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Why framing a problem well is a crucial step?

Framing a good problem is the foundation upon which the entire 
innovation process is built.

A good problem statement: 
- Defines the boundaries of what needs to be solved. 
- Clarifies the objectives: shared understanding, precise goals
- Prepares well for creativity by providing a clear starting point
- Identifies root causes (not just address the symptoms)
- Opens up exploration and mitigates solution bias
- Allows for a proper evaluation/assessment of potential solutions. 

Without a well-defined problem, the resulting solutions may lack 
direction, fail to address the true underlying issues, and ultimately fall 
short of creating meaningful and sustainable impact.



Empathise



Individual activity:

Reflect on your own venture and 
the problem (or sub-problem) you 

are addressing. 
Write your problem statement 



Evaluate it against your checklist of a good 
problem statement

Attributes of a good problem statement 
checklist:

- It states the context.
- It focuses on the people affected by the 

challenge (Design Thinking).
- It captures why it matters to the people.
- It’s solution-free.
- It’s neither too narrow, nor too broad. 



Useful techniques

Any method is good as long as it diverges!

Immersion: Interviews, research. 
Look at the problem from different perspectives

The 5 “W”s:  Get pertinent information out

The 5 WHY’s: Get to the root of the problem

Frame the problem from another’s point of view: Personas, 
Extreme users, The Martian

Take the problem’s counterpart: Worst case scenarios, the angel’s 
advocate



The 5 “W”s

Principle: 
Ask Who, What, When, Where, Why: 

Who does the problem affect?
What are the boundaries? What is the impact of the 
issue?
When does the issue occur? When does it need to 
be fixed? 
Where is the issue occurring?
Why is it important that we fix the problem?



The 5 Why’s

Principle: 
Ask WHY to the goal expressed, 
and WHY to each answer given. 

Irritating? But efficient to reveal the 
missed aspects or the hidden 
objectives. 

Identify the true objective.

Explore the cause and 
effect relationships
Determine the root 
cause of a problem



The Angel’s advocate

Mental flexibility – Mental preparation
Put a situation into perspective

The angel’s advocate consists in changing the representation one has 
of a result. It requires a lot of mental flexibility and practice and then 

becomes very simple.   

In life, there is no objective success or failure! It’s actually just a 
representation of reality, results that we interpret in a more or less 
positive manner. This interpretation is just a way to look at things! 
One can also think of failure as an unexpected result which brings us to 
reconsider our representation and be delighted about it. 



The Angel’s advocate

“I failed matric!” 

● I’ll be majoring next year! 
● I’ll learn faster so I’ll have more time for sport, 

music or social life… 
● Because exams work with quota, I left a space 

for someone else who might need it more 
than me

● When I’ll be 60yo, what importance will it 
make to have passed matric 42 or 41 years 
ago?  

Identifies the hidden 
variables in each 
situation, implicit 

assumptions, and to 
rebuild an environment 
where failure becomes 

an asset



The Martian 
Frame the problem from another’s point of view 

The Martian has no idea of human behaviour and 
organisation, anything that belongs to the Earth is foreign 

to him: he doesn’t know what a man is, why he gets 
dressed, how he lives, if he has a boss, … 

BUT he is capable to be surprised by what he sees so he 
asks questions! Crucial to move away from dominant 
representation… 

Before trying to solve a problem, it’s fun and useful to ask 
a participant to forget all he knows and ask any question 
that comes to his mind. 

Reveals contradictions or implicit assumptions
Helps moving away from the most obvious



Write it as a question

Template: Challenge Statement
Please complete each of these statements to form your challenge statement.

Given that [context] ...........................................................................
.............................................................................................................................................
.................................................................

How might we help [design population]
.......................................................................................................

do/be/achieve/feel/improve/…  [immediate goal]
..................................................................................
.......................................................................................................

so they can [deeper/emotional goal]
.......................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................



More templates to help you 
capture and scope your problem 
precisely 



Who are the stakeholders impacted?






