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Foreword

I first met David Straus more than thirty years ago. I was involved with the Coro Foundation, an organization that focused on experience-based, graduate education in public affairs. We were committed to training leaders to function effectively in an ever more complex world. Coro was located on the wide-open top floor of a South of Market Street warehouse in San Francisco, in the center of what would become the dot.com world many years later. We didn’t know it then, but across the floor from us, a small group of visionaries would have a profound effect not only on what we did and how we did it, but on much of the world as well. David was their organizer and leader. They called themselves Interaction Associates.

It seems difficult to believe it now, but in 1971, terms such as “facilitator” and “process management” were not part of the common language, let alone “win-win” or “explicit group memory.” Nobody was taping sheets of paper on the wall and “recording.” Collaboration was probably more associated with giving secrets to enemies than with sharing power with colleagues. Leadership and control were not dissimilar concepts. David was searching for new ways of “problem solving,” for processes and methodologies that involved multiple parties working together at the same time and in the same place, and that truly respected and honored the widely diverse ideas and input of as many of those involved—i.e., the stakeholders—as possible. The notion that the process would be run most effectively by a highly trained neutral was revolutionary, and yet it made sense. We were mesmerized by all that was happening on the other side of our warehouse floor, and we were invited to watch and participate.

From my vantage point in 1971, I had the privilege of observing David and his colleagues as they developed, pushed, reinvented, refined, and experimented with the field of collaborative problem solving. David was constantly finding new venues and applications for his ever-expanding skills, techniques, and theories. No challenge was too big or too small for the ever-evolving Interaction Method, whether it be the nonadversarial divorce of a friend or the redesign of an entire community.

I became fast friends with David and his wife-to-be, Patricia, and, later, his entire family. Subsequently, as Interaction Associates grew, I joined the board of directors of the company and had the chance to participate in a very small way in the growth of both the for-profit and the nonprofit sides of the company. By that time, I had become the CEO of a grantmaking foundation and found that some of the best ideas and projects presented to me were closely related to and informed by the work of Interaction Associates (IA). Soon other foundations were supporting the field as well. One of the most important examples was the development of the field of “alternative dispute resolution,” which has come to include everything from neighborhood justice centers and school-based programs to highly sophisticated, multi-lateral efforts undertaken by organizations such as the Carter Center (which was staffed with the help of Bill Spencer, a former Interaction Associates partner). Over my years of friendship and work with David, when the business side of Interaction Associates was stressed, I was fond of asking, “Just what kind of organization is Interaction Associates? A business? A religion? A think-tank?” The answer, of course, is that it’s all of the above and more. Interaction Associates has been an ongoing experiment in modeling how to facilitate leadership, how to grow the field of consensus-driven decision making, and how to listen to and respect every voice.

For David, it’s been the work of a lifetime—from Harvard to Berkeley and back again, going around the world in the process. His training in architecture and design has played out on the largest imaginable stage. A new language has been created. New values are now widely held. The tens of thousands who have participated in Interaction Associates’ training program, and the hundreds of thousands who have read How to Make Meetings Work, are only the tip of the iceberg. David Straus’s life work is a gift to us all.


Thomas C. Layton

President

Wallace A. Gerbode Foundation

San Francisco






Preface

In 1992, a colleague and I traveled to Austria to conduct a five-day training course in meeting facilitation for fifteen university professors from Eastern Europe. These men and women had lived their whole lives under totalitarian regimes, which had only recently been overthrown. They were hungry for knowledge about nonad-versarial approaches to solving problems and resolving conflicts. The course went well, and the participants were enthusiastic about the concepts they had learned.

A year later, these same individuals came to the United States to learn from us how to train others to be facilitators. I was thrilled to be hosting in our beautiful city of San Francisco these intelligent and enthusiastic people, who had been so gracious to us during our time in Austria.

My colleagues and I had gone to considerable effort and expense to prepare for this train-the-trainer program. We developed a detailed manual for each participant, similar to what we put together for our corporate clients. These thick three-ring binders outlined exactly how to run a facilitation training program—what to say when, what exercises to conduct during each segment of the program, and so forth.

Midway through the workshop—and much to our surprise— our Eastern European friends politely handed us back the training manuals. “We know that your course is built on a few powerful ideas,” they explained. “Make sure that we have those ideas in our hearts, and then we will sing.“

The words of these dedicated men and women came back to me as I struggled to find a way to organize the material for this book. It was a real challenge to figure out how to capture on paper what I had learned about collaboration over the last thirty years, in a way that would be useful to anyone interested in helping his or her group, organization, or community to work more collaboratively. I had enough material for at least ten “how-to” books on the tools and techniques of collaboration at different levels of society, from the interpersonal to the whole systems level. I had already cowritten one such book, on small-group problem solving (How to Make Meetings Work, with Michael Doyle). I wanted this book to appeal to a broad audience—not just organizational consultants, but leaders, managers, supervisors, and rank-and-file members of every manner of organization and community. I also wanted to share something of my own personal journey and that of the company I founded, Interaction Associates. I needed a way to boil down to its essence what I knew to be true about collaboration. Then I remembered the words of the Eastern Europeans: “a few powerful ideas…”.


A Few Powerful Ideas

So I’ve organized this book around a few powerful ideas, or principles, that, if grasped in your heart and mind, will allow you to harness the power of collaborative action for yourself and your group, organization, or community. If you understand these principles and the values underlying them, you will have the freedom to implement them in your own way in a variety of situations. In short, you will be able to make your own music.

At first glance, the ideas in this book may seem too simple, too obvious. Indeed, they represent the distillation of more than thirty years of learning and practice applying the concepts of collaboration in almost every imaginable context. So they are very “concentrated.” My lifelong goal has been to demystify these concepts—to express them as simply as possible, and to give them away. But there is a risk. They can appear too simple, and therefore too easy to dismiss. I hope you will see, when you begin to explore their implications, that these simple ideas are in fact profound.

Although the principles themselves are the stars of this book, I also take the time to explain the impact they have had on me, my organization, and our clients. I offer my own life as one context for observing what happens when you try to grasp, as well as fail to heed, these principles. I offer my company, Interaction Associates, as an illustration of one consulting firm’s struggle to practice the collaborative values and principles it preaches. And I offer the experience of my colleagues and our clients as examples of how these principles can be applied to a wide variety of situations in the private, public, and nonprofit sectors. These stories illustrate the obvious importance and promise of the principles.

Those of you who are organizational consultants or facilitators, or who have led collaborative planning processes of one form or another, are probably familiar with many of the principles in this book. The principles evolved from the work of many people inside and outside of Interaction Associates. I don’t claim ownership of them. However, I invite you to take a journey with me back to the roots of these principles. For example, we will reconnect with the origins of the concept of group memory and think about how an idea like this might be implemented in the new world of virtual collaboration. The exercise of writing this book has given me an opportunity to reflect on the essence of these principles, and, in the process, I have gained some new insights.

Those of you who are new to the concepts in this book and are interested in improving the quality of collaboration in some aspect of your life will find the book to be more substantial than a simple introduction, yet easy to understand and put into practice. (Indeed, the final third of the book focuses specifically on how to put the principles to use.) You may notice, too, that I don’t spend much time trying to convince you of the need for collaboration. I’m assuming that you know collaboration is necessary and that you are already engaged in collaborative work in your organization or community. Instead, I focus on the major challenges you are likely facing in those endeavors and offer a few powerful principles which, if you grasp them in your heart and mind, will help you to collaborate with success.

Before you get into the substance of the book, I want to point out that collaboration is not value-free. It’s based on some mental models and core values about people and what is possible when people work together. The ideas in the book require certain heart-sets, as well as mind-sets, to be properly implemented. Collaboration assumes, for example, the dignity and value of every human being, and each person’s right to be involved in decisions that affect his or her life. I try to surface these underlying values periodically, so that you can understand the obligations you assume if you choose to initiate a collaborative process. If you act consistently with these values, you will avoid the potential abuses of the power of collaborative action.

My intention in this book is to present a constellation of ideas about collaboration. Each idea is powerful in and of itself and speaks to both our hearts and minds. Taken together, these actionable ideas offer a hopeful view of the world and of people’s role in it. They present a vision of a better world in which people with differing interests can work together constructively to make decisions and solve problems, and even tackle the complex, systemic issues our society faces. They point us toward a more humane and healthy work environment—toward what is possible.


David Straus

Cambridge, Massachusetts

June 2002
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1
Introduction:
The Power of Collaborative Action

People in nearly every occupation and every walk of life have to work and make decisions collaboratively. Collaboration is required at every level of every organization—be it a corporation, small business, nonprofit organization, educational institution, government agency, or legislative body. And collaboration takes place not only within these organizations, but also between and among them. Collaborative action is required, for example, when:



	a senior management team needs to figure out how to cut expenses by 15 percent;

	an organization wants to define its purpose and vision, or develop a strategic plan;

	a team in an advertising agency needs to design a new ad campaign;

	administrative staffers have to make logistical arrangements for an important company retreat;

	a group of teachers must jointly develop a new curriculum;

	nonprofit advocacy groups want to form a coalition to lobby for a particular issue;2

	a number of social service agencies must determine how to coordinate their services;

	a government agency needs to update its policy for regulating a toxic pollutant;

	or a couple decides they want to build a new house.


The list could go on and on. These and so many other activities require collaboration. They require people to work together to plan, solve problems, and/or make decisions before action can be taken.

You undoubtedly collaborate all the time—primarily at work, but also at home, in your volunteer activities, at your child’s school. You may not think of what you are doing as collaboration, but if you have to get the support and agreement of others before you can take action of some kind, then you are collaborating.

Even in those cases in which you supposedly have the power to act unilaterally—in which you can simply make a decision and then act on it—you probably know that you still have to work collaboratively. Perhaps you need to collaborate because, for example, too many people have the power to block the implementation of your decision or solution. Perhaps power has become spread out (or lateralized). Or, the potential costs of acting unilaterally may be too high. You could force a decision, but you would meet with so much resistance and create so much ill will that you would erode your base of support. Perhaps your colleagues, employees, or constituents simply expect or demand that you act more inclusively and collaboratively. Or, maybe you don’t have the skills or knowledge to make the decision or solve the problem by yourself. You may need to include and cooperate with others in order to make the best decision possible.

Whatever the situation, it’s quite clear that we all have to work collaboratively with others.

But let’s face it, our experience in trying to reach agreement with others is often unpleasant. We don’t enjoy it at all. It’s hard. Our 3 efforts often seem ineffective. Collaboration typically involves meetings, and no one likes meetings. We make jokes about how “a camel is a horse designed by a committee.” We are cynical when we hear that a politician has appointed a fifty-person “blue-ribbon panel” to develop consensus recommendations, because we assume either that it’s a stalling tactic or that the panel is stacked with people who share the politician’s point of view. After all, how could fifty people with diverging opinions possibly reach consensus?

The problems that can arise in a meeting in which collaboration is supposed to take place are numerous and familiar. People may talk over each other or interrupt each other. Certain individuals—by virtue of their positions or their personalities—may dominate or manipulate the conversation. Participants may be unable to stay focused on one topic at a time. The conversation may veer all over the place, causing people to become exasperated. Perhaps there’s no clear picture of what the group’s goal is, or how the group is going to get there. Or participants may realize, midway through a discussion, that some key people are missing—that whatever they decide could be “shot down” by someone outside the process. These examples of meeting problems are magnified when a collaborative effort involves large numbers of people and multiple meetings over time.

The fact is, however, there’s nothing inherently unpleasant about collaboration. Working together to solve a problem, envision a future, or make a decision can actually be an enjoyable and even energizing experience.

I don’t make that statement lightly. I base it on thirty years of trial-and-error experience in the field of collaborative problem solving.

My colleagues and clients and I have proven, time and time again, that collaborative action can be a powerful experience. A well-managed collaborative effort is like a chemical reaction that creates far more energy than it consumes. It makes you feel energized, not drained. We call this phenomenon the Interaction Effect. When a group is in alignment about its direction (where it is 4 trying to go), its commitment (the will it possesses to get there), and its capability (the skills and knowledge it has to complete its journey), there is a release of energy. Not only are team members energized by the process, but so is the surrounding organization or community. It’s this energy that fuels an extended collaborative effort and keeps it going during rough times.

Even more important, collaboration works. If you understand how problem solving works and adhere to a few basic principles, it is possible to make decisions and develop solutions that everyone can support. Through collaborative action, you can produce higher-quality ideas and solutions than you can if you work by yourself. People who are affected by a potential decision, have relevant information and skills, or have the power to block a decision are more likely to support that decision if they have had a hand in making it.

Furthermore, I believe that stakeholder voice is a basic right of individuals in healthy workplaces and democratic societies. Collaborative action is a natural outgrowth of this right and a demonstration of respect for human dignity.

So, why is it that this potentially energizing experience is so unpleasant for so many people?

In short, because most people don’t know how to collaborate effectively. Collaboration needs to be learned. It’s an art, really, that is based on a few powerful principles. But most people aren’t familiar with those principles. They’ve never been taught them.

Think back to your early education. If it was anything like mine, you were taught in school to value and strive for individual success. You studied, took tests, gave presentations, and were graded and given awards individually. Group work was neither measured nor rewarded. Team sports may have provided some antidote to all of this “I” focus, but, even there, weren’t you mostly encouraged to develop individual prowess for the sake of the team? That’s not the same as solving problems or making decisions collaboratively, which is what’s demanded of us in today’s workplaces and communities. 5

Another reason we don’t know how to collaborate is that our schools focused (and still do focus) on teaching us content, not process. In school, we were taught what to learn—what facts and formulas to memorize—but we were rarely taught how to learn. Likewise, we were given problems to work out, and we were eventually given the answers to those problems, but we were seldom taught explicitly how to solve the problems—what mental or physical processes to use. And since we didn’t learn how to solve problems individually, it’s no wonder we have trouble solving problems collaboratively.

In this book, therefore, I hope to help fill this gap in our educational background. I hope to help you learn about the process of collaborative problem solving. And I hope to demystify the process and show you that it really isn’t hard or unpleasant. It really can be enjoyable and energizing!


What Collaboration IS

When I use the synonymous terms collaboration, collaborative action, and collaborative problem solving, I am referring to the process people employ when working together in a group, organization, or community to plan, create, solve problems, and make decisions.

Clearly, I’m not using the word collaboration in its negative sense, as in collaborating or working with the enemy. I have done enough work in Europe and former Communist countries to know that collaboration often viscerally evokes an image of collusion. In those situations, I have found that the word cooperation has more of the intended meaning of working toward a positive outcome together. Also, using the term collaborative action sometimes helps to avoid this pitfall.

Then there are the words problem and problem solving. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, I use these words in their most general and inclusive sense. I define a problem as “a situation someone wants to change.” Problem solving, then, is simply situation changing. It 6 encompasses decision making and planning and all kinds of creative activities such as designing, exploring new opportunities, engaging in appreciative inquiry, visioning, learning, and communicating.

Problem solving, and specifically collaborative problem solving, is a process that is largely independent of content. The distinction between process and content is very important for the message of this book. I once asked a class of sixth graders for definitions of these two words. One boy raised his hand and said, “It’s just like chewing gum. Chewing is my process. Gum is my content. I can chew all sorts of things. Gum is what I happen to be chewing now.” He was exactly right. Process is the how (chewing), content is the what (gum).

This book is about the process of collaborative problem solving. The process is content-independent. It can be applied to any kind of issue, subject matter, or opportunity. If you become aware of this process and grasp the principles in this book, you will be able to harness the power of collaborative action in almost any situation.


How This Book Is Organized

I hope to inspire and empower you to collaborate successfully with others in your personal and professional lives. Toward this end, I have organized the book into three parts.

Part I deals with the important meta-idea of human problem solving. While the focus of this book is more on collaboration than on problem solving, per se, it’s important to understand some basic facts about the trial-and-error nature of human problem solving in order to understand how humans can solve problems together. If you are confronted by an immediate collaboration-related problem, you may want to jump to the most relevant chapter in Part II. However, I urge you to return to Part I in order to build a base of understanding for the ideas that follow. 7

Guided by my experience with the Eastern European trainers who wanted “a few powerful ideas,” in Part II I have tried to distill what I know into five principles of collaborative problem solving. Each principle speaks to both our hearts and minds. Each principle can also be applied to any scale of collaborative problem solving, from interpersonal and small-group processes to organization- and community-wide processes. Taken together, the five principles offer an actionable paradigm, a way of looking at the world that is hopeful. What has been so exciting for me to witness is that these principles simply work. They have been applied successfully in hundreds of organizations and communities both in the United States and around the world.

Each principle addresses the specific questions and challenges you are likely to confront when trying to design and manage a process of collaboration. These include:



	With whom do I need to collaborate? Do I really have to involve people who oppose my ideas?

	What if there are many people involved—many organizations, departments, or organizations? How would we ever get them together? How would the process work?

	If we actually get everyone in the same room together, who will run the meeting and how?

	How do we keep the group from spinning its wheels or getting bogged down?

	What if we are spread out geographically all over the country or world?

	How do we make decisions? What happens if we can’t easily come to agreement? Do we vote?



The following is a preview of the five principles:



	Involve the Relevant Stakeholders. One of the biggest mistakes people make in trying to work collaboratively is to 8 exclude a key individual or interest group. “We weren’t consulted,” is an oft-heard complaint that prevents collaborative work from succeeding. So, you need to determine who the stakeholders are and how to involve them. In general, the power of collaborative action comes from inclusion, not exclusion. It’s far more powerful to have someone inside the tent than outside. The long-term payoff is immeasurable.

	Build Consensus Phase by Phase. Consensus has been reached when everyone agrees to support a decision. And agreement doesn’t just happen; it has to be built, phase by phase. Working face-to-face to build agreements is significantly different from negotiating through a mediator. And consensus building always needs a fallback decision-making process—some way of coming to a decision if consensus can’t be reached.

	Design a Process Map. People become anxious in the face of too much uncertainty. Before agreeing to collaborate, they will probably want some sense of what they’re getting into. What is needed is a clear means of designing and managing an open-ended process of collaboration. The most powerful way to do this is to create a process map—a visual representation of a collaborative process. The process map serves the same function for a long-term collaborative process that an agenda does for a single meeting. It defines the order of activities and gives participants a sense of how these activities fit into the larger context.

	Designate a Process Facilitator. Not surprisingly, much of the business of collaboration takes place when people come together to talk. And, time and time again, we see and hear about leaders trying to run their own meetings. This is often a mistake! As a leader, it’s difficult for you to be neutral about how a meeting is run when you care deeply about and are accountable for the decisions made in that meeting. It’s9 essential that you separate process leadership from content leadership and create a new role, that of facilitator. A facilitator is a neutral process guide and servant to the group.

	Harness the Power of Group Memory. Data overload, repetition, wheel-spinning, and lack of focus are all symptoms of bad meetings. And they all have the same solution: chart pads and colored markers. If you rearrange the seats in a semicircle, tape sheets of newsprint on the wall, and have someone serve as a recorder, these common meeting problems will be prevented. The record, or group memory, that is created in front of the group is one of the most simple—and powerful—tools of collaboration.


Part III of the book looks to the future, exploring what happens if you apply these principles of collaboration throughout a whole organization or community. How would your role as a leader have to change? How can you create a culture of collaboration in an entire corporation or community, and what is the effect if you do? I cover some of the evidence that suggests that collaborative organizations and collaborative communities function better and are healthier places in which to work and live than their more traditional, command-and-control counterparts. I also offer some thoughts on how and where you might begin to put these powerful ideas about collaboration into action right away. The following is a preview of the chapters in Part III:



	Facilitative Leadership. Collaborative action must be enabled, promoted, and supported by leaders. And the kind of leadership required is fundamentally different from the old command-and-control model. Facilitative leadership involves new practices. If you want to build a collaborative culture in your organization or community, you must be able to model the mind-sets and values of collaborative action. 10

	Collaborative Organizations. Collaborative action is not only an effective approach for resolving specific, discrete issues—it can become the norm for an entire organization. But you have to know how to scale it up, how to institutionalize a culture of collaboration. You also need a clear image of how a collaborative organization operates. A number of organizations have made significant progress in this direction. There is preliminary evidence that these collaborative organizations are more adaptive and responsive to changes in their external environments than their more traditional counterparts. They also appear to be more productive and healthier workplaces. To reinforce and support collaboration, several organizational components have to be brought into alignment, including leadership, structure, strategy, support technologies, the reward system, core skills, and corporate culture.

	Collaborative Communities. Traditional democratic processes are inadequate for resolving the complex, systemic issues that our communities face today. Too many interests are affected, and the issues are often too ill-defined to be decided by a yes/no vote on a referendum. Multiparty collaborative action holds the promise of a more inclusive and productive process for tackling important public issues than simple majority voting. It is also possible to build a culture of collaboration at the community or city level. Several communities have made impressive progress in this direction. (Portland, Maine, provides a great example.) But just as with creating any type of cultural change, several kinds of interventions are required.

	Where to Go from Here. The place to begin working collaboratively is in your heart. Try to hold in your heart two powerful ideas: (1) every human being has the right to be involved in decisions that affect his or her life, and (2) with good process, people can generate more creative and comprehensive 11solutions collaboratively than they can by themselves. Mastery of the tools and techniques essential for successful collaboration will follow. With learning and practice, you can make collaboration work for you. It’s effective, it’s energizing, and it is the right thing to do.



The Context

Throughout the book, I’ll be drawing on examples from my personal and professional life, as well as from the work of my colleagues. So, I need to offer a little context. I will frequently refer to the company I founded in 1969, Interaction Associates (IA). IA has been a wonderful vehicle for developing and testing the principles of collaborative action. A mission-driven organization from its inception, IA has endeavored to empower people in organizations and communities to achieve their most noble aspirations by demonstrating the power and transferring the skills of collaborative action. We have assisted a wide variety of clients in both the private and public sectors in the United States and around the world in applying the principles and tools of collaborative problem solving. As IA has grown to more than seventy-five full-time employees distributed geographically in several offices, the company itself has become one of the most interesting and challenging contexts within which to implement the ideas and values of collaboration.

For example, from the beginning I was faced with issues of equity and shared responsibility within the organization. As the founder and first shareholder of the company, I had the option of holding on to ownership and control and only giving up stock when challenged by key employees. This is the traditional approach to building wealth and retaining control in privatelyowned service firms. However, consistent with the spirit of the 1960s, I was committed to finding a different path, to making Interaction Associates into a collaborative partnership. I quickly learned that there was no such thing as “almost equal.” As long as I 12 held one more share than someone else, we were not equals. As long as I retained 51 percent of the shares, collaborative decision making depended on my consent.

So, by the second year I made the great and irreversible leap to a governance and ownership structure of a partnership-like corporation, in which full partners owned exactly the same amount of stock. Such stock was purchased and sold internally at “book value” (i.e., the lowest possible cost without giving the stock away). Thus was launched a social experiment in shared responsibility and collaboration. I am somewhat controlling by nature, so this organizational structure has forced me to trust the process of collaborative action and build faith in my own powers of influence and facilitative leadership.

The challenge of having to apply the principles of collaboration to the way we live and work together at IA has been a source of great learning and satisfaction. We are at our best when our actions are congruent with our professed principles and values. Our clients notice and appreciate this. Our unique governance structure has even withstood the comings and goings of a number of partners over the years.

Just recently, Interaction Associates transitioned from a partnership model to a broader employee-ownership arrangement, in which the shareholders elect a board. That board, in turn, hires someone from within the company to be CEO, who then leads and manages all of us.

Another organization from which I will draw examples for this book is the Interaction Institute for Social Change (IISC). Early on, we at IA saw that there was a huge, unmet demand in the nonprofit and community sectors for the collaborative skills and tools we were offering. These organizations simply could not afford to pay corporate rates for consulting and training services. Over the years we had created, with mixed success, a number of nonprofit “sister” organizations to try to meet this need. But it wasn’t until 1993, thanks to the efforts of my friend Thomas Rice, our president at the time, that we hit on a powerful and effective model to 13 deepen and formalize our commitment to social justice. We created the nonprofit IISC and committed ten percent of our pretax profits and up to ten paid days of every IA employee’s time to the IISC. The work and organizational culture of the IISC, which now has a full-time staff of eighteen people, have offered vivid contexts for witnessing the many ways in which collaborative action can produce powerful, positive effects on peoples’ lives.


A Process View of the World

Before we dive into the topic of human problem solving, I want to share one mental model that has been very powerful in my life and helps to explain how I got from “there” to “here.” My formal graduate education was in architecture. Frustration over how architecture was taught drove me to explore what was known about the processes of human problem solving. During my studies at the Harvard Graduate School of Design, I began to see the world through “process eyes,” which was for me a kind of paradigm shift. Connections began to occur to me that did not seem obvious before. What I was learning about individual and group problem solving seemed to be relevant to what should be taught in schools; how groups, organizations, and communities could solve problems; and how technology could be used to augment group problem solving. I began to see that even the intersections between the areas of training, consulting, and augmentation technology defined interesting and relevant fields, as Figure 1 on the next page illustrates.

The initial idea behind the founding of Interaction Associates was to see if some synergy and competitive advantage could be gained by becoming involved in all these different areas at the same time. Creating the company also satisfied my own desire to have an influence on many different kinds of societal problems. By defining my role as a tool giver in the fields of training, consulting, and augmentation, I could help people in organizations and 14 communities become architects of their own futures, to solve their own problems.

[image: image]
Figure 1: A process view of the world


My hope is that as you read this book, you, too, will have some of the same insights I had and will begin to see the world through “process eyes.”
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Part I
The Fundamentals
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Chapter 1
The Process of Human Problem Solving

In 1965, I entered the architecture program at Harvard Graduate School of Design (HGSD). The basic method of teaching design at HGSD, it turned out, was to assign students to design a certain type of building or space and then critique the designs. The critiques were very formal and were modeled after the process an architect might go through in trying to sell an idea to a potential client. The students presented their designs to a panel of faculty members and professional architects. During these critiques, and during class, there was little discussion of the creative process—of how we came up with the designs. In fact, there was no accepted language to discuss design methodologies at all. Instead, the professors were mainly interested in the content of our designs.

About halfway through my first year, I began to think something was wrong with my eyes. The drawings on my drafting 18

board looked blurred. I had trouble reading. Panicked, I made an appointment with a recommended optometrist.

After examining my eyes, the doctor led me into his office, motioned for me to sit in a comfortable chair, and then posed one of the most insightful questions I’ve ever been asked. “Your eyes are fine,” he said. “What is it that you don’t want to see?”

I suddenly realized what it was that I didn’t want to see, that I was unconsciously denying. Even though I was paying for a graduate education in architecture, no one was going to teach me explicitly how to design. No one was going to identify and make visible the mental processes of design.

This flash of insight marked, for me, the beginning of my own process awareness. This moment was the first step in my lifelong journey to uncover and demystify the processes of individual and group problem-solving, and to transfer these concepts and tools to others.

In this chapter, I hope to shed some light on how individuals solve problems. This information is fundamental to an understanding of collaboration—of how individuals solve problems together. It’s simply not possible to practice collaborative problem solving effectively if you have no understanding of human problem solving in general. This chapter is a bit heavier on theory than the other chapters in the book, because it serves as a basis for all that follows. To make it as accessible as possible, I use the story of my own experience discovering these concepts and learning their relevance to collaborative action.


Some Definitions

In the Introduction, I defined collaborative problem solving as “the process people employ when working together in a group, organization, or community to plan, create, solve problems, and make decisions.” I also talked about what I meant by collaboration. Here, I want to say more about the problem solving part of the term. For some people, a problem implies something bad, a situation 19 to avoid. In certain contexts, to focus on problems is seen as attending to the negative, the pathological. So some people substitute the word opportunity to emphasize the positive, to look at things on the bright side or to look at the possibilities of the future. But opportunity solving and opportunity finding are clumsy substitutes for problem solving, and there is already a whole literature on creative problem solving, so I’m going to continue to use the word problem in this book.

In any case, I don’t view problems as negative. I define a problem as “a situation that someone wants to change.” Problem solving, therefore, in its most general sense, is situation changing or taking action. It includes most of what we do all day long: communicating, learning, planning, working, and making decisions. At work, for example, you may need to make hiring and firing decisions, communicate with employees, fix quality-control problems, sell your products, and so forth. I would call all of these activities problems, since they are all situations you need to change—things you need to do something about.

These situations need not be bad. They include positive situations that you may want to reinforce or increase, like supporting employees to continue their education by offering matching funds to attend training programs. Creating a vision for your organization is also a problem-solving activity just as much as analyzing why the assembly line is causing defects in your products.

Also, under my definition, a problem is only a problem if there is an agent present—someone who cares and wants to take action. If you see your kids arguing and it doesn’t bother you, you don’t have a problem. Your kids may have a problem, but you don’t.

Humans are designed for continual problem solving. If all stimuli are removed from a person’s environment (as in an isolated prison cell), often that person will go mad. We are constantly making little changes in our environment, from shifting our sitting position to planning for the future. In this book, then, problem solving will refer to all the cognitive processes directed to purposeful action, from perceiving and innovating through planning and decision making. 20


My Intellectual Quest

Soon after the revelation that came during my eye exam, I set out to teach myself how to design—how to solve the design problems presented by my professors. I could find no useful books about how to design, and my professors were not very helpful. So I started keeping detailed design notebooks, in which I tried to track my own thought processes, to become more aware and at least “consciously incompetent” about the ways I was attacking a project. I found that when I tried a new design strategy, a different way of looking at a three-dimensional structure, I was suddenly able to do things I couldn’t do before. For example, l learned how to draw a section perspective, which presents a “slice” through a building and a perspective of what you might see from that point. Through this drawing you see your design in a different way. I also learned how to build simple models out of Styrofoam blocks, with which I could arrange spaces in different ways without having to make new drawings.

In the design notebooks, I documented what I was thinking about when I was stumped, when I kept repeating the same mental process without success. Then, when I discovered another strategy from informal discussions with classmates or professors, I could consciously add it to my growing repertoire of design methodologies. I could also retrace my steps in my design notebooks and see how this new strategy might have helped me break fixation—how it might have served as a way out of a trap in which I had found myself.

I saw clearly that there was a relationship between the strategies I learned and my ability as a problem solver. Each design strategy provided a different way to attack an architectural problem, and the more I learned, the better a designer I became. And yet these strategies were not being explicitly taught.

To satisfy my own curiosity about design methodologies and problem solving, I began to audit courses at Harvard in cognitive psychology with professor Jerome Bruner. In these courses, I was 21 introduced to the work of Allen Newell and Herbert A. Simon from Carnegie-Mellon University, as well as that of Ulrich

Neisser. Neisser (1967) was making a case for cognitive structures, or frameworks, about thinking processes. He maintained that it was possible to describe how you were solving a problem, and that it was helpful to do so. Without a framework to describe a subject, he said, it’s hard to make distinctions and therefore to acquire and retain new information. For example, if you know nothing about general species of birds (e.g., flycatchers, warblers, wrens, thrushes), they all sort of look the same. When you see a small bird you have never seen before, you might not even know you’ve never seen it and you probably won’t remember much about it. The same is true about problem solving. Without a language of process, without knowing something about the different strategies that can be used to solve problems, it is difficult to learn and acquire new ones.


There Is No One Right Way!

It was the work of Newell and Simon that provided me with the biggest “aha” of that time, however—one that was to guide my work for years to come. Their writings brought out the simple but powerful fact that human problem solving is an educated trial-and-error process (1972). Put another way, there is no one right way to solve problems. We can use a variety of strategies, but none of them will guarantee success. Some of them may be more useful in certain types of situations. But there is no single right way. The implications of this realization are profound. Over the years, my colleagues and I used this understanding as the basis for developing approaches to, and teaching, collaborative problem solving.


Heuristic vs. Algorithmic Problem Solving

What Newell and Simon (1972) did was to clarify the differences between heuristic problem solving and algorithmic problem solving. 22 To illustrate, take the example of trying to find a lost contact lens. The algorithmic approach to searching might involve getting on your hands and knees and systematically crawling back and forth across the floor, trying to cover every square inch. If the contact lens is on the floor as opposed to on the sofa or in your clothes, and if you are very sharp-eyed, you will find your lens this way. However, it may take a very long time. The heuristic approach is to try different strategies in succession. You might start with the common “where were you last” approach. Then you might try to retrace your movements, shake out your clothes, get down on your knees and scan the floor, or turn up the lights to see if you can catch a reflection off the missing lens. Usually one of these heuristic strategies will work quite well and save a great deal of time compared to the algorithmic approach. In short, a heuristic is a strategy that is flexible and quick but doesn’t guarantee success, while an algorithm is an approach that is systematic, rigid, and time consuming, but will ultimately guarantee success.

Newell and Simon discovered a great deal about human problem solving by trying to program computers to solve problems that are reasonably easy for humans. To greatly simplify, Newell and Simon found that there were no simple algorithms to deal with challenges like playing chess or recognizing a face. Such problems require heuristic strategies. What seems to characterize the human brain is our ability to think up heuristics and to be flexible and creative in our application of them.

Take, for example, the anagram of “TABLAERY,” in which the challenge is to rearrange the letters so that they spell an English word. The algorithmic approach would be to try every combination of letters and test each to see if it is a word. There are 20,160 possible combinations of the letters, so at a rate of one new combination every ten seconds, it would take you up to fifty-six hours to find a solution this way. Using a heuristic approach, however, many people can come up with an answer in fifteen or twenty minutes. Take a moment and play with the problem, noticing what you do. Notice that you try different ways to solve it, different 23 heuristics. Most people try, for example, rearranging the letters by consonants and vowels, looking for smaller words on which to build, avoiding letter combinations that aren’t used in English, and even writing each letter on a separate piece of paper and physically rearranging them. Each of these heuristic strategies may lead you to a solution, but none of them will guarantee success. (for the solution—but only after you’ve tried several heuristics!)


A Simple Model of Human Problem Solving

So Newell and Simon demonstrated that human problem solving is a trial-and-error process involving choosing a heuristic strategy, testing it, and, if it doesn’t work, choosing another. This heuristic cycle is illustrated by the model in Figure 2.

[image: image]
Figure 2: The heuristic cycle of human problem solving


24
The problem-solving cycle begins with what we call a strategic moment—that familiar point in time at which whatever you have been trying isn’t working anymore. For example, in your search for your contact lens, you may try shaking out your clothes to see if the lens might be caught in the cuffs of your pants. If nothing falls out, you have to try something else. This is the moment at which you consult the repertoire of strategies you have learned, pick one, and implement it. Perhaps, for example, you decide to simply vary the implementation of your current heuristic (e.g., shake out your shirt rather than your pant cuffs), or you may change your approach and select a new strategy. Based on the results, the feedback from your efforts, you evaluate the success or failure of your trial and then you are back to another strategic moment.

This cycle of action/reaction usually happens so quickly that we’re not aware of it. It’s when we get stuck in a strategic moment that it’s helpful to be able to assume conscious control of our problem solving. This is especially true in a group problem-solving situation, as we will see.

So, the great fact I learned in graduate school is that human problem solving is fundamentally a trial-and-error process employing heuristic strategies. There is no one right way. There are no simple algorithms for dealing with most of the open-ended problems we face every day. However, as I was soon to learn, there is a set of very useful heuristics that can be employed.


A Limited Set of Problem-Solving Heuristics

My own search for heuristics led me to the University of California at Berkeley during my thesis year (1968–69), while I was still registered at the Harvard Graduate School of Design. At this time, the School of Environmental Design at UC Berkeley was a world center for the study of design methodology—of how architects design. Berkeley professor Sim Van der Ryn had received a grant 25 from the National Institute of Mental Health to review the literature on design methodology and try to make some sense of it. He hired me to assist him. It was a perfect opportunity for me to pursue my interest in human problem solving.

I began my research by asking some of Van der Ryn’s renowned colleagues to share with me their different design tools. To my surprise, they strongly resisted getting involved in my project. Each of them was sure that he or she had discovered the right approach to design and was not interested in exploring the full range of design methods. So I turned to other sources, reviewing the literature and interviewing researchers from a variety of fields who were exploring the nature of human problem solving.

I began to make a list of the problem-solving methods I uncovered. I discovered that thinkers from very different fields often used essentially the same methods, although they sometimes used different terminology to describe these methods. Indeed, similar methods kept cropping up over and over. I realized that any given problem-solving method could be applied to many different contexts. For example, brainstorming, a common way of generating ideas, can be applied to different problems in many different fields. You can brainstorm ideas for creating an ad campaign or solving a calculus problem or finding a place to have dinner.

Like most problem-solving methods, brainstorming involves multiple steps—multiple heuristics. Brainstorming involves, first, purging or expressing out loud all the ideas that come into your head; then listing or recording them on a sheet of paper; and, at the same time, deferring evaluation, or not judging them until later. Brainstorming and other problem-solving methods, then, can be understood as “molecules” made up of smaller “atoms.” These atoms, or heuristics, can be used by themselves or recombined into many other methods.

Listing, by itself, for example, is a very powerful heuristic. It’s the basis of “to do” lists and shopping lists. It’s a good way to get ideas out of your head so you can remember them and don’t have to keep repeating them to yourself. (As we’ll see in Chapter 6, 26 that’s why it’s so important to record ideas on chart pad paper during meetings—because then people can stop repeating their ideas to each other.)

Each heuristic has many advantages, like any tool. Each also has disadvantages or limitations. While a hammer is great for pounding nails into wood, it’s not useful for putting screws in wood, except maybe as a way to get them started. While listing can be useful, it’s also sometimes helpful to let an idea germinate—to not express it too quickly.

For my research, I took the list of problem-solving methods and broke these “molecules” into their heuristic “atoms.” I gave each heuristic a label or tag—typically an action verb. Wherever possible, I paired each heuristic with its opposite. These heuristic pairs included, for example: “working forward/working backward,” “building up/eliminating,” and “leaping in/holding back.” While my list of problem-solving methods kept getting larger, my list of heuristics grew to sixty-four and then stopped. I decided, using this very simple, unsystematic, and heuristic process, that there exists a limited set of core heuristics, about sixty-four in total, out of which all of the more complex problem-solving methods can be built. (A complete list of sixty-four is included in the Resources section at the end of the book.)


A Pragmatic Theory About Learning Problem-Solving Skills

So in 1969 I came to what was for me a startling and yet reassuring realization: If human problem solving is heuristic and there are a limited number of heuristics, there must be a link between one’s repertoire of heuristics and one’s ability to solve problems. I began to develop a pragmatic theory about learning and teaching problem-solving skills. It’s presented visually in Figure 3.

This theory of learning starts with the premise that (1) your ability as a self-confident, flexible problem solver is dependent on 27 (2) the repertoire of heuristic strategies that you have learned and are able to apply in a variety of situations. In order to increase your repertoire of heuristic strategies, you must (3) gain awareness that these strategies even exist. And one important way to become aware is by (4) externalizing your problem-solving experiences— that is, thinking out loud—and watching other people externalize theirs. Now, let’s look at these elements of the theory in turn, starting with the second one.

[image: image]
Figure 3: A theory about how humans learn problem-solving skills



Your Repertoire of Heuristic Strategies

The more heuristics you know, the more effective and creative you will be as a thinker. This is the tool-user analogy: The more tools a carpenter has in his or her toolkit and is able to use skillfully, the more he or she will be able to deal successfully with different types of woodworking problems. The more heuristic thinking tools you have learned and know how to use, the more creative and productive you will be. 28


Awareness: The Key to Building Your Repertoire

To increase both the number of heuristics in your tool kit and your ability to use them effectively, you must increase your awareness. Just becoming aware that heuristics exist can help you to demystify individual as well as group problem solving. You can make an inventory of the heuristics you already know and consciously begin to learn new ones. Furthermore, process awareness allows you to become “consciously competent”—to assume control over your choice of problem-solving strategies when necessary.

To help you understand the importance of process awareness, let’s consider some sports analogies. Think about playing tennis. Most of the time, when you’re playing your best, you’re not thinking about your strokes. You are just playing—you’re “in the zone”—you’re playing with unconscious competence. If your opponent keeps hitting the ball hard to your forehand, however, making you run to reach the shots, and if the only forehand stroke you know is one with topspin, you may have trouble returning these shots with any control. If you have other strokes in your tool kit, however—an underspin slice, for example—then you may be able to handle the pace of the shots and have more control over your returns. But if you don’t know the difference between topspin and underspin—if you aren’t even aware that there is a difference—then you won’t be able to make this adjustment in your game. To become a better tennis player, then, you must spend time learning about different kinds of shots—becoming aware of them. Then you must practice them in noncompetitive situations. The more you can groove a stroke so that you don’t have to think about it, the more available it will be to you at a crucial moment in a game.

Awareness is critical not only for acquiring new shots, but for keeping yourself in control when things start to go wrong. Watch professional athletes when their game begins to slip. You will see them talking to themselves, consciously trying to analyze what is going wrong and correct it. Tiger Woods, the great young golfer, does this all the time. If he feels his swing is a bit off during a round, he goes completely within himself and works to correct the 29 problem. He does this even if he’s winning by a good margin. He’ll take practice swings between every shot, stopping the club at the top of the backswing or at the point of impact, to see if his body is properly aligned or if the angle of the club is correct. He often mutters to himself in the process. This constant, conscious awareness, analysis, and correction of small errors is one of the reasons Woods has developed arguably the best swing in golf—and why he has won so often.

Similarly, you need an awareness of your problem-solving process in order to acquire new heuristics and to learn how to become a better problem solver, in general. You also need to be aware of process when you get stuck so you can consult your repertoire of strategies and consciously select a new one. Process awareness is essential for breaking fixation and handling difficult strategic moments.

Process awareness is also essential because we tend to favor certain sets of heuristics based on our personalities. In fact, we often describe each other by our most often-employed strategies. “He is such a planner.” “She is so systematic.” “He is always leaping in before thinking.” Each heuristic in a pair may require the adoption of a different attitude or emotion on the part of the problem solver in order to implement it. Take the heuristic pair of leaping in versus holding back, and think about how different people learn to use, say, a new remote control for a TV set. Some people leap in and start pushing buttons to discover what each button does. Others hold back and insist on reading the directions before attempting to use the remote. It takes an awareness of our natural process bias in order to consciously choose a different and perhaps uncomfortable approach.


Externalization and the Need for a Common Language of Process

Finally, step four in this model of human problem solving deals with the importance of externalization, or thinking out loud. Externalization is the key to learning and teaching individual and group problem solving. 30

Think about a time when you learned from someone a new way of approaching a problem. This probably didn’t happen just by watching someone work. Watching someone brilliantly think up a new solution to a problem that was stumping you just may have made you feel stupid. More likely, you experienced a key learning moment when someone “thought out loud” in front of you, sharing his or her strategies while working heuristically on a problem. That allowed you to observe the person’s mind dancing around a problem, trying a particular strategy, seeing whether it worked, and then trying something different.

My best learning moments at design school occurred when professors came to my drawing table and, rather than just criticizing my work or suggesting a change, designed out loud in front of me. I could observe how their minds worked and how they implemented their strategies through drawing. They might have said something like, “Those two spaces look a bit awkward next to each other. How could we arrange them differently? Let’s make a diagram of the main circulation flow. To do this, let’s follow a first-time visitor to this building and ask ourselves which spaces we would want them to see, in what order.” From this kind of dialogue, I learned about the power of simplifying, diagramming, and so forth. And the next time I was stumped I would ask myself, “How would the professor approach this problem?” I began to internalize the voices—and the problem-solving methods—of my professors.

If you don’t have the words to describe an experience, it’s often hard even to see or observe it. Without a mental framework, or what Neisser calls a cognitive structure, it’s difficult to capture and retain related information. In the example of bird identification, having names for species and subspecies helps you distinguish and identify different birds and organize, retain, and access the information you learn about their songs, habitats, flight patterns, and so forth. In the same way, being able to attach a specific name or label to a heuristic strategy allows you to organize and access the information and experience you gather about its powers and limitations. 31

For example, let’s take the pair of heuristic strategies I call working forwards and working backwards. Working forwards involves starting with what you know and building forwards, step-by-step—for example, writing a book by beginning with the introduction. The strategy of working backwards involves jumping to where you want to end up and building backwards—for example, writing the book’s conclusion first, and then figuring out what chapters are needed to build to that conclusion. These two very powerful strategies can be applied in any situation. And you are much more likely to access and use each of these strategies if you learn a general, context-independent term to describe it. If, as so often happens in school, you were only exposed to these heuristics as part of a writing course, and the heuristics were never named, then you might be less likely to be able to apply them somewhere else, such as in a math class or a business situation. So, having a language and a vocabulary to describe various processes is very important for building your personal repertoire of problem-solving strategies.


Relevance to Collaborative Problem Solving

Hopefully, this chapter has helped you understand more about how individuals solve problems and how you can become a more confident and effective problem solver. These concepts form the basis for everything that follows in this book and will be periodically mentioned again. Before we go on, however, let’s look at the major lessons from this chapter and discuss how and why they relate to collaborative problem solving.



	Problem solving is heuristic. There is no one right way to solve problems. Likewise, there is no one right way to collaborate. At best, collaborative problem solving is an educated trial-and-error process. This is an important realization 32 for groups that get mired in fighting over the right way to approach a problem. Group members must learn that it’s more productive to simply select one problem-solving approach and see if it works. If it does not, they can try another. As we’ll discuss in Chapter 5, it’s the facilitator’s job to help a group make conscious choices about which approaches to use in the course of a collaborative process. Thus, facilitators must have command of a whole tool kit of problem-solving strategies.

	It’s important to recognize strategic moments. A group, like an individual, can get stuck and become fixated. The strategy it has been using just isn’t working. The group needs to stop and make a conscious choice about what heuristic strategy it’s going to use next. Again, it’s the facilitator’s responsibility to recognize these strategic moments and help the group make these important process decisions.

	Problem-solving skills can be learned. Just as with individuals, a group’s problem-solving skill is dependent on the repertoire of problem-solving tools it knows how to use. A group can increase its ability to tackle difficult problems either by consciously acquiring new tools in formal training programs or through just-in-time learning, whereby the facilitator, or someone else in the group, suggests a new problem-solving process at the appropriate moment.

	Having a common language of process is crucial. In collaborative problem solving, it’s absolutely essential that a group have a common language of process. For example, when a facilitator recommends that a group use the problem-solving method of brainstorming, everyone in the group must understand what brainstorming is and how it works. Effective collaborative problem solving requires members of a group to be able to communicate and agree on common processes, moment by moment. Likewise, an 33 organization needs a common language of process to work effectively and collaboratively across organizational units. For example, we’ve found that without a common and clearly understood language for strategic planning, people in different parts of an organization will have different definitions for commonly used terms such as goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics. And if you are trying to build collaboration between organizations or within a community, all the stakeholders must agree on a language of process in order to be able to design a common way of working together.


*Solution to the anagram puzzle: “BETRAYAL”
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