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Abstract 
 

With the increasing difficulties that organizations are encountering in today’s technology

driven business environment, the problem

in its success or failure. 

 

The common two-dimensional problem

be inadequate in many circumstances, resulting in the forcing of an ill

specific, unique problems. This can result in time consuming and expensive adjustments or rework in 

order to replace or modify the less than ideal solution to prop

By using the three dimensional Solution Cube model for problem

solutions can be created. This will allow the organization to fit a tailor made solution to their specific 

challenge, resulting in a quicker and more effective implementation in their operations, and more 

flexible responses to challenges and opportunities in the marketplace.

Introduction 
 

In today’s fast paced, technology driven business environment, the speed of adva

nearly unmanageable, exceeding our ability to keep up.

Successful organizations understand that keeping, or preferably setting, the pace is key to their future 

survival. Those companies on the cutting edge of their industries realize th

implement effective solution development processes that can support these rapid changes.

As a result of this urgency to keep up in the marketplace, many organizations have fallen into a trap of 

‘rubber-stamping’ generic, quickly implemented solutions onto differing technology driven challenges. 

This practice has lead to a lack of fit between the organization’s unique problems and the solutions that 

have been forced onto them. 

In many cases this implementation of a generic, one

imposed as the best choice of those available, or the ‘best of the worst’. The decision to implement a 
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that organizations are encountering in today’s technology

driven business environment, the problem-solving processes within the organization can be a key factor 

dimensional problem-solving model in use by a majority of organizations is proving to 

uate in many circumstances, resulting in the forcing of an ill-fitted, generic solution onto 

specific, unique problems. This can result in time consuming and expensive adjustments or rework in 

order to replace or modify the less than ideal solution to properly fit the challenge. 

By using the three dimensional Solution Cube model for problem-solving, a more diverse range of 

solutions can be created. This will allow the organization to fit a tailor made solution to their specific 

cker and more effective implementation in their operations, and more 

flexible responses to challenges and opportunities in the marketplace.  

In today’s fast paced, technology driven business environment, the speed of advancement often seems 

nearly unmanageable, exceeding our ability to keep up. 

Successful organizations understand that keeping, or preferably setting, the pace is key to their future 

survival. Those companies on the cutting edge of their industries realize that it is imperative that they 

implement effective solution development processes that can support these rapid changes.

As a result of this urgency to keep up in the marketplace, many organizations have fallen into a trap of 

ly implemented solutions onto differing technology driven challenges. 

This practice has lead to a lack of fit between the organization’s unique problems and the solutions that 

In many cases this implementation of a generic, one-size fits all solution has been unintentional, or 

imposed as the best choice of those available, or the ‘best of the worst’. The decision to implement a 
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that organizations are encountering in today’s technology & information 

solving processes within the organization can be a key factor 

solving model in use by a majority of organizations is proving to 

fitted, generic solution onto 

specific, unique problems. This can result in time consuming and expensive adjustments or rework in 

solving, a more diverse range of 

solutions can be created. This will allow the organization to fit a tailor made solution to their specific 

cker and more effective implementation in their operations, and more 

ncement often seems 

Successful organizations understand that keeping, or preferably setting, the pace is key to their future 

at it is imperative that they 

implement effective solution development processes that can support these rapid changes. 

As a result of this urgency to keep up in the marketplace, many organizations have fallen into a trap of 

ly implemented solutions onto differing technology driven challenges. 

This practice has lead to a lack of fit between the organization’s unique problems and the solutions that 

size fits all solution has been unintentional, or 

imposed as the best choice of those available, or the ‘best of the worst’. The decision to implement a 



 

solution not tailored to the specific challenge is in part due to a two dimensional, single plane probl

solving process. 

The Challenge 

 

This flat, two dimensional process locks the organization into a narrow band of available solutions based 

upon a lack of expanded, creative thinking. By expanding the problem

the framework surrounding it, we can provide ourselves with a larger, more diverse selection of 

solutions suitable for meeting the needs of the 

specific challenge. 

The ‘In-the-Box’ Approach

 

In order to build a more flexible, expanded 

problem-solving process, we must first 

understand the process currently in common use.

The majority of organizations use a two 

dimensional ‘In-the-Box’ type of problem

process
1
. The use of this method may be an 

unconscious, instinctive process, or a formal, 

documented process adopted by the organization. 

Although there can be several variations of this 

process, it can generally be modeled as shown in

the figure to the right. 

The boundaries of the solution field are generally made up of the fol

1. Starting Point/Current State

problem statement or specific challenge.

2. Objective/End State- This is the desired outcome of the solution selected from the problem

solving process, expressed as a goal or objective statement.

3. Organizational Boundary- This may include budget constraints, resource limitations, strategic 

goals, operational constraints, etc.

4. Societal Boundary- This is defined by generally accepted legal, moral and ethical st

business practices. 

                                                           
1
 Bernacki, E., (1998) Exactly What is ‘Thinki

 

 

solution not tailored to the specific challenge is in part due to a two dimensional, single plane probl

This flat, two dimensional process locks the organization into a narrow band of available solutions based 

upon a lack of expanded, creative thinking. By expanding the problem-solving process and building on 

surrounding it, we can provide ourselves with a larger, more diverse selection of 

solutions suitable for meeting the needs of the 

Approach 

In order to build a more flexible, expanded 

first 

understand the process currently in common use. 

The majority of organizations use a two 

of problem-solving 

. The use of this method may be an 

unconscious, instinctive process, or a formal, 

dopted by the organization. 

Although there can be several variations of this 

be modeled as shown in 

The boundaries of the solution field are generally made up of the following; 

Starting Point/Current State- This is the current situation of the organization, expressed as a 

problem statement or specific challenge. 

This is the desired outcome of the solution selected from the problem

ressed as a goal or objective statement. 

This may include budget constraints, resource limitations, strategic 

goals, operational constraints, etc. 

This is defined by generally accepted legal, moral and ethical st
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solution not tailored to the specific challenge is in part due to a two dimensional, single plane problem-

This flat, two dimensional process locks the organization into a narrow band of available solutions based 

solving process and building on 

surrounding it, we can provide ourselves with a larger, more diverse selection of 

This is the current situation of the organization, expressed as a 

This is the desired outcome of the solution selected from the problem-

This may include budget constraints, resource limitations, strategic 

This is defined by generally accepted legal, moral and ethical standards or 

 



 

 

Within the boundaries established by these four sets of limitations lies the solution field. Depending on 

the complexity of the bounding limitations, the solution field can contain only a limited number of 

possible solutions. 

The foundation of this solution field is made up of the experience, knowledge, education

of the individual or team working through the problem

the individual’s ‘comfort zone’. This foundation 

views the boundaries of the problem and the solutions available. 

Thinking ‘Out-of-the-Box
 

If the solution to a particular challenge is to be found within the bounds of the solution field, what doe

it mean to think ‘outside of the box’?

dimensionally within the traditional

 

If you are looking for a creative, more tailored

means. The solution you ultimately 

of the solution field, however, you may begin the problem

creative thinking tools such as a Concept Fan

start outside of the solution field and work your way back into an acceptable solution within the bounds 

of the solution field. 

This solution, though, is still constrained by the individual’s particular 

‘comfort zone’, restricting the number and type of possible solutions available.

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 De Bono, E., (1992) Serious Creativity: Using the Power of L

Publishing. 
3
 Olsen, R.W., (1986) The Art of Creative Thinking:

HarperCollins. 

 

 

Within the boundaries established by these four sets of limitations lies the solution field. Depending on 

the complexity of the bounding limitations, the solution field can contain only a limited number of 

The foundation of this solution field is made up of the experience, knowledge, education

of the individual or team working through the problem-solving process. This may also be referred to as 

the individual’s ‘comfort zone’. This foundation serves as the frame of reference in which the individual 

views the boundaries of the problem and the solutions available.  

Box’ 

If the solution to a particular challenge is to be found within the bounds of the solution field, what doe

it mean to think ‘outside of the box’? In simple terms, thinking ‘outside of the box’ is thinking 

ional boundaries of the solution field. 

, more tailored solution, thinking ‘out of the box’ is the most effective 

 find still needs to take into consideration the traditional boundaries

owever, you may begin the problem-solving process outside the box, using various 

tools such as a Concept Fan
2
  or the DO IT Method

3
. Using these methods allows you to 

start outside of the solution field and work your way back into an acceptable solution within the bounds 

This solution, though, is still constrained by the individual’s particular frame of reference, or their 

‘comfort zone’, restricting the number and type of possible solutions available. 

Serious Creativity: Using the Power of Lateral Thinking to Create New Ideas, 

The Art of Creative Thinking: A Practical Guide Including Exercises and Illustrations, 

Page 3 of 6 

Within the boundaries established by these four sets of limitations lies the solution field. Depending on 

the complexity of the bounding limitations, the solution field can contain only a limited number of 

The foundation of this solution field is made up of the experience, knowledge, education, and intuition 

solving process. This may also be referred to as 

serves as the frame of reference in which the individual 

If the solution to a particular challenge is to be found within the bounds of the solution field, what does 

thinking cross-

the most effective 

the traditional boundaries 

solving process outside the box, using various 

. Using these methods allows you to 

start outside of the solution field and work your way back into an acceptable solution within the bounds 

frame of reference, or their 

l Thinking to Create New Ideas, Harper Business 

A Practical Guide Including Exercises and Illustrations, 



 

The Solution Cube 
 

Adding the Third Dimension 

 

In order to develop a wider range of potential 

solutions to a specific challenge, we need to 

lengthen the list of possibilities by expanding our 

two dimensional, solution field model into a three 

dimensional, Solution Cube model, as shown in 

figure to the right.  

This can be accomplished by forcing individuals out 

of their comfort zone during the problem

process, or by bringing together a more diverse group of individuals in order to utilize a deeper range of 

backgrounds and frames of reference.

or move the individuals thought processes to a new frame of reference in order to lengthen the list of 

possible solutions. This is illustrated in 

 

Group Solution 

 

The most effective method of operating within the Solution Cube is through a team problem

process. This approach supplies the need for diverse frames of reference without the need for individual 

members to go through the potentially extended process of expanding their own

reference. 

 

 

In order to develop a wider range of potential 

solutions to a specific challenge, we need to 

en the list of possibilities by expanding our 

two dimensional, solution field model into a three 

ube model, as shown in the 

This can be accomplished by forcing individuals out 

fort zone during the problem-solving 

process, or by bringing together a more diverse group of individuals in order to utilize a deeper range of 

backgrounds and frames of reference. 

The Individual Solution 

 

As an individual problem solver, it can be much mo

difficult to develop the same range of solutions that a 

group or team would put together. In order to 

expand this naturally restricted range of possibilities, 

the individual thinker must force him

normal frame of reference. 

This can be accomplished by utilizing some of the 

creative thinking methods discussed in the previous 

section, consulting other individuals with a differing 

frame of reference, or by expanding their own frame 

of reference. 

Whichever method is selected, the intent is to 

or move the individuals thought processes to a new frame of reference in order to lengthen the list of 

llustrated in the figure above. 

d of operating within the Solution Cube is through a team problem

process. This approach supplies the need for diverse frames of reference without the need for individual 

members to go through the potentially extended process of expanding their own particular frame of 
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process, or by bringing together a more diverse group of individuals in order to utilize a deeper range of 

, it can be much more 

difficult to develop the same range of solutions that a 

group or team would put together. In order to 

expand this naturally restricted range of possibilities, 

himself out of his 

complished by utilizing some of the 

creative thinking methods discussed in the previous 

section, consulting other individuals with a differing 

frame of reference, or by expanding their own frame 

Whichever method is selected, the intent is to expand 

or move the individuals thought processes to a new frame of reference in order to lengthen the list of 

d of operating within the Solution Cube is through a team problem-solving 

process. This approach supplies the need for diverse frames of reference without the need for individual 

particular frame of 



 

When utilizing this ‘group think’ method, the more diverse the backgrounds of the individual team 

members involved, the wider the range of possible solutions will be.

For example, if an organization is seeking a software sol

team made up solely of software engineers, the range of solutions will be much narrower than if the 

organization had used a team composed of software engineers, human factors engineers, business 

process engineers, end-users, etc. 

The team made up solely of software engineers is thinking from a more common, closely aligned plane

of reference, whereas the team made up of more diverse individuals is operating from a broader range 

of reference planes. This results in a more expansive 

The figures below provide a visual representation of the process.

 

 

When utilizing this ‘group think’ method, the more diverse the backgrounds of the individual team 

members involved, the wider the range of possible solutions will be. 

For example, if an organization is seeking a software solution to an operational problem, and uses a 

team made up solely of software engineers, the range of solutions will be much narrower than if the 

organization had used a team composed of software engineers, human factors engineers, business 

 

The team made up solely of software engineers is thinking from a more common, closely aligned plane

made up of more diverse individuals is operating from a broader range 

a more expansive and creative range of solutions.  

below provide a visual representation of the process.  
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When utilizing this ‘group think’ method, the more diverse the backgrounds of the individual team 

ution to an operational problem, and uses a 

team made up solely of software engineers, the range of solutions will be much narrower than if the 

organization had used a team composed of software engineers, human factors engineers, business 

The team made up solely of software engineers is thinking from a more common, closely aligned plane 

made up of more diverse individuals is operating from a broader range 



 

Thinking Outside the Cube
 

As with the two dimensional, solution field model, an individual or team may widen their range of 

solutions even further by ‘thinking outside the cube

By using some of the same creative thinking tools and techniques mentioned previously, we c

establish a starting point outside of the cube and work our way back within the bounds of an acceptable 

solution. This method has the potential for providing us with an even more diverse and creative rang

possibilities. See the figure below for an illustr

Conclusion 
 

The Solution Cube framework for problem solving, combined with established

processes
4
, can provide us with a new, dynamic method of tailoring our solutions to individual 

challenges. This reduces the risk of falling into the trap of force

which is an inherent fault of flat, two

By practicing and refining the Solution Cube technique, we can more effectively address t

organization’s technology driven initiatives, saving time and expense through more creative thinking.

 

                                                           
4
 Manktelow, J., (2003) Mind Tools: Essential Skills for an

 

 

Cube 

As with the two dimensional, solution field model, an individual or team may widen their range of 

by ‘thinking outside the cube.’ 

By using some of the same creative thinking tools and techniques mentioned previously, we c

establish a starting point outside of the cube and work our way back within the bounds of an acceptable 

solution. This method has the potential for providing us with an even more diverse and creative rang

for an illustration. 

The Solution Cube framework for problem solving, combined with established creative thinking 

, can provide us with a new, dynamic method of tailoring our solutions to individual 

lenges. This reduces the risk of falling into the trap of force-fitting improper solutions to problems, 

which is an inherent fault of flat, two-dimensional processes. 

By practicing and refining the Solution Cube technique, we can more effectively address t

organization’s technology driven initiatives, saving time and expense through more creative thinking.

Essential Skills for an Excellent Career, Mind Tools Limited 
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As with the two dimensional, solution field model, an individual or team may widen their range of 

By using some of the same creative thinking tools and techniques mentioned previously, we could 

establish a starting point outside of the cube and work our way back within the bounds of an acceptable 

solution. This method has the potential for providing us with an even more diverse and creative range of 

 

creative thinking 

, can provide us with a new, dynamic method of tailoring our solutions to individual 

fitting improper solutions to problems, 

By practicing and refining the Solution Cube technique, we can more effectively address the 

organization’s technology driven initiatives, saving time and expense through more creative thinking. 


