Problem 
PhotoBox is this: how do we know we have evaluated the problem sufficiently well to 
innovate? 

Very easily. We use a single question. To determine if we have described Xiang Yu’s 
circumstances adequately—or the circumstances of any  problem we are confronting—
we apply the following litmus test:
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PROBLEM SOLUTION TEST

If the Problem Solution—which radically reverses the Problem Cause— 
is attained, does this mean that the goal has also been achieved? 

If the answer is “Yes,” our problem framing is adequate for innovating purposes.
It is obviously important that this test question can be answered with ease. If 

the Problem Solution is accurately described and is genuinely the reciprocal of 
the Problem Cause, the answer to the question testing the adequacy of a problem 
description will always be “Yes.” 

Once again, the virtue of succinctness demanded by the Problem PhotoBox justifies 
itself. 

Building a Problem PhotoBox—initially by identifying the Problem Obstacle, 
Problem Cause, and a radically inspiring Problem Solution—can be done for any 
problematic situation.

Some Guidance with Expressing the Problem
A practical prerequisite to populating the Problem PhotoBox is expressing the prevailing 
problem in clear and simple language so the Problem PhotoBox components can be 
identified, extracted and described. But often, the fog enveloping a problem appears 
as an amorphous mass, making it difficult to isolate what the problem really is. 

To cut through this confusion, we can borrow a little from metaphysical thinking—
viewing the problem in terms of what the Problem Obstacle is or what it does. This 
sounds more abstract than it really is. We are simply using a different lens—one that 
gives us some helpful structure—to see a problem clearly, so that breaking it down 
into its component parts is easier. 

There are four basic forms a problem statement can take. These fall into two 
opposing pairs.

The first pair relates to being—the state of the Problem Obstacle:                        
•	 It is something undesirable
•	 It is not something desirable

The second pair relates to doing—the action of the Problem Obstacle:
•	 It is doing something undesirable
•	 It is not doing something desirable

This can be illustrated by re-visiting Xiang Yu’s problem stance from earlier. As we 
have not yet illustrated how the complete Problem PhotoBox is built, we will refer to 
our summation of the situation facing Xiang Yu as a “Preliminary” Problem PhotoBox: 
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XIANG YU’S PRELIMINARY PROBLEM PHOTOBOX
Problem Obstacle Chu Army

Problem Cause Defeatable Chu Army

Problem Solution Undefeatable Chu Army

If we were to transport ourselves back in time to just prior to the Battle of Julu—and 
gain an appreciation of the situation—we could express Xiang Yu’s problem in four 
different forms.

We might begin with is or is not and state: 

•	 the Chu army is defeatable in the Battle of Julu, or

•	 the Chu army is not undefeatable in the Battle of Julu, or 

We might choose is doing or is not doing and state: 

•	 the Chu army is losing in the Battle of Julu, or

•	 the Chu army is not winning the Battle of Julu

Each of these four statements approaches the expression of the problem in a different 
form but, in the end, all converge on the same core Problem Cause—“Defeatable Chu 
Army”—which leads to the same Problem Solution—“Undefeatable Chu Army.” 

Even if you don’t consciously use one of these four forms and find stating what 
the problem is a relatively simple matter, the chances are you are emulating one of 
them intuitively. 

However, if the problem feels fuzzy or hard to pin down, start by identifying 
what the Problem Obstacle is or does. Then use one of the four forms as a guide to 
express the problem clearly and simply. That clarity will make it easier to populate the 
Problem PhotoBox—and ultimately, to innovate by means of it.

This thought framework is not mandatory, but if the guidance proves useful, it is 
there to be drawn upon.

Follow the Problem Pathway— 
Even When There’s No Problem

Having finished reading this chapter, you could be forgiven for thinking I am 
advocating the practice of inventing problems for the pleasure of solving them.

In homage to Xiang Yu.
Well, in a practical sense, I am. 
Our opportunities to innovate are not limited to situations where we are faced 
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with one or more problems. If they were, the entire approach we are advocating 
would be purely reactive—restricted to innovating only when we are on the back 
foot, under pressure or playing catchup. 

We are about far more than that. 
Take, for example, a new project you are about to embark upon. It hasn’t had time 

to accumulate any problems yet because it hasn’t commenced. When you are in this 
position, spend a measured amount of time—either on your own account or with a 
team of fellow stakeholders—to literally brainstorm anything that could conceivably 
go wrong once the project is underway. This will produce a sizable list of invented 
problems. With the problem-tackling techniques you will learn in the following six 
chapters, make plans to either preempt each hypothetical problem (best) or prepare 
innovative remedies to deal with any problems should they occur. 

Befriend problems before they become enemies.
Then you can innovate on the front foot as well.
Back to Xiang Yu. 
He was of course engaged in much more than an academic exercise. He invented 

a problem that enabled him to innovate in the face of a life-or-death situation. 
And, at the fundamental level, he also demonstrated that provided a problem is 

diagnosed without fuss—looked at stripped bare—it compels concentration on what 
is needed to achieve a desired state that is a perfectly opposed utopia. 

Our emerging Problem PhotoBox technique works by first clearly articulating the 
Problem Cause. We then define the Problem Solution as its ideal, mirror opposite. As 
we will see, this both sharpens focus and channels our thinking toward a narrow set 
of tightly defined options that align with the sought-after Problem Solution.

Finally—going back to the history books—it would be possible to gain the 
impression Xiang Yu was a solitary pioneer in employing the option of self-inflicted 
marine sabotage as an innovative military strategy. That it was a quirky one-off. 

But this is not so. 
More than 1700 years later, in 1519AD, the Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortes 

did the same thing. He led the first expedition that caused the fall of the Aztec empire, 
but after he and his men landed at Veracruz, on the East Coast of Mexico, he sank 
his own ships. Although his men longed to return home—with all their options for 
doing so eliminated—they quickly re-focused on helping Cortes follow the problem 
pathway to achieve his expeditionary goals.

There are probably other such stories, albeit untold. The legacies of innovating 
are not newly discovered phenomena, but riches now recognized, comprehended and 
preserved for our instruction. 

For now, we have constructed the Preliminary Problem PhotoBox—sufficient to 
frame a problem with clarity and direction. In the next chapter, we complete the 
Problem PhotoBox by adding the remaining components and transforming it into a 
fully operational innovating tool.
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SIX WAYS TO NAVIGATE THE 

PROBLEM PATHWAY
		

If your only tool is a hammer, all your problems will be nails
    MARK TWAIN

Folklore from the Puglia region of southern Italy, sometime during the 14th to 17th 

centuries, remembers an innovative tax dodging maneuver that is impressive. 
Even by today’s standards. 
It concerns the trulli (singular trullo), the traditional, limestone huts in the Apulian 

town of Alberobello that characteristically feature pyramidal, domed, or conical roofs. 
Trulli were built using dry-stone masonry, without any mortar or cement. This style 
of construction is also found in the surrounding countryside where most of the fields 
are separated by dry-stone walls. 

A popular belief is that there was a clever purpose in the mortar-less hut 
construction. Technically, the absence of mortar cement combined with the inter-
locking stone formation meant the trulli huts could be demolished with ease. 
Simply removing the pinnacle keystone in the conical roof was enough to reduce the 
dwellings to a pile of stones. This design of the “now you see it, now you don’t” feature 
of the huts was apparently a stunning riposte to a building completion tax for which 
the local feudal lords would be liable. When the king’s tax inspectors were scheduled 
to visit from Naples, the dwellings could be collapsed quickly. 

No building, no taxes due. 
And once the taxman had passed through, the stone huts could be readily re-erected.
After some polite applause perhaps, of pertinent interest to us is this question: 

how did such an extraordinary option even enter the thinking of those local property 
owners? After all, there is something about the gravity of buildings—something 
about their permanence—that automatically disqualifies any thoughts of their 
routine disposability. They are here to stay! Admittedly, the long-proven practice of 
local dry-stone wall construction supplied the means of building such dwellings, but 
it is still quite a step from there to seeing such construction as suitable for a house 
design that is reversible. 
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How did it happen?
While we can speculate about how the overlords arrived at their audacious 

solution, we cannot know for sure. Perhaps a belligerent comment or thought by one 
of the landowners along the lines of: “I’ll destroy any property I own before I pay 
taxes on it!” may have led to literal consideration of such a possibility. Being prone to 
outbursts like this when confronted with an infuriating dilemma is not uncommon 
for any of us.

But—while it can be fun to indulge in a little guesswork—we don’t need to know 
exactly how the Italian landowners got there. We need to know how we would get 
there. What we want is confidence that any path we are following to innovate can 
ensure that a brilliantly novel Problem Solution comparable to the collapsible trulli 
huts shows up among our options. We want this as a matter of course—not through 
a stroke of serendipity. 

To do this, we return to our preliminary, partially-built Problem PhotoBox, which 
we met in the previous chapter. This time we will use it to ensure we frame our 
Problem Solution in a manner that leads to the exposure of the most innovative ideas.

Adding Perfection to the Problem PhotoBox
By way of a quick recap, the preliminary Problem PhotoBox encapsulates any problem 
in a snapshot of three components: the Problem Obstacle, the Problem Cause and 
the Problem Solution. The Problem Obstacle is the barrier blocking any goal, the 
Problem Cause describes what the Problem Obstacle is or is doing that makes it a 
barrier, and the Problem Solution describes the Problem Obstacle when it has been 
vanquished and is no longer a barrier to the goal being achieved. 

A partial Problem PhotoBox capturing the tax problem faced by the landowners in 
Puglia would look something like this:

TRULLI HUTS PRELIMINARY PROBLEM PHOTOBOX
Problem Obstacle Property Taxes 

Problem Cause Property Taxes Due

Problem Solution No Property Taxes Due

In a mimicking of the intrinsic process in photography—where a negative image is 
transposed into a positive one—the pivotal action in the compilation of any Problem 
PhotoBox is describing a Problem Solution that is the mirror-reverse image of the 
Problem Cause. Although we did not dwell on the matter in the previous chapter, this 
maneuver is our device for ensuring all solution options—even ones as outrageous as 
the collapsible trulli huts—are considered.
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But seeking to describe a Problem Solution that is the antithesis of the Problem 
Cause goes beyond finding an informative phrase in contrast. It is much more than 
simple opposition. The Problem Solution must represent a result that is perfect—an 
outcome that cannot be bettered. The ideal.

When a Problem Solution is not only vividly conceived—but perfectly conceived—
it excites the imagination to a far greater extent than the mere bringing of analytical 
prowess to bear on a problem. It is the catalyst for radical, innovative thinking about 
the remedy.

To demonstrate how this can be done, we introduce another empowering device, 
known by the acronym of AFTI. The term “AFTI” will become an essential part of 
our innovating vocabulary. 

AFTI stands for Aim For The Ideal. It designates the mode of thinking that must 
be employed to achieve the required description of the target state that epitomizes the 
Problem Solution. The phrase is self-explanatory. Whenever we confront a problem 
blocking the achievement of a goal and begin to build our Problem PhotoBox, the final 
description of the Problem Solution is what we envisage a perfect result to be. 

Although visualizing an ultimate outcome—setting an AFTI Goal—before 
tackling a problem might seem an unnatural diversion, it is not new behavior for 
most of us. We resort to it quite naturally—when we are negotiating for instance. 
Although not an exact analogy, we will often begin a negotiation with a claim or 
demand far exceeding what we are prepared to accept. We seem to know instinctively 
that we will eventually obtain the best result if we start by boldly exaggerating the 
boundaries of our expectations to extreme positions. 

Similarly, envisaging a Problem Solution that represents an ideal—or extreme—
outcome has the effect of maximizing the scope of the potential ideas generated. 
Setting a goal that is arguably outrageous forces the contemplation of possibilities 
that should be considered but do not normally enter our thinking because they are 
so outrageous.

Even though they may not be recognized as such, AFTI Goals are a reality of life 
anyway. On the global stage, they are employed to propel the cause of climate change. 
References to “net zero” have become a common AFTI Goal catchphrase in the drive 
for climate-related carbon reduction. An ideal sounding outcome. In innovating to 
achieve this AFTI Goal, the aim is to seek to achieve a perfect balance between the 
amount of greenhouse gases emitted into the atmosphere and the amount removed. 

The world-wide sustainability mission also promotes a “zero waste” AFTI Goal. 
This lofty objective has spawned impressive innovative initiatives such as where major 
industrial producers create a “closed loop” system. Inside this, all materials are treated 
as “nutrients” that can be reused in the production process or returned without harm 
to the environment—a far cry from the early days of the industrial revolution.

Not surprisingly, the tantalizing appeal of a perfect—or “nil”—outcome has 
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extended to the notion of an AFTI Goal of “zero cost” in business settings. While 
superficially implausible, businesses have adapted and innovated to achieve a costless 
state in aspects of their operations. 

A famous and enduring example from Japan’s manufacturing heyday is “Just-in-
Time” manufacturing. 

At the dawn of the 1970s, car manufacturers in Japan focused intently on 
significantly reducing production lead times while simultaneously lowering the costs 
of manufacture—an impressive AFTI Goal because it seemed to defy conventional 
trade-offs. Doing things better usually costs more. The major problem standing 
between them and their goal was inventory. Having all components unfailingly 
available when needed meant very high inventories were required and, inevitably, 
these were associated with high costs. 

The ultimate solution was not a conventional one—such as using coordinated 
purchasing power to secure the lowest possible component prices. The latter would 
reduce inventory costs. While such a strategy has clear value, it pales in comparison 
to eliminating inventories altogether—completely removing their cost. 

By partnering closely with suppliers, car manufacturers pursued precisely that 
goal. They arranged for those suppliers to hang on to all components and deliver only 
what was needed, exactly when it was needed, to the car factories. Deliveries were 
made daily, tailored to the specific requirements of each day’s production schedule.

What initially seemed an overly ambitious AFTI Goal—shortening lead times 
while cutting inventory costs—was, in the end, successfully realized. A previous 
significant cost effectively became no cost.

So, with AFTI we are in good company. The range and quality of the solution 
options we consider in the final analysis depends solely on the extent of our aim. If we 
Aim For The Ideal—set an AFTI Goal—we unshackle our thinking so conventional 
mental constraints no longer apply. And the vibrancy of that vision motivates us and 
gives us the necessary momentum to achieve a gratifying innovative result. 

William Ellery Channing, an American preacher in the early 19th century 
encapsulated the sentiment well when he said:

	 Fix your eye on perfection and you make almost everything speed towards it

Those are the conditions we want to create.  
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Building the Trulli Stone Huts
Although we cannot know precisely how the local rulers of Alberobello arrived at 
such an intrepid solution to their tax problem, what we can do after the event is 
revisit their preliminary Problem PhotoBox and—crucially—expose their AFTI Goal.

Before we do that, we must remember that a typical and entirely understandable 
response when we are confronted with a problem is to be proactive and immediately 
set about seeking solutions. This seems logical and it feels right. Getting on with the 
job of resolving the difficulty as soon as possible appeals. But—in omitting the step of 
setting an AFTI Goal—we are inevitably limiting the range of options within which 
an innovative result might be found. Radical, audacious possibilities are lost, never to 
be considered. 

That’s not for us.
Here once again is the preliminary Problem PhotoBox with the AFTI Goal 

highlighted:

TRULLI HUTS PRELIMINARY PROBLEM PHOTOBOX WITH AFTI
Problem Obstacle Property Taxes

Problem Cause Property Taxes Due

Problem Solution No Property Taxes Due AFTI Goal

The Problem Cause the landowners faced is clear: “Property Taxes Due.” In keeping 
with its essence, the AFTI Goal envisages the perfect situation of no property taxes 
being payable. With their dismantlable trulli huts, the feudal lords achieved this 
result. 

But what if the landowners had responded in a more conventional fashion? All 
would not have been lost. They still could have conceived of several measures that 
would improve their situation—maybe sharing the taxes with a neighbor, requesting 
a contribution in kind from tenants who live in the huts, seeking to delay the payment 
of taxes due by agreeing to pay more later, negotiating some sort of reduction, finding 
a technical loophole in the ownership particulars, or even organizing a political 
protest—and so on. 

All these options could potentially reduce the burden of the new settlement taxes, 
but all are predictable, run-of-the-mill courses of action. Because they are just that, 
none meets the requirements of the Problem PhotoBox, as the AFTI Goal envisages 
that zero taxes will be paid. 

Deliberately seeing the Problem Solution as a perfect result—as an AFTI Goal—
does not, however rule out any of these more obvious possibilities. We get them 
anyway. Compellingly, in a classic win-win scenario, the Problem PhotoBox exercise 
forces us to consider innovative alternatives in addition to conventional ones. 
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But, if the step of setting an AFTI Goal is not taken first, it is unlikely our minds 
will extend to possibilities that are radical enough to be innovative. Our thinking will 
remain necessarily orthodox. 

Incidentally, in settling on the AFTI Goal wording of the Problem Solution, don’t 
worry about right grammar or technically accurate antonyms. Often inserting “No” 
or “Non” as prefixes before the Problem Cause—as we have done with “No Property 
Taxes Due” in the preliminary Problem PhotoBox above—is sufficiently effective. Or 
the adjective “Nil”. And—as pointed out in the previous chapter—being succinct 
when describing the Problem Cause pays off. It is far easier to imaginatively reverse a 
two- or three- word descriptor than an entire sentence that encapsulates the problem.

Now that we have adequately framed the Problem Solution, we stay with our 
emerging Problem PhotoBox and turn our attention to the Problem Cause and its 
derivation.

Adding Causality to the Problem PhotoBox 
As we will discover later in this chapter, the decision about which of the available 
ways should be employed to solve the problem pivots on the problem’s anatomy and 
trajectory. To gain a workable insight into the nature of the Problem Cause and how 
it performs its goal-blocking role, we check out the concept of cause-and-effect. 

Cause-and-effect is rooted in the principle of causality. This is where a person, 
thing, process, or concept—all are a cause—influences the behavior or performance 
of another person, thing, process, or concept (all are an effect). 

An effect is the direct result of a cause. 
To put it another way, a problem exists because something gives rise to an action, 

phenomenon, or condition (the cause) which produces a result or consequence that 
has an undesirable impact on something else (the effect). 

The cause of a problem always has an effect.
Understanding the cause-and-effect relationship—specifically, how the Problem 

Cause impedes the achievement of the AFTI Goal—is essential for identifying the 
most effective problem-solving strategy in any situation.

There are six ways of dealing with a problem. 
But, before we can decide which one to use, we must identify both what caused the 

problem and the harm that is being effected. We do this by exposing the anatomy of 
the problem and the cause-and-effect trajectory in play. 

We return once more to the Problem PhotoBox and will now expand it. For 
convenient recall, definitions of the three primary components identified in the 
previous chapter are shown below, along with two additions. Together, these form all 
five problem components—the complete set required to capture and understand the 
cause-effect chain that illuminates the full extent of the problem: 

ALL FIVE PROBLEM COMPONENTS

Problem Obstacle  	 This phrase contains one or more nouns 
that identify the barrier that blocks the 
reaching of a goal

Problem Cause     	 This phrase contains the Problem 
Obstacle qualified by one or more 
adjectives that identify how it blocks the 
reaching of a goal

Problem Solution  	 This phrase, which is exactly opposite 
to the Problem Cause, uses one or more 
adjectives to reframe the Problem 
Obstacle once a problem is solved and 
a goal achieved—but now a perfect 
reframing

Problem Object	 This phrase contains one or more 
nouns that identify the object that is 
harmed by the Problem Effect

Problem Effect	 This phrase contains the Problem 
Object qualified by one or more 
adjectives that identify how it is 
harmed by the Problem Effect

Now we will add the two new components to the Problem PhotoBox that we previously 
built for the landowners of Puglia and their mortarless, trulli stone huts. This gives us 
a complete Problem PhotoBox:

TRULLI HUTS COMPLETE PROBLEM PHOTOBOX
Problem Obstacle Property Taxes

Problem Cause Property Taxes Due

Problem Solution No Property Taxes Due AFTI Goal

Problem Object Landowners

Problem Effect Tax Liable Landowners
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But, if the step of setting an AFTI Goal is not taken first, it is unlikely our minds 
will extend to possibilities that are radical enough to be innovative. Our thinking will 
remain necessarily orthodox. 

Incidentally, in settling on the AFTI Goal wording of the Problem Solution, don’t 
worry about right grammar or technically accurate antonyms. Often inserting “No” 
or “Non” as prefixes before the Problem Cause—as we have done with “No Property 
Taxes Due” in the preliminary Problem PhotoBox above—is sufficiently effective. Or 
the adjective “Nil”. And—as pointed out in the previous chapter—being succinct 
when describing the Problem Cause pays off. It is far easier to imaginatively reverse a 
two- or three- word descriptor than an entire sentence that encapsulates the problem.

Now that we have adequately framed the Problem Solution, we stay with our 
emerging Problem PhotoBox and turn our attention to the Problem Cause and its 
derivation.

Adding Causality to the Problem PhotoBox 
As we will discover later in this chapter, the decision about which of the available 
ways should be employed to solve the problem pivots on the problem’s anatomy and 
trajectory. To gain a workable insight into the nature of the Problem Cause and how 
it performs its goal-blocking role, we check out the concept of cause-and-effect. 

Cause-and-effect is rooted in the principle of causality. This is where a person, 
thing, process, or concept—all are a cause—influences the behavior or performance 
of another person, thing, process, or concept (all are an effect). 

An effect is the direct result of a cause. 
To put it another way, a problem exists because something gives rise to an action, 

phenomenon, or condition (the cause) which produces a result or consequence that 
has an undesirable impact on something else (the effect). 

The cause of a problem always has an effect.
Understanding the cause-and-effect relationship—specifically, how the Problem 

Cause impedes the achievement of the AFTI Goal—is essential for identifying the 
most effective problem-solving strategy in any situation.

There are six ways of dealing with a problem. 
But, before we can decide which one to use, we must identify both what caused the 

problem and the harm that is being effected. We do this by exposing the anatomy of 
the problem and the cause-and-effect trajectory in play. 

We return once more to the Problem PhotoBox and will now expand it. For 
convenient recall, definitions of the three primary components identified in the 
previous chapter are shown below, along with two additions. Together, these form all 
five problem components—the complete set required to capture and understand the 
cause-effect chain that illuminates the full extent of the problem: 

ALL FIVE PROBLEM COMPONENTS

Problem Obstacle  	 This phrase contains one or more nouns 
that identify the barrier that blocks the 
reaching of a goal

Problem Cause     	 This phrase contains the Problem 
Obstacle qualified by one or more 
adjectives that identify how it blocks the 
reaching of a goal

Problem Solution  	 This phrase, which is exactly opposite 
to the Problem Cause, uses one or more 
adjectives to reframe the Problem 
Obstacle once a problem is solved and 
a goal achieved—but now a perfect 
reframing

Problem Object	 This phrase contains one or more 
nouns that identify the object that is 
harmed by the Problem Effect

Problem Effect	 This phrase contains the Problem 
Object qualified by one or more 
adjectives that identify how it is 
harmed by the Problem Effect

Now we will add the two new components to the Problem PhotoBox that we previously 
built for the landowners of Puglia and their mortarless, trulli stone huts. This gives us 
a complete Problem PhotoBox:

TRULLI HUTS COMPLETE PROBLEM PHOTOBOX
Problem Obstacle Property Taxes

Problem Cause Property Taxes Due

Problem Solution No Property Taxes Due AFTI Goal

Problem Object Landowners

Problem Effect Tax Liable Landowners
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The expanded—and complete—Problem PhotoBox is now much more useful to us. 
In addition to exposing the ideal Problem Solution, it also encapsulates the anatomy 
and cause-and-effect trajectory as they relate to the problem blocking the goal. 

We are now capable of selecting from the six ways available to us for innovating 
through a problem. Intrinsic to this selection decision is clarity about what caused 
a problem and the harm being done. The Problem PhotoBox gives us such clarity.  
(For readers who wish to make use of this tool immediately, a template of the Problem 
PhotoBox with instructions on how to populate it is contained in Appendix A.)

A final comment on the formulation of the AFTI Goal. 
As we will see in our “How-To” guide in PART 5—The Sebir Ladder—the path 

to an AFTI Goal spans two steps on the Ladder. When we first encounter a goal-
blocking problem, what it prevents us from doing draws attention to a goal we are 
currently unable to reach. This is our Preliminary Goal. But don’t dismiss it because 
of the word “preliminary.” It plays a vital role: it helps us identify and describe the five 
components making up the Problem PhotoBox, especially the Problem Cause.

Our ultimate destination is the AFTI Goal, but we cannot define it until we have 
clearly identified the Problem Cause. That Cause is, in effect, the inverse—albeit an 
unwelcome one—of the ideal we aim to achieve. Inverting the Problem Cause into 
the ideal Problem Solution gives shape to the final expression of the AFTI Goal. 

The AFTI Goal then eclipses the Preliminary Goal.

Six Ways 
Each of the six ways to innovate through problems is dealt with separately and in 
detail in the next six chapters. Accordingly, I will just introduce them here and add 
some brief descriptive comments for each. I use short names to label each way—with 
the accent on the type of action it involves. The comments that follow each way 
highlight its distinctiveness, noting whether the focus is on the cause (mostly) or on 
the effect of the problem (once).

To maximize the prospect of generating an innovative solution to achieve an AFTI 
Goal—an ideal state as radically removed as possible from the current, undesirable 
state—the six ways are necessarily aggressive. Accordingly, I have found it useful 
to think in terms of a military metaphor—seeing the problem as the enemy—and 
adopting action terms found in military planning and operations. In giving each 
way a label—for the sake of clarity—I have deliberately over-simplified and not 
yet differentiated each in terms of its specific relationship to the cause-and-effect 
trajectory. That will occur over the upcoming six chapters.                                               

The four military ways for dealing with the Problem Cause are: 
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•	 PREVENT the Problem 

•	 AVOID the Problem 

•	 ELIMINATE the Problem 

•	 TRANSFORM the Problem 

The fifth way, the one that deals with the Problem Effect, is:

•	 NULLIFY the Problem 

A sixth way operates outside the cause-and-effect trajectory:

•	 PREEMPT the Problem

To limit repetition of the individual terms and enhance readability as we progress, 
way and strategy will be used interchangeably.

We will dive deeper into each of the six ways in the chapters that follow but for 
now, here is a brief description of what each entails.

PREVENT the Problem    
This way is designed to Prevent the cause of the problem from having its undesired 
effect.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that it is employed when the cause of 
the problem embarks upon its usual trajectory but doesn’t complete it. The goal being 
blocked is achieved through preventing the cause from producing its typical effect. 

AVOID the Problem 
This way is designed to Avoid the undesired effect produced by the cause of the 
problem.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that it is employed while the cause of 
the problem continues to operate and produce its usual effect. However, the blocked 
goal is still achieved by sidestepping the impact of that effect, rendering it harmless.

ELIMINATE the Problem 
This way is designed to Eliminate the cause of the problem so there is no possibility 
of an undesired effect.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that it removes the cause entirely, so the 
effect never occurs. The blocked goal is achieved by extinguishing the source of the 
problem, rendering both the cause and its effect non-existent.

With the benefit of hindsight, we can say that this is the way adopted in the case 
of the trulli huts. Rather than tackling the problem cause or its effect, the feudal lords 
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had to deal with neither. Both were effectively neutralized by eliminating the cause of 
the problem—the trulli huts that gave rise to the liability for property taxes.

TRANSFORM the Problem 
This way is designed to Transform the negative cause of the problem into a positive 
cause, remedying what is happening so no undesired effect occurs.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that the cause and the effect are fused 
together, and the blocked goal is achieved by changing the nature of the cause—so 
instead of producing harm—it secures the desired result.

NULLIFY the Problem 
This way is designed to Nullify the undesired effect produced by the cause of the 
problem.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that—like the Avoid way—it is 
employed while the cause continues to operate and produces an effect. However, the 
blocked goal is achieved by fortifying the object of the effect, so the effect no longer 
causes the harm it typically would.

PREEMPT the Problem
This way is designed to be implemented before any cause-and-effect trajectory is set 
in motion.

The distinguishing mark of this strategy is that it reshapes the conditions leading 
to a Problem Cause so they are no longer capable of giving rise to that cause and its 
resultant effect.

Which Way? 
As we explore the six ways of innovating through problems and learn how to choose 
the most eligible one, we will find—unsurprisingly—the conditions making each 
way optimal vary from one situation to another.

Therefore—in the interests of both clarity and recall—we will dissect the cause-
and-effect of a problem the same way every time, using the same mechanism. 

Except for the sixth way—the Preempt way—our go-to device for deciding which 
strategy—or way—we should choose to innovate is the Problem Way Decision 
Matrix. This framework enables us to assess the extent to which a Problem Cause or 
Problem Effect can be modified. A potential way is either in or out, depending on 
whether the cause or effect can be manipulated, controlled, or influenced. If none of 
these actions can be taken, that way is ruled out.

This is what the Problem Way Decision Matrix looks like:
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PROBLEM WAY DECISION MATRIX
MODIFIABLE NON-MODIFIABLE

PROBLEM CAUSE 
(contains Problem Obstacle)

Prevent Avoid
Eliminate

Transform

PROBLEM EFFECT 
(contains Problem Object)

Nullify Avoid

The following notes explain and illustrate how to interpret and apply the Problem 
Way Decision Matrix: 

•	 The two large left-hand sections differentiate between the cause of a 
problem—which inherently embodies the obstacle causing the problem—and 
the effect of a problem—which inherently embodies the object of the effect. 
The smaller rows that flow from them label five eligible ways

•	 The two right-hand columns indicate whether the Problem Cause and 
Problem Effect can be modified

•	 Each of five problem-solving ways is placed within one of the four outcome 
zones, reflecting the conditions that favor its use 

The Avoid way appears in two zones by default, when neither the Problem Cause nor 
the Problem Effect is modifiable.

Reminder: as we will see later, the sixth way—the Preempt way—operates outside 
the Problem Way Decision Matrix.         

Again—at the risk of stating the obvious—comprehending the trajectory of a 
Problem Cause through to its Problem Effect is essential. This understanding must 
include a clear view of the Problem Obstacle and why it is deficient, and of the 
Problem Object and how it is being impacted. Once this familiarity is gained, the 
modifiability of the Problem Obstacle and the Problem Object can be assessed. As 
recommended in the Sebir Ladder in PART 5, inserting the names of the identified 
Problem Obstacle and Problem Object in their respective sections in an operational 
Problem Way Decision Matrix is practically helpful.

Much more detail awaits as we work through a Problem Way Decision Matrix step 
by step in the next five chapters. Once we see the Problem Way Decision Matrix in 
action, we will realize it is easily handled and instinctively intuitive. For the moment, 
grasping generally what is involved will suffice.

There are three final preparatory comments that are worth noting. They relate to 
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how we interpret the information that populates the Problem Way Decision Matrix. 
First, even though we usually mention just a cause or an effect, it is important 

to keep in mind that we really mean the Problem Cause and the Problem Effect. 
Further, cause or Problem Cause inevitably includes the Problem Obstacle, and effect 
or Problem Effect inevitably includes the Problem Object. 

Second, to evaluate the content of each Problem Way Decision Matrix and draw 
conclusions based on the context of the problem we are addressing, we use a Logical 
Reasoning Routine. In the spirit of Aristotle, who stressed reasoning according to 
circumstances, we assess what the Problem Way Decision Matrix recommends by 
testing it against the specific circumstances—the Situational Background—that 
comprise the context of the problem and its ramifications. Such analysis enables us 
to decide which way is the best choice, especially when more than one way is a viable 
candidate.  

Third, an explanatory comment on modifiability—the pivotal concept in evaluating 
the anatomy and trajectory of a problem through the lens of the Problem Way 
Decision Matrix. Modifiability is interpreted broadly. A Problem Cause (including its 
obstacle) or a Problem Effect (including its object) is considered modifiable if it can be 
manipulated, controlled, influenced—or even replaced—in a practical and effective 
manner. Ultimately, that assessment depends on what the Situational Background 
realistically allows. Cost, time frame, and impact on the total system within which 
the innovative project is being undertaken are factors that will have a bearing. Such 
constraints are usually obvious to the owner of the problem.

Modifiability is a seminal concept in our efforts to innovate. It can categorically 
rule out one or more of the available ways to innovate through a problem and 
therefore its identification is a crucial step—especially when there is a choice of 
Problem Obstacle. Here, we can take a tip from our warrior friend—Xiang Yu—
whom we met in the previous chapter. 

This is a straightforward and powerful pointer. 
Recall that Xiang Yu faced formidable foes at the Battle of Julu. Regardless of 

how Xiang Yu framed his problem, he had two choices for identifying the Problem 
Obstacle: his own army—the “Chu Army,”—or the enemy’s army, against whom 
he was fighting. Both were certainly “obstacles”. But note this: in hindsight, we can 
conclude that he chose a Problem Obstacle over which he had considerable control—
his own army. Had Xiang Yu focused on the enemy army and concentrated on how 
he might “modify” them to achieve his goal of victory, it is doubtful that he would 
have succeeded. 

So, here is the message: if you can choose from more than one Problem Obstacle 
in pursuit of an innovative solution—not always the case admittedly—anticipate and 
mitigate the modifiability challenge by choosing the one over which you have the 
most influence and control. 
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More Than a Hammer    

When we encounter a problem, setting a goal that is at the antithetical extreme of 
the undesirable situation caused by the problem can effectively break the shackles 
of conventional thinking. This stimulates us to consider possibilities whose sheer 
audacity—so bold or unlikely as to seem absurd—would have previously hidden 
them from us. 

The wider the spectrum between the Problem Cause and the identified Problem 
Solution, the more all-embracing are the potential remedies. When we set a seemingly 
outrageous goal, it has an infectious impact. It transfers its bold energy into the 
thinking we employ to achieve it. This is why we must Aim For The Ideal—set an 
AFTI Goal—when we articulate the Problem Solution for a Problem Cause.

To innovate radically, we require the full armory of problem-solving strategies and 
not much will be accomplished with the default setting of normal thinking. With 
homage to Mr. Mark Twain who opened this chapter, if your only tool for addressing 
problem-solving is the hammer of convention, all your problem-solving nail fixes will 
propel you toward mediocre results. 

Nothing innovative will be considered or achieved.
Problems are not amorphous. Regarding them as constituting a formless obstacle 

blocking the attainment of a goal is a recipe for limited and undirected effort. 
Classically, a Problem Cause invokes a cause-and-effect relationship. A subject inflicts 
an undesirable action on an object. Understanding this trajectory and the different 
roles of cause-and-effect in different situations inform decisions about how to tackle 
a particular problem and the course of action that should be adopted.

The six ways of addressing a problem can be considered much like how an army 
might plot the downfall of an enemy. Therefore, intelligence about that adversary is 
essential if a chosen strategy—or way—is to be successful. The executed way might 
Prevent the enemy from acting or advancing, or it might Avoid a direct confrontation or 
an unfavorable situation. It might Eliminate one or more threats posed by the enemy; 
or it might Transform conditions that favor the enemy into conditions advantageous 
to itself. Changing tack, an army could Nullify its own capabilities against a potential 
breach by the enemy. Finally, and perhaps most impressively, an army could Preempt a 
battle—for example, by launching a targeted strike to destroy the enemy’s weaponry, 
crippling their capacity to fight and winning the battle without it even needing to 
take place.  	

Discerning readers may detect a paradox has surfaced. In the previous chapter, 
considerable emphasis was laid on the importance of embracing problems as friends. 
In this chapter, we are turning on them and treating them as enemies. 

But we are neither inconsistent nor contradictory. We are simply moving beyond 
an intellectual recognition that problems have two sides—the difficulty and the 
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opportunity—toward a deeper acceptance of both to determine how we deal with 
their duality in practice. Contrary to how they are typically perceived, problems can 
be potent allies when we innovate, Getting to know them as friends is an essential 
first step before we disarm them as potential enemies. 

To understand more precisely when and how the six ways should be employed 
at the practical level, we need to see them in action in different situations. These 
illustrations—in which each way will be made to run a gauntlet of logical reasoning—
will illuminate what is involved and lead to the required proficiency.

The next six chapters are charged with this responsibility. One is dedicated to 
each way. 


