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No problem can be solved 
from the same consciousness that created it. 

We must learn to see the world anew. 

- Einstein 

According to a news report, two burglars broke into the basement of a building in Vang, 
Norway, below a hardware store. Apparently they found it too difficult to break through 
the door at the top of the stairs leading to the store, so they had to settle for whatever 
they could find in the basement. 
One of the things they found was an old safe, which looked very promising. Having 
some skill at safecracking, they rigged up a small charge of plastic explosive, pressed it 
into the crevice around the safe’s door, and hid behind a wall while they detonated it, 
presumably expecting the door to come off so they could get away with some cash to 
show for their efforts. 
Unfortunately, the safe didn’t contain any cash: it contained explosives. The basement 
of the building – and the burglars – were demolished. Investigators surmised the details 
of the episode from what was left of the crime scene. 
One might wonder about the problem solving process used by these two benighted 
delinquents – what assumptions they were making; what options they considered; 
indeed, what they defined as “the problem” they were intending to solve. 
Here’s a very basic definition: 

Problem: 

A state of affairs 
you have to change 

in order to get what you want. 

You’re dissatisfied with some part of reality; you’re not getting what you want; what you 
want to happen is not happening; you think you see an opportunity to make things 
better but you don’t know yet how to go about it. So you go into some kind of a special 
thinking mode – a mental process you hope will enable you to figure out how to change 
the state of affairs so you can get what you want. That’s problem solving. 
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First, Forget Those “Five Steps” They Taught You 
If your educational experience has been fairly typical, somewhere along the way they 
taught you about the “problem solving process.” They probably told you “there are five 
steps in problem solving” – or six, or seven, according to the favorite method espoused 
by the teacher or the school. The method probably involved steps like “define the 
problem,” “gather information,” “identify options for solving it,” “select the best option,” 
and maybe “take action” based on the solution you chose. They might have also 
included an extra step, such as evaluating results to see if the solution actually worked. 
Here’s a trick question: when did you last use that five-step problem solving process? Is 
that really the way your mind works? Do you sit down and say “Now I’m going to solve 
Problem X. Let’s see, the first step is to define problem X”? 
It’s very likely that Problem X is interwoven with various other things you have to think 
about and decide on; it’s less likely that you get to attack it in a step-wise process. You 
may have been thinking about various aspects of it well before you officially declared it 
a problem. You may have partly solved it intuitively even before you began to deal with 
it consciously. Problem solving tends to be a much messier process than we’d like to 
believe. However: understanding that intrinsic messiness, and using it to our advantage, 
can make us much more skillful problem solvers than if we tried to follow a formal step-
wise method every time. 
Not many years ago, as I was pondering the problem solving process for the umpteenth 
time, I had a sudden realization – sort of a “blinding flash of the obvious.” I’d been 
teaching and touting the standard problem solving process for decades (I used a six-
step model), and I realized it’s not actually the way I problem-solve. Nor is it the way 
most skillful problem solvers whom I’ve observed problem-solve. 

Effective problem solving 
 is not a series of steps. 
It’s an adaptive process 
that unfolds based on 

the content of the problem 
that’s being solved. 

I began thinking more carefully about the flow of mental processes that come into play 
in various kinds of decision making and problem solving situations. I finally found myself 
pushed to the conclusion that the “five-step process” we all had to learn was basically a 
convenient intellectual fiction – something we tell ourselves in order to support our belief 
in a logical, rational world. When you give up on the idea that all thinking has to be 
logical and rational, not only do you have more fun, but you become a much better 
problem solver. 

Using “Heuristic” (a.k.a. Natural) Problem Solving 
A more accurate description of the flow of mental processes involved in a typical 
problem solving experience might look something like the following: 
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 You sense that something’s wrong – you become aware of the symptoms; or 
someone tells you something’s wrong; or several people agree to declare 
something “a problem.” You bring the problem to a conscious level – yours or 
that of someone else who’s  concerned about it. 

 You get more information – you ask a few questions; explore the symptoms 
further; what, if anything, has been done so far to try to solve it? 

 You reflect on some possible solutions – what actions might possibly solve it? 
Which options seem most promising? Are there options no one has yet thought 
of? 

 You get more information – how did this problem get to be a problem? What 
caused it or allowed it to happen? Who’s affected by the problem? Who has a 
stake in seeing it solved? Are there people who don’t want to see it solved? 

 You search more vigorously for options; you, and others if it’s a team problem 
solving effort, put on your brainstorming hats and stretch the boundaries of what 
might be possible. You try to get a fresh perspective; look for more connections 
and possibilities. 

 You get more information – what are the limits or constraints you have to 
consider? What kinds of options are ruled out once you understand the nature of 
the problem in more detail? Has anyone else solved this kind of a problem, or 
some variation of it; if so, what can we learn from their experience? 

 You restate the “real” problem – based on a clearer understanding of the 
situation, the possibilities, and the constraints, now you have a more concise 
understanding of the outcome that’s desired. What would a solution have to look 
like if you had one? 

 “Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera,” as the King of Siam liked to say. Eventually, you 
work your way to a solution. 

At first glance, this hypothetical flow of mental process might sound confused and 
disorganized – in a way, it is. Where are those “five steps” your teacher said you had to 
use? At what step did you “define the problem?” At what step did you “gather 
information?” At what step did you “define options?” It’s all in there, but not in that neat, 
step-wise order. 
The example process just described doesn’t follow the standard five-step recipe we all 
learned, but it’s actually more like the natural process by which we move from problems 
to solutions. It’s also the way talented therapists, counselors, and coaches help their 
clients to think through problems. 
This unfolding process of discovery is what information scientists call a heuristic thinking 
process: what you do at each point in the process will depend on everything you’ve 
learned so far. Heuristic thinking, in addition to being a very natural thinking process, is 
a fairly clever way to think. We think of it as "seat-of-the-pants" or "trial-by-error" 
learning. We can define heuristic thinking as: 

Heuristic thinking: 
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arriving at a result by intelligent guesswork 
rather than by following a pre-established formula. 

For the technically minded, heuristic thinking can be contrasted with algorithmic 
thinking, which follows a fixed, step-wise process. 
Think of solving any problem as a learning process; you “learn” your way to a solution 
by increasing your understanding at every stage of the journey. Let’s call it a “learning 
journey.” Rather than slavishly trying to follow a pre-determined set of steps, we use our 
natural wisdom – our common sense – together with our capacity to learn, discover, and 
conclude, to navigate from symptoms to solutions. We shift our focus from reliance on 
the “five steps” to trusting our own natural intelligence. 

Your Five Key Mindzones 
Heuristic thinking and problem solving don’t have to be completely random or 
instinctive. By applying some of the basic findings of brain research and cognitive 
psychology, we can indeed give form to the heuristic thinking process. We can augment 
its natural, exploratory, discovery-based patterns with a conscious process of managing 
our mental strategies as the problem unfolds before us. 
One useful way to think about the problem solving process is by considering the various 
kinds of mental processes we can engage in along the way to the solution. Let’s call 
these patterns, or processes, mindzones. A mindzone is a mental “territory” – a place 
you go in your mind for a particular kind of thinking. There are five useful mindzones 
that can come into play when you’re in your problem solving mode, shown in Figure 1. 

 
 The Neutral Zone. This is the central playing field for the thinking process, sort of 

the “town square” where ideas meet, and the place to which the participants in a 
group discussion keep returning to evaluate their progress toward the solution. In 
the neutral zone we build a “model” of the problem and get all of the key 
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elements into one place so we can think of them in a complete context. Here we 
also connect the dots; we trace the relationships between various elements of 
the problem and describe the solution as it unfolds. 

 The End Zone. This is the goal line – the place we’ll be when we have the 
solution basically scoped out, and we’re ready to define all the details: what will 
be done, by whom, by when, at what investment in cost and time, and the criteria 
we’ll be using to evaluate the solution to be sure that it actually solved the 
problem. 

 The Data Zone. This is the land of evidence: facts and figures; basic “truths”; 
logical conclusions we can pretty much depend on; assumptions we agree to 
make (and test for accuracy); speculations we agree to consider (and test for 
validity); hypotheses, properly identified (and tested); opinions, properly  
characterized as opinions; expert judgments; reports we will consider as valid. 

 The Ozone. This is the “option zone,” the “outer space” of thinking, idea 
generating, brainstorming, and harvesting possible options that might become 
ingredients for a solution. Here, no judging or evaluating is allowed; the only 
acceptable activity is divergent thinking. 

 The Judgment Zone. This is the place for critical evaluation, where ideas, 
options, possibilities, and prospective solutions are subject to impartial and 
impersonal scrutiny. Here judgment is specifically permitted and officially 
required; the only acceptable activity is convergent thinking. 

One reason why so many people are not more skilled in problem solving is that they 
tend to muddy up their thinking processes by mixing mindzones willy-nilly. Instead of 
becoming conscious of the strategy of moving from zone to zone, many people simply 
wander through the process, responding impulsively to whatever thoughts run through 
their minds, or whatever options happen to arise. 
To paraphrase the Biblical verse, there’s a time for judging and a time to refrain from 
judging; a time to gather evidence and a time to put the evidence to use; a time to 
consider far out ideas and a time to come back down to earth and see which ones have 
promise. Expert problem solvers can typically navigate through these five mindzones 
with ease and fluency. 

The High-Speed Problem Solving Process 
As I pondered further the key mental processes involved in problem solving, I began to 
consider the ways in which these five mindzones can come into play, and how they can 
work together in some synergistic way to get us to good solutions. This evolved into a 
heuristic problem solving process, based on skillful navigation between the five 
mindzones, which I christened “high speed problem solving,” or “HSPS.” It works 
particularly well with a group of people who are trying to combine their best ideas, 
knowledge, and life experience to solve some complex problem. The more complex the 
problem, the better this heuristic process seems to work. 
The key elements, rules, or policies of HSPS are: 
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1. Get the right people in the room. Assemble a collection of brains that has the 
needed knowledge, expertise, and open-mindedness to tackle the problem. 

2. Start by putting aside, as much as possible, all preconceived ideas of what the 
solution should be. Go at the problem with a clean sheet of paper. 

3. Keep everyone in the group in the same mindzone at the same time. When 
various people are jumping around through various zones at the same time, they 
tend to waste mental energy and make idea-synergy much more difficult. This 
“one-zone” rule may spell the need for a skilled group leader or a trained process 
facilitator. 

4. Go to the mindzone that’s most appropriate, in the best judgment of the 
participants, for the stage of development you’ve reached on the way to the 
solution. 

5. Move fluently amongst the five mindzones, staying conscious of how the 
collective understanding of the problem is evolving. 

6. Avoid groupthink: it’s not who is right that counts, but what is right. 
7. Trust the intuitive nature of the process; all participants can allow themselves to 

draw upon their individual, natural intelligence as they decide which mindzone to 
visit next and what they need to accomplish in that mindzone before they leave it 
and visit another one. Very often, if we simply set aside our habitual patterns of 
advocacy and adversarial persuasion, and look at the problem through “innocent 
eyes” – as Zen practitioners like to say – we may find that the information speaks 
to us. It may tell us its story, and we may see the elements of the solution looking 
back at us. 

Let’s illustrate the power of heuristic problem solving by tracing a hypothetical journey 
through the mindzones. Here is one of a vast number of sequential possibilities, the 
particular value of which will depend strongly on the content of the problem being 
solved. 

1. Let’s begin in the neutral zone. We could get started, for example, by itemizing 
the symptoms of the problem. Maybe we don’t have an agreed-upon “definition” 
of the problem at the outset, but we probably know what unsatisfactory state of 
affairs it’s causing. In the neutral zone we begin to build a preliminary “model” of 
the problem. What are the undesirable consequences we or others are having to 
cope with? 

2. If it’s a fairly complex problem, or one that affects a number of people in different 
ways, we might decide to go to the ozone for a round of divergent thinking. We 
could identify as many undesirable symptoms or side-effects as we can. Then, 
perhaps, we bring the laundry list of symptoms back to the neutral zone and 
capture them for later use. 

3. Back at the neutral zone, we might be ready to ask for some preliminary 
“statement of the problem.” I often like to phrase this inquiry something like 
“Please state the apparent problem with which you propose to deal.” When we 
characterize it as “the apparent problem,” we give ourselves the right to rephrase 
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and revise the problem statement as many times as we choose, until we arrive at 
a way of conceptualizing it that we find compelling and actionable. 

4. Next, we might go to the endzone and begin trying to describe what the solution 
might look like when we find it. What symptoms will go away? What new state of 
affairs will we enjoy? Who will be doing or saying what, and in what way, that 
benefits us? By going to the end zone early in the process, well before we know 
what solution we even want to implement, we can pretend to look backward from 
the solution – even if we only know its general characteristics if not its actual form 
– to the current state of affairs. This can help us begin to trace out a line of action 
which can eventually bring us to a solution. 

5. Next, we might visit the data zone: have we assembled all of the important or 
relevant facts, figures, key ideas, concepts, and “truths” which we’ll need to 
consider? The evidence from which we proceed will illuminate the process of 
learning, discovery, and development that makes for effective problem solving. If 
we neglect the evidence gathering process, we’ll be less able to identify and 
evaluate viable options for a solution.  

6. Now, we may need to come back to the neutral zone, the figurative “town square” 
to which we keep returning as we paint an ever clearer picture of the problem, 
share our understanding of it, continue building our model of it, and begin to see 
more possibilities for solving it. 

7. At this point, if we’ve evolved a fairly clear understanding and consensus about 
the nature of the problem, we might want to go to the ozone and begin itemizing 
some of the promising options for solving it. Here we simply generate options – 
divergent thinking – without evaluating or judging any of them yet. We take them 
back to the neutral zone and add them to our developing picture of the problem. 

8. As the set of viable options becomes more and more clear, and our 
understanding of the problem continues to develop and mature, we might want to 
go to the judgment zone to sort the solution options down to a manageable 
number. In the judgment zone we can further narrow down the scope of the 
problem, and perhaps come back to the neutral zone with a more focused attack. 
Note that repeatedly returning to the neutral zone tends to serve as a kind of 
“sanity check” on the process. Are we progressing reasonably effectively and 
efficiently toward a solution? 

9. As the process unfolds, we tend to sense a movement toward consensus, a 
convergent pattern. We eventually come to the “pivot point” – the point where we 
make a transition from divergent thinking to convergent thinking. We may go to 
the judgment zone for a final evaluation process, as we narrow down the 
possible solutions to the preferred option, and we specify what it would look like 
in real life. 

10. Presuming we have the basic ingredients of the solution, we can now visit the 
end zone to specify the “who, what, where, when, and how” of the course of 
action. The end zone thinking process can be as detailed as we like, depending 
on how precisely we need to spell out the solution. This is where we commit to 
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the solution, spell it out in the necessary detail, and invite the various participants 
to take responsibility for their share of the implementation. 

This process may seem rather loose, vague, and disorganized for some people, 
particularly those with a high preference for structure, order, and discipline. People with 
a low tolerance for ambiguity and complexity may wish that it could somehow be 
reduced to an easier formula. The bad news is that the problem solving process is 
typically confused, evolutionary, and exploratory. That’s what  makes it fun for some 
people. 
The good news is that, if you study and apply this five-part mind-zone model of HSPS, it 
begins to seem more and more simple as you become more familiar with it. It may even 
begin to portray a kind of intellectual elegance that may appeal to your aesthetic sense 
of moving from chaos to intelligent order. 
Considering the general state of problem solving that seems to prevail in our world 
today – confused, haphazard, emotionalized, and adversarial – a method that invites 
humility, suspended judgment, and a continuous learning process can fill an important 
need. 
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