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WHY PROBLEM SOLVING?

We all have to make decisions. Whether you're a student, a parent, a
businessperson, or the president of the United States, you face
problems every day that need solving. The problems may vary. Maybe
you need to pass a maths class, or decide where to live, or figure out
how to improve your company s bottom line. Maybe you want to lose
some weight or simply get better at golf.

Whether the issue is big or small, we all set goals for ourselves, face
challenges, and strive to overcome them. There’s a fundamental
approach to solving these real-life problems, one that can consistently
lead you to effective and satisfying solutions. And chances are, no one
has ever bothered to show you how.

One of my missions in writing this book was to show everyone a
simple way to deal with the problems they face in their everyday lives.
But I wasn’t just trying to communicate a skill set. Being a problem
solverisn’t just an ability; it’s a whole mind-set, one that drives people
to bring out the best in themselves and to shape the world in a positive
way. Rather than accepting the status quo, true problem solvers are
constantly trying to proactively shape their environment. Imagine how
different our world would be if leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Martin
Luther King Jr., Eleanor Roosevelt, JFK, and Steve Jobs lacked this
attitude.



I hope this book will help inspire both children and adults to
develop this proactive mind-set by first tackling the problems in their
own lives. Once you leam this simple way to solve the personal
challenges you face every day, you just might see that your bigger
dreams and accomplishments are also within your reach.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

Before I wrote this book, I was a consultant for the global management
consulting firm of McKinsey & Company. For six years I worked with
major companics all over the world to help solve their business
challenges using a straightforward yet powerful set of problem-solving
tools.

These are tools that anyone can use. They don’t require
complicated computer software or a room full of expert analysts.
They’'re simply approaches to broaden and organize one’s thinking
about a problem, so that more possible solutions become clear.

In 2007 Japan’s prime minister made education his nation’s top
agenda. As the country tumed its focus to the educational system, I
felt compelled to do my part. Although Japanese business leaders,
educators, and politicians have long talked about the need for Japan to
shift from “memorization-focused education” to “problem-solving-
focused education.” no one had figured out a concrete and effective
way to make this happen.

So I left McKinsey to write this book and to teach kids. My aim was
to teach Japanese children how to think like problem solvers, to take a
proactive role in their own education and in shaping their lives. I tried
to frame the tools we used at McKinsey in a fun and approachable way,
one that would show kids what a practical approach to problemsolving
could help them accomplish. Although I don’t claim to be any kind of
expert on education, I hoped that the book would at least provide a
starting point, one that would help shift the debate from whether we
should teach problem solving to how we should go about teaching it.

Then a surmprising thing happened: The book took off—and not just



with kids. It first caught fire in the business segment, becoming Japan’s
number one business best-seller in 2007. Then it spread through the
education community and to a wider general audience. It turned out
that adult readers in Japan, from parents and teachers to CEOs of major
corporations, had been craving a simple and useful guide to problem-
solving techniques.

Now I'm focusing on helping kids put Problem Solving 101 mto
practice. I think the experience kids get from having an idea, taking
initiative, and learning from both their successes and their failures is
what we have to put more emphasis on. So I'm creating more
opportunities for them to learn more from real-life situations rather than
just in the classroom.

When I work with kids, I don’t start by teaching the skills from
Problem Solving 101 in a classroom. Instead, I let them learn the same
way Warren Buffett did. Buffett got his first business experience when
he was only sixyears old, buying Coke bottles from his grandfather’s
store and selling them for a profit. The kids I work with get to mun a
food and drink business using a 1965 VW van I've renovated for use as
a transportable shop. The kids decide what food and drinks to sell,
where to scll, and how to compete against other teams by actually
selling what they have cooked or prepared. The kids learn the
importance of not just problem solving skills, but also leadership,
teamwork, creativity, persistence, charm, and kaizen (continuous
improvement) to make their vision come true. Only after this experience
do I help them ask the important questions and provide them with the
problem-solving tools that could help them with future projects.

The value of problem-solving-oriented thinking obviously extends
far beyond the classroom into every facet of our lives. It enables us to
take control of the challenges we encounter and to change the world in
a positive way. My hope is that English-reading audiences will benefit
fromthe book in the same way many Japanese readers have.

Best, Ken Watanabe



YOURE NEVER TOO OLD TO BECOME A PROBLEM-
SOLVING KID

This is a book about kids solving problems. They face some pretty
tricky challenges—the kinds of problems that might cause most people
to throw up their hands and give up. But problem-solving kids aren’t
like most people—even though most people should be more like them.

As you’ll see, problem-solving kids come in all ages, shapes, and
sizes. They may seemto have special talents, or at least more than their
fair share of luck. But the truth is, they’re people just like you, who
have learned how to think, make decisions and act on their own, and to
live proactive lives. They've also picked up some helpful problem-
solving tools along the way.

If vou follow the simple lessons in these pages, you too can
become a problem-solving kid (even if you consider yourself a grown-
up). Rather than feeling as though your life is out of your control, you
can take charge and shape the world around vou. Instead of being
overwhelmed by the challenges you face every day, you can learn to
enjoy themand overcome them.

In fact, you may even feel like a better person at the end of this
course. Your dreams and goals will seem less out of reach. And you’ll
be better able to accomplish whatever you're passionate enough and
imaginative enough to conceive and pursue.

It could be something as simple as becoming a better dancer or
learning how to cook French cuisine. Or maybe it’s a bigger goal, like
running for government or solving the global warming crisis. Whatever
it is, you’ll learn how to tackle it.

Problem solving isn’t a talent limited to the lucky few. It’s actually a
skill and a habit that you can leam. This book will introduce you to a
basic problem-solving approach through three case studies:

e The Mushroom Lovers, a new band trying to improve their



concert attendance numbers

e John Octopus, a bnght young man with aspirations of
becoming a computer graphics animator who needs to buy his
first computer

e Kiwi, an aspiring football player looking for the best training
school in Brazil

It will also give you a full toolbox of proven problem-solving
techniques, the same techniques used by successful problem-solving
people and companies all over the world. But before we start learning
the problem-solving approach, let me introduce you to the problem-
solving kids and their friends.

PROBLEM-SOLVING KIDS AND COMPANY

So by now you’'re probably wondering what is it exactly that makes
someone a problem-solving kid. First, let’s talk about what they ‘re not.
There are several common attitudes that can get in the way of effective
problem solving. While the following characters may sound like
caricatures of real people, I bet these non-problem-solving kids also
sound pretty familiar. Chances are you know people just like them at
school or at work. Maybe they’re your friends or members of your
family. Some of them may even remind vou of yourself!
Forinstance, take Miss Sigh.



Miss Sigh is the kind of person who gives up immediately whenever
she faces even the smallest challenge. She just sighs and says, “T'll
never be able to do that.” Which isn’t to say she couldn’t achieve
things if she tried. Sometimes she has a great idea or notices a problem
that can be fixed. But she’s terrified of failing and having people laugh
at her. Instead of speaking up or taking action, she sits around feeling
sorry for herself.

Miss Sigh can’t take control of her own life. She feels as though no
one understands her, and she blames anything bad that happens on
everybody else. Over and over, she says the same kinds of things:

e “I'llneverbe able to do that. I'mjust not that talented.”

e “I'mnot going to try. What if I fail? Everyone will make fun of
me!”

e “Iblame my parents. I blame society. [blame you!”

e “Nobody understands me. Nobody cares about me. Everybody
is out to get me.”



Mr. Critic, on the other hand, is never afraid to speak up. He is a
professional criticizer. W hatever the plan, he is ready to point out the
shortcomings and shoot down everyone else’s ideas. If someone tries
something and fails, he’ll be the first to say, “I told you so.” He’s
always eager to blame someone else whenever things go wrong.

He may have a lot to say about other people’s mistakes, but he
never does much of anything himself. As you probably know, being a
critic is easy: getting stuff done is the real challenge. Even if you know
how things should be done, it’s useless if you aren’t willing to roll up
your sleeves and get to work. It’s possible that Mr. Critic may not
realize how little his criticisms are appreciated by people who are
actually trying to get things accomplished. Or maybe he’s too afraid to
take responsibility and face the fact that he himself makes mistakes.

You may hear Mr. Critic saying things like:



# “Well, that definitely won’t work. What a stupid idea!”

#“Itold you that would get screwed up. It’s all your fault.”

# “Come on, [ told you what you needed to do. Why can’t you get
it done?”

Mr. Critic may be a big downer, but Miss Dreamer has her head
stuck in the clouds. She loves coming up with new ideas. But it rarely
goes beyond that. She never bothers to figure out how to turn her
ideas into real plans, and she definitely doesn’t try to get anything
done. She is satisfied just thinking about her great dreams. They 're
always better in her head than they would be in reality. anyway .

Miss Dreamer has many audacious dreams—dreams that never
seem to become realities:

# “I'want to write a novel!”
#“Wouldn't it be great if  started my own business?”
# “Iwant to be a doctor when I grow up.”



Here’s what you may hear froma problem-solving kid:

#“Okay! I'm going to accomplish this within three months.”

# “This is a problem, but rather than worrying about it, I'm going to
figure out what I can do about it.”

# “So what really caused this?”

# “To fixthis, we’re going to need to do X, Y, and Z. Let’s try them
out.”

# “So how did this work out? What went wrong? Is there a way we
could do this better next time?”

Take a look at the following chart. It compares the five characters
we’ve just met and highlights their differences.



MissSigh M. Critic  MissDreamer Mr. Go-Getter ' ool

In the chart, all five characters have a problem they need to solve.

Miss Sigh circles around the starting point, sighing away. Of
course, she gets nowhere.

Mr. Critic is certain he knows how the problem should be solved,
and he quickly points out to others what they are doing wrong. But he
doesn’t do anything, and his criticisms don’t help anyone else get the
problem solved, either. The dotted lines from his starting point are all
the other people’s plans that he shot down.

Miss Dreamer does not get to the goal, either. She just stares at the
goal like it’s a bright, beautiful star. Sitting at the starting point, she
dreams of grand and wonderful solutions to the problem, but never
tries to make them happen.

Unlike the first three, Mr. Go-Getter at least tries to reach the goal



He never gives up and just keeps on running as fast and as hard as he
can. However, he is not necessarily running in the right direction.
When he figures out that he’s going the wrong way, he turns and
starts running in another wrong direction as fast as he can. He never
stops to identify the root cause of his problem or figure out an effective
plan. It’s a shame., because he certainly has more than enough
motivation to reach his goal.

The problem-solving kids achieve their goal more quickly and
directly than the others. While they have plenty of Mr. Go-Getter’s
guts and speedy execution, they also figure out the actual root cause of
the problem they need to solve before coming up with an actionable
plan and going to work. As they travel toward their goal, they never
stop monitoring their own progress to make sure they’re headed in the
right direction. While others get nowhere or head in the wrong
direction, the problem-solving kids have already reached that first goal
and are heading for the next one.

Problem solving isn’t a talent that some people have and others



don’t. It’s a habit. By developing the right skills and adopting the right
attitude, anyone can become a problem-solving kid.

Problem-Solving Kids Evolve at an Amazing Rate

Problem-solving kids don’t just reach their goals faster; they evolve
faster, too. They check out the impact of their actions and try to learn
fromtheir successes as well as their failures.

If you never take action, you’ll never get any feedback on your
attempts, and without feedback, you'll never grow as a problem-solving
kid. That great idea in your head will remain just that—only an idea.
When you do take action, every result is an opportunity to reflect and
leamm valuable lessons. Even if what you take away from your
assessment secems to be of small consequence, all of these small
improvements taken together make a huge difference in the long term.

Let’s look at an example: Alex, Bianca, and CLff all own fruit stands
that each sells 100 watermelons per month. Alex's business increases at
a rate of 1 percent each month, while Bianca’s increases by 5 percent,
and Chff’s increases by 10 percent. How different would their
watermelon sales be in three years?

After three years, Alex will be selling 143 watermelons a month.
However, Bianca will be selling 579 watermelons, while CLff will be
selling a whopping 3,091 watermelons every month. While Bianca is
selling more than five times as many watermelons as Alex, CLff is
selling twenty-two times more than Alex He is going to need a bigger
fruit stand for all those watermelons. Imagine what the difference would
be overa longer time period, like ten years, or thirty!

In the following chart, Cliff’s business growth soars above his more
slowly improving competitors. That seemingly small 10 percent rate of
improvement means a lot in the long run.



