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Introduction




Do you ever come across problems that seem to be a mess of issues, disagreement and disconnected pieces of information? Do you go around in circles for hours or days, arguing with co-workers and trying to make sense of it all? If so, you’re in good company—many other people face such problems every day. It’s a sad fact of the messy world we live and work in that problems don’t come in tidy packages that are easy to understand and solve.




So what’s the answer? First, realize that problems are almost always made up of individual pieces of information that are related to each other in some way. The size of the problem is simply determined by the number of information pieces and the number and type of relationships among these pieces. Whether your problem is to build a house, analyze competitive strategy or plan a meal, all you need to know is what the pieces are and how they may be organized to help you understand the problem and produce an effective solution.




Never fear—help is at hand! Armed with this book and a pad of Post-it® Notes, you can bring order to the chaos, coaxing the pieces of your jigsaw puzzle into place.







How can Post-it® Notes help?




Post-it® Notes have three key properties that we can use to help solve these difficult problems:







	They’re about the right size to hold one piece of information from a problem.


	They’re easy to attach to a smooth surface and they stay where they’re put.


	They can be quickly and easily detached and reattached many times.









These properties make Post-it® Notes an ideal basic tool for use in rapid problem-solving. The missing factor, however, is the method. How do you get all the right pieces of information? How do you organize them to help solve your problem?




That is where this book comes in. It describes a set of tools that are quick and easy to learn and use. You can get to the heart of your problem rapidly and easily. Complex tools are fine for specialists, but most working people don’t have the time or energy for sophisticated analytical techniques.




Simple names are used for simple tools. Impressive-sounding names may add to the mystery of specialists, but they’re a turn-off for everyone else.




Finally, the tools are described clearly and practically, with many diagrams and examples. The point, after all, is for you to use them, not just be impressed by or understand the theory.







3M and Post-it® Notes




In 1968, Spence Silver, a chemist at 3M, was developing adhesives when he came up with a weak, “unsticky” adhesive. There were many attempts to find a use for it in a product. Eventually, an associate named Art Fry, who was also an enthusiastic choir director, discovered a use for the adhesive. One day in 1974, after the bookmarks fell out of his hymnal, he thought about Silver’s adhesive. The result was the now-famous Post-it®Notes.




Post-it® Notes didn’t become successful right away. In fact they only took off after a steady campaign. In 1978, 3M tried a significant give-away promotion. A large number of those who received the free samples proved the value of the product by coming back for more.




3M owns the brand-name Post-it®. They ask that each and every time it’s used, the symbol for a registered trademark, ®, be put next to it. They also note that “Post-it®” is an adjective and must be used as such. They produce a wide range of other Post-it® products.




This book was not written by or for 3M, even though it may seem like it. Post-it® Notes are a serious business tool that can be used for rapid problem-solving. Because the registered trademark symbol sprinkled throughout a book can make it hard to read, the word “Note” has been freely used instead. Where you see the word “Note,” please read “Post-it® Note.”










Tool origins


Most tools are based on previous learning. The Post-it® Note tools described in this book are no different. To a greater or lesser degree, they have been borrowed and adapted from existing problem-solving methods (see table).










	Tool

	Origins






	Post-up

	Brainstorming, Brainwriting, Nominal Group Technique, Crawford Slip Method






	Swap Sort

	Bubble Sort, Paired Comparison, Prioritization Matrix






	Top-down Tree

	Systematic/Tree Diagram, Cause-Effect Diagram, Why-Why Diagram, How-How Diagram, Process-Decision Program Chart






	Bottom-up Tree

	Affinity Diagram, KJ Method, Set Theory






	Information Map

	Relations Diagram, Mind Map, Entity-Relation Diagram, State-Transition Diagram






	Action Map

	Activity Network, PERT Diagram, Process Flowchart, Data-Flow Diagram











And finally . . .


Only you can make these tools work. If you think this is a great book, but put it on the shelf without using the tools to solve your problems, it will have failed. If, however, you use one tool to help solve one problem, then it will have begun to succeed.


















A Quick Tour




Are you impatient to get going? Are you browsing and just want to find out what rapid problem-solving with Post-it® Notes means? Do you use the methods already and just want a quick reminder? If the answer to any of these questions is “yes,” then this section is for you.




If you want to start with the background information, how the methods work and the basic details of using them, go to Part I. This section is for people in a hurry who want to see the big picture first, and the detailed parts later.
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A Quick Tour










Key principles




Rapid problem-solving with Post-it® Notes uses a few key principles. These principles will help you understand your problem and find the important decision points. Here is a quick summary of these key principles—enough to start you off, but not enough to slow you down on your hurricane tour.






Chunking





	Your mind works by taking in information one individual piece, or chunk, at a time. The chunk may be simple, like “a brick,” or more complex, such as “my house.”


	Information about problems also comes in chunks. It can usually be written in a short phrase or sentence. For example, “The roof is leaking.”


	You can capture problem chunks by writing them on Notes.


	You can solve problems by:




	— finding all the chunks


	— arranging them into meaningful patterns


	— focusing on the important parts













Problem patterns




There are three basic ways of arranging chunks:







	
Lists are simple collections of chunks that may or may not be sorted in order of importance.


	
Trees have simple hierarchical “parent-and-child” relationships. They can be built top-down or bottom-up.


	
Maps have more complex relationships. Any chunk is related to any other chunk. They can be used to relate specific actions or general information chunks.








Guiding decisions







	Simple written guidelines help keep sessions on track.


	
Objectives describe what you’re trying to achieve. Non-objectives make clear what you’re not trying to achieve.


	
Criteria are the judgment points for making decisions. For example, “must be low-cost.”


	
Questions stimulate and direct thinking.


	
Constraints limit your choices. For example, “Only John and Jean can use the PR30.”










The FOG factor







	An information chunk can be a fact, an opinion or a guess.


	
Facts can be proven true. They’re usually more useful, but are also harder to find or prove.


	
Opinions are what people believe to be true. They’re often mistaken for facts.


	
Guesses are acknowledged as wild ideas.


	You can write F, O or G on a Note to indicate whether the chunk is a fact, opinion or guess.


	It’s often worth taking the time to find information that will change important opinions or guesses into known facts.








Note sessions







	Post-it® Note tools can be used on your own. More often, they’re used in meetings with other people who can contribute to solving the problem.


	Guidelines for each tool can be displayed on a separate flipchart where everyone can see them.








The Tools



The Post-up







	The Post-up is the first List tool.


	Use it for collecting information chunks, one per Note.


	In a group, everyone writes chunks and sticks them up at the same time. They do not talk while they’re doing this. The result is a focused and efficient information-collection session.
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The Swap Sort





	The Swap Sort is the second List tool.


	Use it to sort chunks into an order of importance.


	First reduce the list by combining similar items and rejecting low-priority ones.


	Sort by swapping pairs of Notes, putting the most important one higher up in the list, until no more can be swapped.


	Use the same criterion in each comparison to find the most important Note of each pair.
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The Top-down Tree







	The Top-down Tree is the first Tree tool.


	Use it to break down a problem when you have little existing information.


	Do this by asking a consistent question about each Note.
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The Bottom-up Tree





	The Bottom-up Tree is the second Tree tool.


	Use it when you have lots of information chunks, but don’t understand the fundamental nature of the problem.


	Build up the tree from the bottom by forming groups of Notes. Then group the groups, and so on until there is one “top-level” group.


	Give each group a title to describe what it contains.
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The Information Map







	The Information Map is the first Map tool.


	Use it to map messy problems, where information chunks have complex interrelationships.


	First identify chunks and place related ones near each another. Then show the relationships with arrows.
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The Action Map





	The Action Map is the second Map tool.


	Use it to plan actions or map an existing process.


	Use one chunk for each action. Then place them in order of action.


	Add arrows to show this order more clearly.
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Tools in Practice


The Post-it® Note tools are of little value unless you make practical use of them.





Frameworks


You can make the process of solving problems more predictable and reliable by using a framework—a simple and flexible set of guidelines to help you structure your approach. The complexity of the method should match the importance and complexity of your problem.






	
Questioning approach. Use basic questions to help investigate the problem and find an appropriate solution.


	
Simple framework. Use three simple steps to help you solve your problem:



	What are you trying to achieve?


	What is the real problem?


	What is the solution?








	
Project framework. Use six, more-detailed steps:



	What is the problem?


	Why is it happening?


	How can I fix it?


	Fix it!


	Why did it work or not work?


	What next?













Extended use


Once you’ve mastered the tools, you can become more creative about where and how you use them.




By combining discipline and experimentation, you can find out what works best for you.
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