
www.ysei.org

Innovative problem 

solving guide
By Sunit Shrestha

& Sailendra Dev Appanah



www.ysei.org

ñImagination is more important than knowledge. 

Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.ò 

Albert Einstein
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Case of social innovation: Green-revolution

Professor M.S. Swaminathan triggered a green revolution by 

introducing higher yielding wheat that allowed India to avoid a 

famine 40 years ago. In just a few decades, India has become a 
net-exporter of food. 
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Case of social innovation: Rural electricity

Fabio Rosa has helped millions of rural Brazilians to have access 

to low-cost electricity that is 90% cheaper than the traditional 
electricity transmission cost. 
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Case of social innovation: 
Quality volunteer matching

3 young MBA graduates founded MITRAôs iVolunteer project acts 

as an online brokerage which brings thousands of highly talented 

volunteers to bridge the human capacity gap amongst non -profit 
organizations in India. 
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Case of social innovation: 
Meal coupons against poverty.

MealExchange was conceived by a young college student to fight 

hunger in Canada. He created a system where unused studentsô 

meal coupons could be converted into food and groceries for the 
underprivileged.
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Social entrepreneurs make the world a better place with their social innovations or their new way 

of solving social problems. 

There are three key components in the social enterprise process: innovating solutions, planning 

and organizing. 

However, innovating solutions, especially in bridging creative ideas into reality, is an irreplaceable 

task of social entrepreneurs as other processes such as planning and organizing can be left partly 

for managers and team members.

So, generating innovative ideas to solve the problem is your unique task; although there is no one 

right way to solve any particular problem. However, there is a more systematic way to think of 

how to solve the problem innovatively.

Thatôs why innovative problem solving is important to you!

How to innovatively solve a problem?

OrganizingPlanning
Innovating
Solution

Social enterprise process
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Taking 
action

Making 
choices

Generating
solutions

Diagnosis

THE PROCESS
Innovative problem solving is a process that is part of innovating solution stage of social enterprising. 

The innovative problem solving process has five sub-stages: 
framing, diagnosis, generating solutions, making choices and taking action. 

Framing

OrganizingPlanning
Innovating
Solution

Social enterprise process

Innovating solution: Innovative problem solving process
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FRAMING

Framing or defining is all about trying our best to ask the right question in 

solving the problem. 

In framing, we should answer 3 questions

Can we restate the problem 
in its most useful way?

Did we frame it properly?What is the problem?

Framing help us lock our target problem well with clarity. 

Remember, 

Voltaire said  ñJudge a man by his questions 
rather than his answers.ò 
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FRAMING

To answer what is the problem,

we should focus on the 3 generic elements of the any problem.

CONTEXT: Background and disruptive events leading to the problem. 

Initial 
situation

Goal
Situation

Context
GOAL SITUATION: 

The desirable 

results/conditions if 

the problem is solved. 

Where do you want to 

end up?

INITIAL SITUATION:

The current condition 

you are not satisfied 

with. 

Where you are now?

1

2 3
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FRAMING

A proper frame can give you a clear sense of purpose.  

Problem solving is always about moving from Initial situation to 

Goal situation.

Initial 
situation

Goal
Situationsolution

Context
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FRAMING

solution

Example: The fishing village

CONTEXT: Fishing villages of rural India in poverty. They 

are using traditional fishery techniques. People die at sea 

and get cheated by middle men for centuries. 

No access to accurate 
information on weather, 

sea conditions and food 
prices results in death 

at sea & being cheated 
on sales of fish. 

Villagers should be able to 
access the latest and most 

accurate information on 
weather forecasts, sea 

conditions and food prices 
so that they can catch 
more with safety & sell at 

higher price.

Initial 
situation

Goal
Situation
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FRAMING

DEVELOPING PROBLEM DEFINITION

Using the context and the difference between Initial situation

and Goal situation, we can define the problem more clearly. 

Make sure your problem definition reflects your initial/goal 

situation as well as the context. 

Initial 
situation

Goal
Situationsolution

Context

Problem definition
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FRAMING

DEVELOPING PROBLEM DEFINITION

Example

Traditional fishermen in rural India donôt know when or where to 

fish as well as the right price to sell the fish they catch, so they 

risk their lives and get cheated by the middlemen. Therefore, 

they canôt fish safely or sell at higher price.

context

INITIAL
GOAL
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FRAMING

FRAME TESTING & RESTATEMENT

Once we have our problem definition, we ask;

Did we frame it properly?

Which can break down into follow sub-questionsé

Is the problem definitioné.

too broad?

too narrow?

assumption-driven?

solution-driven?

If YES, we ask;

Can we restate the problem in its most useful way?
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FRAME TESTING AND RESTATEMENT

Example

Traditional fishermen in rural India donôt know when or where to fish as 
well as the right price to sell the fish they catch, so they risk their lives and 
get cheated by the middlemen. Therefore, they canôt fish safely or sell at 

higher price.

Too broad?

FRAMING

Comment!
This can be a bit too broad as the word ódonôt knowô can be very broad. For example, 

we can narrow down to the problem of access of information rather than the 

skillsô needed to come up with the information by themselves.  As both are different 
ways to solve the same problem. 
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FRAME TESTING AND RESTATEMENT

Restatement example

Traditional fishermen in rural India donôt have access to accurate 

information on weather and prices to so they risk their lives and 

get cheated by the middlemen. Therefore, they canôt fish safely 

or sell at higher price.

Fixed!

FRAMING
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FRAMING

KEY QUESTION MAKING

Once you have the most useful problem statement, you 

transform it into key question to be answered to solve the 

problem.

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

KEY QUESTION

ñThe ability to ask the right question is more   
than half the battle of finding the answer.ò
Thomas J. Watson, founder of IBM
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Key question making.

Example,

PROBLEM STATEMENT:

Traditional fishermen in rural India donôt have access to accurate 

information on weather and prices to so they risk their lives and 

get cheated by the middlemen. Therefore, they canôt fish safely 

or sell at higher price.

KEY QUESTION:

How can traditional fishermen in rural India gain access to 

accurate information on weather and prices so they can fish 

safely and increase their sell price ? 

FRAMING

As framing is all about asking the right question, and now 

weôve got ourselves something that might be the right question.

So, weôve framed the problem!



www.ysei.org

issue 
analysis

DIAGNOSIS

Diagnosing is about structuring the problem to know its causes

and gains deep understanding to remove them. 

Diagnosis process in innovative problem solving includes:

Recognizing 
patterns

Structuring
Forming 

competent 
team

Bridging 

multi-
dimensionality

Gathering 

Relevant 
Information

Although these components in diagnosis process need not be in linear order. 

However, it is recommended to walk-through these components 

consecutively as it is more logical to do so although you can jump back and 

forth depending on your unique situation. 
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DIAGNOSIS
Diagnosis process:

issue 
analysis

Recognizing 
patterns

Structuring
Forming 

competent 
team

Bridging 

multi-
dimensionality

Gathering 

Relevant 

Information

GATHERING RELEVENT INFORMATION

What information do we need to solve the problem? 

We should gather information related to the problem such as facts, perceptions, opinions, feelings and analysis. 

Many times it is very important to know where to get specific pieces of information as different type of information are 

from different sources.Analysis & news can be searched from the Internet but deep insight on particular issue might 

be better sought from expert directly. 

There are two things to keep in mind:

A) Donôt waste time finding information you donôt really need. 

Ask  ñDo we have just about enough information to start solving the problem?ò 

B) Information alone is not enough to innovatively solve the problem. 

This is very true as óinnovation = newô and we are not looking for routine solution,

therefore,  existing information and knowledge only provide ground work for us to innovate. 
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DIAGNOSIS
Diagnosis process:

issue 
analysis

Recognizing 
patterns

Structuring
Forming 

competent 
team

Bridging 

multi-
dimensionality

Gathering 

Relevant 

Information

BRIDGING MULTI-

DIMENSIONALITY

It is proven again and again that innovations, whether in science, nature, business or 

social sector, are driven by multi-dimensionality which is the ability to explore different 

sides of things as well as the intersection of diverse ideas, perceptions, incentives and 

world-views. It is in this chaotic potential that novelty emerges. 

We can start by asking three basic key questions;

What are the different sides/faces to the problem?

Who are the stakeholders involved and what are their perspectives to this 

problem?

Do you need to redefine your problem based on multi -dimensionality?




