


NOTE ON BUSINESS PROBLEM DEFINITION'

There seems to be a natural inclination to start an analysis by announcing one’s view of the root
cause of all difficulties. However, in these outlines I do not want to know your opinion on the cause
before I know the specific difficulty you are addressing — the performance shortcoming or apparent
failing you think is worth resolving. Therefore, use the “business problem” to define the purpose
and scope of your analysis.

The business problem statement identifies the focus of your analysis. It should represent a
justifiable problem for analysis (i.e., this is worth overcoming) as well as limit the scope (i.e. this is
what we want to change, but not something else). What I look for is a simply a statement of why
you are doing this strategic analysis. What business problem is the obvious and apparent reason
that motivates you to look into a situation? It does not announce your conclusions, but rather
defines your purpose. In the end, your analysis and recommendations will attempt to show how the
business problem can be resolved, but of course, it can rarely be better than the business problem
identified. Generally, a business problem for our purposes will be either a performance
shortcoming, a question about direction, or an apparent lack of direction.

Accordingly, a problem statement can be defined as follow: A discrepancy between an existing state
of affairs and a standard or desired state of affairs (e.g., past performance, planned performance,
needed decision or articulated direction). In other words, what desired outcome is unsatisfied?
Importantly, the identification of a problem has a element of priority in it — what is most important
and demanding of management’s attention at this moment and in this context. It may be important
to differentiate between long-term and short-term problems. Long-term suggests a more complex,
difficult decision that has implications for other current and future decisions. Short-term either
identifies an immediate problem that, while recognized, is subsumed within the long-term context
(so you will focus your analysis on the long-term problem), or conversely, suggests that action is
needed now and tends to establish the core of long-term direction (so you will focus your analysis
short term). You may want to state both long and short-term aspects, but you will almost
necessarily need to devote your analysis to only one, depending on the situation. Often if you
address a problem long-term (strategically), the short-term problem will fall out as an appropriate
implementation action. If the short-term problem is a core issue, the long-term strategy will fall out
as an implied continued set of actions..

Contexts supporting a short-term problem (quick action) might include urgency, problem simplicity,
few people involved, and concentrated power (no active conflict is present or persuasion required).
Factors favoring longer-term approach might be complexity (strategic), dissimilar people involved,
and diffuse power. In this class, we will be interested in the first only if it establishes direction for
the second

So out of each business case, what are you going to address. Be specific!

! Read more on problem solving in these two excellent books:
e  Moran McCall and Robert Kaplan Whatever it takes; the realities of managerial decision making, 2e, Prentice-
Hall, 1990.
e Russell Ackoff, The Art of Problem Solving Accompanied by Ackoff’s Fables, John Wiley & Sons, 1978 (still
available at Amazon.com)



OUTLINE MECHANICS

Here are some helpful mechanics I would request you include in the outline style to help more
effectively handle and evaluate your report:

1.

2.

i

Outline Style — Please closely follow the style. Hopefully it will not stifle you creativity
or limit your communications unnecessarily, but it will be helpful to me and the class
Headings or Labels — Please use them to identify the content and intent of each issue or
alternative.

Issue conclusions -- Italicize you summary conclusion/observation/interpretation for
each issue. It is helpful for my interpretation of your main points, particularly in the
case I can’t tell.

Page header — Insert a header with your name displaying on all pages of your submission
including exhibits or attachments. It will help us avoid losing something you submitted,
particularly electronically.

Page number — Paginate every sheet you use, including exhibits.

One electronic file — If submitting a case electronically, include attachments as part of
one document file when practicable. Dual files are too easily separated, though-
sometimes a larger analysis may not be easily inserted into a Word page. If so, you may
submit the Word and Excel files as separate files.




