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"There is nothing so useful as a good theory." 

KUHT LEWIN 





PREFACE 

In 1973 I published a set of six booklets called "The Pyramid Prin­
ciple" that talked about a new way of tackling the problem of unclear report writing, 
particularly in consulting reports. It said, in effect, that clear writing was easy to 
recognize because it had a clear pyramidal structure, ·while unclear writing always 
deviated from that structure. 

The ideas within the pyramid relate in a limited number of logical ways (up, down, 
and sideways), making it possible to define general rules about them. Thus, the key 
to clear writing is to structure your thinking into a pyramid and check it against the 
rules before you begin to write. 

These ideas were developed while I was working for McKinsey & Company, the 
international n1anagen1ent consulting finn, first in Cleveland and then in London. 
McKinsey had hired me in 1963 as their first female consultant, selected from the 
group of eight pioneering women permitted to attend the Harvard Business School 
that year. McKinsey rapidly concluded that I was hopeless with numbers, but a capa­
ble writer. Consequently, they moved me to London to work with Europeans who 
were faced with the task of writing reports in English. 

Interestingly, when I began researching material on report writing, I discovered that 
while there were an enormous number of books on how to write better sentences 
and paragraphs, there were no books on how to organize the thinking those sen­
tences and paragraphs are meant to convey. Any book that did touch on the subject 
said things like "Be logical" or "Have a logical outline." How in the world do you 



tell a logical outline from an illogical one, I wondered, and set myself the task to find 
out. What I discovered was the pyramid. 

The pyramid structure is applicable to any document in which your purpose is 
to present your thinking clearly. To demonstrate, here's a very simple example of 
a "before" and "after": 

Points ordered as they occur to the writer: 

John Collins telephoned to say that he can't make the ri'teeting at 3:00. Hal Johnson 
says he doesn't mind making it later, or even tomorrow, but not before 10:30, and 
Don Clifford's secretary says that Clifford won't return from Frankfurt until 
tomorrow, lClte. The Conference Room is booked tomorrow but free Thursday. 
Thursday at 11:00 looks to be a good time. Is that OK for you? 

JC not today 

HJ- tomorrow 
alter 10:30 

DC- not before 
Thursday 

Room not free 
tomorrow 

Room OK 
Thursday 

Points ordered by a pyramid 

Is Thursday 
OK with 
you? 

Could we reschedule today's meeting to Thursday at 11:00? This would be more 
convenient for Collins and Johnson, and would also permit Clifford to be present. 
It is also the only other time this week that the conference room is free. 

More convenient 
lor JC and HJ 

Reschedule today's 
meeting to Thursday 
at 11:00 

Permits DC to] 
attend 

Few people in 1967 bought this concept, but very good minds were available at Mc­
Kinsey to tell me where it fell short and to help me to get it right. Today the Minto 
Pyramid Principle serves as the McKinsey Firm standard, and is acknowledged to 
be an essential part of the Firm's fabric. 

I left McKinsey in 1973 to teach the ideas more widely, and have now taught them to 
perhaps 10,000 people throughout the world, both in consulting firms and in indi-



vidual companies. I have also published two previous editions of this book (in 1981 
and 1987), and developed a video course (1981) and a computer software program 
(1985). And I will this year complete a new version of the video course. 

1 am delighted to say that as a result of these activities the Minto Pyramid Principle 
has become the de facto standard in consulting, and the basic pyramid concept has 
been picked up and incorporated into courses taught in many other places. 

The continuing experience of teaching, and the recent work to develop the new 
video, have of course brought new insights and allowed me to develop and 
expand various parts of the original concept. I have also seen that the pyramid 
concept can serve a much wider function than simply helping to organize and 
present thinking in writing. It can extend backward to embrace the process for 
defining and analyzing problems, and forward to guide the management of 
the entire writing process. 

Hence this new version of the book, which incorporates all of the insights and tech­
niques for getting at one's thinking that 1 have worked out since 1987 It also contains 
new chapters on how to structure the definition and analysis of a problent, as well 
as how visually to present the pyramid on page and screen. 

The book is in four parts. 

~I Part One (Logic in Writing) contains few changes. It both explains the 
Minto Pyramid Principle and shows you how to use it to build a 
basic pyramid. This section is all you need to read to be able to 
understand and apply the technique to simple documents. 

1! Part 1\,vo (Logic in Thinking) tells you how to look critically at the 
detail of your thinking, to make sure that the points you make actually 
reflect the insights inherent in the ideas you have grouped together. It 
gives ntany exan1plcs, and enrphasizes the intportance to clarity of 
iorcing yourself to go through this process of "Hard-Headed Thinking." 

~! Part Three (Logic in Problem Solving) is completely new. It is meant 
n1ainly for people who write consulting doctunents or who need to 
do analyses of complex problen1s and then present their conclusions 
to people who must take action based on them. It explains how to 
use a variety of franle\vorks to structure your analysis at various 
stages in the problem-solving process, so that the thinking can be in 
effect pre-organized to fit easily into a pyramid structure. 

~; Part Four (Logic in Presentation) discusses techniques for making 
sure that the pyram.id structure is not lost on the reader as you 
transfer your ideas from the pyramid, either to written prose or to 
slides in an oral presentation. 



There are also three appendices. The first deals with the differences between ana­
lytical and scientific problem solving, while the second gives examples of various 
common patterns employed in writing introductions. The final appendix presents a 
complete outline of the points made in the book, highlighting the major concepts 
and thinking techniques for easy recall. 

Applying the Minto Pyramid Principle still requires considerable discipline. Never­
theless, by deliberately forcing yourself to think first and write later in the manner 
suggested, you should be able quite dramatically to (a) cut down the time you nor­
mally need to produce a final draft, (b) increase its clarity, and (c) decrease its 
length. The result should be crisp, clear writing in record time. 

Barbara Minto 
London 1996 
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INTRODUCTION 
TO PART 

1 
LOGIC 

IN 
WRITING 

One of the least pleasant aspects of a professional person's job is the 
need to put things in writing. Almost everyone finds it a chore and wishes he were 
better at it. And many people are told specifically that they need to hone this skill 
if they want to progress. 

The reason nwst people fail to show n1uch in1prove1nent is that they assume that 
vvriting ntore clearly tneans writing silnpler, n1ore direct sentences. And it is often 
true that the sentences in their docun1ents are overlong and unwieldy. Moreove1~ 
their language is frequently too technical or too abstract, and their paragraphs on 
occasion are awkwardly developed. 

But these are weaknesses of style, and it is notoriously difficult for a person who has 
completed the formal part of his education to change his writing style. Not that it 
cannot be done; rathe1~ it's like learning to type. It requires a good n1.any repetitive 
exercises, for which most on-the-job writers in industry and governn1ent sin1ply 
cannot find the time. As a result, they continue to be told they need to write 

"more cleorly." 

Hovveve1~ there is a second cause of unclear writing, far tTtore pervasive than the first 
and n1uch easier to correct. This relates to the structure of the document~the order 
in "vhich the sentences appear regardless of whether they are well or poorly written. 
If a person's writing is unclea1~ it is most likely because the ordering of the ideas 
conflicts with the capability of a reader's mind to process them. 

The easiest order for a reader is to receive the n1ajor, n1ore abstract ideas before he is 
required to take in the n1ino1~ supporting ones. And since the n1ajor ideas arc alvvays 
derived from the ntinor ones, the ideal structure of the ideas will ahvays be a 



pyramid of groups of ideas tied together by a single overall thought. Within that 
pyramidal structure, the ideas will relate vertically-in that a point at any level 
will always be a summary of the ideas grouped below; and horizontally-in 
that the ideas will have been grouped together because together they present a 
logical argument. 

You can very easily cmnnttuLicate to a reader the ideas arranged in a pyramidal £orn1 
by simply starting at the top and moving down each leg of the pyramid. The state­
ment of the 1najor ideas causes the reader to question the writer's basis for n1aking 
the point, and the next level down in the pyramid answers that question. You then 
continue the question/answer dialogue until you have communicated all the ideas to 
the reader. 

This question/answer response to stated ideas appears to be auton1atic in everyone, 
regardless of nationality. Also true of each of us is the fact that we cannot know 
what we think precisely until we have symbolized it in some way, either by saying it 
out loud or writing it down. Fortunately, it turns out that the structure required to 
clarify a person's thinking to himself is also a pyramid. Thus, the writer who forces 
himself to structure his thinking into a pyramid also finds that he has so clarified 
the thinking that he can easily write clem; direct sentences. 

This first section of the book explains why a reader responds best to a pyramid 
structure, and how the logical substructures that make up that pyramid interact. It 
tells you how to use this knowledge to identify the ideas you need to include in a 
particular document, and to work out a clear relationship between them. It also gives 
a detailed analysis of the logic of introductions, and dispels the confusion that may 
surround your understanding of deductive and inductive argument. 

At the end, you will understand the basics of how to form your thinking into a sim­
ple pyramid structure. Subsequent sections will explain the subtleties of using the 
pyramid rules to check that the points you include in the pyramid are indeed valid, 
coherent, and complete, and to help you discover your unarticulated ideas, which 
can lead to n1oving your thinking forward creatively. 
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l 
WHY 

A 
PYRAMID 

STRUCTURE 

T,e person who seeks to learn what you think about a particular 
subject by reading what you have to say about it faces a con1plex task. Even if your 
docun1ent is a short one-say only about 2 single-spaced pages-it will contain 
roughly 100 sentences. He must take in each of these, digest them, relate them, and 
hold them together. He will invariably find the job easier if they come to him as a 
pyrantid, beginning at the top and working downward. This conclusion reflects 
some fundamental findings about the way the mind works. Specifically: 

~~ The 1nind autontatically sorts infonnation into distinctive pyrantidal 
groupings in order to comprehend it. 

«; Any grouping of ideas is easier to contprehend if it arrives presorted 
into its pyramid. 

•r This suggests that every written document should be deliberately 
structured to fonn a pyrnntid of ideas. 

The sections following explain what [ 1nean by a pyrantid of ideas. 



2 

SORTING INTO PYRAMIDS 

Iat the mind automatically imposes order on everything around it 
has long been recognized. Essentially, it tends to see any sequence of things that 
occur together as belonging together, and therefore sets about imposing a logical pat­
tern on them. The Greeks, for example, demonstrated this tendency by looking up at 
the stars and seeing outlines of figures instead of pinpoints of light. 

The mind will group together any series of items that it sees as having a "common 
fate"-because they share similar characteristics or are near the smne place. Take 
these six dots for example: 

When looking casually at them, everyone sees two groups of three dots each, 
primarily because some of the distances between the dots are smaller than others. 

The value of seeing things in logical units is, of course, immense. To demonstrate, 
read the following pairs of nouns,* which are normally not related to each other. 

LAKE • SUGAR 

BOOT • PLATE 
CTRL • KANGAROO 
PENCIL • GASOLINE 
PALACE • BICYCLE 
RAILROAD • ELEPHANT 
BOOK • TOOTHPASTE 

Now try to "organize" them by picturing a situation in which each one might be 
associated-such as the sugar being dissolved in the lake or the boot sitting on the 
plate. Then cover up the list on the right-hand side and try to remember them 
through reading the list on the left-hand side. Most people find that they can recall 
them all without hesitation. 

The same organizing phenomenon takes place when you are either listening to or 
reading ideas. You assume the ideas that appear together, one after the other, belong 

* Bu!->ed on a series given in Gestalt Psycholosy by Wolfgang Kohler (Liveright Publishing: Ne ... v York) 1970. 
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togethe1; and attempt to impose a logical pattern on them. The pattern will always be 
that of a pyramid because this is the only form that meets your mind's need to 

II Stop at the magical number seven 
II State the logic of the relationship. 

The Magical Number Seven 

There is a limit to the number of ideas you can comprehend at any one time. For 
example, think of deciding to leave your warm, comfortable living room to buy a 
newspaper. "I think I'll go out and get the paper," you say to your wife. "Is there 
anything you want while I'm out?" 

"Gosh, I have such a taste for grapes after all those ads on television," she 
s<~ys as you walk toward the closet to get your coat, '~md maybe you ought to 
get some more milk." 

You take your coat from the closet as she walks into the kite/ten. 

"Let me look in the cupboard to see if vve have enough potatoes and, oh yes, 
[ know 1ve're out of eggs. Let me see, yes, we do need potatoes." 

Ycw put on your coat and ·walk toward the door. 

"Carrots and JT\aybe some oranges." 

You open the d.o01: 

"Butter." 

Ycm walk down the stairs. 

''Apples." 

You get into the em: 

''And sour cream." 

"Is that <1ll?" 

"Yes, dcat~ thank you." 

NoW; without reading the passage over, can you ren1e1nber any of the nine iten1s your 
wife asked you to buy? Most men come back with the newspaper and the grapes. 

The major problem is that you've run into the magical number seven. This is a phrase 
coined by George A. Miller in his treatise, "The Magical Number Seven, Plus or 
Minus Two."'· What he points out is that the mind cannot hold more than about seven 
iten1s in its short-tern1 1nen1ory at any one tin1e. Son1e n1inds can hold as tnany as 
nine items, while others can hold only five (I'm a five myself). A convenient number 
is three, but of course the easiest nun1ber is one. 

What this means is that when the mind sees the number of items with which it is 
being presented begin to rise above four or five, it starts to group them into logical 

"" Mi!le1; Ccorgc A The i>syclwlogy of Cmnmwtic11tion: Scucn F:ssays (Basic Books: Pa.) -!967. 
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categories so that they can be retained. In this case, it would probably put the items 
into categories that reflect the sections of the supermarket you would need to visit. 

To demonstrate how this helps, read the list below and categorize each idea in this 
way as you come to it. You will very likely find that you remember them all. 

GRAPES 

MILK 
POTATOES 

EGGS 

CARROTS 

ORANGES 

BUTTER 
APPLES 

SOUR CREAM 

If you try to visualize this process, you will see that you have created a set of 
pyramids of logically related items. 

[--~~-~-~ 

.. -,_·.·_,. c~~~~···.. .,, ·'"··~c;::Q~.~,_,, .. ,-~l 
lJI'Cir'l 

--- ~----

[ -----.·.· ~-----.-~. . -~] 
vrc;;- TN~L ~-:s 

---- ···--·· ------- ---------· 

L ~] '\pnlc~; 

·---·-···-

The Need to State the Logic 

Now clearly, it is not enough simply to group the ideas in a logical way without also 
stating to yourself what the logic of the relationship is. The point in grouping was 
not just to n1ove from. a set of nine itetns to separate sets of fout~ two, and three iten1s. 
That still comes to nine. What you want to do is move above the nine, to three. 

This means that instead of remembering each of the nine items, you remember only 
the three categories into which they fall. You are thinking one level of abstraction 
higher, but because the thought is at a higher level, it suggests the items below it. 
And, because the relationship is not a contrived one as was the case in the exercise 
about the lake and the sugat; it is much easier to keep in mind. 

All mental processes (e.g., thinking, remembering, problem solving) apparently uti­
lize this grouping and sumtnarizing process, so that the infonnation in a person's 
tnind tnight be thought of as being organized into one giant conglomeration of 
related pyramids. If you think about communicating to that mind, you can see that 
the problem is one of ensuring that what you say will fit somewhere into the exist­
ing pyramids. 
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Now we come to the real problem. of comtnunicating. You can "see" these groupings 
of iten1s quite clearly. To con11nunicate thent means to ensure that the other person 

"sees" thetn in the sante way. But, as was the case ·with your wife, you can only 
present them one by one. Surely, the most efficient way to do this would be to present 
the category first and then the items. That is, to order the ideas from the top down. 

ORDERING FROM THE TOP DOWN 

Controlling the sequence in which you present your ideas is the single 
most intportant act necessary to clear vvriting. The clearest sequence is al'ways to 
give the sununarizing idea before you give the individual ideas being suntntarized. 
I cannot emphasize this point too much. 

Ren1ernber that the reader (or listener) can only take the sentences in one at a time. 
You know he will assume that those ideas that appear together logically belong 
together. If you do not tell him in advance what the relationship is, but simply give 
the ideas one at a time, he will automatically look for similarities by which he can 
group the points being expressed, so that he can explain to hin1self the significance 
of the groupings. 

Alas, people being as diverse in background and understanding as they are, they 
rarely put exactly the same interpretation on your groupings as you do. Indeed, they 
not infrequently find that they can't see any relationship at all between the ideas in 
a set. Even if they think exactly as you do, you are making their reading more diffi­
cult, since they must supply what is unstated. 

Let n1e dentonstrate ho'iv confusing any order other than top down is with an 
example. Suppose I join you to have a beer in the pub and, apropos of nothing 
in particular, say: 

I \·vas in Zurich last weck·-·-you knovv vvhat a conservative city Zurich is-· 
and we went out to lunch <1t an outdoor restaurant. Do you know that within 
15 m.inutes I must have seen ·15 people with either a beard or a moustache. 

NoV\;. I have given you a piece of inforn1ation, and without realizing it you will 
auton1atically 1nake son1e assumptions about the reason for n1y giving you that 
inforn1ation. In other vvords, you will see this staten1ent as part of a group o.f ideas 
not yet expressed, and prepare your mind to receive the rest by assuming a probable 
purpose behind the statement. This expectancy reduces the strain of analyzing each 
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succeeding idea for all its attributes; you look only for the one in cmnnton with what 
has gone before. 

Thus, you might think such things as, "She's talking about how unconservative Zur­
ich is getting," or "She's going to compare Zurich with other cities," or even, "She's 
hung up on beards and ntoustaches." Regardless of what reaction you have, the point 
is that your ntind is waiting for further inform.ation on one of those same subjects, 
whatever it turns out to be. Seeing that blank look on your face, I then go on to say: 

And you know, if you vvalk around any Nevv York office you can rarely find 
even one person who doesn't have sideburns or a ntoustache. 

Now what am I getting at? I seem to be comparing not cities as such, but office 
workers in cities; and instead of just beards and 1noustaches I seetn to be including 
all manner of facial hair. "Probably;" you're thinking, "she disapproves of the hairy 
style. Or maybe she's going to compare the styles in various offices. Or maybe she's 
surprised at the amount tolerated in professional firn1s." In any case, you ntutter 
sontething noncon1n1ittal in reply, and thus encouraged I go on to state: 

And of course facial hair has been a part of the London scene for years. 

"Ah," you think, "at last I see what she's getting at. She's trying to make the point that 
London is ahead of all the other cities," and you tell me so. Perfectly logical, but it's 
wrong; that's not what I was getting at at all. In fact, what I was getting at was this: 

You knmv, it's incredible to m.e the degree to which facial hair has becorne 
such an accepted part of business life. 

In Zurich. 
ln New York. 
And of course in London .. 

See how much more easily you can comprehend the group of ideas in the way I mean 
you to once the framework within which to judge the relationship between them has 
been given to you? The reader is always going to look for a structure connecting the 
ideas as they con1e to hi1n. To n1ake sure he finds the one you intended, you n1ust 
tell him in advance what it is-to make sure he knows what to look for. Otherwise 
he is likely either to see an unintended relationship, or worse, none at all, in which 
case you have both wasted your time. 

As an example of this latter situation, look at the main points of the opening 
paragraphs of an article on equal pay for wmnen: 

Granted equal pay, women could finish off worse than before-· i.e., there 
could be a wider rather than narrmver gap between average earnings of 
·women and men than today. 

Equal pay means either equal pay for the same job or equal pay for 
equal value of work (to the employer). 

Applying either interpretation means either 

Compelling entployers to act in their own self-interest, or 
Ending restrictive practices by male workers. 
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Here you are given five ideas between which the connecting relationship is unclear~ 
despite the fact that the author has "started at the top," as he sees it. Can you not feel 
your mind scrabbling about trying to find a relationship, coming to the conclusion 
that there is none, and giving up in disgust? The mental strain is simply too great. 

Alas, a reader, no n1atter how intelligent, has only a limited cU110ttnt of 1nental energy 
available. Some of it will be used up just recognizing and interpreting the words he 
reads, a further an1ount seeing the relationships between the ideas, and whatever is 
left comprehending their significance. 

You can economize his need to spend time on the first two activities by presenting 
the ideas so that they can be comprehended with the least possible mental effort. To 
sequence them instead so that the mind has to go backward and forward to make 
connections is sin1ply bad tnanners, and tnost readers react by refusing to do so. 

To sunltTtarize, a reader groups and sumtnarizes ideas as a n1atter of 
course in order to remember them. He comprehends ideas presented to him more 
readily if they are also grouped and summarized, and presented from the top down. 
All of this suggests that the clearest written documents will be those that consis­
tently present their information from the top down, in a pyramidal structure, even 
though the original thinking will have been done from the bottom up. 
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THINKING FROM THE BOTTOM UP 

t you are going to group and summarize all your information and 
present it in a top-down 1nanner, it would seetn your docun1ent would have to look 
something like the structure opposite. The boxes stand for the individual ideas you 
want to present, with your thinking having begun at the lowest level by forming 
sentences that you grouped logically into paragraphs. You then grouped the para­
graphs into sections, and the sections into the total memorandum represented by 
a single thought at the top. 

If you think for a 1110111ent about vvhat you actually do when you write, you can see 
that you develop your major ideas by thinking in this bottom-up manner. At the 
very lmvest level in the pyra.n1id, you group together sentences, each containing an 
individual idea, into paragraphs. 

Let us suppose you bring together six sentences into one paragraph. The reason you 
bring together those six sentences and no others will clearly be that you see a logical 
relationship between them. And that logical relationship will always be that they are 
all needed to explain or defend the single idea of the paragraph, which is effectively 
a sun1mary of then1. You would not for exan1ple, bring together five sentences on 
finance and one on tennis, because their relevance to each other would be difficult 
to express in a single sun1n1ary sentence. 

Stating this stun mary sentence n1oves you up one level of abstraction and allows you 
to think of the paragraph as containing one point rather than six. With this act of 
efficiency you now group together, say, three pamgraphs, each containing a single 
thought at a level of abstraction one step higher than that of the individual sentences. 

The reason you fonn a section out of these three paragraphs, and no others, is also 
that you see a logical relutionship behveen them. And the relationship is once again 
that they are all needed to explain or defend the single idea of the section, which 
again will be a sun1n1ary of the three ideas in the paragraphs below then1. 

Exactly the same thinking holds true in bringing the sections together to form the 
document. You have three sections grouped together (each of which has been built 
up from groups of paragraphs, which in turn have been built up fron1 groups of sen­
tences) because they are all needed to support the single idea of the memorandum, 
which in turn is a sumn1ary of then1. 

Since you will continue grouping and summarizing until you have no n1orc relation­
ships to make, it is clear that every document you write will always be structured to 
support only one single thought-·the one that sun1n1arizes your final set of group­
ings. This should be the n1ajor point you want to make, and all the ideas grouped 
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underneath-provided you have built the structure properly-will serve to explain 
or defend that point in ever greater detail. 

Exhibit! Ideas in writing should always fonn a pyranzid under a single thought 

,-~-- ---1 

I I /- ~r ",_j 

/ "--

KEY LINE 

l_ 

r1w~ 
!'\ ;~ -_- .. · 11 ..... 

cJc;lfj[j ilc_IJ ~][~] [1 1[~\J [1]il] [:Jo 

Fortunately, you can define in advance whether or not you have built the structure 
properly by checking to see whether your ideas relate to each other in a way that 
permits them to form pyramidal groups. Specifically they must obey three rules: 

1. Ideas at any level in the pyrantid ntust always be sun1n1aries 
of the ideas grouped below them. 

2. Ideas in each grouping must always be the same kind of idea. 

3. Ideas in each grouping ntust al-ways be logically ordered. 
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Let me explain why these rules "must always" apply: 

1. Ideas at any level in the pyrmnid 1nust always be summaries of the ideas grouped 
below then!. The first rule reflects the fact that the major activity you carry out in 
thinking and writing is that of abstracting to create a new idea out of the ideas 
grouped below. As we saw above, the point of a paragraph is a summary of its sen­
tences, just as the point of a section is a summary of the points of its paragraphs, etc. 

However, if you are going to be able to draw a point out of the grouped sentences or 
paragraphs, these groupings must have been properly formed in the first place. 
That's where rules 2 and 3 come in. 

2. Ideas in each grouping must always be the same kind of idea.lf what you want to do is 
raise your thinking only one level of abstraction above a grouping of ideas, then the 
ideas in the grouping must be logically the same. For example, you can logically cate­
gorize apples and pears one level up as fruits; you can similarly think of tables and 
chairs as furniture. But what if you wanted to group together apples and chairs? You 
cannot do so at the very next level of abstraction, since that is already taken by fruit 
and furniture. Thus, you would have to move to a much higher level and call them 

"things" or "inanimate objects," either of which is far too broad to indicate the logic 
of the grouping. 

In writing you want to state the idea directly implied by the logic of the grouping, 
which means that ideas in the grouping must all fall into the same logical category. 
Thus, if the first idea in a grouping is a reason for doing something, the other ideas 
in that grouping must also be reasons for doing the same thing. If the first idea is a 
step in a process, the rest of the ideas in the grouping must also be steps in the same 
process. If the first idea is a problem in the company, the others in the grouping 
must be related problems, and so on. 

A shortcut in checking your groupings is to be sure that you can clearly label the 
ideas with a plural noun. Thus, you will find that all the ideas in the grouping will 
turn out to be things like recomn1endations, or reasons, or problen1s, or changes to 
be made. There is no limitation on the kinds of ideas that may be grouped, but the 
ideas in each grouping must be of the same kind, able to be described by one plural 
noun. How you m.ake sure you get like kinds of ideas grouped together each ti111e is 
explained more fully in Part Two, Chapters 6 and Z 

3. Ideas in each grouping Jrutst always be logically ordered. That is, there must be 
a specific reason why the second idea con1es second, and cannot cmne first or 
third. How you determine proper order is explained in detail in Chapter 6, Imposing 
Logical Orda Essentially it says that there are only four possible logical ways in 
which to order a set of ideas: 

-Deductively (major premise, minor premise, conclusion) 

-Chronologically (first, second, third) 
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-Structurally (Boston, New York, Washington) 

- Con1paratively (first n1ost itnportant, second ntost intportant, etc.) 

The order you choose reflects the analytical process you used to form the grouping. 
If it was formed by reasoning deductively the ideas go in argument order; if by 
working out cause-and-effect relationships, in tin1e order; if by con1n1enting on an 
existing structure, the order dictated by the structure; and if by categorizing, order 
of itnportance. Since these four activities- reasoning deductively, working out 
cause-and-effect relationships, dividing a whole into its parts, and categorizing­
are the only analytical activities the mind can perform, these are the only orders it 
can in1pose. 

Essentially then, the key to clear writing is to slot your ideas into this 
pyramidal form and test them against the rules before you begin to write. If any of 
the rules is broken, it is an indication that there is a flaw in your thinking, or that the 
ideas have not been fully developed, or that they are not related in a way that will 
make their ntessagc instantly clear to the reader. You can then work on refining then1 
until they do obey the rules, thus eliminating the need for vast amounts of rewriting 
later on. 
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2 
THE 

SUBSTRUCTURES 
WITHIN 

THE 
PYRAMID 

As Chapter 1 explained, a clear piece of writing establishes a rigid set 
of relationships between its ideas, so that they will form a comprehensive pyramidal 
structure (see Exhibit 1). It then presents the ideas to the reader, starting at the top 
and working down each leg. 

Because of the specificity of the pyramid rules, if you know what your ideas are 
before you begin to write, you can relatively easily form them into a proper pyramid. 
Most people when they sit down to write, howevCJ; have only a hazy notion of their 
ideas (if that). Nor should they expect much more. You cannot know precisely what 
you think until you have been forced to symbolize it-either by saying it out loud 
or by writing it down-and even then the first statement of the idea is likely to be 
less precise than you can eventually make it. 

Consequently, you cannot hope just to sit down and start arranging your ideas into 
a pyramid. You have to discover them first. But the pyramid dictntes a set of 
substructures that can serve to speed the discovery process. These are: 

'' The vertical relationship between points and subpoints 
~! The horizontal relationship within a set of subpoints 
~~ The narrative flovv of the introduction. 

Let me explain the exact nature of these relationships and then, in Chapter 3, tell you 
hovv to use then1 to discover, sort, and arrange your ideas so that they will be clear, 
first to yourself and then to your reader. 



Exhibit 1 Ideas in writing should always form a pyramid under a single thought 
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----------·--------------

THE VERTICAL RELATIONSHIP 

Some of the most obvious facts in the world take years to work their 
way into people's minds. A good example is what happens when you read. Normal 
prose is written one-din1ensionally, in that it presents one sentence after another, 
more or less vertically down the page. But that vertical follow-on obscures the fact 
that the ideas occur at various levels of abstraction. Thus, any idea below the main 
point will always have both a vertical and a horizontal relationship to the other ideas 
in the docun1ent. 
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The vertical relationship serves marvelously to help capture the reader's attention. 
It permits you to set up a question/answer dialogue that will pull him with great 
interest through your reasoning. Why can we be so sure the reader will be inter­
ested? Because he will be forced to respond logically to your ideas. 

What you put into each box in the pyran1id structure is an idea. I define an idea as a 
staten1ent that raises a question in the reader's n1ind because you are telling hiln 
something he does not know. (Since people do not generally read to find out what 
they already know, it is fair to state that your primary purpose in communicating 
your thinking will always be to tell people what they do not know.) 

Making a statement to a reader that tells him something he does not know will 
automatically raise a logical question in his mind-for example, Why? or How? or 
Why do you say that? You as the writer are now obliged to answer that question 
horizontally on the line below. In your answer, however, you will still be telling the 
reader things he does not knmv, so you will raise further questions that 111ust again 
be answered on the line below. 

You will continue to write, raising and answering questions, until you reach a point 
at which you judge the reader will have no more logical questions. (The reader will 
not necessarily agree with a writer's reasoning when he's reached this point, but he 
will have followed it clearly; which is the best any writer can hope for.) The writer is 
now free to leave the first leg of the pyramid and go back up to the Key Line to con­
tinue answering the original question raised by the point in the top box. 

The way to ensure total reader attention, therefore, is to refrain from raising any 
questions in the reader's n1ind before you are ready to answer then1. Or frmn 
answering questions before you have raised then1. For exan1ple, any tin1e a docun1ent 
presents a section captioned "Our Assumptions" before it gives the major points, 
you can be sure the writer is answering questions the reader could not possibly have 
had an opportunity to raise. Consequently; the information will have to be repeated 
(or reread) at the relevant point in the dialogue. 

The pyramid structure almost magically forces you to present information only as 
the reader needs it. Let me take you through a couple of examples. Exhibit 2 displays 
a hun1orous onE:\ frmn an article by G. I<. Chesterton. I chose it because it will give 
you an idea of how the vertical question/answer technique works to hold the reader's 
attention without burdening you with the need to think about the horizontal logic of 
the content. 

Chesterton says that pigs should be kept as pets; the reader asks Why? Chesterton 
says, "For two reasons: First, they are extremely beautiful, and second, they could be 
bred to fascinating variations." 

Reader: What makes you say pigs are beautiful? 

Chesterton: They're beautiful because they're marvelously fat and they're 
typically English. 



Exhibit 2 The pyramid structure establishes a question/answer dialogue 

I Tl1ey "'_"beau ti~~~ 

How is 
fat 
bem1tifu/l 

Pr~:-~sen t 
lovely 
curves to 

Iu what 
J.oay? 

They are 
rnarvelously 
fat 

Create 
n1odesty 
in tlw 

the onlooker possessor 

Like the 
Ch<:lik 
dmvns 

Symbolizes 
that power 

Are is not 
linked 

~ incons1s-
to the tent with 
iand kindness 

Like the 
beech 
tl·ee 

How? 

.. 

They could be bred 
to fascinating vari<-Jtions 

In 
size 

So English 
they 
deserve to 
be the 
national 
symbol 

In J person-
alities 
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In 
func­
tions 

----·---------·------------

Reader: What's bc<~utiful about being fat? 

Cllesterto11: It presents lovely curves to the onlooker and it creates modesty 
in the possessor. 

Now at this point, while you clearly do not agree with Chesterton's argument, you 
can at least see what it is. It is clear to you why he says what he says, and there are no 
further questions required to reveal his reasoning. Consequently, he can n1ove on to 
the next leg of his argument-that pigs are beautiful because they are typically 
English. 

Reader: Why is typically English beautiful? 

Chesterton: Pigs are linked to the land; this link syntbolizes that pmver is 
not inconsistent with kindness; that attitude is so English and 
so beautiful that they deserve to be the national symbol. 
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Again, you n1ay have a certain prejudice against the sentitnent, but it is clear to you 
why he says what he says. And it is clear because the grouping of ideas sticks to 
doing its job of answering the question raised by the point above. The last section, 
about variations, enters the n1ind equally clearly. 

You can see this same technique at work in a piece of business writing (Exhibit 3). 
Here we have the structure of a 20-page memorandum recommending the purchase 
of a British Leyland franchise (several years ago, obviously). It is a good buy for three 
reasons, and underneath each reason is the answer to the further question raised in 
the reader's mind by making this point. The reasoning is so clearly stated that the 
reader is in a position to determine whether he disagrees with the writer's reasoning, 
and to raise logical questions concerning it. 

Exhibit 3 All docurnents slwrdd reflect the question/answer dialogue 

\!\I ill qrow faster L ... than t~~indusuy 

Wl1y? 

Larqfo~ 

rrlilrket 
share 

Purchase a L:nuc British 
l_eyland Franchise 

Why? 

Will have positive 
r inanc:ii-11 impact 

~-=------, 

I Will beeasv 1 

Ll __ to--ai-:Js-·o7r·l~l~----J 

To sun11narize, then, a great value of the pyran1id structure is that it 
forces visual recognition of the vertical question/answer relationship on you as you 
work out your thinking. Any point you make must raise a question in the reader's 
mind, which you must answer horizontally on the line below. 
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THE HORIZONTAL RELATIONSHIP 

In deciding what to say on the line belo;v, not only must the points you 
include answer the question raised by the point above, they must also answer it logi­
cally That is, they must present a clear inductive or deductive argument, one or the 
other, but not both at once. These are the only two types of logical relationship pos­
sible in a grouping. 

A deductive grouping presents an argu1nent in successive steps. That is, the first idea 
m.akes a staten1ent about a situation that exists in the world today. The second idea 
comments on the subject or the predicate of that statement, and the third idea states 
the implication of those two situations existing in the world at the same time. Thus, 
the grouping would have the following form: 

~! Men Z!re mortal. 

~: Socrates is <1 man. 
4' Therefore Socr<:~tes is mortaL 

To n1ove up a level of abstraction front a deductive grouping, you sun1111arize the 
argun1ent, with your sun1n1ary resting heavily on the final point: "Because Socrates 
is a n1an he is n1ortal." 

An inductive grouping, by contrast, will take a set of ideas that are related simply by 
virtue of the fact that you can describe them all by the same plural noun (reasons 
for, reasons against, steps, problems, etc.). The form of this argument would be: 

~~ French tanks are at the Polish border. 

~; Cennan tanks Me at the Polish border. 

( Russian tanks arc at the Polish borde1: 

To n1ove upward here, you draw an inference based on your assessn1ent of what is the 
san1c about the points-i.e., they are all warlike 1nove1nents against Poland. Thus, 
your inference would be something like "Foland is about to be invaded by tanks." 

If you choose to answer the question raised by an idea deductively, you know you 
must have an argument in which the second point comments on the subject or predi­
cate of the first, and the third point draws a "therefore" from the previous two. If 
you choose to answer inductively, you know the ideas in the grouping must be logi­
ctllly alike and can be designated by a plural noun. 
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Civen this knowledge, you could start to build your pyramid anywhere, with a single 
idea, adding the other ideas as they are den1anded-either up or down or sideways. 
But there is one more thing you need to know before you venture off to build a pyra­
mid of your own. And that is the beginning question to which your document must 
give the answer. You determine that by tracing the narrative flow of the introduction. 

THE INTRODUCTORY FLOW 

W saw earlier that the pyramid structure permits you to carry on 
a question/answer dialogue with your reader. This question/answer dialogue cannot 
be counted on to engage his interest unless the statement that starts it off is relevant 
to him. The only way you can be confident of its relevance is to make sure that it 
directly answers a question you have identified as already existing in his mind. 

I also said earlier that you write primarily to tell people what they don't know. But 
a reader wants to find out what he doesn't know only if he needs to do so. If he has 
no need, he will have no question, and vice versa. 

Thus, you make sure your document is of interest by directing it toward answering 
a question that already exists in the reader's mind, or that would exist if he thought 
for a minute about what is going on around him. The introduction identifies that 
question by tracing the history of its origin. 

Since this history will be in the form of a narrative of events, it should follow the 
classic narrative pattern of development. That is, it should begin by establishing for 
the reader the time and place of a Situation. In that Situation something will have 
occurred (known as the Complication) that caused him to raise (or would cause him 
to raise) the Question to which your document will give him the Answer. 

This classic pattern of story-telling-Situation, Complication, Question, Answer­
pern1its you to n1.ake sure that you and the reader are "standing in the same place" 
before you take him by the hand and lead him through your reasoning. It also gives 
you a clear focus for the point at the top of your document, and thus a means of 
judging that you are conveying the right n1.essage in the most direct way. 
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To illustrate, here is an introduction of the kind normally seen in business: 

The purpose of this nwmorandum. is to pull together some ideas for further reflection 
and discussion in such questions as: 

I. Cmnposition of the Board and its optinr.um size 

2. A conception of the broad roles of the Bomd and the Executive Committee, the 
specific responsibilities of each, and the relationship of one to the other 

3. Making the outside Board member an effective participant 

4. Some principles dealing with the selection of Board members and their tenure 

.5. Alternate ·ways for the company to get from INhere it is to where it vvants to be in 
Board and E"Xecutive Committee oper(ltions. 

Note how 111uch Inore easily you contprehend the n1en1orandun1's purpose and 
message when it is forced to fit the narrative n1old: 

The new organization installed in October places full authority and 
responsibility for running the day-to-day activities of the two divisions 
squarely on the shoulders of the managers of those divisions. This move frees 
the Board to deal entirely with the broad matters of policy and planning that 
are its exclusive responsibility. 

Howevet; the Board has for so long oriented itself to dealing ·with short-term 
operating problems that it is not presently in a position to focus its attention 
effectively on long-range strategy development. Consequent!)~ it must 
consider the changes needed to permit itself to do so. Specifically, we believe 
it should: 

~: Relinquish responsibility for day-to-day operating matters to the 
Executive Comn1ittcc 

r Broaden its cornposition to include outside members 

~I Establish policies and procedures to formalize internal operation. 

In summary, the introduction tells the reade1; in story form, what he already knows 
or could reasonably be expected to know about the subject you are discussing, and 
thus reminds him of the question he has to which he can expect the document to 
give hin1 an answer. The story sets forth the Situation within which a Cmnplication 
developed that triggered the Question to which your document will now give the 
Answer. Once you state the Answer (the point at the top of your pyramid), it will 
raise a new question in the reader's n1ind that you will answer on the line below. 

The existence of these three substructures-i.e., the vertical ques­
tion/ansvver dialogue, the horizontal deductive or inductive logic, and the narrative 
introductory flow-helps you discover the ideas you need to build a pyramid. 
Knowing the vertical relJtionship, you can determine the kind of message the ideas 
grouped below must convey (i.e., they must answer the question). Knowing the 
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horizontal relationship, you can judge that the ideas you bring together convey 
the message logically (i.e., form a proper inductive or deductive argument). And­
most important-knowing the reader's beginning question will ensure that all the 
ideas you do bring together are relevant (i.e., exist only because they help to answer 
that question). 

Naturally, you want to go about applying these insights in an orderly way, and that's 
what Chapter 3 will tell you how to do. 
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l,e problem you generally face as you sit down to write is that you 
know roughly what you want to write about, but not specifically what you want to 
say or how you want to say it. This sense of uncertainty persists despite knowing that 
the ideas you eventually put down, whatever they be, must end up forming a 
pyran1id. 

Nevertheless, there is a good deal you do know about your end product that you can 
build on. To begin with, you know that you will have a sentence at the top of the 
pyramid that will have a subject and a predicate. You also know that the subject of 
that sentence will be the subject of your document. 

In addition, you knGw that the sentence will serve as the answer to a question that 
already exists in the reader's 1nind. And that question will have arisen because of a 
situation (with which the reader is familiar) within which a complication developed 
(with which he is also familiar) that raised the question that caused you to need to 
write in the first place. You may even know roughly some of the points you want 
to n1ake. 

That is quite a bit to know. You can use this knowledge in building your pyramid 
either by starting at the top and working down, or by starting at the bottom 
and vvorking up. The first way is generally easier than the second, and so should 
be tried first. 
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THE TOP-DOWN APPROACH 

t is generally easier to start at the top and work down because 
you begin by thinking about the things that it is easiest for you to be sure of-your 
subject and the reader's knowledge of it, which you will remind him of in the 
introduction. 

You don't want simply to sit down and begin writing the opening paragraph of the 
introduction, however. Instead, you want to use the structure of the introductory 
flow to pull the right points out of your head, one at a time. To do so, I suggest you 
follow the procedure shown in Exhibit 4 and described below. 

I. Draw a box. This represents the box at the top of your pyramid. Write down in it 
the subject you are discussing, if you know it. If not, move on to step two. 

2. Decide the Question. Visualize your reader. To whom are you writing, and what 
question do you want to have answered in his mind about the Subject when you 
have finished writing? State the Question, if you know it, or go on to step four. 

3. Write down the AnsweJ; if you know it, or note that you can answer it. 

4. Identify the Sil'uation. Next you want to prove that you have the clearest statement 
of the Question and the Answer that you can formulate at this stage. To do that, you 
take the Subject, move up to the Situation, and make the first noncontroversial 

Exhibit 4 The elernents of the structure check each other 

~----------- ~ 0 ~ 

. r· ··~·l o 
I 1 3 , 

·- ... ~,···j Sub we t/f)rec! icn te j 

, ?r=T<;=">- . 
L TJ,isl 
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Fill in the top box 
1. What Subject ;1rc you cliscussiniJ? 
2. \Mwt Question an; you answering in 

the reader's mind about the SubJeCt"? 
3 What is the Answer') 

Match the Answer to the introduction 
4. What is the Sr tuationl 

5. What is the Complication 7 

2. Do ;he Ouest ion and J.\nswer still fol!ow? 

Find the key line 
6. Wh,Jt New Ouest ion is r·aised by trw Answer·"! 

7. Will you answer it ckcluctivo!y w inductively/ 

7. If inductively, wh;1:. is your plural noun? 

Structure the support points 
8 F1epeat tile quc..;tion/imswer process 

at this levei. 
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statement about it you can make. What is the first thing you can say about it to the 
reader that you know he will agree is true-either because he knows it, or because it 
is historically true and easily checked? 

5. Develop the Complication. Now you begin your question/answer dialogue with the 
reader. Ilnagine that he nods his head in agreen1ent and says, lfYes, I know that, so 
what?" This should lead you to think of what happened in that Situation to raise the 
reader's Question. Smnething went wrong, perhaps, son1e problen1 arose, or son1e 
logical discrepancy became apparent. What happened in the Situation to trigger the 
Question? 

6. Recheck the Question arzd Answez: The statement of the Complication should 
immediately raise the Question you have already written down. If it does not, then 
change it to the one it does raise. Or perhaps you have the wrong Complication, or 
the wrong Question, and 1nust think again. 

The purpose of the entire exercise is to make sure you know what Question it is you 
are trying to answer. Once you have the Question, everything else falls into place 
relatively easily. 

Let me demonstrate how your thinking would develop by using the technique to 
rewrite the memorandum shown in Exhibit 5, on the next page. It comes from the 
Accounting Department of a large soft drinks company in the United States. 

When the company's drivers deliver the product to a custome1: they send back to the 
Accounting Department a delivery ticket with a set of code numbers, the date, and 
the amount of the delivery. These delivery tickets are the basis of the billing system, 
which works something like this: 

FIVE WEEKS 

Process ~ 
delivery 
tickets 

Send IJo 
bill 

Receive IJo 
check 

Process 
Payment 

One of the company's customers, a hamburger emporium we'll call Big Chief, gets an 
awful lot of deliveries. For its own accounting purposes, it would like to keep daily 
track of how the bill is mounting up. It wants to know if it can't keep the delivery 
tickets along with each delivery, record them on a computer disk, calculate the total, 
and then send the disk and its check once a month to the headquarters office of the 
beverage company. In other words, it is proposing a system that would work like 
this: 

ONE DAY 

Receive disk._ 
and check 

Process 
Payment 

The head of the Accounting Department has been asked if the change would be fea­
sible, and has answered in his present n1en1orandun1 by saying essentially, "Here's 
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Exhibit 5 

lo 
horn 

Subject 

The points do not answer the question 

Mr. Robert S~11mon 

,John J. Jackson 

Big Chief Date: 

V\fe i•ave been requested to revie'N tho feasibility of processing Brg Chief's (Parent Numbt-:-r· 8306) N/J\ Delivt:Jry 
Tickets via disk into our f\lational ;\ccounts System. This processing is to be accomplished by Big Chid 1:1nd us 
on a prepayment basis. ·we have contpletecl our review of this request and our findings are as follows 

I. Our primary n;qtmement fm accepting any National Accounts data from an outside source is !!1at vve receive 
r·ecorc!s in a prescribed format: 

a. Pmen~ Number 

b Outlet Number 

c. Ticket Number 

d. Dollar amount of each ticl<et 

e. Delivery Date of each ticket 

if the Parent and Outlet Numbers are not av<.'l.ilabie from Big Chief. we 'Nili supply this information to them from our 
Customer Master file list. This information could then be incorporatecl into the E3!fJ Chief system ior future eaSfl in 
tile processing of ticket data 

2. Big Chief will produce an extract program that will be run against their file (A/PLiability) to extract a!l ticket 
information presently on that file_ The output file created by this program will be in a format Clcceptable to tiw [\J/A 
subsystem APNNO. Cash Receipt Advice {See Record Layout). This data. in the form of a clisl<. will then t)e sent 
to us for· balancing purposes and at the same time. Big Chief's checl<. accompanied t)V a detailed listin~; of the 
information on the disk (See Report Layout #I) will be sent to the National Accounts lock box 

The disk received by our Data Processing Department will be balanced according to our presuiboci procedures 
The final result of this balancin~J is tha! the dollar amount of the submitted check and the detail of the ciisk must 
'zero balance' {00) 

3 Upon completion tne bctlanced cas"1 drsk w111 oe processed 'hrough the [\Ja\1onal Accounts System .,. nrs "'' I 
produce a matct>up by t•cket nu·nber dqamst the N/A Uodc1ted Statement 1-listor y file and the product1or' or 
Natrona! Syruo t\ccount Blilrng Stalel'lents 

l_ ~~~-- ~~-- -~-~ -~ ~ ------
what we have found out about how the new system would work," without actually 
answering the question. 

Had you been he and used the technique in Exhibit 4, here's what would have 
happened: 

1. You would have drawn a box and said to yourself, "What Subject am I discussing?" 
(BC request for change) 

2. What Question am I answering in the reader's mind about the Subject?" (Is it a 
good idea?) 

3. What's the Answer? (Yes) 

4. Now let me check that that is really the Question and really the Answer by 
thinking through the introduction. To do that I take the Subject and move up to the 



Situation. The first sentence of the Situation must be a statement about the Subject. 
What is the first noncontroversial thing I can think of to say about the Subject­
something I know the reader will not question, but will accept as fact? (They have 
requested a change in the procedure.) 
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When you go to write the introduction out, you will of course in this paragraph 
explain the nature of the change, but for the purposes of vvorking out your thinking 
you need only get clear the essence of the point of the paragraph. 

5. Now you intagine the reader says, "Yes, I know that, so what?" This should lead 
you directly to a statement of the Cmnplication. (You asked me whether it makes 
sense.) 

The Question, as you've stated it, should now be the obvious next thing that would 
pop into the reader's mind (Does it make sense?). Since that's roughly what you've 
stated as your Question, you can see that both it and the Answer n1atch, so you havt~ 
checked that the point you are making is valid for the reader. 

6. Civen the staten1ent that the change does ntake sense, you can now n1ove dmvn to 
deterntine what New Question would be raised in the reader's ntind by your stating 
it to him. (Why?) 

7. The answer to any Why? question is always "Reasons," so you know that the points 
you need across the Key Line n1ust 01l be reasons. What n1ight your reasons be? 

Exhibit 6 

• It will give us the information vve need. 

'! It will incree1se our cash flcnv. 

~~ It will reduce our work load. 

The points do answer the question 
s 
c 
0 

~-------------

1 BC r:cquest for chtlllfW 

r 
~;/ ~~~J~ ve us ;JI I 
tht' rnfmrnation 
INP 1)~'('• I 

L._ .. ____ ·-··· 

in. biiiiii~J systr:m/rs 
qood icln;:1 
-·-· _____ j 

Will irKrE"~ilSe our 
U.lSh rlovv 

--- ------ __ j 

T!1cy rtXjLrestncl cht1r1qe 

You asked if it makes S(;nse 

\!Vii! reduce our 
work lo(ld l 

L __ , ____ j 
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8. After determining that in fact these points are the right points and in logical orde1; 
the next step is to move down and spell out what you need to say to support each 
one. In the case of so short a document, however, you can probably proceed to write 
without further structuring. The supporting ideas are likely to be easily available in 
your mind and will come to you as you get to each section to write it. 

As you can see, the technique forces a writer to draw from his mind only the infor­
mation that will be relevant to his reader's question. But in doing so, it has helped 
push his thinking to deal fully with the question, rather than only partially as in the 
original example. And of course, if he follows the top-down order of presenting the 
ideas in vvriting, the entire ntessage will be remarkably easy for the reader to absorb. 

THE BOTTOM-UP APPROACH 

bere may be frequent occasions when you find that your thinking is 
not fully enough developed to work out the top part of the pyramid. Perhaps you 
can't decide precisely what your Subject is, or the Question isn't clear to you, or you 
can't sort out what the reader does and doesn't know for sure. In such cases, sin1ply 
move down to the Key Line level. 

If you can think of any Key Line points, fine; but often you won't be able to. Do not 
despair. You can work out the ideas from the bottom up by following a 3-step 
process. 

l. List all the points you think you want to make. 
2. Work out the relationships between them. 
3. Draw conclusions. 

Again, let me demonstrate how this technique would work by using a document that 
needs rewriting (Exhibit 7). This is a memorandum written by a young consultant 
to his engagement m.anager after 2 ·weeks of working on his first assignn1ent. The 
client vvas a printing con1pany in England. 

I know nothing about the situation or the subject other than what is stated in the 
n1en1cHandum. We therefore have to treat the docuntent as a closed universe, with­
holding judgment on whether what he says is true or right. We just want to make 
what it says clear. 
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Exhibit 7 The reasoning rmnbles 

To: Date: 

from Subject: TTW 

F:ollowing is n sumrnar·y of the results of this last 2 vvceks' work. 

As we alr·c<Kiy kne'N composing costs are the rnost irnportont partir: alln(;w settinqs ranfJing fron1 tJO per·cent ir' 

Hardbacks to G0-55 percent "m Poperbacks. 

The n1ost imponant elements in composint:J costs Me: 

Machine cornposition 

Reading 

First proof and revise 

Make up 

Imposition and plutc layinq 

30-50% 

17-25% 

10-16% 

J0-20% 

10-15% 

A compar·ison INith PAR standards shows that TTW has a rr:latively !ow procluctivitv in compusin9. At th<; 

moment the composing estimators arc workin~1 on some specific examples I have ~JiV(-:n to them. 

t:very job in composing qoes throu~Jh the SiJme steps basically to ensure a hi9h lnvel of quillity. This may cxpbin 

PMtly why they <Jre considered uncornpetitive for composinq simple jobs. 

There is 01 good deal of interest in Aylesbury in findin9 out vvhat ore the facts behind their composing costs. I 

have spoken about it with Roy Walter, E3rian Thompson ilnd George K,;nnt!dy. Kennedy is willin~J to set up an 

experiment in order to find out. ( 1) if there ate any steps in the composing process that can be elirnirwted, 

particularly for certain jobs, and (2) what are the cm.rses be:hincl thr" apparent iow productivity. r.c., why do 

they rank belovv PAR. 

Cornposing is <:Jt thr: pmscnt moment overloaded. r\!lost of the jobs r·llrl br:hind schedule in the dt:partment. The 

pr·c;s(;nt undercapacity is porticul;;li"IY acute in hand con1position. TTVV is payinq lovver· waqcs than other printers 

in the area and it is becoming h2.1rd to get and retain compositors. 

/l.t the moment, they are faced with iJ new union demand. Also two compos1tors just left. 

The department has less people th<Jn bucl~wted Dnci their· overl.ime hours exceed bud9ct by more than~)() percent. 

CONCI._USIONS 

1. It seems feasible to reduce composin'] costs t1y. 

a Srmpllfylftg the process for cheap JObs 

b lncroasrng productivity by changing methods. 

2. In order to carry out the first one it would be necessmy to do some experiments on specific jobs. follow!ny 

them th1·ouqhout the whole process, and controliin~J the rnaru1nal effect on quaiity of changes 111 the number 

cmd tirnin!J of checks, unci the custonk:r\ reaction to thorn. The sewings involved could be up to 10 pcrcr:ni of 
total cornposin(l costs. 

The second way of reducing costs requires, IL1elieve ,dewiled mcr.hods study. TTW r<lflks .?.0-SO pf;rcer:t. iwlow 

F'1V~ 1n settin~J ;;1nd hancf cornposition ;;1nd it st;cms it wouid be possible to do better tl1an that. 

3. A cornpariSOil bc:twccn TTW and f3aird. Purrw!l CH W;:~wrlovv may th•·ovv sorne ligl1t on this. Gcor~J" Kcltnl~dy 

and f"·\oy Walter seemed to be very intcr·cstcd in cmn,'lll~l out the comparison. I h;we told thf!rn it may not tw 
wry rneaninqfui after <111. 

4 The nttitudes with rt;spect to comp0sing costs in Aylesbur·y CJre rnixecl. Gerry Calver·t feels t!li.Jt they arc 

ddinitely hi[Jh, Ccorge Kennedy ci<:Jirns th<lt them is no h;Hc! evidence that they an; and Hoy Walter r·ecogni;:es 

that for him thc~y im.~ a mystery. They c111 sc:em vr::ry wi!lin~; to irwesti~pte them. 
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STEP L List the points 

1-'ROBLEi\liS 

1. L.ow procluctiv;ty in composinq 

2. Senne steps for each job 

~( Uncorrlp<::tlt.IVC pr"!ces for s·HntJic jobs 

4. l3ehi~ld schedule; 

5. Paying !ower wa~JBS 

6. Slwnaqe of people 

1 H;gh overtime 

8. f3c!ow PAfi in scttinsJ and 
hcmd cornposi tion 

SOl.UTIONS 

1. Simpiifv the process fw 
cheap jobs 

7. Increase pl"oductivity by 
dl(Hl~J;GD ((1f!thods 

Go first to the recontntendations, since it is always easier to deterntine the validity of 
action ideas than of situation ideas (see Chapter 7, Sununnrizing Grouped Ideas). What 
is the relationship between simplifying the process and changing the methods? 
None; they both say the same thing, so there is nothing to be gained by analyzing 
these. 

We 111ove on to the proble1ns, and in looking at then1 a n1mnent, it becon1es apparent 
that there are son1e cau.se-and-effect relationships intplied here, which you ·want to 
lay out as visually as possible. 

STEP z, Work out the relationships 

(?) 
Hi;;i< 
costs 

pr,cc 

This analysis reveals two separate lines of reasoning, with the possibility that some 
points that should be made have been omitted. Now you're ready to draw some con­
clusions. Either he's saying that the costs are high because the productivity is low 
and the overtime is high, or he's saying that to cut the costs you have to simplify the 
n1ethods and raise the wages. 



STEP 3: Draw conclusions 

LO'N 

product:v:!y 

l~iirr:inatc 

steps 

h)r simpk; 
jOliS 
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V/i1f]OS 

To decide which, you want to think through the introduction. What does the original 
memo indicate the reader already knows? Apparently he knows that costs are impor­
tant, that TTW is uncompetitive in its pricing of simple jobs, and probably that 
nobody at TTW knows whether the costs are too high or not. In thilt case, your 
thinking might go something like this: 

1. Subject 

2. Question 

3. Answer 

4. Situation 

5. Cornplication 

Question (2) 
Answer (3) 

=composing roon1 costs. 

= me they too high? 

=yes. 

= contposing roon1 costs are the n1ost intportant 
elen1ent in total cost. 

= don't know if they are too high a proportion, 
but uncompetitiveness indicates they might be. 

= could they be cut? 
=yes. 

6. Nn.D Question= ho-w? 

7. Key Line =eliminate unnecessary steps in the composing 
process and raise ·wages to contpetitive levels. 

Exhibit 8 following shows these ideas in what might have been an ucceptable version 
of this nten1orandun1. You ntay not agree with the young consultant's reasoning, but 
at least it is presented so clearly that you the reader can determine whether you agree 
with it or find things to question ubout it. 

I have reprinted the memorandum in full here becuuse I Wilnt to demonstrate that the 
total introduction includes " stiltement of the Key Line points. With these included, 
the reuder can get your entire thinking in the first 30 seconds or so of reading. And 
since the rest of the document exists only to expluin or defend whilt you have 
already stated, he can be confident that no important points are going to jump up 
and surprise him later on. Consequently, he can scan if he has limited time available. 
Indeed, if your entire thinking is not clear to the reader in the first 30 seconds of 
reading, you should rewrite. 
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Exhibit 8 The conclusions are clear 

ro 
f~ (()tTl Subject· TTW 

I h;Jvt) :;pent ti1opast 2 weeks in Ayicsbur·y look in~) at costs in the Cornposin~J Room. As we alrcildy knew. 

·:~JiTlposrnn costs represent I10 percent of h<JrdbtKk costs. and 50-55 pcr·cent of paperbacks. TJ"\1\1 Jor~s not know 
' .. vhether tiwse costs arc too hi\Jh, but the comp;H\Y i~; considt·;red uncompet<tive for simple jobs. 

Our· preliminary investi~Jation indicates that C(Jmposing costs could probably be cut considerably by· 

,] f~liminatin\) unnecessary steps rr1 tilC composing pr·occss 

,I liaising wages to competitive ~evels. 

ELIMINATING STEPS 
TTVV rJnks 20-50 nercent below PAFi swndards in sr;tting and h;;1nd composition. A look at conwosing methods 

silo'lvs that <~very JOb CJoes throuoh basicaliy the sarne steps to ensure high qu;Jiity, whether it is a Bib!c or a 

thnilcr. This may explain Pilrtly why they are considered uncompetitive. 

I h;wr. discusscci these f"1ndings with nov Waiter, f3rian Thompson, Dnd George Kennedy. Kennedy is wd!irl\J 

to set uP an experinwnt to it:ilr"n (1) whethi:;r <lilY steps in the pr"occss can be climinatwJ, pwticui.;Jrly for simple 

jobs, ancJ (21 the causes of the low PAR st(lnding. 

Hn~Jinn!n~t ~:ext week Wt) wiil foi!O'N a few s1rnple jobs through the process, control! inn the rn<Jrqirwl effect on 

quoiity of changes in th<: number cmd \irping of checks, clfld u;st the customer's reaction to them. The sMin~JS 

:nvolvt~d cou!d be up to 10 pernmt of totai cornposin\J costs. We will also carry out a detailed methods study 

to uv to close UH') PAR Q<.lp. 

RAISING WAGES 
TTVV PilYS lower Wil~JCS than other pfinters in the area, and is find inn it difficult to w·:t and I"E-)!Din compositors. 

Tv•1o compositors just quit, ieavin9 the dep<lrtmr.nt with fewr;;r peopie th;lr"l budgetec!. As il result, most jobs 

:1m runnin~1 behind schedule. and ovcr·tirnc hours excc~ed budgt~( by more th<ln 50 perc:r.nt. 

The company presently faces a rww union cicmand, which may force them in .o hiohcr waw:s. If so, the)y 

shoulcl be abie to hire appropriate peop!e and eliminate the overtime chor·gc;s. 

In addition, the headings serve to highlight the major points of the structure so that 
the reader can quickly find the detailed discussion of any point. This is particularly 
helpful if the document is a lengthy one. To this end, you want to take some care in 
the way you word the headings (see Chapter 10, Reflecting the Pyrarnid on the Page), 
n1aking sure to state then1 so that they reflect ideas rather than categories. Never 
have a heading called "Findings," for example, or "Conclusions." Such headings have 
no scanning value. 

Finally, a word about writing style. You will note that the original TTW memoran­
dum and its rewritten version differ very little in the way in which the language is 
used or the sentences worded. The clarity of the second document comes from the 
pyramidal ordering of the ideas, rather than from any refinement of writing style. 
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CAVEATS FOR BEGINNERS 

l:e existence of the pyramid rules enables you to start with an idea 
anywhere in the pyramid and discover all the others. Essentially, though, you will 
either be working from the top down or from the bottom up. I have tried to tell you 
exactly what to do in a general way, but the possibilities are endless, so that ques­
tions are inevitable. Following are the answers to some of the most commonly asked 
questions from beginning users of the pyramid. 

t Always try top down first. The minute you express an idea in writing, it tends to 
take on the most extraordinary beauty. It appears to have been chiseled in gold, 
making you reluctant to revise it if necessary. Consequently, try not to begin by just 
dictating the whole document "to get it all down," on the assumption that you can 
figure out the structure more easily afterwards. The chances are you'll love it once 
you see it typed, no matter how disjointed the thinking really is. 

2. Use the Situation as the starting point for thinking through the introduction. Once you 
know what you want to say in the bulk of the introduction-Situation, Complication, 
Question, and Answer-you can place these elen1ents in any order you like as you 
write, depending on the effect you want to create. The order you choose affects the 
tone of the document, and you will no doubt want to vary it for different kinds of 
documents. Nevertheless, begin your thinking with the Situation, since you're more 
likely to be able to identify the correct Complication and Question following 
that order. 

3. Don't omit to think through the introduction. Very often you'll sit down to write and 
have the main point fully stated in your head, so that the Question that triggered it 
is obvious. The tendency then is to jump directly down to the Key Line and begin 
answering the New Question raised by the statement of the main point. Don't be 
tempted. In most cases, you will find that you end up structuring information that 
properly belongs in the Situation or Complication, and therefore forcing yourself 
into a complicated and unwieldy deductive argument. Sort out the introductory 
information first, leaving yourself free to concentrate solely on ideas at the lower 
levels. 

4. Always put historical chronology in the introduction. You cannot tell the reader 
"what happened" in the body of the document, in an effort to let him know the facts. 
The body can contain only ideas (i.e., state1nents that raise a quesbon in the reader's 
rnind because they present hint with new thinking) and ideas can relate to each 
other only logically. This means that you can talk about events only if you are 
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spelling out cause-and-effect relationships, since these had to be discovered through 
analysis. Simple historical occurrences do not exist as the result of logical thought, 
and therefore cannot be included as ideas. 

5. Lindt the introduction to what the reader will agree is true. The introduction is meant 
to tell the reader only what he already knows. SmnetiiTtes, of course, you won't know 
whether he actually knows something; at other times, you may be certain that indeed 
he does not know it. If the point being made can be easily checked by an objective 
observer and dee1ned to be a true staten1ent, then your reader can be presum.ed to 

"know" it in the sense that he will not question its truth. 

At the same time, be careful not to include in the introduction anything that the 
reader does not know. Including information that he does not know will cause you 
to distort his Question. And of course, conversely; do not include in the pyramid 
structure any information that the reader does know. Using information he does 
know to answer a lower level question implies that you have left important in lonna­
lion out of the introduction, which if known would lead the reader to ask a different 
Question. 

6. Given a choice, use induction rather than deduction to fonnulate the argwnent on the 
Key Line level. This point is discussed more fully in Chapter 5, Deductiou and Induc­
tion: The Difference. You will find that inductive reasoning at the Key Line level is 
easier for a reader to absorb than deductive because it requires less effort to conlpre­
hencl. The tendency is to want to present your thinking in the order in which you 
developed it, which is generally a deductive process. But that you developed your 
ideas in that order does not n1ean you need to present thent that way. In n1ost cases 
you can present deductively developed ideas in an inductive form. 

Suppose you want to tell someone to buy a warehouse, and you support the recom­
mendation with the following deductive argument. 

--;=] Buy the 
Pacific Avenue 
warehouse __ 
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Here the third point does not raise a question. And assun1ing your order of vvriting 
is to state first the top point and then the Key Line points, you do not need the third 
point to n1.ake the tnessage clear. This is an overstructured argun1ent, and signals 
that the inductive forn1 \-vould 1nore efficiently cmnntunicate your message. 

lliSO~~-
corner 

L_ ____ _ 

Buy the Pacific Avenue 
warehouse because it 
meets our criteria 

It is larger 

L tllan5000 

_s_c_1u_a_m_._ft ___ ~ 

~~ 

It is un~·lejr 
$10 a 
square foot 

L__ 
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proof device of this sort is the lure of an unfinished story. For example, suppose I say 
to you: 

"Two Irishmen n-u:t on a /Jridge at tniduight in a strange city . 

I have your interest actively engaged for the moment, despite whatever else you may 
have been thinking about before you read the words. I have riveted your mind to a 
specific time and place, and I can effectively control where it goes by focusing it on 
what the two Irishmen said or did, releasing it only when I give the punch line. 

That's what you want to do in an introduction. You want to build on the reader's 
interest in the subject by telling him a story about it. Every good story has a begin­
ning, a ntiddle, and an end. That is, it establishes a situation, introduces a complica­
tion, and offers a resolution. The resolution will always be your major point, since 
you always write either to resolve a problen1 or to answer a question already in the 
reader's 1nind. 

But the story has also got to be a "good" story for the reader. If you have any children 
you know that the best stories in the whole world are the ones they already know. 
Consequently if you want to tell the reader a really good story you tell him one he 
already knows or could reasonably be expected to know if he's at all well informed. 

Psychologically speaking, of course, this approach enables you to tell him things 
with which you know he will agree, prior to your telling him things with which he 
ntay disagree. Easy reading of agreeable points is apt to render hi1n ntore receptive 
to your ideas than confused plodding through a morass of detaiL 

Where Do You Start the Situation? 

You begin writing the Situation by making a statement about the subject with which 
you know the reader will agree, because you are telling him something that he 
knows to be, or will accept as, true. If you find you don't want to begin by making a 
statement about the subject, then either you have the wrong subject, or you're start­
ing in the wrong place to discuss it. 

When you can readily identify the reader by name, as in a letter or memorandum, 
determining where to start is usually fairly straightforward. You start at the point 
where you can make a self-sufficient and noncontroversial statetnent about the sub­
ject-self-sufficient in the sense that no previous statement is needed to make the 
precise tneaning of this one clear, and noncontroversial in the sense that you can 
expect the reader automatically to understand it and agree to it. 

If you are writing a report for wide circulation, however, or a ntagazine article or a 
book, the job is not so much to remind the reader of the question as to plant one. 
Here getting started is a bit more difficult. But you can assume that your readers are 
moderately well informed, and present an explanation of what is already generally 
accepted knowledge on the subject. 
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My rule of thumb is if the information is of the nature to have appeared in Business 
Week or Fortune, you can assume that it will be accepted as true by your readership. 
Once they see nwterial arranged in a narrative fonn, and often in a way they had not 
thought about it before, they will be inspired to ask the question you wish to 
address. 

The key characteristic of all opening Situation sentences is that they anchor you in a 
specific time and place, and thus establish the base for a story to come. Here are 
some typical opening sentences: 

~' Energoinvest is considering the possibility of exporting alumina front its 
Mostar pbnt to Ziar in Czechoslovakia. (Memorandun1) 

~: Every major health service is beset by increasing pressure on already scarce 
resources-and the Irish Health St:~rvice is no exception. (Report) 

I! For the first 2.5 million years of the archeological record, the only artifacts 
left by man vvere strictly utilitarian: stone tools (Magazine article) 

~· Like other people, m.anagers in today's business ·world are products of 
their own culture (Book) 

The general response to such statements is for readers to nod their heads and say; 
"Yes, I'm sure that's true, but so what?" Or to put it more politely, "Why are you 
telling me this?" This response gives you the opening to insert the Complication. 

What's a Complication? 

The Complication of the introduction is not a complication in the "problem" sense of 
the word, although it may frequently be a problem. It is the Complication in the 
story you are telling, and thus creates the tension that triggers the Question. 

Using the previously established truth about the subject as its starting point, the 
Complication goes on to tell what happened next in the story that inevitably leads to 
a Question. "What happened next" is usually a variation on one of the possibilities 
shown in Exhibit "10. 

Exhibit lO Most docwnents nnswer one of four questions 

Situation 
(Established truth 
about the subject) 

Have a task to 
perform 

Have a problem 

Have a problem 

Took an action 

Complication 
(What happened next to tri~JQer 
the question) 

Something stops us from performing 
that task 

Know the solution 

A solution has been suggested 

Action didn't work 

Question 

What should we do? 

How do we implement 
the solution? 

Is it the right solution? 

Why not? 
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Exhibit 11 shows an example of each type of structure, all drawn from Henry Strage's 
Milestones in Managernent, an anthology of literature that has helped to shape man­
agement thinking over the last 30 years.* As you read them, you might want to note 
the ntany variations there can be in style as one tries to bring to life the story 
reflected in the bare bones of the S-C-Q structure. 

Exhibit II Introductions reflect a story structure 

RISK ANALYSIS IN CAPITAL INVESTMENT 

Of all the decisions that business executives must make, none is more 
challenging----and none has received more attention· -than choosing 
among alternat'1ve capital ·Investment opportunities. What makes th'1s 
kirKI of decision so demanding, o~ course, is not the problem of 
projecting return on investment under any given set of assumptions. 
Tile difficulty is in the assun1ptions and in their impact 

Each assumption involves its own degree --often a high degree-­
of uncertainty: and. taken to9ether. these combined uncertainties 
can multiply into a total uncertainty of critical proportions. This is 
wl1ere the element of risk enters, and it is in the evaluation of risk that 
the executive t1as been able to get little help from currently available 
tools and techniques. 

There is a way to help the executive sharpen key capital investment 
ciecisions by providing him or l1er witll a realistic measurement of the 
risks involved Armed \Nith this gauge, which evaluates the risk at each 
possible level of return, he or she is then in a position to measure 
more knowledgeably altern~ltive courses ol action against corporate 
objectives. 

Davie! B. Hert%, Harvard Business Review 
january- -Fetxuary !964 and September---October 1979 

ONE MORE TIME: HOW DO YOU MOTIVATE EMPLOYEES? 

How many articles, books, speeches, and workshops have pleacJed 
plaintively, "How do I get an employE-:e to clo what I want him to do?" 

T11e psychology of motivation is tremendously complex, and what 
has been unraveled with any degree of assurance is small indeed 
But the dismal mtio of lmowicdge to speculation has not dampened 
the enthusiasm for new lorms of snake oil that are constantly coming 
on the market, many of them with academic testimonials. 

Doubtless H1is article 'Nill have no depress·lng impact on the market 
for snake oil, but since the ideas expressed in it have been tested in 
many corporations and other organizations. it 'Niil help --1 hope 
to redress the imbalance in the aforementioned ratio. 

i'mcierick Herzberg. /-larva ref Business Revievv 
,January--h:bru8ry 196tl 

S Need to choose anumg 
alternative capital 
investment opporttlllities 

C ;;;: Do not know how to 
evalllate risk of uncertainty 

Q"" Is tlzere a realistic way to 
measure risks involved? 

A;;;: Yes 

S = Want to get employees to take 
specific actions 

C = Need to apply psychotosy of 
motivation 

Q"'"' I low do we do that? 
;\ :::: Apply the ideas in this article 

*Strage, Henry A., McKinsey & Company, lvlilcstones in Management, An Essential Reader. (Blackwell 
Publishers: London) 1992 



MARKETING MYOPIA 

Every major industry was once a growth industry. But some that are 
now riding a wave of growth enthusiasm are very mucll in the shadow 
of decline. Others which are thought of as seasoned growth industries 
have actually stopped growing. In every case the reason growth is 
threatened. slowed. or stopped is not because the market is satu­
rated It is because there has been a failure of management. 

Theodore Levitt. 1-/arvard Business Review 
July .. · August 1960 and Septen1ber-October 1975 

MANAGING OUR WAY TO ECONOMIC DECLINE 

During the past several years American business llas experienced 
a marked deterioration of competitive vigor and a growing unease 
about its overall economic well-being. This decline in both healtll and 
confidence has been attributed by economists and business leac!ers 
to such factors as the rapacity of OPEC, ddiciencies in 90vernment 
tax and monetary policies, and the proliferation of regulation. We find 
these explanations inac!equate. 

They clo not explain, for example. why the rate of productivity 
growth in America has declined both absolutely and relative to that in 
Europe and Japan. Nor do they explain why in many high-technology 
as well as mature industries America has lost its leadership position 
Although a host of readily named forces,"'·government regulation, 
inflation, monetary policy, tax laws, labor costs and constraints. fear 
of a capital shortage, the price of imported oil-have taken their toll 
on American business, pressures of this sort affect the economic 
climate abroad just as they do here. 

A German executive, for example. will not be convinced by these 
explanations. Germany imports 95% of its oil (we import 50%), its 
government's share of gross domestic product is at)out 37% (ours 
is about 30%), and wor·kcrs must be consulted on rnost major 
decisions. Yet Germany's rate of productivity growth has actually 
increasecl since 1970 and recently rose to more than lour times ours. 
In France the situation is similar. yet today that country's productivity 
growth in manufacturing (despite current crises in steel and textiles) 
more than triples ours. No modern industrial nation is immune to the 
problems and pressures besetting U.S. business. Why, then, do we 
frnd a c!isproportionate loss of competitive vigor by U.S. companies? 

Robert H. Hayes 8nd William J. 1-\bemathy 
rtarvard Business Review, Ju!y .. -1-\ugust 1980 

S oo: Many major industries have 
stopped growing or are 
threatened with decline 
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C "" Assumptio11 is that growth is 
threatened because the market 
is saturated 

Q = Is that a correct assumption? 
A :c: No, there has been a failure 

of ma11agement 

S American lmsiness has 
experienced marked 
rleteriomtio11 

C = Problems faced are the same 
as France and Ccmllll!lf, 
but U.S. decline is worSe 

Q"" Why? 
A= Mmwgers do not focus 011 

long~tenn tecluwlogical 
competitiveness 
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Why that order? 

The situation-con1plication-solution forn1 of the introduction is essential. !-Iovvever, 
the order of the parts can be varied to reflect the tone you want to establish in the 
docun1ent. Follm·ving is a basic structure rewritten in four different orders. Note how 
the tone changes slightly in each of these examples. 

BASIC STRUCTURE 

S = Divcrs~fiwtion nwk lias increased :J(Yk in Jlll5f 5 year . ., 

C = Cannot dcJIIonstratc :::is,n~ficanf benefit to the client from any 
of our ·work 

Q = (flow ensure that dhN:rsification studies do l)ring s('<n~{icanf 
benefits to our cfients?) 

A= Set up n Finn Dcvelopnrcnf Project to study the problem 

SIAN OA 1\D: sit uat ion-complicn t ioll-soli If icm 

In recent years, the Finn h«s billed dozens of clients large amounts of money for diversification vvork. 
However, as yet no one in the London Office can claim. the m.agnum of chompagne iW<lilable to the 
first consultant vvho can demonstrate an acquisition or rncrger by a client that \vould not have 
happened without our efforts. Since our diversification work has increased by 40 percent in the past 
5 years, the tirne is ripe for a Firm Development Project to determine how we can ensure that 
diversifie<:1tion studies do bring signific<1nt benefits to the clients \Ve serve. 

This rnemorandurn outlines the major issues and hypotheses that should be resolved and tested 
during the project. 

[)[ 1\ECT: sol ut i01 1-si t 1 w t ion-cmnplica t ion 

Our first priority for a Finn Development Project should be one directed tmvard improving our 
ability to help clients diversify. In the London Office alone, our work in helping clients find <-lcquisition 
and rnergcr candidates has increased by 40 percent over the past 5 years. Yet we cannot point to a 
single acquisition or m.erger that \VOtdd not have happened \-vithout our efforts. 

CONCERNED: con!plication .. ··sifltl1fion·,-sollttion 

"[() rny knowledge, no one in the London Office has yet conducted a single diversification study for 
a client that has yielded demonstrable results beyond what he could have done for himself. This 
situation is startling, since our practice in this area over the past 5 years has grown by 40 percent. 
\Ve cannot in conscience go on cl1<Uging clients for \vork that docs not yield significant benefits and 
maintain our high reputation. I suggest, therefore, that we conduct a FinYt Development Project to 
determine how we can make diversification studies an area of our practice that is proven to bring 
significant benefit to clients. 

;\CCRESSlVE: qucstiOII-Sifuation ·COIJip!icatiOII 

I Tow can we nwke sure that diversific<ttion studies remain a significant ilrea of our \Vork? These 
studies now constitute 40 percent of our practice, but there arc fevv situations in \Vhich we can point 
to having done ntorc for the client tiMn he could have done hirnself. We run the very real risk of 
losing momentum in this area unless we take steps to begin adding v<tluc. 

,fb this end, l suggest we immediately set up a Firm Devdopmcnt Project to determine hmv we can 
upgrade our skills in this area of our practice and make it one that consistently brings significant 
benefit to clients. 
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What About the Key line? 

The Key Line not only gives the answer to the new Question raised by the statement 
of your Main Point, it also indicates the plan of the document. If it is a lengthy docu­
ment, therefore, you will want to set the points out in the middle of the page as 
shown in Exhibit 12. You can then put a heading to represent the first point, and start 
writing (see Chapter 10, Reflecting the Pyramid on the !'age). 

Exhibit 12 

Set out the 
Key Line points 
at the beginning 

Title of the document 

Situation 

Complication (Question) 

Main point 

[ II F1rst Key l_nle j)01nt 

i 11 l __ _ 

[~~.~--·--r~-~;cl Key Lw:e pom:. J 
First heading 

Setting the points out enables the reader to get your entire thinking in the first 
30 seconds or so of reading. Since anything that follows will serve only to explain or 
defend these points, you have courteously put the reader in the position of being 
able to determine whether he needs to go on or is ready to accept your conclusions 
as they stand. In any case, he now knovvs what to expect and can read with a greater 
sense of ease that there vvill be no unpleasant surprises. 

If the docuntent is a short one, with only a paragraph or two to support each section, 
you do not of course want to set out the points and then repeat then1 in headings. In 
such cases, use the points as topic sentences to your paragraphs and underline then1 
so that they jtnnp out at the reader. 



42 

Remember that the Key Line points should be expressed as ideas. It is not sufficient, 
for example, to write an introduction like the following: 

This memorandum describes the project te<1m approach to identifying and 
achieving signific<1nt profit improvements. It is organized in six sections as 
follows: 

~ Background 

~1 Principles of project team approach 

~~ What project work is 

~! How the program is organized 

~~ Unique benefits and specific results 

~! Prerequisites for success. 

Here the setout of the points is useless in the sense of conveying the message of the 
document to the reader. It simply forces on the reader a string of words that he can't 
put into perspective. It is excess baggage that wastes his time and delays his 
understanding. 

As a rule of thumb, you never want to have a section labeled "Background" or 
"Introduction" because the information it contains will not be on the same level of 
abstraction as the other points that follow. And in listing subjects rather than ideas, 
there is a danger that the ideas assumed to be behind the subjects will probably not 
form a clear argument, either inductive or deductive. 

In the exmnple above, one suspects that the ideas in the various sections are indeed 
badly jumbled as they stand. For example, the "Unique benefits and specific results" 
should probably be discussed under the "Principles of project team approach," and 
the "Prerequisites for success" probably belong under "How the program is orga­
nized." Never write about categories, only about ideas. 

How Long a Story? 

How long should an introduction be? Ilow long should a man's legs be? (Long enough 
to reach the ground.) The introduction should be long enough to ensure that you 
and the reader are "standing in the same place" before you take him by the hand 
and lead him through your reasoning. 

Generally this means two or three paragraphs, arranged as previously shown in 
Exhibit 12. The Situation and the Complication can each be as long as three or four 
paragraphs, but never more than that. (How much more can it take to remind some­
one of what he already knows?) Indeed, if you find yourself littering the introduction 
with exhibits, you can be sure that you are overstating the obvious. 

By contrast, the introduction can also be as short as a sentence: "In your letter of 
january 15 you asked me whether ... " The closer you are in your everyday dealings 
to the person to whom you are writing, the shorter the introduction can get. But it 
n1ust always say enough to ren1ind the reader of his Question. 
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These examples demonstrate that the length of an introduction is not necessarily 
related to the length of the writing to follow. Rather, it is related to the needs of the 
reader. What does he have to be told not only to comprehend fully the significance 
of your main point, but also to want to read on to learn how you arrived at it? 

If you are beginning to think that it might be difficult to write a good introduction, 
you're right. More botches are made of introductions than of any other part of a docu­
ment. However, by reading enough examples you should get a sense of when an 
introduction sounds "right," and keep working at yours until they do. 

!.ETTER 

In his article "Japanese Businessmen: The Yen Is Mightier Than the Sword," James Sterba credits the 
Sony Corporation with leading the way in commercial exploitation of the transistor while the inventor, 
Bell Telephone Laboratories, "didn't know what to do vvith it except sell it to the Pentagon." 

The statement is neither descriptive truth nor objective metaphor. Bell Laboratories knew vvlwt to do 
with the transistor before the device ·was invented. 

NEWSPA l'EI~ EDITORIAL 

The Nixon Administration has launched a phony attack on the television networks, and the networks 
have responded with a bogus defense. Uninstructed people, as a result, have the impression that 
freedorn. and liberty are under serious fire in this country. 

In fact the issue is what kind of society we want to shape through television. It is a question of 
whether we want a self-indulgent society with anarchic tendencies, or a society of tighter common 
bonds including a touch of elitist culture. 

MAGAZINE ARTIClE· 

Product m.anagers have taken well-earned bows for the success of many outstanding companies. They 
have received-and they deserve-the credit for steering n1.any well-known products to m.arket-share 
leadership and high profitability in the face of today's intense, competitive scramble. In m.any large, 
complex multiproduct corporations, the product manager has provided the vigorous product-by­
product leadership that the top executives of a smaller, more tightly knit company give to its one basic 
product line. 

It com.es as no surprise, then, to find a recent survey disclosing that three out of four companies in its 
sample are using this organizational concept. What is surprising, hovvevet~ is the current surge of 
dissatisfaction with the way product managers and the product m.anager concept are vvorking out. 

Do these con1plaints-and their number is increasing-lead to the conclusion that the product 
manager concept itself is not practical? Certainly not, for the many instances where it is still working 
well dem.onstrate that it is not only a sound concept, but in many ways an indispensable one. It is 
b(~cause of the soundness of the concept that it works in so many cases. INhere it fails, the fault, almost 
invariablY- lies in how managetTtent has gone about applying-or misapplying-a basically sound 
management tool. 

INTERNAL. MEMORANDUM 

As you knovv,. the Procedures Department maintains a Procedures Manual covering those activities 
where nonconfonTtity of action would be detrimental to the company From time to time these 
procedures need to be updated, either because new procedures have been developed or because old 

*B. Charles Ames, Harvard Business Review, November-December 1963 
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ones have been revised. 1() ensure cornpatibility, we should each follow the approach outlined below 
in entering a procedure into the Manual. 

1\EPO/\T 

Continental Life has long been a recognized leoder in the life insurance industry. The fifth largest 
stock company in terms of assets, it has been able to maintain a pattern of continued growth in 
premit.1n1 income over the past decade in the face of increasing competitive pressures. However, the 
company's historic m<trketing environment is undergoing significant change that is having a major 
impact on its position: buyer interest is shifting frorn industrial to ordirwry insurance, methods of 
payment arc changing hom debit collection to premiwn notice, and cotnpctition is becotning much 
stronger <tnd more broadly based. 

Management clearly recognizes that its Field organization suffers from chronic operating problems that 
stand in the way of improving perfonnance. It also recognizes that organization and managen1ent 
problents in the Home Office keep it from supplying the leadership and guidance to the Field 
necessary to deal ·with these problems. Thus, it has appropriately recognized that it \-Vould be short­
sighted to attempt to correct the problems in the field without having first strengthened the Home 
Office organization structure and management process. This report spells out how to ochieve 
that objective. 

ESSAY" 

The world has been slow to realize th<tt we are living this yeor 0930) in the shadow of one of the 
greatest economic catostrophes of modern histor)~ But now that the man in the street has become 
a'~Nare of what is happening, he, not knowing the why and the \Vherdore, is as full today of what may 
prove excessive fears as, previously, when the trouble was first coming on, he ·was lacking in ·whc1t 
would have been a reasonable anxiety. 

He begins to doubt the future. Is he now awakening from 11 pleosant dream to face the darkness of 
facts? Or dropping off into a nightmare vvhich \viii pass away? He need not be doubtful. The other 
was not a dream: this is a nightmare, ·which ·will pass away vvith the morning. 

For the resources of nature and men's devices arc just as fertile and productive as they were. The rate of 
our progress toward solving the material problems of life is not less rapid. VVc are as capable as before 
of affording for everyone <l high standard of life-high, {mean, compared with, say, 20 years ago---and 
will soon learn to afford a standard higher still. 

We were not previously deceived. But today ·we have involved ourselves in a colossal muddle, having 
blundered in the control of a delicate machine, the working of which we do not understand. The 
result is that our possibilities of wealth may run to waste for a time-perhaps for <-1 long time. 

x·J.M. Keynes, Essays in Persuasion (The Royal Economic Society, 1972). 

BOOK' 

In the second century of the Christian Em, the empire of Rome comprehended the fairest part of earth, 
and the most civilized portion of mankind. T'he frontiers of tlMt extensive monarchy were guarded 
by ancient rcno1vn c1nd disciplined valour. 

The gentle, but powerful, influence of laws mtd manners lwd gradually cemented the union of the 
provinces. Their peaceful inhabitants enjoyed and c1buscd the advantage of wealth and luxury. The 
irnage of free constitution \Vas preserved with decent reverence. The Roman Senate appeared to 
possess the sovereign authority, and devolved on the emperors all the executive powers of government. 

:(· Echvard Cibbon, Decline and f-'tlfl of /he l\onulll El!lpire. 
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During a happy period of more than fourscore years, the public administration was conducted by the 
virtue and abilities of Ncrva, Trajan, Hadrian, and the two Antonines. It is the design of this and of 
the two succeeding ch<1pters to describe the prosperous condition of their empire; and Clfterwards, 
from the death of Marcus Antoni nus, to deduce the rnost important circumstances of its decline and 
fall: a revolution vvhich ·will ever be remernbered, and is still felt by the nations of the earth. 

LONG-TERM PUBLISHING PROJECT' 

A 

Weekly Review 
0 F THE 

Aflairs of FRANCE: 
Purg'd from the Errors and Partiality of Newf 

Writers and Petlj-Statefmen, of all Sides. 

~aturba:r, Feb. '9· 1704. 

The INTRODUCTION. 

T H l S Paper is thP. Foundation of a very large and ure .. 
fnl Defiga, which, if it meet with fuitable Encob~ 
ragemeat, PermijJi1 Suptriomm, rtlay contribute to 

Setting the Affairs of E11rope in a Clearer Light, and to pre~ 
vent the Yarious uncertain AccourJts, and the Partial Refle8i .. 
om of our Strcet-Scriblcrs, who Daily ana Monthly Amure 
Mankiod with Stories of Great Vi[torics when we arc Beacea, 
Miracles when we Conquer, and a Multitude of Unaccouatable 
aotllncon:ifrcnt Stories, which have at leafr this Effett, That 
People ar~ pofl(;fl: with wrong Notio~ of Things, and Na· 
tions \Vbccdled to believe Nonfenfe and ContradiAion. 

Do I Need to Introduce the Key line Points? 

;.C.M. Trevelyan, 
[1/ustmtcd E11glish 
Social f--listory: Volume 
nzrec: The Eighteenth 
Century, Pelicm Books, 
London, 1964. 

Each of the Key Line points should also be introduced, following roughly the same 
S-C-Q process that you used to write the initial introduction, although much more 
briefly. That is, you again want to tell your reader a brief story that will ensure he is 
standing in the smne place you are as he asks the question raised by stating each 
Key Line point. 
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To illustrate, look at Exhibit 13, which shows the structure of a paper on 
"Management Tools for the Nineties". 

Exhibit 13 Key Line points also need introductions 

S =Total Quality Management was the !Jot 
management tool of the 80s. Used to cut 
cost/improve quality of products/services. 
thereby achieve competitive advanta()e. 
higher profits. 

C = Most major companies have now adopted 
some form of TOM, but have not always 
seen expected benefits follow. Leaders 
somehow still holding/gaining market 
share, being highly profitable. 

0 = Why? Wllat are the leaders doing better? 

----~ 

Use Benchmarking 
to judge the comparative 
efficiency/effectiveness 
of their processes for 
delivery of products 
or services 

Leaders are adding Benchmarking 1 

and Activity-Based Management 
to their TOM tool kit 

Apply ABM to judge 
the real cost of offering 
each product or service 

The initial introduction has the form: 

Focus TOM techniques 
on those processes that 
will make a difference 
to the business 

--·--~~·- ----~ 

s The belief is that using X tool will give you Y 

C Are using X, but others getting Y 

Q = Why are others getting Y? 

A Using A + B + X 

The answer leads directly to the new question, "How does using those things get 
to Y (competitive advantage, higher profits)?" and to Key Line points that say that 
leading companies: 



~~ Use Benchmarking to judge the cornparative efficiency/effectiveness of their 
products or services 

~~ Apply Activity-Based Management to judge the real cost of offering each 
product or service 

11 Focus TQM techniques on those processes that will make a difference to 
the business. 

47 

The question under each point is "How does that work?", and the plural noun is 
"steps". However, you cannot simply begin writing by stating each point and then 
supporting it. You need to mark its place on the page with a heading that reflects the 
essence of the point to follow; and then introduce the point. Thus you would not say: 

BENCHMARKING 
Leaders use benchmarking to judge the comparative efficiency and 
effectiveness of their processes for delivering products or services. 
lo do so, they: 

~~ Measure efficiency of key processes 

~! Compare performance against competitors 

~~ Identify underlying reasons for differences. 

Rather, you want to use a heading that reflects more clearly the essence of the point. 
And you want to lead up to the point by reviewing for the reader what he already 
knows about the subject (benchmarking), and how a question would have arisen to 
which this point is the answer. For example: 

BENCHMARKING PROCESS EFFICIENCY 

S Suppose you have put in TQM and cut loan application processing 
time from 2 days to 2 hours. 

C Are likely to assmTte such a big reduction is enough for competitive 
advantage 

Q Is il enough? 

A You can't teli until you cornpare yourself with the competition. 

Introductions for the other Key Line points follow the same pattern. 

DETERMINING REAL COS1;S 

S "" Let's say you have now fully benchmarked yourself and become the 
best, so that everybody measures himself «gainst you 

C Have every right to be proud, provided the actual return from 
offering the product/service is worth the real cost to produce/supply it 

Q How do you determine that what you are the best at is worth doing? 

A Analyze costs by activity rather than by function (Activity~Based 
Management) 
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ADJUSTING TQM TECHNIQUES 

S = Have now gone out and benchmarked, applied ABM. I<no'~..v 

where your processes are weak compared to com.petition, which 
products/services are really costly or vvondcrfully profitable 

C Time now to st<~rt tightening up those processes 

Q Is this where we use TQM? 

A Yes, but nO\'-' will be using TQM activities primarily on those 
processes that will make a significant difference to the business 

The difference between the initial and subsequent introductions lies in where the 
reader happens to be standing as he reads each. At the time of the initial introduc­
tion, you write to remind him what he knows about the subject of the paper (current 
management techniques). At the first Key Line point you write to remind him why 
this subject is relevant to the overall point. At the other Key Line points, you write to 
show him how the about-to-be-discussed subject is relevant to the one previously 
discussed. 

In other words, you make yourself aware of what has immediately been put into the 
reader's head, and thus (given his vantage point) what else he needs to be told to 
elicit the question to which your next point is the answer. 

To emphasize the theory behind writing good introductions: 

1.. Introductions are meant to renzind rather than to infornz. This means that nothing 
should be included that would have to be proved to the reader for him to accept the 
statement of your points·-i.e., no exhibits. 

2. The introduction should always co uta in the three elernents of a story. These are the 
Situation, the Complication, and the Solution. And in longer documents you 
will want to add an explanation of what is to cmne. The first three elen1ents need not 
always be placed in classic narrative order, but they do always need to be included, 
and they should be woven into story form. 

3. The Length of the introduction depends on the needs of the reader and the denzands of 
the subject. Thus, there is scope to include whatever is necessary for full understand­
ing: history or background of the problem, outline of your involvement in it, any 
earlier investigations you or others have n1ade and their conclusions, definitions of 
tern1s, and statements of ad1nission. All these iten1s can and should be woven into 
the story however. 

What must be apparent by now from these examples is that the pivot on which your 
entire document depends is the beginning Question, of which there is always only 
one to a document. If you have two questions, they must be related: "Should we enter 
the market, and if so, how?" is really "l-ImN should we enter the market?" since if the 
answer to the first part is no, the second part does not arise. And if the answer to the 
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first part is yes, that becomes the point at the top of the pyramid, raising the question 
"How?" which gets answered on the Key Line. 

On occasion you will not be able to determine the question easily just by thinking 
through the introduction. In that case, look at the material you intend to include in 
the body. Whenever you have a set of points you want to tnake, you want to n1ake 
them because you think the reader should know them. Why should he know them? 
Only because they answer a question. Why would that question have arisen? 
Because of his situation. So that by working backward you can invent a plausible 
introduction to give your question a logical provenance. 

SOME COMMON PATTERNS 

As time goes on and you find yourself thinking through the introduc­
tions to a variety of docun1ents, you will notice son1c con1n1on patterns begin to 
cn1erge, and note that you generally tend to ·write to answer only one of four 
questions. 

I. What should we do7 

2. How should we/will we/did we do it? 
3. Should we do it? 
4. Why did it happen? 

The overwhelnting nun1ber of docun1ents are vvritten to tell people vvhat action to 
take in various situations. Indeed, it is rare that people want to knovv why smnething 
happened \Vithout at the san1e time knm"-'ing what action to take about it, except 
perhaps vvhen reporting findings in the early stages of an analysis. 

Which patterns become common for you will, of course, depend on the business you 
are in. But let me explain the four patterns I have seen repeated n1ost often in 
business: 

J. Civing direction (What should we do? or How should we do it?) 
2. Seeking approval to spend money (Should we do it?) 
3. Explaining "How to" (How should we do it?) 
4. Choosing among alternatives (What should we do?) 
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Giving Direction 

A directive must be the most common kind of business memorandum written any­
where in the world-reflecting a situation in which you write to ask or tell someone 
else to do something. In this case, you will be planting the question in the reader's 
mind rather than reminding him of it. 

To illustrate, suppose you are holding a meeting for your field salesmen, at which you 
are planning to teach them how to present a new technique for organizing shelf 
space in chain grocery stores. However, in order to do so effectively you need some 
inforn1ation fron1 each on a particular problen1 chain in his local area. How would 
you structure the introduction? Very much in this manner: 

S ~ At the field sales meeting we want to teach you how to 
present the new Space Management Program 

C :::: To do so, we need infonnation on a problen1 chain in 
your area 

Q ~ (How do I give you the information?) 

Or, to put it as starkly as possible: 

S ~ We want to do X 

C ~ Need you to do Y 

Q How do we do Y? 

In this case the question would be implied rather than stated, since the flow of the 
writing would not require it to be spelled out. Nevertheless, you should absolutely 
spell it out for yourself before you begin to write. Otherwise, you run the danger of 
not being sure of your question. 

Exhibit 14 Directives plant the question for the reader 

l
r··-~~elect a suitabl(-:··-~--l 

chain by July 11 _j 
-~~-

£-hrw? 

Prepare a profile 
of a problem chain 

r·~-~~~lect necessary L data by August 10 

------~~-------

S = 'vVe want to teach you to 
give a presentation 

C = Neecl information on a 
problem chain from each 
region 

0 = HO'N do I give you the 
information? 

Organize and ret~nn 
data by August ·15 

---·---~~-
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In this example, the question is "How?" Whenever the question is "How?" the 
ansvver is invariably "steps," so that you would end up with a structure son1ething 
like that shown in Exhibit 14. Note also that the Complication and the Answer are 
roughly reversals of each other, since the Answer is the effect of carrying out the 
actions, which of course would solve the problem. 

To try another example, suppose you have a procedures manual that various people 
in the company update or add to, and you want to make sure they all do it in the 
san1e way: 

S = We have a manual covering activities where nonconformity of 
action would be detrimental. From time to time it needs 
updating. 

C = To ensure compatibility, it is important to follow the same 
procedure. 

Q = (What is the procedure?) 

And again you have another question that would be implied rather than stated in 
writing. To show the pattern starkly: 

s = You do X 

c = Must do in Y way 

Q = What is Y way? 

Seeking Approval to Spend Money 

Another very common memorandum type is one requesting approval to spend 
money. For those the reader's Question is always "Should I approve the request?", 
and here again the Question would be implied rather than stated 

Requests for funds tend to be structured roughly as follows: 

S We have a problem 

C We have a solution that will cost$ ___ _ 

Q = (Should I approve?) 

Or, to put meat on it: 

S = As you know; work in our department has increased by 20% 
a year for each of the last 4 years. Nevertheless, in line with 
headquarters policy, we have kept the head count to just 14 
people. The result has been overtime and week end work, plus 
a growing backlog. 

C = The backlog has now reached 22 weeks, which the field is 
finding unacceptable, and we have no further scope for adding 
hours. Research has indicated that we can both cut the backlog 
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and reduce the need for overtime working by installing 
an IBM at a cost of $ __ _ 

Q (Should I approve?) 

A = We urge your approval of this request. 

In supporting a request for approval, there tend to be three, sometimes four, 
standard reasons used to defend the expenditure: 

You should approve this request because: 

~~ Resolution of the problen1 cannot wait 

~i This action will solve the problem (or this is the best way to 
solve the problem, if there are alternatives available) 

li The cost will be more than offset by the projected savings 
(or some other form of financial justification) 

~~ There are other goodies we can get. 

The first point allows you to describe the problem in full detail, while the second 
point allows you to do the same for the solution. The third point covers normal 
financial analysis. 

As for the fourth point, the facts do not always support this final statement, which 
might say something like, "It will create new opportunities for service". But if they 
do, you want to include them. In other words, you would not take the action for this 
reason, but as long as you are planning the action, you might as well point out this 
additional advantage. 

Here, in rough concept, is how the pyramid would look. 

S "' We have a problem 

C == We have a solution that will cost $ -··----

0 :::: Should I approve? ~
pprovc the 
pending of this 
oncy 

,-~-·--[~~]-_ --------..._____==--···-
1 Wr> Th1s action Th 1. . 1 1 There are other 
1 ~~~ mu,st will solve 8 lnancla 8 ~ goodies vve get 

L<ov~·-·--- the problem· look~~-------~---~-.__) if we ~:~-~~~--'s----~----· 

·or ··This is tho b0St of the available alternatives· 
if alternatives were exEJminocl 
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Explaining "How to" 

Frequently, particularly in consulting, you write because someone has a problem 
and you are telling him how to solve it. The Key Line structure of any "how to" 
docun1ent is 11Steps," as shown below: 

0 =How? 

iv1ust do X 

I-lcrw? 

r- Step i Step 2 

However, the introductory structure varies slightly depending on whether you are 
telling the reader how to do something he has not done before or whether you are 
telling him how to do properly what he is already doing. The memorandum on The 
Role of the Board shown on page 19 in Chapter 2 is an example of the first type: 

S Must do X activity 
C Not set up to do so 
Q How do we get set up? 

By contrast, suppose you have a company whose market forecasting system gives 
inaccurate forecasts, and they want you to tell the1n how to n1ake it give accurate 
ones. The structure is always: 

S = Your present system is X 
C It doesn't work properly 
Q How change to make it work properly? 

The trick here is to begin your thinking by literally laying out the present process as 
they do it now. (See Exhibit 15 on the next page.) Then lay out the process as you 
think it should be done. The differences between the first structure and the second 
tell you what the steps on your Key Line must be. 

Let me emphasize the importance of making the two processes visible to yourself 
before you begin to write. You may assume that you know precisely what they are, 
having been working on them for so long. But unless you lay them out and compare 
then1, the chances of leaving son1ething i1nportant out are very great. 

I have seen so many examples of incomplete thinking in this area that I make a spe­
cial point of mentioning it here, and explaining it in more detail in Appendix B, 
Examples of Introductory Structures. Indeed, we had an example in the Big Chief 
memo in Chapter 3, page 23. 
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Exhibit l5 Differences in the processes dictate Key Line points 

Present Process 

JULY JULY 

1 
2 3 

Adjust in 
Make 
market 
forecast 

Make 6-month 
~ Master Schedule --~o- monthly meeting 

Recommmded Process 

JULY 

1 
Make 
trend 
forecast 

Reconzmended Structure 

Establisll inventory 
target levels to 
guide scheduling 

L__ _______ _j 

SEPTEMBER 

2 
Set policies 
for inventory 
levels 

3 
Make 
firm market 

.............__ forecast 

}

4 
Make 
6month 
Master 
Schedule 

[-~o forecasting 
later in year 

Delay making 
Master Schedule 
until September 

Choosing Among Alternatives 

5 
Have 
expert adjust 6 
before monthly Fine tune 

__ ,. meeting --~> in meeting 

[

Use formal process 
o decide monthly 

revisions 

Frequently managers ask their subordinates to analyze a problem and come up with 
a solution, adding 'And let me see your alternatives." Strictly speaking, as you will 
see in Chapter 8 when we discuss problem definition, there is no such thing as an 
alternative solution to a problem, provided the problem has been properly defined. 
Either what you recommend will solve the problem or it will not, and in that sense 
there are no alternatives. 

What the manager actually means is 11Give me an idea of the different things we 
could try if you cannot devise a solution that totally solves the problem as we have 
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defined it." Thus the only time you should have to write a memo that deals with 
genuine alternatives is when they are known by the reader in advance, probably 
because they have been under discussion in the company. In that case the intro­
duction is very easy to structure: 

S = We want to do X 

C We have alternative ways of doing it 

Q Which one makes the most sense? 

Or to put meat on it: 

S = As you know, the recent ruling that a 5c105 HP motor is the 
most efficient for drilling oil in cold temperatures has led our 
largest customer to announce that he will switch from using 
our 10 HI' motor to our competitor's 7'% HP model. 

C -- We have three possible responses: 
-Cut the price of our 10 HI' motor to that of our 7 1h HI' 
- Reengineer the 7lf, HP to make it match the 7:Y• l-IP 
-Purpose-design a 5-105 HP 

Q = Which one makes the most sense? 

Once you select an alternative, you generally have two ways in which you can struc­
ture the Key Line to answer why that alternative is better than the others, depending 
on what your analysis tells you. The best and easiest way to do it, if you can, is to 
structure it around the criteria you used to make the judgment: 

Select C 

It is fa~~ 
than/-~ [~t is cheaper J 

than A orB 
"-~·------

L
-
It is easier 
~:~implement 

The trouble, of course, is that C is not always better than A or B on all three criteria. 
In that case, you can only present your arguntent by m.aking a statement about each 
altentative: 

A is no good 
because, 

Bisno-~ 
beca~~ 
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In other words, you state the n1ajor reason you selected C, and the tnajor reason you 
dropped both A and B. 

By contrast, you can run into a situation where none of the alternatives will give you 
what you vvant; or, if there were no alternatives known in advance, no action you can 
recommend will give you everything you want to achieve with your solution. In 
those cases the Question is either still "Which?" or "What should we do?" and the 
ansvver would be: 

······~--
Choose A 
if w~1at you vvant 
1s steady sales 

It depends on w~:~ 
you decide you want 

Choose 8 
if 'Nhat you want 
is quick profits 

r- ~~oose ~-- ---------~1 

1 if wf1at you want j 
1s l~lbor pec1ce 

---

Note that even here you are not structuring around "alternative ways to solve the 
problem," but rather around "alternative objectives," which is quite a different thing. 
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SOME COMMON PATTERNS- CONSULTING 

Consulting documents differ from normal business documents in that 
they arc longer and they are written mainly to inspire action. Thus, whether the docu­
ment is a n1en1orandun1, report, presentation, or proposat a consultant is usually 
answering only the first three of the four questions cited in Exhibit 10. I explain how 
to think about consulting documents in great detail in Chapters 8 and 9, Defining 
the Problem and Structuring the Analysis of the Problem. Here I want to touch briefly 
on the m_ost conunon: 

" Letters of Proposal 
~i Progress Reviews 

Letters of Proposal 

These documents are the lifeblood of consulting, and have thus had a good deal of 
thought lavished on them over the years by consulting firms. Most firms follow this 
approach: 

S You have a problem (1 or 2 sentence description of 
the problem) 

C You have decided to bring in an outsider to solve it 

Q = (Are you the outsider we should hire to solve it?) 

The Answer to the implied Question is always "yes," of course, generally followed 
by a 4-part structure: 

1. We understand the problem 
2. We have a sound approach for solving it 
3. We have enormous experience in applying that approach 
4. Our business arrangen1ents n1ake sense 

In putting words on the introductory structure, you tend to imply the Complication 
and the Question, so that it might read something like this: 

\Ne were delighted to meet with you to discuss the problem you arc having 
in determining the best 1..vay to tackle the automotive aftermarket, in the face 
of conflicting points of vielov within the company. This document outlines 
our proposal for helping you sort through these alternatives and develop 
a str<~tegy that will permit you to gain" sizable share in a short time. 

This way of structuring a proposal is generally used for new clients, where the 
consultant vvants to devote considerable attention to explaining the problen1 in 
such a way that his obvious expertise in the nrea becon1es apparent to the reader. 
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In situations where the client is well known or the proposal is merely a formality, you 
will probably find it cleaner to put the description of the problem in the introduction, 
as I explain more fully in Chapter 8, Defining the Problem. 

S ~ You have a problem (3-4 paragraph explanation) 

C You want consulting help to solve it 

Q How will you go about helping us solve our problem? 

In this case the rest of the document is structured around the approach the consul­
tant will take to solving the problem, on the theory that it is on the basis of the 
approach that the client will make his decision to hire. (Although alas that is not 
always the case.) This structure encourages the writer to weave the examples of his 
experience in with the explanation of how and why he plans to take the particular 
approach he is describing. The business arrangements are generally placed in a cov­
ering letter. 

Progress Reviews 

Progress Reviews are usually the forn1al conununications one schedules with a client 
or a superior at the end of each phase of a project, often leading up to a final report. 
After the first one, the structure is always the same. 

The first one will say something like this: 

S We have been working on X problem 

C We told you that step one in the analysis would be to 
determine whether Y is the case. We have now done that. 

Q ~ What did you find? 

Once this presentation has been nwde, the recipient will have a particular reaction. 
Perhaps he vvill ask you to investigate an anon1aly you have uncovered in your work, 
or he may approve what you've done and tell you to move on to phase two. At the 
time of your next progress review, then, you might say something like this: 

S ~ In our last progress review we told you that you had a 
capacity problem 

C = You said you thought this would not be a problem long 
because you believed your competition was shortly going out 
of business. You asked us to investigate ·whether that were 
indeed the case. We have now con1pleted our investigation. 

Q ~ (What did you find?) 

A We found that you will still have a capacity problem, 
only worse. 



Or to put it in skeletal form: 

S We told you X 

C ::::: You asked us to investigate Y which vve have done 

Q = What did you find? 

(You will find real life examples of introductions to consulting documents in 
Appendix B, Examples of Introductory Structures.) 
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I hope this discussion of opening introductions has made you think 
that it is important to devote sufficient thought to ensuring that you write a good 
introduction. For as you can gather from the examples, a good introduction does 
more than simply gain and hold the reader's interest. It influences his perceptions. 

The narrative flow lends a feeling of plausibility to the writer's particular interpreta­
tion of the situation, which by its nature must be a biased selection of the relevant 
facts. This feeling of plausibility constricts the reader's ability to interpret the situa­
tion differently, in nmch the sante vvay that a triallmvyer's opening staten1ent seeks 
to give the jury a framework in which to receive the evidence to come. 

The story flow also gives a sense of inevitable rightness to the logic of the writer's 
conclusion, making the reader less inclined to argue with the thinking that follows. 
And throughout, it establishes the writer's attitude to the reader as a considerate one 
of wanting him clearly to understand the situation-to see behind the story to the 
reality it represents. 



60 

5 
DE­

DUCTION 
AND 

INDUCTION: 
THE DIFFERENCE 

As we have demonstrated, clear writing results from a clear exposition 
of the exact relationships between a group of ideas on the same subject. Properly 
organized, these ideas will always form a pyramid, with the various levels of 
abstraction established and related under a single thought. 

Ideas in the pyra1nid relate in three ways-up, down, and sideways. An idea above a 
grouping su1nn1arizes the ideas beloV\~ while these ideas in turn explain or defend 
the point above. At the sante tinte, the ideas in the grouping ntarch sideways in 
logical order. What constitutes logical order differs depending on whether the pyra­
mided group was formed deductively or inductively. 

These two forms of reasoning are the only patterns available for establishing logical 
relationships between ideas. Consequently, an understanding of how they differ and 
what their rules are is essential to being able to sort out your thinking and express 
it clearly in writing. 

Briefly, the difference is as shown in Exhibit 16. Deduction presents a line of reason­
ing that leads to a "therefore" conclusion, and the point above is a sun1n1ary of that 
line of reasoning, resting heavily on the final point. Induction defines a group of 
facts or ideas to be the sante kind of thing, and then ntakes a statetnent (or inference) 
about that sameness. The deductive points derive from each other; the inductive 
points do not. 
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These differences are really quite enorn1ous, as the next two sections will detnon­
strate. But once you have digested them, you should have little difficulty in recogniz­
ing or sorting out either fonTt of reasoning, or in choosing the one that appropriately 
pern1its you to say clearly ·what you n1ean. 

Exhibit 16 Deduction differs fronl induction 

I fly because 
I am a bird 

~~ Thereforelfly 

Jnducrive reasoning 

[ ~olan~1s about 
to be invaded 
by tanks 

French tanks 
are at the Pol ish 
border 

German tanks 
are at the Polish 
border 

DEDUCTIVE REASONING 

Deductive reasoning appears to be the pattern the mind generally 
prefers to use in n1ost of its thinking, possibly because it is easier to construct than 
inductive reasoning. In any case, it is usually the pattern one follows in problen1 
solving, and therefore the one people attetTtpt to follow in cmninunicating their 
thinking. But while it is a useful way to think, it is a ponderous way to write, as 
I shall hope to show. 
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How It Works 

First, let's understand what deductive reasoning is. It is usually described as taking 
the forn1 of a syllogis1n-an argun1ent in which a conclusion is inferred fron1 tvvo 
pren1ises, one n1ajor and one n1inor. r find these tern1s confusing in explaining how 
deductive reasoning works in writing, and so I will not use then1 again. 

Instead, think of a deductive argument as needing to do three things: 

Exhibit 17 

•r Make a staten1ent about a situation that exists in the world. 

~r 1\!Iake another staten1ent about a related situation that exists in 
the world at the same time. The second statement relates to the 
first if it comments on either its subject or its predicate. 

~~ State the implication of these two situations existing in the world 
at the smne tin1e. 

Deductive points derive from each other 

1:~--::r~·····-~··J······· . Therefore 
Socrates IS a man S t . 

1 1 L ocra es 1s n1or a 

~-- -··----

The union monopoly --l-­
over manpower 
stops production 
ancl distribution 

Therefore 
the unions should be 
controlled by the 
n1onopolies law 

J ........... ·-·--··--·-----"""' 

these three criteria vvill ~ Company A . --·~ Therefore 
i\ny company that meets ... ] ;} -· ---] 

be worth buying ___ _.)~ meets all ~~~:-cnteria Company A is w~:~: .. ~--~~~~~·······--
Volume increases 
c1s a result of doing 
four things vvell 

makes it impossible 
ior you to clo any of 
these things wei! [
~:~~~;osent structure 

...... , __ ,.. ., _ ..... ~~__j 

Most corporations harbor 
both growing and mature 
businesses 

Therefore J 
you shoulcl correct 

your present structure·----·-·· 

Thus the mature 
businesses can serve 
as ttte basic source 
of cash for corporate 
growth 
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Exhibit 17 shows several deductive arguments, each of which can be seen to do 
precisely these three things. And in each case the point at the top should roughly 
summarize the ideas grouped below, resting heavily on the final point. Thus, 

"Because Socrates is a nwn he is mortal," or "Since the unions behave as a n1onopoly, 
they should be controlled by the monopolies law," or "If you want to increase your 
volume, you must change your present structure," and so forth. 

These are examples of deductive arguments in which each step of the reasoning has 
been included. But sometimes you will find yourself wanting to skip a step and 
chain two or more deductive arguments together, since to put in every step would 
take too long and sound pedantic. This chaining of arguments is perfectly permissi­
ble, provided that your reader is likely to grasp and agree with the missing steps. 

Exhibit 18 Deductive argwnents can be chained 

[
··---·--· 

The supply of used 
newspaper in Southern 
California is adequate to 
meet demancJ there novv 
and in the future 

----~--··-·-··-------·-----·--·--·--- .. 

Continued selling of used newspaper 
to Asian countries coulcl aggravate 
the already short supply of newsprint 
in Southern California 

Hovvever, Southern 
California sales to Asian 
countries have caused 
a severe shortage that 
will persist 

·-·-·--l 
This shortage of raw 
material will aggravate 
the alr·eady short supply I 
of newsprint in I 
Southern California ..... 

L-··-··----··--

Exhibit 18 gives an example of a chained deductive argument that should probably 
go something like this: 

-·· We produce enough used newspaper to rneet our own demand. 

- But vve hJve sold the product to other countries. 

- Therefore we have a shortage. 

- A shortage of used newsp<~per causes a shortage of nev,'sprint. 

- We hcwc i1 shortage of used newspaper. 

- Therefore we lwve a shortage of newsprint. 

You can see how tedious this 21rgu1nent would be to read if you put in every step, and 
in general that is n1y tnajor con1plaint about the use of deductive arguments in writ­
ing. They are tedious, primarily because they make a mystery story out of what 
should be a straightforward point. 
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When to Use it 

This slow-moving approach leads me to urge that, on the Key Line level, you try 
to avoid using a deductive argun1ent, and strive instead always to present your 
n1essage inductively. Why? Because it is easier on the reader. 

Let's look at what you force the reader to do when you ask him to absorb a deduc­
tively organized report. Suppose you wish to tell him that he must change in some 
way. Your argument would look something like this: 

[ 
Here's what is 

~going wrong 

/ 
AI Bl C1 

Why? 

To absorb your reasoning, the reader must first take in and hold the A-B-C:s of what is 
going wrong. I agree this is not a difficult task, but then you ask him to take the first 
A of what is going wrong, bring it over and relate it to the second A of what is caus­
ing it, and then hold that in his head while you make the same match for the Bs and 
C:s. Next you ask him to repeat the process, this time tying the first A of what is 
going \Vrong to the second A of what is causing it, and hauling the whole cart load to 
hitch to the third A of what to do about it. And the same with the Bs and C:s. 

Not only do you make the reader wait a very long time to find out what he should do 
Monday n1orning, you also force him to reenact your entire problen1-solving process 
before he receives his re\vard. It is aln1ost as if you're saying to him, "l worked 
extren1ely hard to get this ans\VCl~ and I'1n going to n1ake sure you know it." Huw 
n1uch easier on everybody were you simply to present the sante ntessage inductive!}": 

1 c3 

X 
lll 82 C1 C2 

1---Iere, instead of answering the "Why?" question first and the "How?" question sec­
ond, you sin1ply reverse the orde1: And now, while you n1ay indeed have deductive 
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argutnents at the lower levels, still you have answered the reader's n1ajor question 
directly, with clear fences in your thinking between subject areas, and all informa­
tion on each subject in one place. 

But isn't deductive reasoning stronger and tighter than inductive, people usually ask 
1ne. Not at all. It is all the sante reasoning; we are only discussing how to lay it out 
on the page. 

To explain it another way, at the end of the problen1-solving process you will have 
con1e up ·with a set of ideas that can be sorted onto a H.econ1n1.endation Worksheet 
like that shown in Exhibit l9. The worksheet permits you to visualize the fact that 
you have gathered findings that led you to draw conclusions from which you deter­
nLined reconnnendations. 

Exhibit 19 Problen1 analysis is always deductive 

I FINDIN~S ----~CONCLUSIONS _-_-_-_-_---,---R-E_C_O_M_~~~~:~IO~~-----, 

Heres what IS gomg --l~ lore s what IS Here's what you should 
vvrong II caus1ng 1! do about it 

-· Idea A 1 Idea A2 - Idea A3 
-Idea B 1 - Idea 82 -·Idea 83 

·- Idea C I _____ ______ ~~ea C2 ___ Liclea C3 

These designations-findings, conclusions, recontntendations-though widely used, 
are actually smnething of a ntisnOiner. There is in fact no difference betvveen a find­
ing and a conclusion, other than a rather arbitrary labeling of level of abstraction. The 
sun1n1ary of a group of findings is always a conclusion. Thus, you will have a set of 
findings and conclusions to support what is going wrong, and another set to support 
what is causing it. 

In order to have conte to these clusters of conclusions, you vvill have had to use three 
types of reasoning: induction, deduction (both of which you know about), and 
abduction. Abduction, as you can see in Appendix A, Problem Solving in Structureless 
Situntions, occurs vvhen you make 0 hypothesis and look for inforntation to support 
it. But of course once you have the inforn1ation, the reasoning becomes induction. 

Your reasoning as laid out in the 1vorksheet is cmnplcte-the only decision is how to 
present it. If you want to present the message deductively, you lay it out one column 
at a tin1e, as shown on the previous page. If you want to present it inductively, you 
simply turn the whole thing 90 degrees to the left and put the recommendations on 
the Key Line, with the appropriate iinding/conclusion grouped underneath. 

The issue here is whether it is better to tell the reader whlj he should change and then 
how to go about it, or that he should change and why each change makes sense. As 
a rule of thun1b, it is always better to present the action before the argun1ent, since 
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that is what the reader cares about, unless you face one of those rare cases in which it 
is the argument he really cares about. 

When might the argwnent for any action be more important to the reader than the 
actions themselves? When the point you are making at the top of the pyramid is 
alien to the kind of thing he expects you to say. For example, imagine the following 
dialogues: 

Situation 1 
Him Tell me how to cut my costs 
You It is very easy to cut your costs 
Him How? 
You Do A, do B, do C 

Obviously here we would want a standard inductive pyramid. 

Situation 2 

It is easy to cut 
your costs 

Hinz Tell me how to cut my costs 
You Forget about cutting costs, you should be thinking about 

selling this business 
Him Why? How? Are you sure? Good God' 

Here you clearly need a deductive argument. 

The business 
faces a 
nrowing threat 
from abroad 

Forget about cutting 
costs, think about 
selling the business 

Your present 
corporate structure 
vvill not permit you to 
respond effectively 
to this threat 

Different owners 
would be able 
to respond 

The only other time I can think of when you automatically know you need a deduc­
tive argument at the Key Line level is when the reader is incapable of understanding 
the action without prior explanation, as in David Hertz's article on how to do risk 
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analysis that we looked at in Chapter 4 (page 38). Here the reader needed to know the 
reasoning that underlies the analytical approach before he could understand the 
actual steps in the approach. 

Few of the recipients of business documents fall into either class, however, so that in 
general you will find yourself wanting to structure the Key Line of your pyramid to 
form an inductive argument. Note that I am talking only about the Key Line here, 
and not about lower levels. Deductive arguments are very easy to absorb if they reach 
you directly: 

r--~~~'---l~a~rn~a-b~irc~l-_j~[ Therefore. lily 

When, however, you must plough through 10 or 12 pages between the first point and 
the second, and between the second and the third, then they lose their instant clarity. 
Consequently, you want to push deductive reasoning as low in the pyramid as possi­
ble, to limit intervening information to the minimum. At the paragraph level deduc­
tive arguntents are lovely; and present an easy-to-follovv flow; but inductive reasoning 
is always easier to absorb at higher levels. 

If you do decide to use deductive reasoning at the lower levels of your pyramid, there 
are some permissible types of chained argument, beyond the basic syllogistic form, 
of which you should be aware (Exhibit 20). 

Exhibit 20 The deductive form can vary 

[

Peking is relaxin~ 
its attitudes for de-
liberate foreign ~ 
policy purposes 

Statement 

Scientists are hap­
PY to agree to new 
ideas when they are r-----• 
simply an extension 
of the old ones 

Statemml 

Coca-Cola Bottlers 
were thought to 
have a lot going for 
them 

5/Mcmcn/ 

This return to normal -~ 
diplomacy could tilt 
power balances in the 
Far East 

In the face of such 
changes. the U.S. 
must stop pretending 
China does not exist 
L__~~~-

Comment on the 
:;;tatement 

But they will resist 

Therefore 

Atomic physics did 
mean changing the if it means changing 

the structure of their 
thought 

-• structure of their r--+ 

Commcnto11 tile 
sfa/emenl 

growth 

thought 

Comment on the 
statemmt 

As a result of this 
prediction, the stock 1--> 
price rose 

Based on this ;s---·r 
sessment analysts 
predicted earnings 

---~··-···· '-~~~~-----" 

Comment 011 the 
statement 

Therefore 

,--~~·-····-·······-

I 

Therefore, tl1ey did 
not readily accept 
atomic physics 

Therefore 

Tl1is led to a spate 
of long-term buy 
recommendations 

Therefore 
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The deductive form can vary, continued 
,------· 

Under central state 
planning, the state 
alone will decide 
vvho is to have what 

SlllfCIIICIIf 

l 
Thus. the only 

-+ power worth hav­
ing is a share in 
the existing power 

Therefore 
~ 

.. 

Therefore the solution 
o economic or social 

• questions wiJJ depend 
exclusively on who 
wields the power 
~-~······-··-"···-··-·---·~· 

"flwrcfon: 

The only rules to bear in mind in chaining deductive argun1ents are that (a) yotl 
cannot have ntore than four points in a deductive arguntent, and (b) you cannot 
chain together more than two "therefore" points. Actually, you can do both if you 
want to (the French philosophers do so all the time), but the groupings will be too 
heavy to sun1marize effectively. So if you vvish to n1ake proper sun11naries, you n1ust 
limit your deductive groupings to no more than four points. 

INDUCTIVE REASONING 

Inductive reasoning is much more difficult to do well than is deduc­
tive reasoning, since it is a n1ore creative activity. In inductive reasoning the n1ind 
notices that several different things (ideas, events, facts) arc similar in son1e way, 
brings then1 together in a group, and con1n1ents on the significance of their 
sin1ilarity. 

ln the example of the Polish tanks cited in Exhibit 16 on page 61, the events were all 
defined as warlike n1oven1ents against F'oland. Hence, the inference that Poland \Vas 
about to be invaded. li, howevet; the events had been defined as preparations by 
Poland's allies to attack the rest of Europe, a quite different inference vvould have 
been in order. 

This brings us to the two major skills one must develop to think creatively in the 
inductive forn1: 

'I Defining the ideas in the grouping 

•r Identifying the misfits among them. 

!low to do both things with precision is explained in considerable detail in Chapter 6, 
ltnposing Logical Order. But at this point you need only understand the rudiments of 
huw it is done to be able to distinguish the process fron1 deduction. 
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How It Works 

The key technique is to find one word that describes the kind of idea in your group­
ing. This word will always be a plural noun (a) because any "kind of" thing will 
always be a noun, and (b) because you will always have n1ore than one of the "kind 
of" idea in your grouping. "Warlike n1ove1nents" is a plural noun in this sense, and 
so is "preparations for attack" 

If you look at the inductive groupings in Exhibit 21, you will easily see that each can 
be described by a plural noun: schen1es, steps, ways of hurting. And in each case 
again you can see that none of the ideas in any of the three groupings is a 111isfit; each 
iits the description of the plural noun. 

Exhibit 2"1 Inductive arguments group similar ideas 

l
r-·-::upertuis ~~~:,% ar~~ngeni:~: rnan:---·--

1 

but not a man of strong practical sense. . 
as evidE::ll\ced by the schemes he '.vas 
incessantly cievisin~J 

~~~~~-~ 
1 

.. ·-To-fo_c_Jn_d_a. ~----~ J ro dig a deep ll II To institute ;1, r-·:~o ex~·~:---------~ 
.. c.1ty in. which ' halo ·1n the eanh , psycholog·lcal I the formation o\ · 
.

1 

only Latm j to fine! new 
1 

I investigations i)y the embryo by 
snouicl be spoke~: , ! substances 1 

1 
rneans of opiurn gravit<ltion i 

~--~--·-·~-~ L__.~-~ ___ __j L_ - L J 
Sc!rcmc:; 

~i-i-~~mat:·-'-·'~astec~·-:-;fori -~ 
I in on·s1te act1vtties , 

L-·-···- --~,~-··--·--···--~ 
------------------ i -----------------~~:::=;-~ ___ j _____ l -~-:::::---------- ---~-

1 --~~- i 1 Deploy the :. I Ensure delivery of -.,I 
C'eate smaller. I 

L ':;~;: ~~~~~; SkfifCO I '·· ~f,~,~~~~~~\~,~-~ l~:~~;~:~,:~~~:~;;',::~:l .. I 
Step:; 
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The next step is always to check your reasoning, and this is done by questioning 
from the bottom up. For example, if you see a man who wants to found a city in 
which only Latin should be spoken, dig a deep hole in the center of the earth, etc., 
can you infer that this is an ingenious n1anf but not a man of strong practical sense? 
Yes, you can, or at least you could when the statement was originally written. 

By contrast, consider the two examples in Exhibit 22. If you see managers who don't 
face reality, won't countenance criticism, etc., can you infer that they n1istnanage 
because they want to? Certainly not; it's sloppy reasoning. 

Exhibit 22 The inference should not go beyond the grouping 

Don't face 
reality 

L_ ____ ~l 

Exmnp/es of 
misnwnagcmenl 

Managers 
mismanage because 
hey want to [ 

-----------;;::·:~::~ ~~---~ 
r-==.t counte-
1 ~~v~~e Internal 

sm 

Won't cut of-f-~·-·l 
losing 
activities 

Composing room costs 
may represent 
a profit-improvement 
opportunity 

Productivity Overtime 
low high 

llliliclllors 

Neglect 
details 

~
-- --·~ 
rices 
ncompetitive 
r simple JObs 

------

Don't 
question 
policies 

What about the next one7 If productivity is low, overtime high, and prices uncom­
petitive, can you infer that you have a profit-improvement opportunity? Perhaps, but 
I can think of three or four other things that could also be labeled indicators of a 
profit-improvement opportunity. In that case, you know the overall point is at too 
high a level of abstraction in relationship to the three points grouped below, since it 
does not make a statement specifically and only about them. 
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[n fact, hovveve1~ this is really a deductive argun1ent n1asqucrad ing as an inductive 
one, as you may have re1nen1bered front Chapter 3. The low productivity led to high over­
time, which led to uncompetitive prices. (Whenever you have only one piece of evi­
dence for anything, you are forced to deal with it deductively.) Thus, the point implied 
at the top is something like "Our prices are high because our productivity is low." 

How It Differs 

l'n1 sure you can see now how very different deduction and induction are, and hmv 
easily you can tell the difference. Remember, if you are thinking deductively; your 
second point will always comment on the subject or predicate of the first. If it does 
not so comment, you should be able to classify it by the same plural noun as the 
first, to test that you have a proper inductive grouping. 

To den1onstrate, I recently ran across tvvo so-called deductive fallacies in a logic book, 
which went as follows: 

All Communists (Ire proponents of socialized medicine 
SmTte mernbers of the administration ore proponents of sociali;;:cd medicine 

T!terej(Jre, SOllie mcrnbers of the administration are Communists. 

All rabbits are very fast runners 
Some horses are very fast runners 

Therefore, some horses are mhhits. 

In both cases, I'm sure you will instantly be able to see that the second point does not 
make a comment on the first point, so these ideas cannot be deductively related. 
What the second point does do in each case is to add another member to the classi­
fication (plural noun) established in the first point. Placing ideas in classes is defining 
them by a plural noun, and you knovv that that is induction. 

To test yourself, suppose I say to you: 

Japanese businessmen are escalating their drive for the Chinese rnarket. 

Can you pick which of the next two points relates inductively to this, and which one 
deductively? 

The fact that American businessmen will soon be entering the market is 
sure to stiiTtu!ate then1. further. 

A1nerican businessm.en are escalating their drive for the Chinese rnarket. 

Clearly the first is deductive and the second inductive. 

Note that with inductive ideas you generally either hold the subject constant and 
vary the predicate, or hold the predicate constant and vary the subject. For example, 
you could say: 

Japanese businessmen are escalating their drive for the Chinese market. 

American businessmen are esmlating their drive for the Chinese market. 

Gennan businessmen are escalating their drive for the Chinese market. 

The smart NJO/tey is moving i11to China. 
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or you could say: 

Japanese businessmen <1re escabting their drive for the Chinese rn<Jrkct. 

]Clpanese businessmen are escabting their drive for the Indonesian market. 

japanese businessmen are escalating their drive for the Australian ntarkct. 

Japanese businessmen nrc moving aggressively into Southeast Asia. 

Look at yet a third example: 

Japanese businessmen arc esc:1lating their drive for the Chinese m<1rkct. 

Japanese businessmen are cscC~lating their drive for the Icelandic market. 

japanese businessmen arc escalating their drive for the Peruvian market. 

What is the same about China, Iceland, and Peru-other than the fact that Japanese 
businesstnen are entering their tnarkets? Nothing. These facts are not related, 
and thus cannot inspire you to dravv a tnore general insight. In stating thent you 
are sin1ply passing along nezus, and there is no place for nevvs in a docuntent 
whose purpose is to con1.11tunicate your thinking. 

This distinction between news and thinking is an intportant one to bear in ntind, 
since the fact that the "nevvs" is true tends to lead smne writers to believe that such 
points can be legitimately included in a document. Remember back to Chapter 1: the 
only justification for including a point in a document is that, together with others, it 
helps to explain or defend a higher point. This higher point can legitimately be 
derived front a grouping of ideas only if the ideas in the grouping are properly 
related, either inductively (similar subjects or predicates) or deductively (the second 
point comments on the first). 

To suntntarize, a deductive relationship is established if the second 
point conttnents on the first, leading to a "therefore" conclusion. Inductive relation­
ship resides in the structure of the sentence. Look for similarity in either the subjects 
or the predicates, and draw your inference based on that sintilarity. If there is no 
sintilarity, you can draw no inference, and the points do not belong in the docuntent. 

It is interesting to note that whether you couple the ideas to form an inductive 
grouping or the beginning of a deductive line of reasoning, your 1nind autontatically 
expects either a sun1n1arizing statentent or a "therefore" point. This expectation of 
the mind for deductive and inductive arguments to be completed often leads the 
reader to project his thinking ahead, to formulate what he thinks your next point 
will be. If his projected point is different from your actual point, he can become both 
confused and annoyed. Consequently, you want to make sure that he will easily rec­
ognize the direction in which your thinking is tending by giving him the top point 
before you state the ideas grouped below. 
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As you try to apply the Minto Pyramid Principle to a specific writing 
task, you should on most occasions, with a bit of practice, have little difficulty in 
determining the overall structure of your thinking. You can generally identify your 
Subject without much effort, specify the reader's Question, think through the Situa­
tion and the Complication, and state your top point and Key Line points. Then, using 
the question/answer approach, you can relatively easily work out the ideas on the 
next level below each Key Line idea. 

With your pyramid structured to one level below the Key Line, I recommend that 
you just sit down and vvrite, rather than atten1pting to develop n1ore of the lower 
level ideas until you reach that point in the writing. When you have finished writing, 
however, you are still going to have to look carefully at the structure of the points 
you have put into prose. Here you are likely to find yourself guilty of making two 
con1 mon errors: 

~: Presenting lists of loosely related points ("ten steps" or "five 
problems"), justified as similar because they match the plural noun 
rather than because they share an internal logic 

I! Topping off the lists with an intellectually blank assertion ('The 
company has five problems") instead of a revealing insight. 

The tendency to list appears to be universal, and as a technique for getting a rough 
approximation of your thinking out where it can be looked at critically; it is fine. The 
trick is not to stop there, but to go further and n1ake sure that the ideas in each 
grouping actually possess an intrinsic logic, and then explicitly to state the insight 
that that logical relationship implies. 
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Looking critically at groupings of ideas requires hard work-indeed it is the essence 
of the thinking process-which is no doubt why it is so often ignored. But ignoring 
it nteans that you never quite say what you ntean to your reader and-vvorse-you 
never quite grasp the essence of your own thinking. That in turn not only wastes 
titne and resources but, sadly, could ntean you don't achieve all of the tnajor insights 
and breakthroughs in thinking that are possible. 

Think, for instance, of how much longer it would take someone to decide the actions 
needed to eliminate the problems implied in the first list below as opposed to the 
second: 

Original 

Rewritten 

Buyers are unhappy with the sales .:lnd inventory systen1 reports 

1. Report frequency is inappropriate 

2. Inventory data are unreliable 

3. Inventory data are too late 

4. Inventory data cannot be matched to sales data 

5. They vvant reports with better fonnats 

6. They vvant elimination of meaningless data 

7. They \VJnt exception highlighting 

8. They want to have to do fewer calculations manually 

The sales and inventory system produces a useless monthly report 

l. It contains unreliable data 

2. It presents it in an un'i·vieldy format 

3. It issues it too late to permit practical action 

The techniques for deriving the second set of points from the first are the subject 
of this section. They are, first, to find the logical framework that holds the ideas 
together and dictates their order (Chapter 6, flnposing Logical Order), and then to 
tease out the insight inherent in the set of ideas-the so-called inductive leap 
(Chapter 7, Sumrnarizing Grouped Ideas). 

Together, they constitute a process I call Hard-Headed Thinking. It is not an easy 
process either to learn or to apply but it is an essential skill to master if you are truly 
to know your own thinking .. For this reason I urge you to take the tinte required to 
make sure you understand the techniques. 
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be second rule of the Minto Pyramid Principle is that ideas in any 
grouping must be in logical order The logical order rule helps to make sure that the 
ideas you have brought together truly belong together, and that you have not left any 
out. In other words, you may have grouped together a set of ideas that can legiti­
mately be labeled "steps," but unless you can put them in one-two-three order, you 
cannot be certain they are all part of the same process and that they are all there. 

In deductive groupings, of course, finding the logical order is no problem, since it is 
the order imposed by the structure of the argument. In inductive groupings, however, 
you have a choice of how to order. Thus, you need to know how to make the choice, 
and how to judge that you have n1ade the right choice. 

To this end you n1ust understand that, in theor)" ideas grouped together in ·writing 
are never brought there by chance. They are always picked out by your mind 
because it sees them as having a logical relationship. For exantple: 

~~ Three steps to solve a problen1 
11 Three key factors for success in an industry 
I! Three problems in a company. 

ll) see such relationships, the n1ind n1ust have perforn1ed a logical analysis. In that 
case, the order you choose should reflect the analytical activity that your mind per­
fonned to create the grouping. The n1ind can perfonn only three analytical activities 
of this nature (Exhibit 23). 
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Exhibit 23 The source of the grouping 

1. Detennine the causes of an effect 

2. Divide a whole into its parts 

I D1v1sion A 

3. Classify/ike things 

These three 
problems 

XYZ Company 

01vision 8 

Universe 
of problems 

01v1sion C 

Ali other 
probiems 

.. dictates its order 

Time Order 

Structural Order 

Degree Order 

1. It can detennine the causes of an effect. Whenever you make statements in writing 
that tell the reader to do something-fire the sales manager, say; or delegate profit 
responsibility to the regions-you do so because you believe the action will have 
a particular effect. You have detern1ined in advance the effect you want to achievef 
and then identified the action necessary to achieve it. 

When several actions are together required to achieve the effect (e.g., three steps to 
solve a problem), they become a process or a system-the set of causes that in concert 
create the effect. The steps required to complete the process or implement the system 
can only be carried out one at a time, over time. Thus, a grouping of steps that repre­
sents a process or system always goes in tioze orde1; and the summary of the set of 
actions is always the effect of carrying out the actions. 
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2. It can divide a whole into its parts. You are familiar with this technique in creating 
organization charts or picturing the structure of an industry. If you are going to 
determine the "key factors for success in an industry", for example, you must first 
visualize the structure of that industry. Having done so, you determine what must 
be done well to succeed in each part of it. The resulting grouping of three or four key 
factors would then logically be ordered to match the order of the parts shown in the 
structure you visualized. This is structural order 

3. It can classify like things together. Whenever you say that a company "has three 
problems", you are not speaking literal truth. The company has many problems­
some total universe of problems-of which you have classified three as being note­
worthy in some way compared to the others. You are saying that each possesses 
a characteristic by which you are able to identify it as a particular kind of problent 
-say because each one is the result of a refusal to delegate authority. 

All three problems are the same in that each possesses this characteristic, but they 
are all different in that each possesses it to a different degree. (If they possessed it to 
the same degree, you could not distinguish them on this basis.) Because they are 
different, therefore, you rank them in the order in which they possess to the greatest 
degree whatever characteristic made you identify them as problems in the first place. 
This is variously called degree order, con1parative order, or order of in1portance. 

These orders can be applied singly or in con1bination, but one of them n1ust ahvays 
be present in a grouping to justify its existence. In other words, given that any 
grouping of ideas can have been created only through applying one of these three 
analytical fran1evvorks, any grouping of ideas n1ust have as its b8ckbone one of these 
three orders. Thus you want deliberately to look for an order in each of your group­
ings. If you don't find one, it tells you instantly that there is something wrong with 
the grouping. And your knowledge of the underlying framework can help you sort 
out the problem. 

Let n1e tell you n1orc about each ordering franwvvork and hovv you can use then1 
to check your thinking. 

TIME ORDER 

Tme order would seem to be the simplest order of all to understand, 
for it is certainly the n1ost pervasively used as the basis for a grouping of ideas. 
What you do in a time-ordered grouping is reflect the steps a person must take to 
achieve a particular effect, in the order in which he Inust take them-one, two, three. 
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The ideas in the grouping can be either actual steps or other action ideas of sotne 
kind (e.g., recommendations, objectives), or they can be conclusions drawn with the 
idea of an underlying process in mind. Problems of clarity arise in the first case 
because people don't distinguish cause from effect when they list their ideas, and 
in the second because they don't recognize that their thinking employed a process 
as its base. 

Distinguishing Cause from Effect 

The most common problem is failing to distinguish cause from effect. As I said ear­
lier, a set of actions is taken only to achieve a specific effect. But in a long process with 
many steps, there will be many levels of cause and effect. To illustrate, look at this list 
of steps that a consultant proposed to help a company improve its productivity: 

The following steps would be undertaken in Phase I 

l. Intervievv key management and supervisory personnel 

2. Th1ec and document transactions and work flmv 

3. Identify all critical functions 

4. Analyze organizational structure 

5. Underst<1nd services and performance rn.easurcs 

6. Assess performance levels of business functions 

7. Identify problerns and causes 

8. Identify and justify potential opportunity orcas for productivity improvement 

First of all, there are too many points in the grouping for the process to be grasped 
easily. Remember the Magic Number Seven. 

(Actually, I recommend limiting your groupings to no more than four or five points. 
The likelihood is rentote that, in a grouping larger than five, son1e of the ideas would 
not be more closely related. You obscure some of your thinking if you do not point 
out that relationship. For exarnple, to note that of the Ten Comn1andn1ents son1e are 

"sins against Cod" and sonle are 11Sins against n1an" con11nunicates an insight 
missed by simply displaying a standard list of the Ten.) 

r n addition, while the eight steps listed above would indeed be taken in the order 
shown, they are not all on the same level of abstraction. Some of the steps are taken 
to create the end products stated in other steps, so that they imply mini-processes, 
with clear beginnings and endings, within the overall process. Not to distinguish 
these n1ini-processes obscures what the author is in fact saying he will do. What he 
really n1eans to say is son1ething like this: 

fn Phase [we vviH identify potential opportunities to irnprove your 
productivity 

I. Determine the critical functions of the business (3) 
-Interview key personnel (I) 

- Tr<Ke atKi document transactions and work flmv (2) 



2. Identify \veaknesses in performing those functions (7) 
-Specify the organization structure (4) 
- Dctcnnincscrviccs and performance measures (5) 
-Assess performance levels (6) 

3. Recornmend practical ways to change (8) 
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Now he can check whether the steps included are appropriate, and whether be bas 
omitted any. For example, are these three steps the only steps one needs to carry out 
to identify potential opportunities for productivity improvement? If I interview key 
personnel and trace and document transactions and work flow, is that sufficient for 
me to determine the critical functions of the business? 

The trick to avoiding cause-effect mistakes is to visualize yourself actually taking 
the action you are writing about in each case, and state what you will have in your 
hand at the end of the action. Ycu can then judge whether you must take one par­
ticular action h~fiJre you can take the next, or whether you must take it in order to 
achieve the next. 

Visualizing yourself taking the action is a great time saver in making rapid juclgn1cnts 
about whether your grouping says what you meant it to say. Take this list for example: 

Strategic planning involves the rccognitioncf a timing cycle 

I. Perception cf need 

2. Development cf strategy for creating responsive product/-,ervice 

3. Implementation 

4. Market acceptance and high growth 

5. Slower grovvth, the onset c:f maturity 

6. High cash generation 

7. Decline/decay 

The l'irst step in looking at it critically is to see whether you understand the process 
being described. Put yoursell' in the doer's place, and imagine yourself taking the 
action: "First I perceive the need, then I develop a strategy, then I implement the 
strategy then I ... " Oops, here is a problem. 

VVhat the author appears to have done is to group three actions the company takes 
and four things that result. If you look at the results for a moment, you can sec that 
they reflect the normal product life cycle curve in which you get: 

;v\,ld>.\~l 

:\cn~pL)JKI: 
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Thus he must mean his fourth step to be something like 'Assess the market's reac­
tion," with these points as the path of that reaction. (We do have one point left over: 
high cash generation. This, howeve1~ is norn1ally a characteristic of the onset of 
maturity, so does not belong in the list at all). The list would now read like this: 

Strategic planning involves the recognition of a cycle 

! . Perception of need 

2. Dcvelopm.ent of a strategy for creating responsive product/service 

3. hnplementation of the strategy 

4. f\ssessment of nuuket reaction 

5. Change of strategy to m.atch the reaction 

Revealing the Underlying Process 

Recognizing that you are drawing conclusions based on an underlying process can 
be extremely helpful in clarifying your real message. People frequently make lists of 
conclusions that allude to rather than state the points they are actually trying to 
ntake, as in this exantple: 

Business definition. 

! . Relies heavily on creative processes 
- Demand segmentation 
-Supply segmentation 

2. Changes over tirYie 
-Early vs l<1te st<~ges of life cyde 
-Competitive dynamics 

3. Is not necessarily unique in a given industry 

4. Influenced by n1<1rketer's own strength vs. competition 

Even though there is no point at the top of this grouping, it is easy to assume that 
the set of points has a message, since the language is understandable and each of 
the four ideas presented makes sense individually. But if you specifically try to 
justify the order of the points (first you segment, then you respond to change, 
then you assess your position) you can see the message is something to do with 
hcnv you define a business, and you vvill thus be able to detern1ine a clearer way 
to get it across: 

Defining wh<~t business you <He in requires c<~reful analysis: 

I. riO identify market segments 

2. ·rb assess your competitive position in each segrnent 

3. 'I() track changes in position over time 

The author can now n1ake a reasoned judgn1ent as to whether he has omitted any 
of the steps required to define a business. In this case the steps are probably complete, 
but the act of forcing your thinking back to its source does lead you to know the 
questions to ask to check someone else's thinking. To illustrate, suppose one of your 



people cm11e to you and said, 11 Here is what l intend to say at the presentation 
tontorrow. Is it okay?11 

The tradition<~! focus of investment evaluation--comparing future returns 
and probable costs 

l. Is often technically unsound 

2. Rests on simplistic concepts 

3. Results in misleading prescriptions 
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Ii you look immediately for order, you can see that time order might have been in the 
back of his mind, with the last point going on top because it is the effect of the other 
two actions: 

The traditional focus of investment ewduation results in misleading 
prescriptions 

I. It rests on sinrplistic concepts 

2. It is often technically unsound 

Hovveve1~ to go front the first grouping to the second, you will have had to visualize 
the process that served as the source of the grouping. 

~Estal)lish a suit~ble Develop a techn;que. bas~~ • El ttle techni ue J 
concept on the concept PP Y q 

. ----------- ---·--··--·-·--· 

You can now see that the author ntakes a con1n1ent on the first and second steps in 
the process, but not on the third. He may not have made a comment on the third (a) 
because there is nothing wrong with the way they apply the technique or (b) because 
he forgot. The likelihood is he forgot. But you as the person checking the thinking 
would know to ask, "Is there anything wrong with the way they apply the tech­
nique?" because you would have traced the thinking back to its source. 

Sometimes you will find that time order is imposed on an existing 
structure, so that the structure itself dictates the number and sequence of steps. To 
that end let's look at structural order. 



82 

STRUCTURAL ORDER 

Est, what exactlv is structural order? It is the order that reflects 
what you see once you have visualized son1.ething-either by diagram or 1nap, by 
drawing or photograph. The "son1ething" you visualize can be real or conceptual, 
an object or a process. It must, however, have been properly divided to show its parts. 

Creating a Structure 

When you divide a whole into its parts-whether it be a physical whole or a concep­
tual one-you 1nust 1nake sure that the pieces you produce cHe: 

'' Mutually exclusive of each other 
'i Collectively exhaustive in terms of the whole. 

I abbreviate this mouthful to MECE, but it is a concept you no doubt apply automati­
cally every time you create an organization chart (Exhibit 24). 

Exhibit 24 Divisiou creates Jnutualltj exclusive and collectively exhaustive units 

T1re 
D!v1sior: 

~-

--
Akron Tire 
and Rubber 
Cornpany 

I 
I 

Housewares 
Division 

I 
~ I I ----l 

>'cc•clcc>'•»" r,. -" il"' H i-' 

Sports 
Equipment 
Div1sion 

~ I 

---·----

fvlutually exclusive means that what goes on in the Tire Division is not duplicated 
in Housewares, and what goes on in Sports Equipment is distinct from both. In other 
words, no overlaps. Collectively exhaustive 1neans that vvhat goes on in all three 
divisions is everything that goes on in the Akron Tire and Rubber Con1pany. In other 
words, nothing left out. 

If you apply these rules when you divide, you can be sure that the structure you 
create shows all the pieces that n1ust be described if you are to explain it to son1eone 
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else. Structural order at its simplest, then, means that you will describe the pieces of 
the structure as they appear on the diagran1. 

But how do you know what order to put them in on the diagram? This question most 
frequently arises when people draw organization charts. The order you put the boxes 
in will reflect the principle of division you employed to create them. 

There are basically three ways to divide the activities of an organization-by the 
activities then1selves (e.g., research, n1arketing, production), by the location in vvhich 
the activities take place (e.g., Eastern Region, Midwest, West), or by sets of activities 
directed to a particular product, market, or custon1er (e.g., Tires, Housewares, Sports 
Equipment). 

I! If you divide to emphasize the activities, they reflect a process, and 
thus go in time order. 

•r If you divide to emphasize location, they go in structural order, 
reflecting the realities of geography 

4. If you divide to emphasize activities relating to a single product/ 
1narkel, you have classified, and thus the ideas go in degree order; 
by whatever 1neasure you decide is relevant for ranking (e.g., sales 
volun1e, investn1ent size). 

Suppose you had created this set of dcpartntcnts in reorganizing a city governtnent: 

1. Housing 

2. Transportation 

.). Education 

4. Recreation 

5. [>ersonal Health 

6. Environrncntal He<~lth 

These are all the activities for which you think the city should be responsible, 
placed in the order in which the city governntent vvould have to be concerned about its 
populace if it were starting the city front scratch. Forcing yourself to impose an order 
of this sort, particularly if you are creating something new like an organization, per­
mits you to check that you have been collectively exhaustive for your purposes. 

In dividing things other than organizations, hovveve1~ your purpose is generally to 
analyze how those things function. You me therefore dividing by functioning part, 
and you would show the parts in the order in which they would be expected to per­
form that function. Thus, if you were discussing a radar set, you would. order its 
parts to reflect the order of their functioning: 

I. Modulator 

2. Radio-frequency oscillator 

J. Antenna with suitable sc<~nning mechanism 

4. Receiver 

5. Indicator 
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The modulator takes in power that the oscillator then gives out. The antenna con­
centrates that power into a bean1, the receiver takes signals passed back from the 
bean1's scanner;. and the indicator in turn presents the data. 

Describing a Structure 

Once the structure is set up, one way to describe it is to follow it from the top down 
and from left to right, describing each part in the order in which it appears. This is 
the form you would follow if you were giving a technical description of the radar set 
described above, or any other technical description of a piece of machinery. 

However, you can also itnpose a process order on your description. To illustrate, here 
is a map of the Sinai Desert. The passage following describes its structure: 

[-: G P 

On any map of the Middle East, the Sinai Pcninsttli1 sits dead cente1; an almost 
perfect inverted isosceles trhmgle, il shcwp vvcdge that seems to cleave Africa 
from Arab Asia. Depending on one's political persuc1sion, it cnn be seen in several 
other contexts: <IS an eastern arm of Egypt, holy Egyptian soil, severed from its 
motherland only a little more th<m a century ago by the Suez Canal; as a natural and 
logical southern extension of Israel, a massive broadening of the Negev Desert; as 
a northern adjunct of Suudi Arabia, separated from that immensity by the narrow 
Culf of J\kaba; 01~ simp!)~ as an ancient land bridge connecting East und West, a 
lwndy route for caravans and invading armies.'' 

*From The New Yorker; June 4, 1979, "Sinili: The Crcat nne\ ·R~rrible Wilderness" by 
Burton Bernstein. 

The "contexts" in which one can vievv the Sinai Peninsula are listed in the order in 
which the eye would comprehend them as it looked at the map, starting in the upper 
left-hand corner and moving clockwise. First it would see the split from Egypt, then 
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the southern part of Israel, then the top of Saudi Arabia. Finally, it would travel back 
fron1 east to west. Thus, the author has visualized the process a reader vvould follow 
in exmnining the 1nap, and reflected that order in his description. 

Recommending Changes to a Structure 

Visualizing a process in relationship to a structure is a con1n1on device, particularly 
if you are writing to recommend changes to an existing structure. Suppose, for 
example, you had the structure of a city government shown here, with 25 depart­
ments reporting to 23 committees ... 

~·s Di:i'ili1 IME:i\ iS 

.. and you were recon1n1ending replacing it vvith that shovvn here, of essentially 
6 depart111ents reporting to 6 con1n1ittees, with an administrative cn1n. 

Recrea­
tion 

Personal 
Hcnlth 

Environ­
mcntill 
Health 

Cl1ief 
Executive 
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It requires four changes to get from the first structure to the second. In what order 
should you state then1 as recom.n1endations in a report? They are oll equally in1por­
tant, so you cannot put them in order of importance. They must, in theory, all be 
done at the sante tin1e, so that tin1e order is not appropriate. 

The order that n1akcs n1ost sense in a case like this is the order in which you would 
draw the elements on a blank sheet of paper if you were presenting them to the 
reader one at a tin1e. Thus, the first step would be to group the n1any connnittees into 
the six shown on the left under a Policy and Finance Committee. The second step 
would be to group the departments to match. The third step would be to create the 
two units that will support the P&F Committee. And the final one would be to 
create the adn1inistrative tem11, under a Chief Executive, needed to n1anage the 
paperwork. 

The actual wording in a final report would be as follows: 

To improve the City's systent of management and to enable it to perform its 
important tasks more effective!)~ the Council should t<1kc the following actions: 

L Assign responsibility for direct services to the people to six committees, 
under a Policy and Finance Conunittcc 

2. Croup departments into six program ad1ninistrations, each under a program 
directm~ to ITiatch the Committee structure 

3. Structure administrc1tivc and other intcrn<ll services by 
-Creating a General Purposes Committee 
·-Directing the Personnel Cmnmittee into a more positive role designed lo irnprove 

the motivation and spirit of city i-vorkers 

4. Appoint il Chief Executive to be head of the City:s permanent staff 

Using the Concept to Clarify Thinking 

As with time order, you can usc the concept of structural order to help you sort out 
faulty logic in a grouping. Suppose you are the n1anager of a n1ajor city's departn1ent 
of transportation, and have this set of steps presented to you for approval: 

The objectives for the assigmnent, as i.Vl' understand them, are: 

l. "Il1 review and analyze field operations in maintenance and construction 
areas 

2. c[() determine if <Kiequate organizational and managerial flexibility exists to a[Jow 
field engineers to properly respond to day-to-day operating problems and demands 
from the public 

3. 'l() review and analyze the areas of preliminary engineering, road and bridge 
design, enviromTicntal process, right-of-way acquisition and traffic management 

4. 'lb review and analyze the organization structure of the Department 

5. "[b identify the strengths and weaknesses within each study area 

Why that order? Where did these ideas come from? First of all, you can see that point 
5 does not go with the others because it refers to then1 all, so we can eliminate that 
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from consideration. Then let's see what subjects he's talking about in the others: 

1. Maintenance 
Construction 

2. Day-to-day operations 

3. Prelin1inary engineering 
Road and bridge design 

Envirmunental process 
Right-of-way acquisition 
Traffic n1anagen1ent 

4. Organization structure 

If you atten1pt to see then1 in tenns of a process concerned with roadbuilding, etc., 
you vvould assun1e the steps involved would be these: 

l. Design 3. Operate 

2. Construct 4. Maintain 

In that case, perhaps the author meant to say that the objective for the assignment 
would be to: 

Determine whether the Department is properly organized cmd managed to 
carry out its activities, of vvhich there are foUl: 

I vvant to give you one n1ore exan1ple. [t is a very difficult one, in th;Jt the list is 
aln1ost a free association of points. However, it does den1onstrate that the author had 
a structure in his head before he began to vvrite; but because he was not overtly 
aware of it, he could not usc it to guide his thinking. 

The list was written by son1eone in a soft-drinks tnanufacturing con1pany that had 
decided to put its product into plastic rather than glass bottles. However, it had two 
choices about how to go about it: buy the plastic bottles on the outside or create its 
own plastic bottle n1anufacturing capability. The author was against creating its own 
manufacturing capability. 

There arc a number of intcrnnl/cxtcrncll risks and constr(lints th(lt preclude an 
investment in any plastic bottle venture: 

l. 'fbchnical risk-undeveloped design problern.s 

2. Environmental risk--legislated nonreturnable ban 

3. Premium risk-consumer rejection of a prcn1ium. package during an 
inflationary period 

4. Noncxclusivity: (a) outside sales din1inish n1arketing impact, (b) sales to others 
nwy be difficult with our ovvnership 

:i. Capital intensiveness ---the project has an cxtrernely long payback period 

6. Negative EPS impact (accentuated by leveraging) 

7. Near-term R&D expense 

8. Corporate cash flow problems---funds needed for expansion of existing business 

9. Price slashing by glass m;mufacturers and/or lower thm1 projected glass inflation 
rate vis-il-vis plastic 

10. Other pl<~stic nl.cmubcturers may effect dramatic price cuts upon entry due to 
lower return on investment goals (many are in 7--H)% range) 

! l. Entry in the container industry which is typified by lower margins and in which 
the key is to be the lowest cost producer: Implicit in the entry is the probable 
downward re<:1ssessment of our [J'E 
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This looks iike a terrible mess, but the sorting process for fixing it would be the same 
as in other cases. First, go down the list and see why he is contplaining about each 
point. Why is each one considered to be a bad thing? This wiil aHow you to see some 
patterns. 

1. High cost 7. High cost 
2. Prevented by iaw from doing 8. Must borrow 
3. Force !ower sales or !ower price 9. Force !ower price 
4. Low sales 10. Force !ower price 
5. High investment, !ow ROI 11. Low margins, lower P/E 
6. Lower EPS 

Whenever business people talk about things like costs, sales, prices, investn1ent, and 
ROI, they are implying their knowledge of the relationships between these things as 
displayed on a standard ROI tree. If you impose the relevant points on such a tree, it 
is relatively easy to see what his n1essage is: The project would have a negative 
impact on ROI. 

Sales 

< 13,41 

ROI <=: :rofits x 

MarfJins 
(5) Investment ! 11 J 

151 < 
Price 
13,9,101 

Cost 
11.71 

The points about Earnings per Share and Price/Earnings Ratio suggest another tree 
and another n1essage: The project vvould have a negative intpact on EPS. 

Share 
Price 
161 

Earnings per Sham 

------------- ~61 
~P/ERatio 

1111 

We are then left with two points: No. 8, we must borrow, and No. 2, there is a risk that 
vve won't be able to sell because of a ban on nonreturnable bottles. The borrowing 
point can be fitted into the tree if l add another layer below profits to make room for 
taxes and interest. ['ve left this out to 1nake the technique easier to cmnprehend. 

[f we try to put it ali together, he appears to be saying: 

We should think carefully before going into the plastic bottle business: 

If there is a nonreturnable ban, ''~'C may be 
precluded from doing so 

Even if there is no ban, it would dilute our 
profitability 

Short terrn, lower EPS 
Long term, lower ROT 
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Now that you see what the 1nessage is, you can scrutinize the individual points to 
make sure they are properly supported. I would guess they are not, only because I 
know that this particular company did go into the plastic bottle business and has 
n1ade an ilnn1ense success of it. What was left out of the author's thinking, appar­
ently was an assessment of the favorable effect of plastic containers on the sales of 
the product. 

The point I wish to reiterate is that you cannot tell that nonsense is being written 
unless you first impose a structure on it. It is the imposition of the structure that 
pern1its you to see fla·ws and mnissions. 

DEGREE ORDER 

Eally, we come to degree order, most commonly called order of 
importance. This is the order you impose on a grouping when it brings together a set 
of things you have classified as being alike because they possess a characteristic in 
con1n1on-e.g., three problems, four reasons, five variables. And it is here that the 
tendency to list rather than to think becomes most acute. 

Creating Proper Class Groupings 

In classifying, when you say, "The con1pany has three proble1ns," your n1ind auto­
matically separates these three problems from all other possible problems the com­
pany has or could have, creating a bifurcate structure like that shown in Exhibit 25. 
The two classes formed are by definition collectively exhaustive, and are of course 
meant to be mutually exclusive. 

Exhibit 25 

Classification limits your thinking 
to a narro·w universe 

possess a chamcteristic in comrnon 
that you can rank 
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You prove they are mutually exclusive by defining quite specifically what character­
istic they have in co1nnton, and then searching your knowledge to n1ake sure you 
have included in your grouping all known items with this same characteristic. Then 
you place them in the order of the degree to which each possesses the characteristic 
by which you classified it-presenting the strongest one first. 

Many people ask me whethe1~ having determined the relative weight of the points, 
you always have to put the strongest one first. They point out that it would be more 
dramatic to put the weakest one first and work up to the strongest one. It would 
indeed be ntore drantatic, but being drantatic is an etnotional consideration, not a 
logical one, and thus becontcs a n1atter of style. In smne cases you 1nay quite legiti­
mately decide to reverse the order for greater emotional impact. 

In most cases, howeve1~ you put the strongest point first. Thus, suppose you write the 
following: 

Telecom's billing system should be designed to be bro;;tdly useful 

I. Meet outside customer needs 

2. Satisfy internal management requirements 

3. Conform to outside regulations 

Although the system must meet all three functional needs, the order here implies 
that the cust01ner is ntore intportant to satisfy than the outside regulator. And 
underneath that assessn1ent vvas this autmnatic classification: 

It turns out that order based on class groupings is ntuch less widely used in business 
writing than is either tin1e order or structural order. This is not to say that classifying 
does not go on. Classifying is a ubiquitous human habit, and people classify every­
thing they see as soon as they sec it, simply by naming what it is. But they do not 
limit themselves to creating classes of points that are alike only by virtue of their 
possessing a characteristic in cmnnton. They also consider ideas to be alike, and 
therefore classifiable, if they were derived front the same process or drawn front the 
sante structure. 

This is a perfectly legitimate thing to do, provided that you are clear about the source 
of your grouping and reflect accordingly the order it imposes. Here, for example, is 
a point supported by three "reasons" . 

You should not consider a Vendor Capture strategy (Vendor Capture is trading 
your wmchousc spcKe in return for vendor exclusivity) 



1. Your \varehouses are neither large enough nor ideally located 

2. Even if they were, the approach requires double hcmdling 

3. Even if you accept that, the possible admin-mileage savings are negligible 

. but the order in1plies an existing structure (you have the wcuehouse, within 
which you have the process, from which you calculate the savings). 

Identifying Improper Class Groupings 
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Identiiying the proper source of a supposed class grouping can be a terrific aid in 
helping you clarify your real message. Suppose you came across this: 

The traditional financial focus of investment evaluation results in misleading 
prescriptions for corporate behavior: 

l. Corporations should invest in all opportunities vvhere probable returns 
exceed the cost of capital 

2. Better quantification of future uncertainty and risk is the key to more 
effective resource allocation 

3. Planning and capital budgeting are two separate processes 
-Capital budgeting is a financial activity 

4. Top management's role is to challenge the munbers rather than the 
underlying thinking 

Now apparently these four "misleading prescriptions" reflect commonly believed 
"rules of thumb" in corporations. But do they? If you reword them as results, they 
say, in abbreviated fornt: 

The financial incus: 

t. Encourages corporations to invest 

2. Emphasizes quantification of uncertainty 

3. Separates planning and capital budgeting 

4. Lc<~cls top management to focus on the numbers 

All but the third can now be seen as part of a process of decision n1aking, which 
would dictate tin1e ordet~ which in turn would lead to a clearer point at the top: 

The traditional financial focus of investment evaluation can result in poor 
resource <lllocation decisions because it: 

l. Emph<~sizes qucuttificotion of future uncertainty and risk as the key to 
choosing among projects 

2. Leads top management to focus on the numbers rather than on the 
underlying thinking 

3. Encourages invcstrncnt in all opportunities 1.vherc probable returns exceed 
the cost of capital, ignoring other considerations 

That one was easy to sort out because the kind of idea you were dealing vvith vvas 
easy to identify simply by reading it. Very often, however you will find yourself 
with a longer list of ideas classified as '~reasons" or "proble1ns", obscuring the fact 
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that it contains subclasses of varying kinds of reasons or problems. Remember this 
example from the introduction to this section: 

Buyers are unhappy ·with the sales and inventory systeiTt reports 

1. Report frequency is inappropriate 5. They want reports with better fonnats 

2. Inventory data are unreliable 6. They want elimination of meaningless data 

3. Inventory data are too late 7. They want exception highlighting 

4. Inventory data cannot be 1natched 
to sales data 

8. They want to do fewer calculations 
manually 

The trick is to go through and sort them into rough categories, as a prelude to 
looking more critically. You get the categories by defining the kind of problen1 
being discussed in each case. Thus, if "Report frequency is inappropriate," the type 
of problem indicated is "Bad timing," etc. 

~--~-~;:;lain! 

~port frequency is 1nappmpnate 
3. Inventory data are too late 

2 Inventory data are unreliable 
4. inventory clata cannot be rnatched to sales data 
6. They want elimination of meaningless data 

5. They want better report formats 
7. They want exception highlighting 
8. They want to clo fewer calculations manually 

Type of Problem 

Bad timing 

2. Poor data 

3. Unhelpful format 

Now you see that the author is complaining about three types of problem with the 
reports: timing, data, and format. What order do they go in? That depends on 
whether you are talking about the process of preparing the report, the process of 
reading the report, or the process to follow in fixing the problem. In other words, the 
order reflects the process, and the process is dependent on the question being 
answered: 

Why does the system produce 
a useless monthly report? 

2. G8thers unreliable data 

3. Presents it in an unwieldly 
fonnat 

l. [ssues it too late to pennit 
practical action 

Why do buyers hate 
this report? 

l. It comes late 

3. When they get it, they can't 
find anything in it 

2. When they find it, it's wrong 

How are we going 
to fix the problem? 

3. Decide the data we WZlnt, 
how it should be laid out 

2. Make sure the data \·ve 
include are reliable 

1 Make sure \·Ve send the 
report out on time 

This example has demonstrated the only process I know for getting at the real 
thinking underlying lists of ideas grouped as a class. 

1. Identify the type of point being made 

2. Croup together those of the same type 

3. Look for the order the set of groups implies. 



Here is another exaxnple of the process in application: 

The causes of Ne"v lbrk's decline <lre 1nany and corrtplcx. Arn.ong them are: 

I. WC~ge rates higher than those that prevail elsewhere in the country 

2. High energy, rent and land costs 

3. TJ:affic congestion that forces up transportation costs 

4. A lack of modern factory space 

5. High taxes 

6. 'lCchnological change 

7. The competition of new centers of economic concentration 
in the Southwest and West 

8. The refocusing of American economic and social life in the suburbs 
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Again, this is just a list rather than a contntunication of thinking. But the process for 
getting at the underlying thinking does work. First, look for similarities. 

·-·-··---··-··---··-~~-... - .. ----r--·~---
Complaint 

1. High wage r·ates 
2. High energy, rent, land 
3 High transportation 
5. High taxes 

4. Lack of modem factory space to modernize into 
6. 18chnological change (leading to need to modernize) 
8. Business associates rnovod to suburbs 

7. New centers in the Southv.;est and West 

Type of Problem 

1 High Costs 

2. Unsuitability of area 

3. Alternative choice 

Then look for order and the message. In this case it is probably order of importance: 

The causes of New York's decline are easy to trace 

1. High costs 

2. Difficult working conditions 

3. Attractive alternatives 

Tb sun1n1arizef f have tried to den1onstrate with all these exam.ples 
that checking order is a key means of checking the validity of a grouping. With any 
grouping of inductive ideas that you are reviewing for sense, always begin by run­
ning your eye quickly down the list. Do you find an order (time, structure, degree)? 
If not, can you identify the source of the grouping and thus impose one (process, 
structure, class)? If you have a long list, can you see similarities that allow you to 
make subgroupings, and in1pose an order on those? 

Once yotl know a grouping of ideas is valid and con1plete, you are in a position 
to drmv a logical inference fron1 it, as explained in Chapter 0 Sunnnarizing Grouped 
Ideas. 
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7 
SUMMARIZING 

GROUPED 
IDEAS 

W come at last to consider the first rule of the pyramid: ideas at each 
level n1ust be sun1n1aries of the ideas grouped below then1, because they were in 
fact derived from them. 

When a grouping of ideas conveys a deductive argun1ent, you can easily derive the 
idea above by ntaking a sintple sun1n1ary that leans heavily on the final conclusion. 
But when the grouping is an inductive one, n1ade up of a set of staten1ents that you 
see as closely related in son1e vvay; the idea above n1ust state what the relationship 
belovv in1plies. In other words, the act of sun1n1arizing the grouping is the act of 
completing the thinking. 

Most writers simply group ideas, without completing the thinking. As we have seen, 
the tendency is to tie together ideas that h<:1ve a general rather than a specific rela­
tionship, so that the ideas don't truly go together and therefore can't be sun1nwrized. 
But even if the ideas do go together, finding the summary idea that completes the 
thinking is hard work. Rather than do the work, people fall back on what [call intel­
lectually blank assertions, such as: 

" The company should have three objectives. 
~l There are two problen1s in the organization. 
~! We recon1n1end five changes. 

I cedi these statcn1ents intellectually blank because they d.o not in fact sun1n1arize the 
essence of the ideas grouped below them, they simply state the kind of idea that will 
be discussed. As such, they are deadly for both the reader and the writer. 
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AVOID INTELLECTUALLY BLANK ASSERTIONS 

Intellectually blank assertions are deadly for the reader because they 
do not anchor his mind, they are not stimulating to read, and they present the very 
real danger that he will not in fact grasp what you are trying to say. To illustrate, here 
is an exchange I heard on the radio several years ago: 

Pirst Speaker John VVain says he believes he is well placed to \-vritc 
this biography of Samuel Johnson for three reCisons: 

The sante poor StCiffordshire hxkground 
The same education at Oxford 
The sante literary preferences. 

Sccoud Speaker I don't Clgree. There are no rea! truths in Staffordshire. 

Then everybody laughed and the speakers went on to talk about something else. I 
thought, "I don't believe I heard that." Because look what happened. There you sit. 
waiting for an idea to be conLinunicated, but instead you get an intellectually blank 
assertion ("for three reasons"). No idea yet. When you hear, "The same poor Staf­
fordshire background ... ," you assun1e it is the speaker's n1ain point, and you barely 
listen to the other two points. So that if you were to reply, you'd reply to the point 
that you heard. 

If instead the first speaker had said something like. 

John Wain says he is well placed to write this biography of Scmtud Johnson 
because he and Johnson are essentially the same kind of people . 

. . . then \vhile you vvould have had to listen to the supporting points, you would have 
replied to the point that you heard. Instead, you have people absolutely talking past 
each other. 

I have just illustrated what I mean by a sun1n1ary point. You can see that your n1ind 
is 1narginally n1ore ready to take in the inforn1ation that follows if you hear "He did 
it because they are the same kind of people" than if you hear "He did it for three 
reasons." The second point sounds dead, it in fact is dead, and a docum.ent studded 
with such intellectually blm1k assertions is unbelievably boring to read. 

But there is an even n1ore intportant reason for avoiding intellectually blank asser­
tions, and that is that they cover up incomplete thinking, and thus cheat you out of 
a 1.vonderful opportunity to n1ove your thinking forward in an orderly and creative 
way. One of the ntajor values of forn1ally su1n1narizing a grouping is that it inevita­
bly stin11datcs further thinking. Because once you have derived an insight, you are 
free intellectually to carry it forward in one of two ways: 

~~ By con1n1enting further on it (deduction) 
I! By finding others like it (induction) 
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But you ntust have a true sun1n1ary statentent derived frmn a proper grouping before 
the process can yield new insights (Exhibit 26). 

Exhibit 26 

Summary 
point 

A swmnary point inspires fur/her thinking 

' 

l Comment on 
the po1nt? ... ? 

Summary 
point 

--] Point of t!Je 
same kind? _ 

Point of the 
same kind? 

[·Do ~ ... ,. ... ~ ... , .. Inductive Reasoning 

To illustrate, I once ·worked vvith sonteone vvho wrote, "The contpany has tvvo orga­
nization problems," and then listed the two problems. The statement is intellectually 
blank, so he knew it had to be rewritten. And that would be easy to do provided the 
ideas grouped below were (a) both organization problems and (b) had a logical order. 
We could not find a logical order. 

When pressed to state where the ideas came from and how they were alike, he dis-
. covered that in fact he wasn't talking generally about "organization problems." He 

was talking specifically about "areas of the organization where greater delegation is 
needed." Once he saw that, he realized that there were not two of these so-called 
problem areas, but four, only one of which he had properly identified. lie was then 
able to realize the insight that the ntajor organization problem. the contpany faced 
was its inability to delegate authority (Exhibit 27). Nmv, having clearly identified the 
problem, he was free to focus his thinking on finding a solution to it. 

Exhibit 27 lnte!leclually blank assertions hide incmnpletc thinking 

No summary 
··········~··~···-~ 

The company has 1 

tvvo organrzation 
problems 

~-~,- ~--~~-, 

L__ ~~ 

Proper summary 

~e major organizational 
roblcm you face is 

1 
your irlability to . 

~~ L_~_j l~ ''------------'· 



97 

For these reasons it is important that you make the effort to derive proper summary 
statements from your groupings. What does that mean you should do? First, as the 
previous chapter has shown, you have to check the origin of the grouping to make 
sure it is MECE (i.e., that its order reflects a valid process, structure, or classifica­
tion). Then you need to look at the kind of statement you are making. 

Regardless of the origin of the idea, its expression will be either as an action state­
ment, telling the reader to do something, or as a situation statement, telling the 
reader about something. 

li Summarize the action ideas by stating the effect of carrying out 
the actions 

1[ Summarize the situation ideas by stating what their being 
similar implies. 

As Exhibit 28 illustrates, summarizing inductive groupings means either stating the 
effect of actions or drawing an insight fron1 conclusions. 

Exhibit 28 

The form of the argument 
dictates the process of sutmnarizing 

DEDUCTIVE REASONING 

l:~:~ary_l 
~ INDUCTIVE REASONING 

[~-~.[--]~ ~[ ~~ ----
__ 1 -- ~ _j I ;;:::---1 

IE~ 
ARGUMENT A( twn l_ /dcrdOO 

CAUSES CLASS 
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STATE THE EFFECT OF ACTIONS 

L,e great majority of ideas in business writing are statements of 
actions~i.c., staten1ents described by such plural nouns as steps, recotnmendations, 
objectives, or changes. You use them when writing n1anuals, developing action plans, 
describing systems, or spelling out how to go about solving a problen1. But stating, 
relating, and summarizing action ideas to tell people clearly how to do something or 
how something works is the hardest thinking I know. Witness the plethora of 
unreadable n1anuals in the vvorld and the failure of -Managcn1ent by Objectives as an 
adn1inistrative technique. 

The difficulty lies in the \·vay actions relate. We knu~;v thot, since actions are ahvays 
taken to achieve son1e purpose, the sun1n1ary of a set of actions is always the effect 
of carrying out the actions. Any MECE set of actions plus the effect they produce 
will together form a unique closed system, in the sense that if one takes that par­
ticular set of actions, one can be certain they will produce the effect stated. And a 
process that includes a large nuntber of actions will consist of a hierarchy of unique 
closed systems (Exhibit 29). 

Exhibit 29 

Group action ideas 
/J!f the effect they produce 

---- --- - - -- . --. '" . "i 

EF'FECT 

CAUSES 

CAUSES 
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So far so good. The trouble is that the actions in any grouping are not significantly 
related to each other except in terms of the effect they together achieve. In other 
words, all actions look alike, whether they serve as cause or effect in the hierarchy. 
That is, they all imply the words "You should" or "We will", followed by a verb. This 
nteans you can't tell vvhether one action goes with another by looking at then1. indi­
vidually. You can only make the judgment in light of the effect you intend them to 
achieve. 

Thus, if you make a list of the actions you think you should take to achieve some 
objective, you can't judge whether you have left any out until you state the effect they 
are meant to achieve. But the effect is in turn dependent on the specific actions you 
bring together. This interdependence can make sorting out your thinking a bit of 
a nightmare, particularly if you are trying to describe a lengthy process with many 
steps and substeps. 

Fortunately; there are son1e techniques available to ease the job of sorting out your 
thinking and presenting it clearly: 

' Word each action as specifically as possible before you try 
to relate then1 

~~ Look for obvious cause-effect groupings, so that you can keep 
the steps in each grouping to five or fe'iver 

~· Derive the effect directly from the statements of the actions. 

Make the Wording Specific 

In a cause-effect hierarchy, you will be able to say about each grouping of ideas, 
starting at the bottont, "[do these specific things to achieve the above effect, I do the 
next higher group of things to achieve the next above effect," etc. Each of the points 
must be ntutually exclusive front its neighbor~ i.e., no overlaps--and each grouping 
of points ntust be collectively exhaustive in relation to its suntmary point. 

To judge whether the grouping is collectively exhaustive, the effect ntust be so spe­
cifically stated that it intphes an end product you can hold in your hand. Tn other 
1,vords, you can't say; "l do these three things so that I can intprove profits," because 
a 10 percent intprovement and a 2 percent intproventent are both an improvcntent in 
profits, but the steps you would need to take to achieve each would differ. 

To be both clear to the reader and useful to yourself in checking your thinking, the 
point should say something like, "I do these three things to improve profits by 10 
percent by january !5." The specificity of the statement permits you to judge whether 
the steps you have grouped together underneath would in fact bring about the end 
rcsu It. 

'r:bu vvill not always, of course, have a clear nunterical goal as your end product. But 
there will always be sonte tangible way to judge that the step has been contplctecl. 
A useful technique is to visualize a real person actually taking the action, so that 
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you can see what he will have in his hand, and then word the action to reflect this 
end product. By that criterion, this sentence is almost pure gibberish: 

A world consciousness must be developed through which every individual 
realizes his role as a mem.ber of the world community 

What does that mean we are expected to do? How will we know when we have done 
it? Can you pick out son1eone who has 11developed a world consciousness" fn)ln 
someone who has not? If you cannot, you do not know what the author actually 
means. Worse, you cannot work out the steps you would have to take to make it hap­
pen-i.e., you could not answer the question "How?" to fill in the boxes shown 
below. In that sense, the statement has no intellectual value, even though one might 
argue it has an en1otional value. 

How? 

Develop a worlcl 
conscJousnoss 

The problem is worse, of course, if you are presenting a whole series of steps in 
vague language. Then it becomes almost impossible to work out what people are 
trying to get you to do. For example: 

Cib reduce the chcmce that conflict will turn to confrontation rather than 
healthy debate and consideration of issues on their merits, the k1sk Force 
must be able to: 

~' Handle a variety of personal attitudes 
~· Build favorable rapport ·with company personnel 
~~ Develop good intervie\ving skills 
~i Plan and conduct interviews effectively 
~I Learn to gain agreement on suggestions while rnaintaining 

an objective posture 

What is it actually the Task Force must do to ensure healthy debate, etc.? If they do 
these five things, what will they accomplish? There are no visualizable end products 
here, no points at which you could definitely judge that you have accomplished what 
the step intended. And without knowing what the final objective is meant to be, you 
cannot judge that these five steps will in fact achieve it. 

The only way around this kind of problem is to force yourself to look for an end 
product or cutoff point that will let you know when a step is completed, and word 
the point in those terms. To illustrate, Exhibit 30 shows examples of typically vague 
wordings, each translated into an end-product statement of what the author actually 
n1eant. 



Exhibit 30 Action ideas should be stated as end products 

What was said 
1. 
Strengthen regional 
effectiveness 

2. 
Reduce accounts 
receivable 

3. 
Review management 
processes 
4. 
Improve financial 
reporting 

5. 
Tackle strategic 
issues 

6. 
Redeploy manpower 
resources 

What was 1neant 
1. 
Assign planning responsibility 
to the regions 

2. 
Establish a system for following 
up overdue accounts 

3. 
Determine whether management 
processes need to be revised 

4. 
Install a system that gives 
early notice of change 

5. 
Define a clear longMtenn 
strategy 

6. 
Place people in positions of 
comparable responsibility 

101 

You can see that each translation is easier to comprehend because it brings an in1age 
to 1nind. Being able to see an image tnakes a doctunent much more interesting to 
read. More important for the writer, the end-product orientation stimulates further 
thinking. 

For example, in ntnnber one, once I assun1e I have assigned the planning responsi­
bility to the regions, I see them preparing annual plans. I am then stimulated to 
think whether anything else is needed along with these plans to accomplish some 
higher goal, if there is one. 

~f How will I know they are producing the right kind of plan? 

If What happens when the plans come back to me? 

Perhaps, in addition to assigning responsibility, I need to establish a system for set­
ting annual planning objectives. And maybe I need to set up a planning review 
group to manage the whole planning process. 

By contrast, if I visualize "strengthen regional effectiveness," what do I see? What 
does regional effectiveness look like7 Nothing specific enough to indicate the obvi­
ous need for another step. 

You nwy have noted in Exhibit 29 on page 98 that an action can serve as both a cause 
and an effect in a structure. Consequently, all steps should be written so that they 
imply an end product, regardless of their level in the hierarchy. Without the effect 
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specifically stated, you cannot make a judgment that you have included all the steps. 
For example, here is a set of steps recontmending a new process: 

1. Identify and pursue overdue accounts receivable 
2. Age large and n1ediun1 accounts regularly 
3. Send ren1inders based on antount and tin1e outstanding 
4. Pursue overdue accounts 
5. Settle long outstanding accounts more frequently at director level 
6. Use a collection agency where clearly appropriate 

The assumption is that if the company carries out the steps grouped bclmv, it will be 
able to achieve the objective stated above. But the objective is unclear (how exactly 
do you "pursue" an overdue account?), as are n1ost of the steps. \A/hen questiomxl, the 
person who wrote it said, "It's very sin1.ple," and drew this chart. 

~"~~oc-~~~~~~,~c~t:~,~~~:~'e --~~~~,~,,~o,~-~.:~~~--,-2~m~o~n~th~s--.-3~m~o~n~th~s--·-·· -~;~1;~~~·;·;:··- -·- ~~-~~~o~nt~ll;-- ~l_c,~G~,.~~~~-or"ils l 
$100.000 I 

-+---t-----1----~-···~---~·-~·~·-·-~··~~·- ·-~·-··-~· 

I S\0.000 
~ 100.000 

I .
l_ess than 

$10,000 

"The accounts are overdue any·where front l to 6 n1onths, and anyvvhere from S"lOO 
to $'100,000. What I want is this: 

1. Those that are 1 1nonth overdue, don't do anything with, just have 
Accounting send a bill in the normal way 

2. Those that are 2 nlonths overdue, have Accounting send a note 
3. Those that are 3 m.onths overdue, have the salcsnten call in person 
4. Those that are 4 n1onths overdue, have the Directors call 
5. The rest send to a collection ogency" 

"Oh, I sec what I'm saying," he said, and produced this: 

Reduce <Kcounts receivable 

1. Sort the <1ccounts by age and amount 
2. Assign responsibility for collection by seriousness 

-Accounting ~-Directors 

-·Salesmen -Collection Agency 

Certainly, this is cleare1; but the point at the top is still not right: if you get one bill 
paid, you have reduced accounts receivable. And neither of the steps will lead 
directly to getting a bill paid. So what will the company accomplish if it does these 
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two things? What will it have in its hand at the end, so to speak? Probably a syslenr 
j(n' fclilowiug up overdue accounts. 

Now we cmne to the real value of the end-product wording as a guide to your think­
ing. The minute you see that ·what you are trying to get the con1pany to do is to 
establish a systen1 for following up overdue accounts, you can look at the two steps 
critically to determine whether they are sufiicient to constitute a system. I would 
think at the very least you also need some sort of follow-up step, perhaps "Instruct 
the sales force to stop calling on the chronic nonpayers." 

I can't emphasize too strongly the necessity of wording action ideas to reilect an end 
product. Unless you force this discipline on your wording, you simply cannot make 
an objective judgment that you have included in your steps all that should be there. 

Sometimes people believe they can get around this need for specific wording by 
stating the actions as questions, since ansvvering each question >.vill produce an end 
product. That approach only adds a layer of complexity to your thinking, since you 
still have to visualize the end products and make sure that they are desirable. 

For example: 

In order that both internal and external stakeholders ·will see the general benefits 
frotn a strategic alliance and thus sponsor it (stakeholder blessing), the follo1ving 
questions need to be addressed: 

1. Are relevant o1vnership groups convinced that the venture will be desirc1ble 
from their stockholder viewpoint? 

2. \Vhat wlll be the effects on the company's reputation and the responses of 
the market? 

3. Are key 1nen1bers of the top management teams likely to be l.villing to pursue 
the venture-by seeing hovv the alliance will not be a threat to their mvn pc)\ver 
and careers? 

4. To the extent that the alliance could represent a threat to any person or group, 
how can they be convinced to vv•ork tmvard the alliance's subsequent success? 

5. I--Iolv will customers, suppliers, existing alliclnce partners, financiers, 
and competitors react? 

The easiest vvay to check whether these questions n1ake sense as an approach is to 
irnag:ine yourself sending out five different n1inions to gather the inforn1ation for 
you. Each of the five contes back and deposits his answer on your desk. What you get 
is five different things, not necessarily related. 

~------- ~2-~-- 3 

Stoc.<holctor I Market lbp 
v1ews response Management 

~-~ ---~~ I'""'""' 

4 

'vVays to get people 
to vvork for ttle 
alliance's success 

5 

Reactions from 
• Customers 
• Suppliers 
• Existing 

partners 
• Financiers 

· • Competitors 

.. __ L~--- -···--··-···l-~~~ 
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Instead, visualize yourself starting over with just one not overly bright minion to 
help you, limited time, and no budget. What is the most efficient way to direct that 
person's time, so that at the end you will have a plan for getting stakeholders to see 
the benefits of a strategic alliance? Would you not do this: 

List the groups likely to be 
affected by the alliance 

Estimate their 
reactions 

Determine ways to convince them 
to work for the alliance's success 

Stocktwlcler·s 

'lOp rrlana~JCnlCnt 

Customers I 
Suppliers 

Partners 

Financiers L 
'-c_o_m_p_e_t_ito_r_s _______ _L_ ____ ........ ---··~---· ··-----

__ j 
Now anyone can understand the process, and step one is already finished. You need 
only send the minion out to fill in the second box, since you can't do the third until 
the second is done. 

Again, the easiest way to clarify your thinking when dealing with action ideas is to 
visualize yourseli actually taking the action, and word the step in terms of the end 
product you will have in your hand when you finish. 

Distinguish the Levels of Action 

Most people's tendency in laying out a set of steps is to list them all in the order in 
which they intend you to take them. But in doing so they generally combine causes 
and effects at the same level. 

Accordingly, another technique you want to adopt is deliberately to distinguish the 
levels of action as you find them, so that you can limit the number of steps at any 
level to five or fe·wer. This lTtakes it n1uch easier to see the overall structure of a pro­
cess, and also n1eans you have fewer ideas for which to find the sum1nary effect. 

Distinguishing levels of action is relatively simple: an idea is at the same level if you 
expect the reader to take this action before he takes the next action listed; it is at a 
lower level if you expect him to take it so thnt he can produce the next action. Thus: 

A finn that \·vants to be on top of its teleccnnmunications problems might 
benefit from the following progmm. 

·1. Analyr:e present facilities and usage 
2. Identify the rnain business tasks needing more (or less) support 
3. Set objectives for telecommunications 
4. Provide researchers for revie1v 
5. Examine relationships vvith telecomm.unications suppliers 
6. Identify mc1in technological options 
7. Control internc1l telecommunications costs 
8. Scrutinize cquipm.ent policies 



105 

9. Examine existing comrnunications links 
10. Determine your organizational approach 

It is tempting to leave this list as it is, given that all of the steps need to be taken if a 
company is to have a properly supportive telecommunications system. But if you sort 
out what is being done before from what is being done so that~ you get a list like this: 

1. Set your telecommunications objectives (3) 

-Analyze present facilities and usage (l) 
-Identify the main business tasks needing support (2) 
-Examine existing communications links (9) 

2. Set up a project team to choose the proper equipment (4) 

-Identify the main technological options (6) 
-Scrutinize equipment policies (8) 
-Examine relationships with telecommunications suppliers (5) 

3. Create a frame,vork for organizational control (lO) 

-Appoint a central manager ( ?) 

- Establish a cost control system ( 7) 

Now not only can you quickly grasp what the program involves, you can also make 
objective judgments about whether you have left any points out. For example, how 
does one identify the main business tasks needing support? Or create a framework 
for organizational control? And perhaps they need a central manager. 

While you want to be sure to distinguish levels of action, you don't want to overdo 
the technique, which can easily happen-again because people have such a tendency 
to classify. There is a great love, especially among consulting firms, of specifically 
distinguishing Tasks vs Objectives vs Benefits of a project, like this: 

This classHying of sets of actions assum.es that there is a clear fence between the 
steps labeled Tasks and those labeled Objectives and Benefits, and that first you 
achieve the Tasks, then you achieve the Objectives, then you achieve the Benefits. 
That is indeed what you do do, but the hierarchy thus implied is this one. 

Benefits 

Objectives 

Tasks 
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As you can see, we are now slicing the pyran1id horizontally instead of verticallY" 
because accon1plishing the Tasks leads to achieven1ent of the Objectives, and accom­
plishing the Objectives leads to achievement of the Benefits. But the effect on clari­
fying the thinking is no better. We are now implying that labeling the levels of 
abstraction will allow us to identify the kind of action that goes at each level. In other 
words, we should be able to tell by looking at it whether any specific action is an 
Objective or a Benefit or a Task 

But that of course is nonsense. VYe already know that action ideas cannot be classi­
fied; they can only legitimately be united by their ability to bring about a specific 
effect. Classifying action ideas will inevitably lead to repetition, since there is noth­
ing intrinsic to distinguish a Task from an Objective from a Benefit. The only legiti­
n1ate way to organize is around end-product actions. 

To den1onstrate, here is an instance of labeling actions that was used by a consulting 
firn1 hired to train a client's people to do strategic planning. In abbreviated forn1, 
the firm had agreed to perform six tasks, which required them to set five objectives, 
achieving which they presumed would produce three benefits. 

Tasks 

Tr·ain in modern methocls of 
strategrc managernont 

Transfer know-how ancl concepts 

Participate as moderators in 
planning semnars 

Suggest mfinernents to tile 
e;<isting planning systenl 

Identify gaps in strategic 
infonllation 

Prepare staff to incorpmatc,; result.s 
in tile next planning cycle 

Objectives 

Transfer strategic planning and 
management know-how 

!-\dapt the methodology to existing 
planning systems 

Incorporate knovv-llow in a strategic 
planning handbook 

Contribute to ueating a clirnate in 
wtlicll strategic thinking plays a 
natural roil·: in decision making 

Put you in a position to formulate 
str·ateg·res that w·rll ensur·e long-terrn 
str·engthoning of competitiveness 

[~s-e_n_e-fit_s ______ ~,--- j' __ ,_ 

Two core groups fully versed 
111 strategic managomGnt 
techniques/able to put them 
into practice 

Transfer of strategic planning 
know-how mom rapidly and 
cost-efficiently ihan mcruitin~J 
a stmtegic plannirlg manager 

incorporation of the nevvly 
acquirecl expertise rn the next 
planning cycle 

A good technique for sorting out a set of ideas like this is to pare them to their barest 
essence, and then find the repetitions. If we apply the technique to this grouping, 
what do we get? 

~-· Ta~k;-------·---· 
Objectives Benefits ,-,--········ ,~ ____ , __ , 

I 1. lrarn 

2 Transfer know-how 

3. Advise 

4. Su~jgest rulincments 

L 
5 Identify gaps 

6. Incorporate for next year 
,_, _______ ,_, 

----

7 Transfer knm,v-!low 

8 Adapt to existing planning system 

9. Incorporate in handbook 

10 Create climate for strategic thinking 

1 1. Put you in position to formulate 
~Jood strategies 

12 Two groups able to do it 

13. Transfer of know-how ct1eapiy 

1tl. Incorpor-ation in next year"s 
cycle 
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Now both the repetitions and levels of abstraction are relatively easy to see, leading 
to a pyranlid structured around end-product actions. 

~-- l 
1 Transfer strategic i 

to the company 
.

1 

planning know-howj 

·--~---~~-~ 
[ 

Tcain tw? groups I l Adapt to j Help lo apply in J 
1n techmque existing system next cycle 

-·---- -------·-··--···-···-- --

And with a little work you would end up saying this: 

We will rapidly trcmsfer strategic planning knovv-ho\v to your company (2, 7, 13) 

1. Train two product advisory groups in the techniques and concepts of strategic 
planning (l, 12) 

2. Ad<~pt these concepts to your existing planning system (4, 5, 8, 9) 
3. Work with your people to apply the concepts during the next planning cycle 

(3, 6, Ill, II, 14) 

You have now organized the thinking around end-product actions, not around 
categories of ideas. 

Summarize Directly 

Once you have the steps in your process sorted out, you come to what is the absolute 
hardest part of dealing with action ideas-stating the overall su1nn1ary effect. I can't 
really give you a fool-proof technique for doing this, r')thcr than to say that 

~i The grouping n1ust be MECE 
'' The summary must state the direct effect of carrying out 

the actions, worded to imply an end product. 

You can then check the thinking by testing the points against each other. In the above 
exan1ple, if the contpany has the trained people, the appropriate planning systent, 
and the handbook, it certainly should be in a position to come up with the right 
kinds of strategies. That, of course, is not the same thing as saying they will be able 
to come up with the right kinds of strategies. Nor do my two rules guarantee that 
you will be able to come up with the right kind of summary. 

The best_[ can do is give you so.me before-and-after exan1ples, and show you how 
I thought about them. Here is a vaguely worded one. 

'1() improve Equity sales in the London n1arket, we should 

~- Rank revenue potential of customers by area 
~~ Decide degrees of penetration ·wanted in each area 
~~ Reassign salesmen accordingly 

I look at a grouping like this and say, "Okay, doing these things won't improve sales, 
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because if I get just one additional sale I have improved sales." Then I ask, "If I rank 
revenue, decide penetration, reassign salestnen-I do that in order to n1ake what 
happen? Or to put it differently, if I don't do it, what won't I have made happen?" And 
I come up with 

"fb improve Equity sales in the London trH:uket, we need to focus our 
resources on custorners with the highest potential 
(Hmv do we do that?) 

This is a n1uch n10re interesting staten1ent to read because it presents an idea rather 
than an intellectually blank assertion. The reader's mind is more ready to take in the 
ideas that follow because you have forced hin1 to ask "How?", and you yourself can 
check that the steps stated will achieve the result. 

Here's another example of vague wording: 

'Ib improve the training environrnent for blue collar workers in the UK 

•' Demonstrate to top management that Government considers work force training 
to be of top importance 

c: Establish a frarnework within which suppliers '.Nill develop appropriate courses 
~~ Create up1vard pressure front the \VOrk force 

In this case, because the sentences are contplex, you need to work out the essence of 
what they say hefore you try to move up. 1b do that, you first isolate the real subjects 
of each sentence: 

•i Top ntanagentent 
•; Suppliers 
~; Work force 

Then ask yourself, why are we discussing these three subjects and no others? What 
characteristic do they possess in common? They all appear to be participants in the 
training systen1 in the U.K. 

Next, identify how each sentence says we should act on that particular participant: 

I Demonstrate the importance to 
'' Establish a framework for 
,i Create pressure from 

What's the same about these three types of activity? They are all incentives of a sort. 
With son1e confidence, we can now sun1n1arize to say: 

-R) improve the training enviromnent for blue collar ""'orkers in the U.K., vve 
must provide the incentives that will encourage each petrticipant in the 
training system to support training. 
(1;Vhat does that mean we would do?) 

Again, we have a tnuch 1nore interesting statetnent, and one that both pulls the 
reader through your reasoning and permits checking for completeness. 

Let me tie this whole discussion together with this final, obscurely worded example 
about the product development problems in a company whose consumer products 
have a heavy R&D content. 
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The issues facing Product DevdopnH:~nt 

I. Hmv to incorporate the desired features, from the corporation (lnd the rnmkctplace 
point of viev.~ into the product development process 

2. How to priortise and allocate resources between various projects 

3. How to shorten development times while taking into account the requirements 
fron1. the marketing people 

4. How to organize and harness the R&D organization resources to meet the end 
points of development lead time 

S. Hmv to keep people informed (in and out of the corporation) in order to maximize 
coherence and strength of the product deliverables 

6. How to motivate the scientists and managers into product development 
partnership 

If we iollow our normal process, step one is to state the points at their barest, so that 
they can be thought about more easily. 

J. Develop the right products 4. Do it on time 

2. Allocate the right resources 5. Market it eifectively 

3. Do it quickly 6. Get scientists/managers to cooperate 

Step two is to identiiy the subgroups. 

1. Identiiy products that will meet market requirements 
-Incorporate the desired ieatures (1) 

-Meet marketing people's requirements (3b) 

2. Develop them in the shortest possible time (3a) 
- Allocate the right resources (2) 
- Organize R&D to meet deadlines (4) 
-Motivate scientist/n1anager cooperation (6) 

3. OHer them to the market in the most compelling way (5) 

Step three is to find the summary point. Ii we do these three things, what will we 
get? Apparently. we will get a product the market wants, beiore anybody else, glean­
ing the highest possible sales. 

Before we can tie these togethc1; we have to think back to what most business people 
know about product development in general. We know that there is a premium ior 
being first to the market with a product, and that the liie cycles of products are con­
stantly shrinking, so that cutting product develop1nent time is a real priority for a 
company. With that as the background, I would presume the author is trying to say 
something like: 

The major issue facing product developntent is whether \VC can organize 
ourselves to outperform the competition in responding to the marketplace. 
(What do 1.vc have to do to respond quickly and effectively?) 

l. Cm we idt~ntify the right products for our m.arket? 
2. Can vve cut unnecessary delays in getting the product to that m.arket? 
3. Cm \VC mount a marketing effort that \viii maximize sales? 
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By this point it ntust be n1ore than obvious to you that clearly con1n1unicating action 
ideas is not easy. It demands hard thinking. But the alternative is really so unpleas­
ant for the reader that you will want to make the effort to follow the steps we have 
been discussing: word the points as end products, distinguish the levels of abstrac­
tion, and draw the effect directly from the actions. 

You need to follow a silnilar, but less arduous, process in dravving an inference fron1 
a set of conclusions. Here, instead of trying to visualize the effect a set of actions 
Y\rill achieve, you are trying to grasp the insight a set of sinlilar kinds of staten1ent 
implies. 

LOOK FOR THE SIMILARITY IN CONCLUSIONS 

W noted earlier that ideas in writing are either action ideas or situa­
tion ideas-they either tell the reader to do son1ething or that son1ething is the case. 
If they are situation ideas, they will be statements that can be described by such 
plural nouns as reasons, or problen1s, or conclusions. You will have classified the 
ideas in this tnanner because you believed each of thent to possess a characteristic 
in contnton. 

To review what you read about cbssifying in Chapter 6, Imposing Logical Orde;; when 
you say sontething like "The con1pany has three organization problems," you have 
in effect taken the entire universe of possible organization problents that the cont­
pany could have, and ntade a bifurcate division of thent (Exhibit 3l). 

r·:xhibit 31 

Closslf!JIIIg utmt;fies 
a distinct difference 

. possess a characterisf1c ·In cornrnon 
that you con rank 



111 

Thus, classifying then1 as organization probletns does not reveal anything significant 
about them. It is only step one in the thinking process, a simple listing of points that 
may be worth thinking about. Step two is to prove that these points actually do 
belong together by identifying the common link that justifies separating them from 
the others. Step three is to spell out the wider significance of the existence of that 
con1n1on link-that is, to create a new idea. Only then can you say that you have 
completed your thinking. 

fvfost vvriters of business dOClU11ClltS Stop at step one, often because they don't realize 
that steps two and three Me required, but usually because drawing insights from a 
list of points is hard work. You have to 

~' Find the structural similarity that ties the ideas together 

~· Look for closer links between the similarities 

'· Make the inductive leap to the summary point. 

Find the Structural Similarity 

Ideas belong together if they share a common property. But, as you saw in Chapter 5 
on deduction and induction, ideas are always written in sentences that have a sub­
ject/predicate structure. Thus, the common property linking a grouping of ideas will 
usually show up because the sentences all: 

' Discuss the same kind of subject 

" Express the same kind of predicate (action or object) 

•r Intply the ~'l!PC ~jncl..Qf judgntent. 

Here "sante kind of" does not tnean exactly the sante. It nteans falling into the san1e 
category or able to be described by the same plural noun. 

If the subjects are all exactly the same, you look for a similarity by which to group 
arnong the predicates. If the actions or objects are all exactly the same, you look for a 
simibrity by which to group among the subjects. If neither the subjects nor the 
predicates are the same, you look for sin1ilarity in the judgn1ent in1plied by the 
sU.1ten1cnt. 

Identifying the actual similarity is harder than it sounds, particularly if the points 
are nicely phrased, because the language blocks your critical thinking. We all knovv 
about, and have been soothed by, the Five Forces, the Seven Ss, the Four Ps, the Seven 
Habits, etc. The trick is to get behind the language to see the bare structure of what 
is being said. 

Here, for example, is the sort of thing one reads all the time: 

There arc four characteristics of the new Planning and Control syste1n: 

·1. The planning cydc ,tnd its attcndunt control mechanism should be 
on illl annual bc1sis 
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2. The plans should be built up via an integrated system 
3. The pbns should be compiled in the context of a strong directional 

lead from the top of the division 
4. The planning system will distinguish betvveen the current practice 

and the planned change 

On first reading, this set of points sounds plausible. The language used is rather ele­
gant, which tends to make one think the author is communicating something useful. 
But there is still that intellectually blank assertion at the top. 

If we try to get behind the language to see what the list actually communicates, we 
see first that the subjects of the sentences are all the same-plans or the planning 
system. The connection between the ideas, then, must lie in the predicates, which say 
that the planning system is 

-Annual 
-Integrated 
·-Top down 
- Distinguishes between present/future 

Now; stripped of its style, you can see that the grouping does not really support a 
message. You ask yourself, What's significant about a planning system that possesses 
these four characteristics? The fact that the points are true is not sufficient to 
make them relevant, and the blank assertion prevents us from thinking further 
about them. 

This impetus to think further is, as I said at the beginning of the chapter, the major 
reason for drawing inferences in the first place. A grouping of ideas like the plan­
ning and control system characteristics listed above does not push your thinking 
upward to express a sum.ntary insight, and therefore cannot guide it forward to 
develop new thinking on this particular subject. Actually, after a good deal of 
rewriting, it turned out that what the author meant to say was: 

The objective of the nevv plt~nning and control system is to focus 
each unit of the organization on improving profits, by 

~~ Requiring annual profit plans from each unit 
,: Coordinating their contents at each reporting level 

,. Controlling managers specifically against them 

Bear in mind that if, as in this case, you do not find a clear relationship between the 
ideas you have grouped together as '1problems" or "reasons" or "conclusions," etc., 
that is always an indication that there is something wrong with the ideas in your 
grouping, and that further thinking is therefore required. 

The planning and control list contained only four points, and thus was relatively 
easy to sort out. Most lists produced tend to be longer. In that case, having isolated 
where the similarity in your grouping of sentences lies, the next step is to look for 
closer links between the similarities. 
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Look for Closer Links 

Here is a grouping of five complaints about the information coming from an infor­
mation systen1, with silnilarity in the actions in each sentence: 

1. Productivity figures for accounting, estilnating, and surveying ~h.Qtdd be u_Rdate~l 

2. H.egular personnel turnover figures are now necessary for all types of em.ployee 

3. Cmnpetition information from tenders _should be g~thered so that the strength of 
competition in different markets can be tnonitored 

4. The present information about market mtes for salaries L!i no! adequate 

5. Division and project capital lockup figures are needed 

It says the information: 

1. Should be updated 

2. Is now necessary 

3. Should be gathered 

4. Is not adequate 

5. Is needed 

You can see that the points clearly fall into two distinct groups: 

-Those complaining that the information does not exist (2, 3, 5). 

-Those complaining that the information exists but is not adequate (1, 4). 

But these two points present us with another classification. Why these two sets of 
problems and no others? What is the same about them that made the author 
instantly recognize them as problems that should be grouped together? Possibly 
because these defects indicate a uselessness for planning purposes. In that case, the 
point the author would state at the top would be: 

The planning system as presently set up produces information that is useless 
for planning purposes (Why?) 

~~ Either the information needed doesn't exist 

~~ Or it exists but it's not adequate 

Now, seeing the point you want to make at the top, you can apply the concept of order to 
the points below to determine whether there are any other defects with the information 
system he might have overlooked mentioning. A logical next point for the author to 
check into might be whether "It exists and it's adequate, but it's not presented properly." 

The major value of making a proper summary statement is that it helps you to find 
out what you really think. It also tells the reader in advance what he is meant to think 
about the ideas, and thus prepares his n1ind to receive then1 1nore easily, with greater 
confidence in their validity. And of course if you have been collectively exhaustive, 
the reader is unlikely to take issue with your reasoning. Above all, proper summary 
statc1ncnts n1ake the docunwnt less boring to read. 
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This is boring: 

As you knmv; some of the results of our Information System (IS) Assessment indic<1ted: 

I. You require committed due dc1tcs frmn IS project m;;magers so strategic 
business initiatives can proceed ·without delays 

2. Inexperience is present at the project manager position 

3. The IS culture a\!o~,-vs target dates to be ''slipped" rather than 
implementing creative alternatives to achieving the target dates 

4. Inconsistent usc of the Systems Development methodology, tools, and 
techniques is present 

5. [Jroject managers have not installed "tTiission criticcd" systems of this 
size or cotnp!exity 

6. Project managers have limited, if any classroom or on-the-job project 
management training or pmctical experience 

7. Estintatcs, timeframes and schedules for your "mission critical" projects 
(e.g., Croup ond Individual) <He at a high level--the ability to i:lchieve 
the timcframes appears risky and suspect 

8. The current system development life cycle methodology does not support 
techniques for client/server development such as Rapid Applic<ltion 
Development, Joint Applic<~tion Devclopn1ent, and Prototyping 

But no\v you knmv the process, it is easy to isolate the essential structural 
eletnents . 

l. Need due dates 

2. Inexperienced project n1.anagers 

3. Danger of slipping dates 

4. Inconsistent usc of tools 

5. Never done smnething this big 

6. Lin1.ited experience 

7. Afraid of slipping dates 

8. Don't have tools to do the work 

and turn then1. into a clear statement of ideas that is interesting, whether you 
understand the subject or not. 

Our assessment of your Corporate Information Systems Division indicated 
some risk that your Project Managers may not be able to ilChicve the target diltcs (3, 7) 

(! They have limited experience in doing this kind of work (2, 6) 

~: They have never before installed systems of this si1.c or complexity (5) 

They L1ck skill in ;;1pplying the methodolog;; tools, and techniques required 
to do the job (4, 8) 

[n these examples it has been easy to establish the point that the grouped ideas must 
be trying to ntake. Son1.etimes, howevet~ the in1plica.tion inherent in the si1nilarities 
is harder to see, so that putting the insight into words requires n1aking \vhat's called 
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an inductive leap. The springboard for that leap is likely to be a visualization of the 
source of the relationship reflected in the grouping. 

Make the Inductive Leap 

Here is a list of the n1ajor points of a presentation given by a consultant to a client 
who wanted to know whether he should enter the automotive aftermarket (spark 
plugs, tires, etc.) 

Our Conclusions 

I. Mcuket is large and grmving at an attractive t\1te 

2. Aftermarket is profitable 

3. Key m.arket characteristics indicate high barriers to entry 

4. Overall trends are favorable, but uncertainties obscure smne market 
segments' outlooks 

5. Overall, the m.arket appears attractive, but is highly fragmented. 

Again the ideas fall into two groupings: 

~~ Positive points: large, growing, attractive, profitable, favorable trends, 
attractive (1, 2, 4, 5) 

ar Negative points: high barriers to entry, uncertainties, fragn1ented 
(3, 4, 5) 

VVe can sun1n1arize the positive points in1n1ediately. Clearly, if the n1arket is large, 
growing, and profitable, it is attractive. And favorable trends also n1eans it's attrac­
tive. Visualize the attractive tnarket as a circle. 

The negative points don't group so easily. Fragmented means that the circle must 
have son1e segn1cnts in it, but uncertainties obscure son1e of the segtnents' outlooks. 
This n1eans son1e of the segn1ents n1ust look different fron1 the others, as shown 
belovv. _FinallY" there are barriers to entry, which can be shown with a line stopping 
entry. 

Tf;c rn;Hket 
IS dlff:( '.1!\ tO E:!"l\ci 

...............•...• ----~ 
··~~ 

Only some parts 
of the rnarkct me 
attr·actiVf:) 
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Now it is time to see if the tvvo points relate inductively. VVhut conclusions can we 
draw front this visualization? 

~~ Only some parts of the market are attractive 
4: These are going to be difficult to get into 

Do these two points have an inductive relationship? Is there anything the sante about 
being <1llractive and hard to get into? No. So if they relate it can only be deductively: 

------~.--~---~~~-~~ 

Only some parts 
of the market are -···--·-----t 
attr·active 

~·-----~ -
These are going '---... I_T_h-ere--fo-re_j to be cliflicu!t to 1 

get into 

Therefore what? The reasoning WCJ.S never carried to its conclusion. Therefore forget 
it? Therefore you ·will have to buy your way in? Therefore hire us to work out a care­
ful strategy? This exa1Ttple illustrates again the danger of settling for an intellectu­
ally blank assertion rather than pushing your thinking to its completion. 

Sometimes you will be presented with groupings that look like situation ideas, but 
are really action ideas in disguise. Begin by treating thent as if they were classed 
together because of their sintilarity; and then svvitch the fornt if you can visualize the 
effect that together they would achieve. For example, suppose you read: 

There are four variables to be managed in the resource allocation process: 

~: Sequence and timing of activities 

~: Definition of specific people's tasks 

~· Definition of information needs (content <:md form) 
41 Decision making process 

Why these four variables and no others? What is the sante about then1 that made hint 
group them together? Lf you try to state them more specifically, so as to find an orde1~ 
you will see that the author is really talking about four steps, and probably meant to 
say so1ncthing like this: 

The major managem.ent task in the resource allocation process is to ensure early 
and substantial participation of the proper people (How?) 

r Spell out the sequence and timing of project planning activities (l) 

t: Specify vvhere decisions are needed (2) 

~~ Identify who will participate in making them (4) 

" Dcfi ne the information they need to do so (3) 

This is not to say that situation ideas cannot be in tinte order. Here, for excnnple, is a 
list of points that are statentents about a contpany's sales proposals, which can be 
sorted into a tinte-ordered grouping: 



Our sales proposals can demonstrate a neiv im<1ge to our customers through 
improven1cnts in the follmving areas: 

1. More effective Opportunity Analysis to insure that\·\·\' maximize the 
utilization of resources 

2. Coordination of all proposals, including the establishment of a single quality 
process for proposal developrnent, standards for content and packaging, and 
<:l system for continuous quc1lity improvement 

3. Maximize the reuse of proposal information 

4. Share the knowledge and experience of those involved in the proposal process 
both vvithin the com.pany and the industry <:lS a whole 

5. Become more cost-effective in proposal preparation 
6. Further reduce response tirne 

7. Focus the proposal process on custom.er needs as a sales tool (not a mechanism 
for transfer of technical information) 
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If we follow our standard process (look for similarities, draw inferences) we get three 
ideas, justified by the order in which each activity happens. 

Our proposals arc not effective as a sales tool: 

!. VVe don't present a compelling message (l, 4, 7) 

2. \tVe don't nwke it look outstanding (2) 

~). \tVc take too long in the process (3, 5, 6) 

Before you start objecting to the difficulty of forcing your thinking upward every 
time, let me admit that you are not going to be enforcing this discipline absolutely 
rigidly throughout all your writing-not because it's not a useful thing to do, but 
because you don't always need that degree of precision, given a reader's auton1atic 
tendency to i.mpose a gestalt '\Vhere necessary. Thus, if you know your reasoning is 
valid, you can get away with a less precise sun1n1ary point. 

Our sales proposals can demonstrate a nevv image to our customers 
provided we: 

J. Present a 1nore con1pelling message 

2. Make it look outstanding 

J. Deliver it \vith great speed 

The n1essage to take away frmn this discussion is that you cannot sitn­
ply group together a set of ideas and assun1e your reader will understand their sig­
nificance. Every grouping in1plies an overall point that reflects the nature of the 
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relationship between the ideas in the grouping. You should first define that relation­
ship for yourself, and then state it for the reader. 

Always ask yourself of any grouping, "Why have I brought together these particular 
ideas and no others?" The answer will be: 

I' They all possess a characteristic in common, and are the only ideas 
linked in this way 
-In which case your SUlTmtary point \"fill be an insight gleaned front 

having contemplated the significance of the similarity. 

~~ They are all of the actions that n1ust be taken together to achieve 
a desired effect 
-In which case the summary point states the direct effect of 

taking the actions. 

lf you force yourself to justify each grouping of ideas in this way, the thinking you 
communicate to your reader will be totally clear, and will more likely than not con­
vey insights that you did not know you had before you sat down to ·write. 
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You will find over time that the Situation-Complication-Question form 
of the introduction will become second nature to you, and you will be able to impose 
it auton1atically as you sit dcrwn to write a short docu1nent. And using the ques­
tion/answer process, coupled with the disciplines for imposing order and finding 
summaries described in Chapters 6 and 7, you should be able relatively easily to 
work out the structure of your thinking. 

In longer docuntents such as reports and presentations, however (which are usually 
written to give the solution to a problem), or in project plans or consulting proposals 
(which tell how you will go about solving the problem), the process is not quite that 
straightforward. There will likely have been a lengthy data gathering stage, the writ­
ing task n1ay involve several authors and extend over a nun1ber of days (or weeks), 
and you can easily find yourself overwhelnted with all the facts, da.ta, infonnation, 
and ideas that need to be sorted and considered before you can deten11ine the nles­
sage you vvish to cmnm.unicate. 

This section of the book is written specifically for people who write these kinds 
of problent-oriented docuntents-ntanagentent consultants, strategic analysts, 
market researchers, etc. The n1atcrial covered is necessarily lengthy and con1plex, 
reflecting the nature of the subject. But the approaches have been well and truly 
tested, and are in daily use by consultants and analysts worldwide. If this is your 
field and you need to define and analyz(;~ problen1s before cornn1unicating the 
solutions in writing, you will find it worth the effort to read on. 
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Problen1-oriented doctunents generally spring front a desire to answer a variation on 
one of the three ntost con1n1on questions, depending on what is known in advance 
by the reader: 

I! What should we do? (if the solution is not known) 

I! Should we do it? (if a solution has been suggested) 

I! How should we do it? I How will you do it? 
(if the solution is known and accepted). 

In those cases the introduction acts to define the nature of the problem that gener­
ated the question, after which the pyramid presents the "steps" or "reasons" (or 
sometimes the deductive argument) gleaned from having analyzed the problem and 
found a solution. But the thinking required to identify those steps or reasons begins 
well before you have any ideas whatever to communicate. Ideally you will follow a 
sequential process in which you 

Define Structure Conduct the Form the pyramid 
the problem ____ ,. the analysis -·----ll> analysis/find ------~···~ll> to communicate 

the solution the ideas 

The secret to writing consulting reports efficiently is to make sure you (a) define the 
problem and (b) structure the gathering and analysis of your data so as to facilitate 
their translation into pyramid fonn. In other words, you want to organize your 
approach to the first two stages so that they lead easily through the third to the 
fourth-in effect to pre-structure your pyramid. 

But defining the problem and structuring the analysis can be complex undertakings. 
The events that led up to the problem are often obscure, confused, or misstated. Vast 
amounts of data generally exist about all aspects of the problem, so that you are 
tempted to "go after everything" just to be sure. And many possible "solutions" to 
the problem can present themselves. 

Fortunately, a number of analytical frameworks have been developed to help you 
minimize confusion and work efficiently. 

-Chapter 8 recommends a framework for defining problems, useful 
first as a prelude to problem analysis and later as a template for 
determining the Situation-Complication-Question structure of the 
introduction. 

-Chapter 9 describes other frameworks available to help you in think­
ing through and conducting the actual analysis of the problem, and 
in checking the validity of the ideas you generate as the solution. 
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Wen you decide that a problem exists, you are usually perceiving a gap 
between the results you get now fron1 a certain line of endeavor and the results 
you ·would rather have had. You are essentially recognizing that a particular situation 
in the world yields a specific result, which I call the Undesired Result (Rl). 

Situation Rl R2 

? 

The problem is that you do not like the result (e.g., Sales are declining), and you want 
some other result (e.g., Sales to be growing), which I call the Desired Result (R2). 
The solution then tells you how to get from RJ to R2. 

Defining a problem in this way begins the process of Sequential Analysis/ a partic­
ularly efficient problem-solving technique that involves finding the answers to a 
series of questions in logical sequence: 

1. Is there/is there likely to be a problem (or opportunity)? 
2. Where does it lie? 
3. Why does it exist 
4. What could we do about it? 
5. What should we do about it? 

<· Holland. B. Robert, ,Sequential Analysis, McKinsey & Company, London, !972 
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The answers to the first two questions serve to define the problem, question 3 points 
you to finding its causes, and questions 4 and 5 deal vvith deterntining the best way 
to eliminate the problem (or to take advantage of the opportunity): 

L Is there/is there likely to be a 
problem (or opportunity)? 

2. Where does it lie? 

3. Why does it exist? 
-----

4. What could we do about it? 

5. What should we do about it? 

Define the problem 

Structure the analysis 

Find the solution 

-----------·-·-----··--·---

In contn1unicating the results of your analysis, the ansvvers to questions l and 2 
become the introduction to your document, while the answers to the other questions 
lead to the points in the pyramid. In this chapter I will present a formal way to 
define the problem so that you can move easily from it to write the introduction 
to a proposal or a final report. 

PROBLEM-DEFINITION FRAMEWORK 

t, as stated previously, a problem represents a gap between what you 
have and what you want, that gap did not arise in a vacuun1. It resulted fron1 an 
existing situation and developed in response to a particular set of circun1stances. 
These circtunstances can be quite sitnple or they can involve a cmnplex interaction of 
cause and effect. Either way, understanding the history of their development is 
essential both to pinpointing the nature of the gap and to grasping its significance. 

Laying out the Elements 

Let me explain the elements of the framework using a deliberately simplistic exam· 
ple. Suppose you have a company that has for 30 years followed a tried-and-true 
nwthod to sell a product that is in enonnous den1and, say industrial real estate. The 
salesmen simply make a Jist of their sales prospects, write a script of what they will 
say to the prospects, and then deliver the message. 

The company has done phenomenally well over time, increasing its sales some 10% a 
year every year. This year, however, as it goes into the final quarter, indications are 
that sales instead of being up 10% will be down 10%. The news is naturally some­
thing of a shock, and the con1pany \·vants to take action as quickly as possible to get 
sales back on track. 
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Think of the problem as emerging from an existing Situation (Exhibit 32). This Situ­
ation is n1ade up of a Starting Point or Opening Scene that encmnpasses an existing 
structure or process (their standard selling approach). The process yields or is 
expected to yield a Desired Result (R2) of continued 10% annual growth. Something 
has happened or an action has been taken in the Situation (they calculated their 
projected sales) that led to the acknowledgement or revelation of a likely Undesired 
Result (R1), the threat that sales growth will be lower than expected. 

Exhibit 32 A prob/en1 emerges from an existing situation 

Situation R1 R2 

Starting Point/Opening Scene 1"11rcat to Continue 10% 
annua! gro,;;th ~•nnt_:al grO\·vlh 

l Ust the 
prospects 

____ _j 

Disturbing Event 

Write the 
script 

Oumter!y sales projected to i)C 
clov:n 10% 

~~ 
!-icwt can 'NC; ensure ccn!inued growth'.' 

Expnnci t~1e !'st 
Rcvitaii7e trw scnnt 

()f!('f !!ltl deii 1/Gry 
on vicleotaoe 

A gap novv exists bet'ltveen \vhat vvas delivered and what vvas expected. That gap is 
the problen1. To solve the problem, one has to identify the causes of the gap and 
determine the steps required to close it. These causes will generally lie in the c1ctivi­
ties envisioned in the Opening Scene. Thus the Problem Definition Framework 
requires you to answer three questions: 

~~ 'A' hat's going on? 
(Situation [Starting Point/Opening Scene+ Disturbing Event]) 

• What don't we like about it? (Rl) 

' What do we want instead? (R2) 

Once these questions are answered, the problem is defined to the point where you 
can determine the Question generated by the problem and begin to look for the 
Solution. The Solution generally con1es frmn changing what is going on in the struc­
ture or process identified as the original Starting Point/Opening Scene. In the case 
just described, if the sales are down, they are likely down because 

-The list is no longer valid, and/or 

-The script is not punchy enough, and/or 

-The delivery is ineffective. 

You are now in a position to structure the analysis of the problem. To that end, you 
will develop diagnostic frameworks and logic trees that enable you to do a complete 
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breakdovvn of each area to identify the causes of sales being down. The steps in your 
solution will derive from these frameworks, and would likely cover fixing the list 
and/or the script and/or the delivery (Chapter 9, Structuring the A11alysis of the Prob­
lem, explains diagnostic frameworks for problem analysis and how to develop them.) 

Converting to an Introduction 

Best of all, once you are ready to put the solution in writ.ing1 you can easily convert 
the problem definition to an introduction. You simply read from left to right and 
down, with the last thing known by the reader always serving as the Complication 
that triggers the Question. Thus, in this case: 

I .. .] 
I 

f::liminate 
inadoq_uacies \n 

~culion _ ..... ~-~ 
-...____________ 

----- ""-,----~·=---1 
I 

1 Expand i 
l.-····-·tho~-~ 

Revitalize 
Ute script 

Oiler tho l 
L:~;~~~~~:~-~ 

S = Have ])een usin~J tr·ied and true appmach 
to sell this proctucL for 30 years has given 
us '10% increase in sales each year·. 
(Starting Point) 

C == Quarterly projections sllow sales down 
10% instead of up 10%. <.tugurs ill for our 
bein9 able to rnake year-one! fi~Jures. 
(Disturbino Event, R 1. R2) 

0"' How can we ensure COI1tinuocf grovvth? 

This vvas, of course, a highly simplified exan1ple, in which the question was sin1ply 
"How do we get from Rl to R2?" worked out in this form: 

,-~ .. ·~-~---------·--~-.. · 

i Situation 
S ==We have a process we like (Situation) 

C "' It isn't giving us what we want (R·l, R2) 

0 "' What should we do? 

---·-·-·------· 

Most problems have a more complex history. A company could, for example, have 
identified a problem and already come up with a solution. In that case, the question 
would be either "Is it the right solution?" or "How do we implement the solution?" And 
the existence of the solution becomes the Complication that triggers the question. 



Situation R1 R2 

L .... ~·······--~·· 

S "'VVe haci a problem (Situation, R-1. R2) 

C "" VVe came up with a solution 
(Solution) 

0 '"' Is it the right solution? or· 
Hmv do we irnplement the solution? 
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Or a company could have had a problen1, con1e up vvith a solution, and found the 
solution is not vvorking. Then the question is again "What should we do?" 

. ··~·~~~ ·~···~··~--:::-1 

Situation R1 R2 1 

~I 

So!ulion 
die! not ·..vork 

S '" \Ne hac! a pwblem ancJ developed 
a solution (Situation. R1. R2. 
Solution) 

C c-= The solution is not workinQ (Rl--b) 

0 o~ W~;at should we do? 

Or you could even have a triple·!ayer problem, in which the second Solution also 
did not vvork. Suppose, for exmnple, you are a large packaged foods n1anufacturer, 
back in the days when supern1arkets \Vere a fairly new institution. Despite extensive 
nevv-product testing, you. feel n1on~ con1fortable testing about-to-be-released 
products on the supermarket shelves for a week or so before starting the full-scale 
launch. 

You have gone to the supern1arkets and announced your intention, but they have 
balked at allowing you to con1e in and disrupt their orderly existence. Howcvet~ you 
have offered to pay a modest fee for the privilege, and they have accepted. 

Titne passes, supern1arkets band into chains, and the fee, as fees have a habit 
of doing, increases to $20,000 21 week, which you think is 2111 outrageous an1ount of 
money: A cotntnittee is convened to look into the problen1 but, as con1n1ittecs also 
have a habit of doing, can agree on no solution other than to refuse to pay. Alas, the 
supermarkets also refuse to allow week·long test marketing of products on their 
shelves. 
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We now have a problem that would be structured to look like Exhibit 33. 

Exhibit JJ Problen1s can extend to triple layers 

Situation 

Starting PolnUOpening Scene 

D D 
Manufacturer Nev-,~ F)rocluct Supcrmar_kct 

Disturbing Event 

Des1re ior n<ore thorough testing of r:e'"-' products 
before final rollout 

R1 

Super1N1rkets 
will not aiiov; 

Fee at $20.000 

Supermarkets 
wil! not allow 

PJyieo 

Flofusc to P<ly 

? 

R2 

rest in situ 

Test in siiu 
Rc;;lsonablc fee 

This is indeed a complex history But, because you have been able to lay it out and 
look at it in this orderly way, you can quite easily describe it in a few sentences in 
the introduction to, say, a speech to members of your industry Again, the technique 
is to read from left to right and down, making the last thing known by the reader 
the Complication. 

Situation As you knov\j in order to overcome the supern1arkets' reluctance to 
pern1itting ·week-long testing of new products on their shelves, we in 
the industry have over the last several years been paying them a fee. 
This fee has increased every year, so that it now stands at $20,000-
somewhat high for a week's use of shelf space. In an effort to make 
the supermarkets see reason, we have refused to pay the fee. 
(Situation, Rl-a, R2-a, Solution-a, R1-b, R2-b, Solution-b) 

Complication Unfortunately, they have also refused to let us test-market our 
products. (R1-c) 

Question The question we want to deal with today is how should we respond? 
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As I said earlie1~ you use the Problem Definition Framework as the first step in the 
problem-solving process, as well as the first step in building a pyramid of the ideas 
that will communicate the solution. You will also find the framework invaluable as 
an aid to pinpointing and correcting problen1s in docum.ents passed on to you for 
revievv. In either case, the process you want to follovv is: 

~; Lay out the basic parts of the problem as shown in the previous 
exhibits. 

~' Identify where you are in terms of the solution. (Has a solution 
already been suggested or accepted?) 

~; Determine the appropriate question. 

~· Check that the introduction reflects the problem definition. 

~' Check that the pyramid answers the question. 

Let me take you through this general process, finishing with a real-life example. 
Then in Chapter 9 I will show you how to expand on the problem definition to 
structure the analysis of the problem and generate possible solutions. 

LAY OUT THE PROBLEM 

As we saw in the previous section, we need to specify four elements 
before we can say we have defined a problem to the point where we can look for 
a solution: 

•: The Starting Point/Opening Scene 

,. The Disturbing Event 

'! Rl (Undesired Result) 

I! R2 (Desired Result) 

These elements together tell a rather dramatic story of how the problem unfolded, 
and you can usefully think of them in dramatic terms. 

The Starting Point/Opening Scene 

Imagine yourself seated quietly in a darkened theatre. The curtain parts and imme­
diately you see on stage a set depicting a specific place at a particular moment in 
time. That is the Starting Point or Opening Scene. Then something happens that 
launches the action of the drama. That is the Disturbing Event. 

The same process applies in defining a problem. Only here the curtain opens and 
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you see, at a specific point in space and tinte, the area of your own or your client's 
company or industry within which the problem originated. [twill likely consist of a 
structure or a process that you can easily visualize. 

You want to sketch the layout of vvhat you sec that constitutes the area you are 
discussing, asstnning about the level of general kno·wledge of the norn1al reader of 
Fortune or Business Week. Or alternatively, pretend you are beginning to tell a friend 
the story of the problem. What would he or she have to be able to "see" to under­
stand vvhat you are talking about. 

"Once upon a time there was a company that distributed household goods 
around the country from three warehouses ... " 

[··Ie would naturally get an intage of the three warehouses set up to distribute goods. 

Or you might say: 

"Our company consists of il nurnber of independently run businesses, 
each of which engages in activities in which the new technology of image 
proccssi ng may be appropriate." 

And he n1ight get an in1age like this: 

At the Opening Scene stage, you ·want to keep your visuaUzation sin1ple and 
your description short. You can expand the prose vvhen you write the actual words 
of the introduction. 
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The Disturbing Event 

Interest in the structure or process arises because of sontething that happens 
to disturb the vvay it functions. The Disturbing Event is what happens-or what 
could happen or would be likely to happen in the near or far future-to threaten 
the relatively stable situation described in the Opening Scene, and thus to trigger 
the undesired result (Rl). In the previous example, the emergence of the new 
technology is the Disturbing Event. 

A Disturbing Event can be: 
External- a change initiated else\vhere in the cnviron1nent 
within which the structure/process takes place, e.g. 

Entergence of a new contpetitor 
Conversion to a new technology 
Shift in goverr11nent or custm11er policy 

Internal-a change initiated by the contpan;~ e.g. 
Added a business process 
Installed a nevv con1puter syste1n 
Expanded into a new m.arket 
Redirected the product line 

Recently Recognized-a recognition or evidence of an 
obvious or likely need for change, e.g. 

Lagging performance in a product/process 
Sub-par operating resu Its 
Market research that in1plies a possible shift in 
customer attitude. 

Son1etin1es, especially in writing a consulting proposal, you n1.ay not have been given 
enough inform.ation to identify specifically what it was that generated the recogni­
tion that a problcn1 exists. But you should be able to identify what it is the reader is 
unhappy with in his structure or process. In that case do not trouble yourself with 
trying to manufacture a Disturbing Event. Simply move directly to the R1. 

Rl (Undesired Result) 

The Rl is the problem that your reader is trying to solve or is likely to face, or the 
opportunity he could embrace. It is usually brought to the surface by the Disturbing 
Event (the source of which \Vas extcrnat internal, or recently recognized). In consult­
ing, the undesired result is typically the stated trigger for a consulting cngagcntent, 
although the underlying causes of the Rl may in son1e cases not be apparent to the 
client. 

[t may be that the Disturbing Event revealed the existence of a hitherto unrecognized 
or unavailable opportunity. -More likely, however, is that it vvill have: 

~; Adversely affected the cmnpany's processes or structures 
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~! Disrupted the perforn1ance of a particular area 

~~ Triggered (or should have triggered) a rethinking of the business, 
its products, or its processes 

11 Challenged (or should have challenged) basic assumptions about 
custon1ers, 1narkets, con1petition, core con1petencies, processes 
or technology. 

There may also be more than one Rl resulting from this disturbance. You want 
to state Rl as briefly as possible in your diagram. For example, it may be that the 
con1pany is now unable to serve the n1arket or is losing its market share. It n1ay see 
its sales decreasing, its profit n1argins declining, or its financial perforn1ance erod­
ing. Or a forecast market opportunity may not be realizable, etc. 

R2 (Desired Result) 

The R2 is what the reader wants his structure or process to produce in place of the 
Rl. (Or if the R1 is an opportunity, he wants to be able to take advantage of the 
opportunity.) You want to state the R2 as specifically and quantifiably as you can, so 
that you will be able to tell when you have achieved it. Without an end-product 
description of the Desired Result, you cannot easily choose between the various 
possible Solutions you are likely to generate in the course of your thinking. 

Try to state your R2 in end-product terms that either have a specific number or 
indicate a specific end state: 

~ Meet year-end growth goals 

',i Reduce time to market by 1/3 

II Permit supermarket testing at reasonable cost 

1! Revise the system to function properly 

11 Have sufficient capacity to cope with projected demand. 

It is possible that you will not be able to state the R2 as a specific end product, or that 
you may not be able to state it at all. In that case, simply write down in the R2 section 
the general state you want to find yourself in when the problem is solved. Then the 
first step in your problem solving should be to determine the specific R2. 

What you are trying to do in laying out the parts of the problem is to 
erect a rough, but recognizable, scaffolding that will allow you to identify gaps in 
your understanding, cmd around which you can wrap the words of your introduction. 

As you will see when we get to Chapter 9, your definitions of the Opening Scene, 
the Disturbing Event, the Rl and the R2 may very well change during the problem 
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solving process. Once you begin gathering data, for example, you may find yourself 
getting a better fix on the extent of external changes, and thus can refine and 
restate the essence of the RJ and R2. But always the relationship between the parts 
of the framework will prevail. 

LOOK FOR THE QUESTION 

Once you have the basic parts of the problem laid out, you are ready to 
look for the reader's question. This question will depend on how far along in the 
problem the reader has progressed before you began to analyze it. Does he simply 
want to know how to get from R1 to R2? Or has he already decided how to do that, 
in which case he will of course have a different question. 

A big error son1e writers n1ake is in not specifying to then1selves whether sorne 
action has already been taken by the reader to solve the problem. Recognizing when 
action has been taken-and how that affects the question a document is meant to 
answer-greatly simplifies writing the introduction and structuring the subsequent 
reasoning. 

Using the problen1 definition as a guide, we can see that readers will generally face 
one of seven problem situations, depending on where they stand in terms of seeking 
a solution: 

Most common circwnstances 

1. They do not know how to get from R1 to R2. 

2. They think they know how to get from R1 to R2, but they are 
not certain they are right. 

3. They know for sure how to get from Rl to R2, but they do not know 
how to implement the solution. 

Variations on the most common circumstances 

4. They thought they knew how to get from Rl to R2 and implemented 
it, but that solution turned out not to work for son1e reason. 

5. They have identified several possible solutions, but don't know 
which to pick. 

!\/so possible but not common 

6. They know Rl but cannot articulate 1<.2 specifically enough to permit 
looking for a solution. 

7. They know R2 but are not sure whether they are at R1 (typical 
benchmarking study). 
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Exhibit 34 shows how the elements of the problem definition would map to 
the introduction in each of the seven cases. 

Exhibit 34 

1. Situation 

2 Situation 
3. 

4. Situation 

5 Situation 

6. Situation 

l_ Situation 

ldentif!f where the reader stands in terms of seeking a solution 

Rl R2 

v 
? 

Rl R2 v 
Soiulion 

Solution 

Soiut!On cild 
·oot vmrk 

v 
? 

Rl R2 

v 
1\:ternative 1\ 
1\itenlative t3 
1\itcrnative C 

? v 
? 

? 112 

., 

S = Situation 

C" R1, R2 

0 =How do \fie get from Ri to !12? 

S "" Situation Rl R? 

C;;;: Solution 

Q ;;: Is it Hlc right solution? or 
How do we implement 
tile solution? 

S "' Situation R1. R2 Solution 

C = Solution did not 'Nark 

0 = What shouid 'NO do? 

S :::: Situation, Rt R2 

C ""' We have alternative ways to 
solve tile p:ob!ern 

0;;.:; Wllich is tile best altemative? 

S "' Situation, R 1 

C"" f'\nmv t!1at we need io cllange, 
but not sure what INC sl<ould be 
airning for or llOW to get there 

0 ""~ What should be our objectives 

and strategy'? 

S '-" Situation. R2 

C "' Not sure whether we are at Rl 

0 :::: Do we have a prob!em, and if 
so how should we respond? 
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MOVE TO THE INTRODUCTION 

As you have seen, the Problem Definition Framework for the most part 
lays out the problem elements in the order in which they can most easily be used in 
the introduction. You simply move from left to right and down. The last thing known 
by the reader is always the Complication. 

Following are examples illustrating the introduction and pyramid for each of the 
seven standard questions shown in Exhibit 34. These examples are somewhat 
abstract, in order to entphasize the bare structure, but you can read the full content 
of each introduction in Appendix B, Examples of Introductory Structures. 

What should we do? (1) 
S "' Have X approach to sellin~J 

to rnar·kets now 

C =Expect muct1 higher orowth. 
face other problems, 
afraid X approach will not 
continue to vvork 

0 =How should we ch8nqe? 

This structure is the si1nplest of all to analyze and write, since the Situation always 
describes what is going on now, and the Cmnplication is always that the reader is at 
R1 and wishes to be at R2. This is also the structure used to tell someone how to 
change or upgrade a systen1 that is presently in operation. In that case, you would 
have: 

Situation 
Corn plication 
Question 

Here's how the system works today 
It does not do what it is meant to do 
l"Iow· do we n1ake it do what it is n1eant to do? 

The plural noun for the Key Line here would be "changes." It differs slightly from the 
structure you vvould usc if you were telling son1cone how to do son1ething new, 
where the plural noun would be "steps." 

Situation 
Cotnplicntion 
Question 

Here's the activity we are trying to perform 
We are not able to perform it 
How do we create the capability to perform it? 
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Should we do what we are thinking of doing? (2) 

S = We may have a problem 
because a new approac!1 is 
being tried in our industry 

C = If so we will have to chanfJC 

0 = Should we plan to do so? 

This general structure has a couple of interesting variations. 

Situation 
Co!nplical:ion 
Question 

Situation 
Complication 
Question 

We have a situation/problem 
We plan an action 
Is it the right action? 

We are planning to take X action 
We don't want to do X unless Y is the case 
Is Y the case? 

How should we do what we want to do? (3) 

Step 
Three 

S = Our city has a problem 

C = We l1ave decided wl1at 
the solution should be 

0 =How do we implement 
the solution? 

This structure is also used if you are trying to explain to someone how something 
was done: 

Situation 
Co1nplication 
Question 

Situation 
Complication 
Question 

We had a problem 
We solved it by doing X 
How did you do X? 

We have/had an objective 
We are installing a system/process to accomplish it 
How does it work? 



Our solution hasn't worked, what should we do? (4) 

S -== We have a problem and have tal\en 
several steps to solve it 

C "' Nothing 'NO have done so far 
has worked 

Q "" Wl:at should we do? 
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You can see that this structure is simply an extension of the first one, in that the 
question is the same, What should we do? The only difference is that the problem 
can have a double or triple-layer past, which needs to be traced before you get to the 
appropriate question. 

Which alternative should we choose? (5) 

Y is the 

S "' We had a plan to implement 
in X way 

C '"" Tllere has been a suggestion tllat 
Y might be tile better way to go 

0 "" Which is the better ·way? 

Alternatives always go in the Complication, because you ordinarily should not bring 
them up unless they are known in advance by the reader. That is, he will have identi­
fied them himself as possible courses of action that he wants you to weigh and ana­
lyze. What you specifically want to avoid is bringing up alternatives simply to knock 
the In down. For exan1ple, "We have three ways we can solve this problent," vvith a 
Key Line that reads: 

Way A is no ~~~l .,. [ Way 8 is no good 
because .. :_j because .. 
- -~---·-"·-~--

Therefore do 
way C 

The reason for doing C is not that A and B are no good; the reason for doing C is that 
it solves the problem. (See Appendix B for a fuller discussion of generating and dis­
cussing alternatives.) 
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What should our strategy be? (6) 

Why? 

flo·w? 

S =Operating as small player in big noarket 

C = Don't know Hle lull potential we cou!d 
8Chieve. but l<now that we are 
rlowhere near it 

Q = IJVhat should our str·ategy be 
to get there? 

Sometimes a client can be presented with a problem or an opportunity that he 
recognizes requires action on his part, but the situation is so new or his knowledge 
so sparse that he does not know how to go about either setting clearly defined ob­
jectives or vvorking out the steps for achieving then1. He n1ight, for exan1.ple, be in 
an industry \·Vhose technology and m.arkets are changing rapidly, he recognizes the 
turn1oil as an opportunity to m.ove out of stagnant areas and into growing ones, but 
he simply doesn't know what they are likely to be. 

In this case a consultant is called in to analyze the industry <1nd identify the key fac­
tors for success in it, determine where the client is strong in relation to the key factors, 
determine how effectively and profitably he would be ilblc to compete given those 
strengths, and then work out what he thinks the client's wisest strategy would be. 

The top point of the document is then a statement of that strategy, with the Key Line 
either delineating the steps to achieve it or, as shown above, explaining the strategy 
with a deductive argun1ent, ·where the steps go under the final box. 

Do we have a problem? (7) 

,---·----· 
i No. Cl)annos wi!l 

I 
be qroa' for t110 
•nctustry 

S o_:; Major changes taking place vvith advent 
of new market groupings 

C "' Belief is tl·1at these changes augur ill 
for cornpanies Wl this inclustry 

0 - Is thdt bel1ef JUStlflecf? 

\\In;? - -~[ 

~-~:--~-~Nille~co=l--~;xevcnt C 
j to emerge I B to develop from happening 
____________ ,.. L_ _____ , ________ ! 

This particular docun1ent reflects concerns about a changing industry. Most 
typically the structure is used when a client ·wants to "benchn1ark" hin1self against 



137 

his competitors or against cmnpanies in other industries that perform the san1e 
activities he does. 

REAL-LIFE EXAMPLE 

1 give you a sense of how easily the elements of the problem defini­
tion translate into the parts of the introduction, here is a real-life example going 
from the problem definition to the final pyramid. It concerns a retail distributor of 
household goods. Here are the problem elements: 

The company had three distribution centers, located in Worcester, Evansville, and 
Las Vegas, plus rented space from a company called OMS!. Capacity of the three 
warehouses was meant to serve 490 stores, but in fact the four centers were sonle­
times hard pressed to serve only the present 438 stores. Given an annual growth rate 
of 4-5%, plus plans to open 198 new stores by the end of the year, the company 
expected to run out of capacity in 2 years. 

The company had identified a variety of actions it could take to provide the neces­
sary capacity: expand one or more of the present warehouses, build a fourth or fifth 

Exhibit 35 Structure the problem 

Situation 

Starting Point/Opening Scene 

\·'/orccster Evansville Las Vegas 

S1mp!e. ful!-iinc clistribution strEJtcgy 

Cw1 in theory serve 490 stores. in fact neer.i 
DMSI to serve 438 

Disturbing Event 

Volume growing 4 --5"'/.?(yem 

Expect to open 198 more stores by end 
ol nc>:t yesr 

Fknted space 

R1 
Wiil run out of capacity 
in 2 years 

R2 

Have suff1cient 
cnp<:1Ci!y to cope 

Expand one or more present war0houses 
Build fourtll or fifth warehouses 
Upgrade materml hancllin9 processes 
Continue to re!y on third parties 

D1Hering impacts 
on ROI 

Approac!l that ensures 

Lowest capital outlay 
l_owest operating cost 
Sante processing speecJs 

--- Sarne full-line strategy 

~ 
? 
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new warehouse, upgrade tnaterial handling processes, or continue to rely on third 
parties. Each action, however; had a different impact on ROI. The company wanted 
to select a strategy that would ensure the lowest capital outlay and operating costs, 
while still allowing it to operate with the same processing speeds and using the 
same full-line strategy. 

The problem can be laid out as shown in Exhibit 35 on page 137 From it, you can see 
that you will want an introductory structure that is a variation on ntnnber 5 in 
Exhibit 34, page 132. 

S = We have a problem 

C = We have alternative ways to solve it 

Q = Which? 

You would then get the introduction and pyramid shown in Exhibit 36. 

Exhibit 36 Move from the problenz to the pyrmnid 

1\dd capacity incrementally, 
to avoid building fourth 
'.Narehouse as long as possible 

r Modify Worcester I ancl Evansville 

__j [ 

lrnplernenl 
'fast cycle'' 
material handling 
tecl'miques 

~~_____j 

S ;:::; Three distribution centers set up to handle 490 
stores. can actually do only 438, and only by 
using rented space. Growing 4···5%/year. adding 
198 new stores by end 2002. will run out of 
capacity by end 1999. Want to be sure you take 
stops to provicle sufficient capacity in time. 

But variety of ways exist to do it, from expanding 
one or more centers to building fourth or fifth new 
one. and combinations thereof. 

C = Impact on ROI differs witll activity, timing. Want 
approach that ensures lowest capital outlay and 
operating costs. wllile maintaining processing 
speeds and full-line strategy 

0 "' What should the distribution strategy be? 

[

-·-----

Continue 
selective 
third party 

~~ationships 



139 

The Problem Definition Framework is a difficult concept to take in 
and appreciate at first reading. But it is nevertheless an extremely useful tool to have 
available whenever you need to explain a problem, whether orally or in writing. And 
you have just seen that it serves as a wonderful guide to developing the introduction 
to a document meant to recommend a solution to the problem. 

Between the definition of the problem and the discovery of the solution, of course, 
comes the actual problem analysis-the identification of the causes of the problem 
and the assessment of possible courses of action to eliminate it. The value of the 
Problem Definition Framework here is that it guides you to work most efficiently in 
identifying and structuring the analyses required to develop an effective solution, 
as you will see in Chapter 9. 
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9 
STRUCTURING 

THE 
ANALYSIS 
OF THE 

PROBLEM 

f?blem analysis generally proceeds in a standard way: 

Gather ___ ___________. State ---···-.,_ Draw ___ ,. Recommend 
Data Findings Conclusions Actions 

But to generate the conclusions and actions 1nost efficientlt;, the analyst must deliber­
ately structure his initial fact-gathering eifort so that it will yield logically coherent 
findings. That is not the general practice. More likely is for people to go out and 
gather ·whatever data are available in an area, and postpone any real thought until 
they have the facts and figures all in one place. 

One can do that, of course, but invariably it n1akes for extra work. A better approach 
is to generate diagnostic fran1eworks and logic trees to guide your analysis and 
direct your thinking. Not only will your problem solving be more efficient, structur­
ing the results into a pyramid will be a much simpler task. 

Since the general habit is so often to go after the data first, let n1e trace the reason for 
the prevalence of this approach and then explain the alternative. 
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STARTING WITH THE DATA 

Starting with the data has a respectable history, dating back to the 
early days of consulting (1950s and 1960s). The profession was relatively new then, 
and consulting firnts had not yet assen1bled extensive knovvledge about industries 
and cornpanies. Thus, the standard approach, regardless of the client's problen1, was 
to begin a consulting engagement with a full company/industry analysis: 

1. Identify the key factors for success in the industry, looking at 
_Market characteristics 
Price-cost-investn1ent characteristics 
Technological demands 
Industry structure and profitability 

2. Assess the client's strengths and weaknesses, based on 
Sales and n1arket position 
Technological position 
Econmnic structure 
Financial and cost results 

3. Con1pare the client's perfonnance against the key factors for success 

4. Develop specific recontn\endations to capitalize on opportunities 
and solve problems. 

The result vvas an overwhelming nun1ber of facts, frotn which it was difficult to draw 
1neaningful conclusions. Indeed, a n1ajor consulting firn1 once estin1ated that fully 
6CY/o of its fact-finding and analysis effort was wasted. Consultants produced too 
lTtany "interesting" facts and exhibits, only n1arginally connected with vvhat turned 
out to be the client's real problem. Often, much of the information was incomplete, 
so that in n1any cases there were little or no dEtta to support n1ajor recon1n1endations. 
This n1eant consultants were forced to find additional data at the very last n1inute, 
a process both costly and ulcer-inducing. 

Even with con1plete data, organizing the thinking into a clear presc.:~ntation of ideas 
for the final report required_ massive effort. The initial approach was to group 
the facts theyd gathered under headings like Operations, Marketing, Growth Pro­
jections, Issues, etc. But we know from Chapter 7, Swnmarizing Grouped Ideas, how 
difficult it is to draw clear conclusions frmn groupings like that. 

In an effort to in1pose smne structure for the reade1~ n1ost consulting fin11s resorted 
to presenting the inforn1ation in the order in which they had gathered it, organizing 
around sections labeled Findings, Conclusions, and Recon1n1endations. But these 
headings arc no 1nore helpful as a n1eans to force the writer's thinking than are 
randmn topics. Either way, consultants spent vast a1nounts of tilne on the writing 
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effort, and ended up with lengthy, not very interesting documents that only poorly 
reflected the insights inherent in their work. 

Given both the increasing cost of the effort and the unsatisfactory results, firms 
began looking into the problem. Eventually they determined that what makes sense 
(and what the better consulting firms now do) is to structure the analysis of the 
problem before beginning to gather any data. To an extent they are replicating the 
classic scientific method, in which you: 

,! Generate alternative hypotheses 

li Devise a crucial experiment (or several of them) with alternative 
possible outcomes, each of which will as nearly as possible 
exclude one or more of the hypotheses 

1· Carry out the experiment so as to get a clean result 

~: Plan remedial action accordingly. 

In other words, they force themselves to think up the likely possible reasons to 
explain why the problem exists (a technique known as Abduction, and discussed in 
Appendix A), and focus their data-gathering efforts on proving these reasons right 
or wrong. Confident that their conclusions about the causes of the problem are 
sound, they are then in a good position to be able to recommend creative solutions 
for eliminating them. 

"Ah/' you say, "but how do I come up with the 'likely possible reasons.' I can't just 
pull them out of the air." No, you must get them by looking critically at the structure 
of the area within which the problem occurred-the Opening Scene or Starting Point 
of the Problem-Definition framework. To get at this structure in depth, you need to 
employ an appropriate diagnostic framework. 

A number of diagnostic frameworks are available to aid analysis, as well as a number 
of nondiagnostic logic trees to help generate recommendations. Very often the dif­
ference between these two aids to analysis is not noted, and they are lumped 
together under the heading of "analytical techniques" or "Issue Analysis." It is use­
ful, howeve1~ to note the difference so that you can use the right technique in the 
right place. 
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DEVISING DIAGNOSTIC FRAMEWORKS 

Yu use diagnostic frameworks to help you visualize what's going on 
in the area within which the client's problem occurred. This visualization in turn 
reveals the elements or activities on which your analysis should focus. To take a very 
simple example,* let's say your head hurts, you don't know why, and so you can't 
decide how to treat it. Step one would be to try to visualize the possible causes of 
the problem. 

Head 
hurts 

~Stcess .. tension 

Mental~ 

Hypocnondria 

If your head hurts, a MECE classification reveals that it can be caused either by 
something physical or by something mental. If the cause is physical, the subcauses 
can have been either external or internal. If external, you may have bun1ped your 
head, or have allergies, or be responding to the weather, etc. 

With this layout, you can assess the possible causes in the order in which they are 
easiest to elim.inate. In other words, you are not going to set up a.n appointtnent to 
test for a brain tutnor if it turns out you have a sinus headache. 

We know from Chapter 6, l!nposing Logical Orde1; that there are only three possible 
vvays to structure anything: divide, trace cause and effect, or classify. You use one or 
more of these techniques in developing a diagnostic framework to get at the likely 
causes of a problen1. 

Showing Physical Structure 

The physical areas of a business or industry have a clear structure-that is, they can 
be thought of as containing units organized into systems to perform a particular 
function. If you draw a picture of the system as it is or should be functioning, that 
picture will guide you to determining the questions you need to answer, yes or no, 
to identify the causes of the problem under analysis. 

* Fmm an internal prcscnt<ltion at Andersen Consulting. 



Exhibit 37 Show the physical structure 
of the operation 
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Exhibit 37, for example, shows the elements of sales and marketing available to the 
retailer to influence the consumer to buy Thus, one of the things you would need to 
determine would be whether share of market is down (R1) because they don't make 
the custmner sufficiently aware, because they don't convince hin1 to bu)" etc. 

Another typical analysis at the beginning of a study is to try to understand the busi­
ness process and key trends in an industry, as a basis for identifying danger areas. 
Here, you segment the industry (Exhibit 38) and determine volume and competitive 
structure for each segment. You can also atte1npt to detern1ine \vhere value is added, 
how costs behave, where profits are n1ade, where profits are sensitive, and where 
assets are committed. Then you can look for points of leverage, and from those 
gather data to detern1ine where the business is vulnerable. 

Exhibit 38 Show the structure of the industry 
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Tracing Cause and Effect 

The second way to diagnose a problem is to trace the cause-effect elements, activities, 
or tasks that go to make up a particular end result. You can do this by showing 
levels of financial elements, tasks, or activities. 

1. Financial Structure. You would use this approach if you wanted to show the finan­
cial structure of a company, say to identify the reasons for the Rl low return on 
investment (Exhibit 39). 

Exhibit 39 
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Putting numbers on the chart, you would be able to judge very quickly whether the 
problem stems from the fact that Sales are low compared to last year, or Costs are 
high, or both. Accordingly, you would break down each element to show its key 
influences, and then identify the components of each influence (e.g., for Sales, prod­
uct volume is dictated by the quality of the product, the design, and the range 
offered). Once the structure is complete, you would seek to determine, "Is the prob­
lem in the product volume? Is it in the pricing?" etc, and think through the data 
you would need to answer each question yes or no. 
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2. Task Structure. A deeper, more explicit approach is to make the tree show the 
important tasks of the business that it must organize itself to perform (Exhibit 40). 
To do so you begin with EPS (earnings per share) and divide the tree in terms of the 
cornpany's financial structure, stating each elen1ent as a discrete tnanagerial task. 
Then you impose the Profit and Loss Account and the Balance Sheet on this struc­
ture, again stating each itetn as a task. This approach has the great advantage of 
identifying the kind of action required should the problem be found at this point. 

Exhibit 40 
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Contribution in a cigarette cmnpany, for exan1ple, is con1posed of Revenue n1inus 
Specification Costs (lea( packing ntaterials, duty, direct labor), n1inus Advertising 
and Promotion. These categories then become tasks (Increase Net Sales, Reduce Leaf 
Costs, etc.). You now know the key tasks of the business, and can analyze the num­
bers in the tree (trends, sensitivities, comparisons to industry and competition) to 
determine the priorities for performing them to increase EPS. 

3. Activit-y Structure. Another approach is to use a tree to trace the activities that have 
to be performed to produce an undesirable end objective-high costs, for example, 
or overlong installation times (Exhibit 41). The trick here is to visualize all the causes 
that could possibly bring about the effect, and relate them at their proper levels. 

For example, installation of telephone switching equipment involves work partly 
done in the contractor's factory and partly done by his men on the site. Elements 
at the site are the men doing the building, the facilities available to them, the equip­
m_ent being installed, the testers testing the equipntent, and the customer approving 
the procedure at various intervals. Hovv do these all relate? 

Exhibit 41 Show the activities needed to produce 
the undesired result 
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As you can see from Exhibit 41, you begin your tree with the undesirable effect you 
are trying to understand, that installations take longer than expected. At the next 
level you hypothesize the mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive reasons that 
this result could occur: fewer men on each rack, n1ore hours per n1an on each rack, 
fewer hours on duty per week 

You then take each possible reason and break it down further. What could cause 
n1ore hours per n1an on each rack? Either the n1en are working 1nore slowly, or the 
job itself den1ands nwre tin1e, or there are unexpected delays. Again, you take each 
possibility and ask, why would this happen? The result is a complete list of the areas 
where facts could be gathered and analyzed. Your experience in the industry will 
tell you where to look first. 

Exhibit 42 
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Classifying Possible Causes 

A third approach is to classify likely culprits by similarity, on the assumption that 
this pre-grouping will be helpful in synthesizing the facts. Thus, (Exhibit 42), you 
note that Sales can be off because of Semi-Fixed Factors or because of Variable ones. 
You assun1eSales are off in both, and then detern1ine what infonnation you would 
have to gather to prove that (a) the falling market for the type of goods sold caused 
the Sales to fall oft (b) store coverage does not match the market, (c) store size cuts 
down on vohnne, etc. 

The trick is to create a MECE classification at the upper branch, as a guide to gener­
ating the possible causes further down. You can then formulate yes-no questions 
that will allow you to identify or eliminate them as causes. 

Another approach to classifying is the choice structure. This kind of tree is related to 
the activity structure, in that it attempts to find the causes of an undesirable effect. 
This time, however, you simply display dual choices until you reach a level where you 
have more precise knowledge of the likely causes. 

In Exhibit 43, for example, if your sales support is ineffective, it can be ineffective at 
retail or at headquarters. If ineffective at retail, you can be either in the right stores 
or in the wrong ones; if in the wrong ones, then that is the problem. If in the right 
ones, then either you call with the right frequency or the wrong frequency; if the 
right frequency, then either the activities you carry out during the call are the right 
ones or they are the wrong ones, etc. 

Exhibit 43 

lnetrec· 
tive 
sales 
support 

Show the dual choices at each 
sf"age in the process 

Ineffective 
at ret2i! 

R:ghi~ 
~quency 

r;;:~ 
frequency 

R:gfll 
activi:ies 

0vrong 
activiti(!S 

E!!ective 
~v1ties 

lnacleauatc; 
supervJSJ0:1 



150 

The secret to this choice diagran1 is to visualize the sequential process involved 
in selling, and reflect it in your bifurcations. First you pick the store, then you call on 
it, then you do the right things in it, either well or poorly The result again is an 
indication of the analyses that must be performed, and that will tell you how to solve 
the problem. 

A more sophisticated version of the choice structure is the sequential marketing 
structure shown on the opposite page (Exhibit 44), and again I am indebted to 
B. Robert Holland for the example. The value of this structure lies both in its com­
pleteness and in the order in which analyses of each element are meant to be 
performed. 

For example, your analysis might identify several indicators that your marketing 
progran1 is less than adequate. Let's say the packaging is wrong, the advertising is 
wrongly directed, the promotion is sloppy, and those people who do buy the product 
don't use it frequently enough. Weaknesses identified on the left must be corrected 
before those on the right. Thus, there is no point in trying to coax people to use 
the product more frequently before you get your promotional house in orde1; and no 
point in spending money on promotion if you will continue to advertise to the 
wrong people. 

Once you have developed a diagnostic framework, you have a wonderful explanatory 
vehicle for communicating with the client, in that it allows you to show him what is 
going on in his company, both in fact and in concept. You can let him see: 

11 What the structure/system looks like today as it delivers R1 
(here's what's going on now) 

~' What logically the structure/system would have to have been to 
deliver the R1 they now get (here's what you must have been doing) 

li What the structure/system ideally should look like to deliver the 
desired R2 (here's what you need to do to achieve your objective). 

In the first and second cases, you can demonstrate the need for change by comparing 
it to the ideal. In the third, you can reveal weaknesses in the actual by matching it to 
the ideal. 

The key thing to note about diagnostic frameworks, however, is the importance of 
yes-no questions. These questions serve the function of the "crucial experintents" 
sought by scientific problem solvers, in that their answers unambiguously identify 
or exclude the contributing causes of a problem. They also have the great advantage 
of telling you in advance when you will be finished with your research. 

In this way diagnostic frameworks differ from and should not be confused with 
decision trees and PERT diagrams, which reveal the need for action as opposed to 
generating questions (Exhibit 45). 
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Exhibit 45 Decision trees and PERT diagrmns reveal only the need j(1r action 
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APPLYING THE FRAMEWORKS 

l,e question I usually get asked at this point in explaining diagnostic 
frameworks is, "How am I supposed to know which framework to develop at which 
time? And how do I know whether to dig into all of a framework or only parts of it?" 
That of course depends on how much you know about the subject area under analy­
sis. Good problem solving cannot be done in the abstract. It demands first that you 
have full knowledge of your field-manufacturing, marketing, information systems, 
etc. There is no substitute for extensive and accessible knowledge of the subject area 
within which the problem occurred. 

Having said that, the diagnostic frameworks you need to develop to analyze a prob­
lem efficiently are generally implied by the Opening Scene of the problem definition. 
For example, Exhibit 46 shows the problem definition for a typical proposal to the 
Inforn1ation Systen1s Division of a con1pany called Barrows, and the steps the con­
sultant said he would follow to solve the problem. 

Exhibit 46 Problern: ISO cannot respond to growth opportunities 
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The Client's Problem 

ISO was a newly set up division that presented Barrows with a problen1 con1panies 
rarely contplain of: its business was growing faster them expected. I-Iovvever,. despite 
ne'iv production planning and control systen1s, it was falling behind in filling orders, 
and there \Vas a danger of ntissing out on growth opportunities. 

Barrows suspected that !SO's user groups did not understand the new systems, and 
knew its support groups were not operating anywhere near full productivity Thus, 
Barrows wanted the consultant to tell it how to bring the production capability up to 
full efficiency, and at the same time improve the productivity of the support groups. 

Since the problem is low efficiency and productivity on the factory floor, the cause 
must lie in the activities and processes carried out on the factory floor. The first 
diagnostic framework called for would therefore seem to be a general picture of 
these activities and processes. The consultant did intend to gather data on them, but 
as part of a general data gathering activity rather than in a fon11cd way. I-Ie said in 
the proposal that he would gather and analyze the following data: 

c· Crowth projections 

~; Me1n<1gement objectives for the division 

,. Business information and management needs 

~· Current systems cmd procedures 

~~ Areas of inefficienq~ causes of lo"v productivity 

•' Causes of poor control 

~i Measures of inventory accurClcy: record of book-to-inventory differences 

~' Present resources, how used 

If the consultant follows the standard pattern for data gathering by going out <1nd 
interviewing people in the Barrows organization about each of these areas, he is 
likely to come back with huge amounts of datil that he will have to organize, synthe­
size, and analyze. Not only will he be unable to take in and assintilate all of the 
inforntation that is ntade available to hiln, he \Vill have no easy and objective n1eans 
of telling which bits are relevant 0nd which not. 

If, on the other hand, the consultant begins by gathering only the d<1ta necessary to 
develop a diagnostic frantevvork that shows the structure and interactions of the 
present operations, he will be able to look at it knowledgeably and make some pretty 
good guesses (hypotheses) about the probable causes of the problem. He will then 
be able to direct his data gathering efforts to accuntulate only the infonnation that 
will enable him to prove or disprove his guesses. 
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The Approach to Analysis 

Exhibit 47 shows a partial flow diagram of the system he might develop as the basis 
for efficient data gathering. 

Exhibit 47 Base data gatheri11g on an understanding of the organization 
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With this kind of diagran1 as a reference point the consultant can n1a ke an educated 
guess at where the areas of vveakness are likely to be, specify exactly what he \·vould 
expect to find if there were a ·weakness, and fonnu1ate his data-gathering questions 
accordingly. For example: 

J. Order and lead tintcs-do they promise uncompetitive lead times, 
and do they deliver as promised? 

2. Purchased iterns-are there delays or excessive costs in obtaining 
raw nwterials, parts, and sub-assen1bles? 

3. Availability of stock items-are shortages and stock-outs hurting 
sales or increasing costs? 

4. Availability of capacity-is capacity adequate to meet forecast 
dentand? 

5. System costs-are 1nanagen1ent controls in one area throwing the 
systen1 out of balance and increasing costs in others? 

6. Managernent reports-do status and labor efficiency reports provide 
the necessary control? 
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Now he can plan his data gathering effort by asking himself, "What do I have to find 
out in order to answer each question yes or no?" Certainly he will want much of the 
information indicated in the original list shown previously (except for "current sys­
tents and procedures" and "present resources, how used/' which will have forn1ed 
the basis for drawing the diagram shown in Exhibit 46). But he will know in advance 
the relevance to his analysis of each of the other pieces of data he gathers, as well as 
whether further data not yet thought of are needed. 

Also noteworthy from an administrative point of view is that, before he begins the 
work, the consultant can identify the source of each piece of data, assign responsibil­
ity for collecting it, work out the schedule for gathering it, and estimate costs. The 
entire effort should thus bring him relatively quickly and efficiently to the causes of 
the problent, and allow hin1 to develop suitable, even creative, recon1n1endations to 
alleviate the1n. 

Of course, as indicated earlier; the ability to generate creative solutions to problems 
will always reside with those people steeped in their subject. Deep knowledge of a 
subject often enables a problem-solver to achieve insights and see alternatives well 
beyond the realm of strict logical reasoning. Those without that level of insight, 
however; may want to use logic trees to help them generate possible solutions. 

DEVELOPING LOGIC TREES 

Logic trees help to generate alternative ways to solve a problem. Think 
back to the steps of the sequential analysis process we looked at earlier: 

·1. Is there a problem? 

2. Where does it Jie? 
3. Why does it exist? 

4. What could we do about it? 
5. What should we do about it? 

In steps two and three, you model what exists, using physical flow diagrams and 
cause-effect structures that show hovv the company's business elements, activities, or 
tasks relate as a systen1. In steps four and five, you look the other way, as it were, and 
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use a logic tree to generate possible solutions and the likely in1pact on the cmnpany 
of in1plen1enting those solutions. You can also use logic trees to reveal flaws in 
grouped ideas once your docun1ent is written. 

Generating Possible Solutions 

Logic trees allow you to spell out logically possible actions that could be taken to 
solve a problem. For example, you recall the Task Structure shown in Exhibit 40 on 
page 146. One of the costs identified as too high was indirect labor. 

T<l determine how the client should go about cutting the cost of his indirect labor, 
the consultant used a logic tree to make a systematic and logical breakdown of the 
mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive possibilities for doing so. Exhibit 48 
shows a portion of the tree. 

Exhibit 48 Show the possible ways to cut costs 
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•; Break cost per cigarette into cost per hour and hours per n1illion 
cigarettes, since 

Cost Hours Cost 
X 

Hour Cigarettes Cigarette 

I' State the ways cost per hour can be reduced 
Reduce overtime 
Use cheaper labor 
Minin1ize wage awards 

'' State the ways hours per million cigarettes can be cut 
Reducing people per machine 
Increasing machine speeds 
Increasing machine efficiency 

' Continue to the next level 

Once the logical possibilities are laid out in this way, the consultant can calculate the 
benefit and estimate the risk of taking each action, in order to arrive at the recon1-
mended final set of actions. 

You can use the same logic tree approach to lay out strategic opportunities. Exhibit 
49 explores some of the strategic opportunities for growth in a small European 
country, and what would be required to achieve each. Again, you try to be as collec­
tively exhaustive as possible. 

Exhibit 49 Show the available strategic opporluuities 
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I ties arising through 

I 
the norma! growth 

Finance expansion in __ Finance land banks E to construction industry 

of the economy 
--~ 

building and construction 

Capitalize on increased 
-- EC trade and investment 

Participate in the growing 
number of overseas 
projects 
in the country 

Make financing for new house 
building schemes totally 
comprehensive 

Increase volume of business 1 with subsidiaries 

-t_ ..... Pro~ide trade finance and 
fore1gn exchange services 
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Revealing Flaws in Grouped Ideas 

You can use this same technique of displaying the logical relationships between 
groups of activities to question the logic of what you've vvritten. A good cxan1ple of 
how to do so can be seen in analyzing the lists of so-called Key Issues shown in the 
box below. These were taken from a proposal to a company in Texas that distributed 
pipes and fittings to construction sites around the state. 

The company purchased the products from suppliers, and stocked them in a central 
warehouse; this warehouse in turn supplied a dozen or so sm.aller warehouses in 
regions throughout the state. The company had just been taken over, and the new 
owners thought that an inventory cost of $27 million for the central warehouse was 
too high. In addition, because the central warehouse was frequently out of stock of 
some items, the outlying warehouses also ordered direct from suppliers, further 
increasing inventory cost. 

r--
1 

Ket; 
lssrtes 

Based on our discussion, sevt•ral issues emerged that should be addressed since 
the answers vvill i1ffect improvement opportunities and, possibly~ future business 
strategy These issues are preliminary only, cmd we \Vould expt~ct others to emerge. 

·1. Is the present inventory management system suitable for all elements of 
the business? VVe understand that a cmnputerized "IMPACT" type system is 
in use. \Ve are familiar vvith systems of this type, and find them quite useful 
in nonmanuhcturing, stocking businesses in which thousands of relatively 
stable stockkeeping units are processed. However, it may not be as effective a 
method as others of detennining stock levels and placing orders both 
centraily and in the regions. 

2. With present systems, procedures, and organizational relationships, what 
is the level of inventory investment necessary to meet customer service 
objectives? A deterntination should be made of the investlnent required to serve 
present 111<1rkets with the current products offered under existing procedures. 
This will provide the proper base from. vvhich to determine opportunities for 
irnproven1ents through change <1S opposed to those th<tt could be re<tlizecl 
through more control or discipline in the use of present systems and techniques. 

3. Are centralized inventories cost effective for you? {n the Piping Group, two 
centralized inventory pools me maintained, for tube products and valves cmd 
fittings. These pools \Vere established when the business '..vas small and work­
ing capital extremely limited. The central pool1..vas intended to achieve lo\over 
inventories, lower cost, and better service, particularly for huge construction 
projects; m<tn<1gen1ent is questioning this policy 

4. What are present levels of obsolete and slow-moving inventories? 
Excessive inventories are frequently a result of problems in this orca. A key 
part of the analysis should concentrate on determining current inventory 
excesses. More importantly, we will determine the root causes so that 
recommendations to prevent reoccurrences can be developed. 

5 With changes in inventory policies, organization structures, and systems, 

l 
how much improvement can be made in inventory turn? This is the key 
!SSW.', <1nd could uffcct long··tcnn business str<ttcgy. lvbnugcmcnt is willing to 
(OHSld('l clMngcs in lor.1g-established operating procedures if such changes 
cdn 1cduce the \·vorking capital intensity of the business. 

-- - ~~---~~--~-- - - - - - - --- ·--···----····-·--·····---·------ .. - .... ···-··--·-·--·---······-·-·-"·---· 
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Here again we have a very word:Yt ugly, m.ediocre expression of a business message. 
And again its impenetrability results from the writer's lack of a clear image to be 
communicated, itself the result of a confused approach to the problem solving. 

The first question to ask ourselves is, does the list really include "key issues"? And 
how do they relate to our definition of the problem? Strictly speaking, an issue is a 
question so phrased as to require a yes-or-no answer. Phrasing it in this form per­
mits us to direct our analysis to a specific end product needed to prove or disprove 
our understanding of the causes of the problem. 

Accordingly such questions as number two, "What level of inventory investment is 
necessary?" are not issues. Stated as an issue, the question would be "Is the present 
level of inventory too high?" or "Do we need as n1uch inventory as we now have?" 
Given your understanding of the problem-solving process from Chapter 8, you will 
be able to recognize these rephrasings as attempts to define how we will know when 
we have solved the problem. 

The problem now is that the cost of the inventory at $27 million is thought to be too 
high (R1), and it should be instead some other number (R2). The first thing to estab­
lish is what that other number should be, so that we can judge whether in fact the 
present levels are too high. 

Situation 

Opening Scene 

Disturbing Event 

New owners think $27m is too l1igh 

R1 

Excessive capital 
tied up in inventory 

? 

R2 

Right amount of capital 
devoted to inventory 

Assuming that the figure is too high, we can use a tree diagram to identify the pos­
sible causes of its being too high. What does one do to create inventory at high levels? 
Perhaps this: 

Order too much 

'"";;.;;,;;,:;;~ 
Keep too long 
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Now vve can fran1e proper issues, which turn out to relate son1ewhat to points 2 and 
4 in the issue list. 

~r Is the centralized management system placing orders properly? 

«' Is it keeping too much obsolete and slow-moving inventory? 

What does all this telJ us? First, that talking about issues here is misleading. Instead, 
what is being discussed is the process the consultant will follow to solve the client's 
problem. What is that problem? That his centralized system ties up too much work­
ing capital in inventory. He should probably be saying something like this: 

Detcrmmc the '·righr iovci 
of inventory to r-r1eet customer 
S8!V!C8 Oi)JOCtiveS with the 
present centraliLed structure 
------

We wi!! c!et0rmino 
wl1etiler/how you c8.n cut 
tile cost of :nv0ntory 

In general, I don't believe there ever is a need for a section called "Issues/' especially 
in a consulting proposal. The issues, if any, will always derive fron1 the analytical 
process to be used to solve the problem. So the issues, the process, and the end prod­
ucts of the study all turn out to be the same thing. 

lndeed, l find thinking in terms of "issues" always to be nonproductive. Let me do 
one n1ore exan1ple, to ha.n1mer hcnne the value of using logic trees to reveal relation­
ships. Here is another set of "issues," more confused if possible than the previous 
group. They are really questions n1eant to identify the alternative ways available to 
reduce the cost of energy consun1ed in a factory. 

Mnjor Issues 
I. I--lolv much can 1.vc reduce energy costs by improving opcrJting practices Jnd 

in1plemcnting simple, lovv capital engineering projects in eJch of the primary mills? 

2. Civcn that vvc can significantly reduce energy costs by improving mill operating 
procedures, what is the magnitude of our cost advantage/disadvantage compared 
to our competition? Is it sustainable? 

3. How much of a competitive lead in lower energy costs could a sharply focused 
capital spending program provide? 

4. \rVhat are the right energy development prograrns (i.e., research, engineering) to 
significantly improve our competitive position? 

5. \rVhat is the best m.ix of fuels and sourcing arrangements to control costs and 
ensure supply-···-both short cmd long term? 
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6. Does our capital project evaluation and approval process quickly surface and imple­
ment the best energy projects to provide maximwn benefits in all appropriate mills? 

7. VVhat programs are needed to most effectively influence government funding, 
taxation, and regulatory action? 

.S. What human resources are needed to effectively mmwge the necessary energy 
tasks~ i.e., organization, responsibilities, skills, resources? 

9. To what extent are product/mill assignments creating a competitive penalty because 
of energy? 

10. What is our corporate energy strategy and the business plan for pursuing it? 

If you tried to diagram the alternative ways to reduce the cost of energy, you would 
get a choice diagram like Exhibit 50, where the numbers of the issues that relate to it 
have been inserted. 

Exhibit 50 Show ways to cut energy costs 

10 
Cut energy -
costs 

Cut BTUs 
used 

Cut cost 

Repair/ 

Fix existing [-- maintain 

r equ1pment to--·-"- Insulate 
use less _ Modify 

L Create new --[Buy 
equ1prnent to 
use !ess Design 

Use lower cost 

[ 

fuel~ in existing 
equ1pment 

of each BTU -- Acid new 
equipment 
that uses less 
costly fuel 

]~ 
]! 

You can see that Issues 7, 8, and 9 simply don't relate to the subject. Issues l, 2, and 6 
are related to fixing the existing equipment to use less, Issues 3 and 4 are related to 
creating new equipn1ent to use less, Issue 5 speaks to using lower cost fuels in exist­
ing equipment, and adding new equipment that uses less costly fuel is touched on in 
Issue 3. Issue 10 refers to cutting energy costs altogether. 

Ren1etnber, all groupings of ideas 1nust have had their origin in an 
analytical activity of the mind. In situations where you are trying to solve a problem, 
the likelihood is that your groupings derived from one or another of the structures 
you created to guide your analysis. Matching your ideas to these structures can help 
you to verify their logical validity. 
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PERFORMING AN ISSUE ANALYSIS 

l,e process of developing diagnostic frameworks is sometimes called 
"Issue Analysis." However, the term Issue Analysis is so often used more broadly 
(and quite imprecisely) to mean almost any logic tree, that people have become 
confused about how to use either diagnostic frameworks or the other logic trees 
available. To that end, I want to explain exactly where the confusions lie. 

First of all, the word "issue." Strictly speaking, an issue is a question so phrased as 
to den1and a yes or no ans·wer. It con1es front the legal phrase "at issue," and it 
implies there are two sides arguing a point, one of which will prevail. Thus "How 
should we reorganize?" is not an issue, since there is nothing nt issue. "Should we 
reorganize functionally?" is an issue, and it implies that the thinking has been suffi­
ciently developed to bring one to decision point. 

We have seen that yes-no questions are vital to problem solving because they enable 
clear-cut answers. It is the ability to £orn1tdate clear-cut, yes-or-no questions that 
dictates how efficient a problem-solving effort will be. Consequently, to avoid confu­
sion at least in the language, r suggest you use '{concerns" when you are simply list­
ing topics that indicate what \Vorries the client, and leave "issues" to denote yes-
no questions. 

The History 

So far as I can ascertain, the phrase Issue Analysis was first coined by David Hertz 
and Carter Bales at McKinsey & Company during a study for New York City in the 
1960s, when John Lindsey was Mayor. Issue Analysis was a technique they developed 
for analyzing decisions in a cmnplex situation. It applied son1e of the sophisticated 
principles of systems analysis then in use by the U.S. Department of Defense. It was 
meant to help urban managers clarify their options and give then1 confidence in the 
rationality of their decisions when 

•; The need for a decision was urgent (e.g., How n1uch subsidized 
middle income housing should the City provide?) 

~! More than one alternative had n1erit 

~i Many variables had to be manipulated and many objectives 
considered 

1' Results could be measured by varied, often conflicting criteria 

~~ The ultin1ate course of action could have significant in1pact 
on other decision areas. 



THE 
MINTO 

PYRAMID 
PRINCIPLE 

PART FOUR 
LOGIC IN PRESENTATION 



168 

INTRODUCTION 
TO PART 

4 
LOGIC 

IN 
PRESENTATION 

Once you have worked out the logic of your pyramid and are ready to 
conltTmnicate the ideas, you want to be sure to arrange them. so that the reader can 
visually grasp the various divisions of thought that make up the hierarchy of your 
pyramid. This is true whether you choose to present the ideas in written prose on a 
page or in bullets and grnphics on a screen. 

It used to be, of course, that a 11 business docun1ents were presented as written prose 
in n1en1orandun1 or report fonn. But as printing and graphics technology developed, 
the concept of the "visual presentation" was born. Originally; this took the form of 
transparencies on overhead projectors, or the son1ewhat n1ore elegant 35 nun slides 
controlled by a relTtote button and revealed on one or lTtore screens. Today you can 
make your own slides by computer, or even project full-motion video graphics in 
living color. 

The presentation form you choose will depend on the length of the message and the 
number of people for whom it is intended. 

" If the message is short and intended for one or a few people, the 
likelihood is that you will present it as written prose in mem­
orandum or report form, and send it directly to the recipients to 
read by themselves. 

I! If the message is short and meant for many people, you may want 
to present the ideas in the fon11 of a "dot-dash n1en1o" or "lap visual/' 
to be discussed sitting around a table. 
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I[ If the message is long and meant for a large number of people, you 
are likely to put it in slide form and present the slides using either 
an overhead projector or a computer to show the ilnages. 

Regardless of form, you need to make sure that you display the ideas on the page or 
screen in a way that visually reinforces the logic of the pyramided ideas and their 
relationships to each other. The reader's or viewer's eye always sees the logic before 
his mind comprehends it. Thus you want to use what the eye sees to reinforce what 
the mind receives. 

The techniques for making the logic visually clear differ depending on whether the 
reader will read the ideas alone from the printed page or in company with others 
from a screen while listening to an ongoing commentary. And you will not be sur­
prised to learn that, in either case, there are rules you need to follow in applying the 
techniques. Accordingly, this section will talk about the rules for making sure the 
ideas are visually clear to the reader in both prose fonTl and presentation forn1. 
It will end with a few hints for making sure that the sentences in which you com­
nlunicate your ideas, vvhether orally or in writing, convey their n1eaning as clearly 
as possible to your reader or listener. 
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lO 
REFLECTING 

THE 
PYRAMID 

ON 
THE PAGE 

In actual practice, most of the documents you write will be in prose 
on a page to be read by an individual person sitting alone. VVhether the docuntent is 
long or short you vvant the reader to be able literally to see and absorb the 111ajor 
ideas as quickly as possible. Ideally, he should have your entire thinking (Introduc­
tion, Main Point, and Key Line points) in the first 30 seconds of reading. And you 
vvant hin1 also to be able to see that (and huv,r) subordinate groups of ideas relate to 
each other. 

If you arc writing c1 long report, you can reflect the pyratnid hierarchy on the page 
in a variety of ways, the most comn1on of which are (8) hierarchical headings, (b) nunL­
bcred and underlined points, (c) decimal numbering, (d) indented display, and 
(c) dot-dash outlines. Feelings run high about which of the first three is the "best" 
formatting device for the report as a vvholc. T ntyself lean to the use of hierarch-
ical headings as described below. I--Iowevel~ in deference to what are excellent reasons 
given by proponents of the other options, I discuss them as well. 

VVhichcvcr forn1atting device you choose, rernen1ber that your objective is to n1ake it 
c1s easy as possible for the reader to cmnprehend the ITtajor points and all of the 
grouped support points in vvhat rnight be a very lengthy docun1ent. This n1eans that 
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the forn1at must be applied to match the levels of abstraction in your argum.ent 
(Exhibit 53), and you n1ust be sure to \vrite transitionary phrases that take the reader 
gracefully frmn one grouping to another, as needed. 

Exhibit 53 Headings should reflect the divisions of thought in the pyramid 

Title or Chapter lleaclinq 

Section 
tlCadinqs 

Subsectl0'1 
hc::XlirJS.IC'> 

i'h;rnbc:rcci 
Pilr<lgraphs 

,---L--, 

I L_~_j 

:I 

. i! 

~:01 '10dq-,t --l 
'-------~~~-' 

HIGHLIGHT THE STRUCTURE 

r---

_1 

lr the document is very short (fewer than two paragraphs to support 
each Key Line point), making the reader see the points and how they relate is easy. 
Ym.1 simply underline them, and they will literally "jump out" at the eye (Exhibit 54). 
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Fxhihit 54 Make the points 'jump out" at the eye 

TO DATE 

FROM SUBJECT Superfight Sweepstakes 

We have now received the sweepstakes rules and the proposed copy for television 
vie·wers. VVill you please review thern and advise whether they appear to be 
acceptable for scheduling. I have three concerns. 

l. f--low will viewers learn the rules? It is 1ny understanding that viewers can 
enter this contest simply through the television commercial. This means they 
will not have access to the official rules, \Vhich direct that if the coupon is not 
used, an entry is to be on a "3 by 5" plain sheet of p<1per and the information 
is to be handprinted with the words NATIONAL 511\J\. Since the rules are in 
the ne,vspaper onlYr one would have to buy the paper and there vvoulcl seem to 
be a lottery problem .. 

2. Will they 0o .the forecast? The copy says that the prizes are to be awarded 
on the basis of a random drawing. Nowhere does it indicate that only winning 
forecasts will be recognized in the nmdom drawing, which the agency tells 
me will be the case. As it stands now, why should anyone go to the trouble 
of forecasting? 

3. ~~2lUl~-~om.mercial be clc;;u? T have also mentioned to the agency that sweep­
stakes information, if acceptable, \vould have to be produced in such a rnanner 
as to be perfectly clear to the viewer. And based on the very rapid techniques 
used in last season's conunercials, this may present possible difficulties. 

VVe look forward to hearing front. you. Many thanks. 

If, on the other hand, the document is longer than a paragraph or two lor each Key 
Line point, you want to introduce the points and then reflect them with headings 
(Exhibit 55). 

Exhibit 55 Set out the Key Liue Points 

TO DATE 

FROM SUBJECT August 25 rield Sales Meeting 

During the August 25 field sales meeting, we plan to teach you how to design a 
potentially profitable beverage section for a supermarket chain, and present that 
design to the chain's rnanagemcnt. ''[0 conduct the exercise, we need the profile of 
a problem chain from each region. This means that we must ask you to: 

a Select a suitable chain by July ll 
• Collect the necessary data by August W 
" Organize and return the data by August 15 

SELECTING TilE UTI\ IN 

1() be suitable for our purposes, the chain you select should be ... 



Exhibit 56 Match the heading to the hicrnrcln; of ideas 

1 THIS IS A CHAPTER HEADING 
~---~ 

Ch<~pter he<~dings cue numbered <1nd centered, <~nd should be '"'orded to reflect the m<~jor 
thought to be developed in the chapter. The paragraphs immediately following a chapter heading (or 
title) should express the major idea clearly, as well <IS supply whatever other information the reader 
requires to ensure that you and he are 'standing in the sam.e place' before you rn.ake your point and tell 
hirn. how you plan to develop it. Subsequent chapter headings should be \·Vritten in parallel style. 

The major divisions of thought you plan to have may be set out \Vith paragr<:1ph points 
or smne other distinguishing mark: 

~: First major thought to con1e 
~i Second major thought to come. 

l)IIS IS A SECTION HEADING 

The vvording of section headings should also reflect the idea to be developed in the section 
to follow, and the wording of the first should par<:1llel that of the others. A section can be further 
divided either into subsections 01~ if the points are short, into numbered par<~gr<~phs. The principal 
ideas of the subsections should be introduced and may be set off with paragraph points: 

~~ First subthought to come 
~~ Second subthought to cmTte. 

This is a 
SuJ:>J?_S!ction Heading 

These, too, should be worded to reflect the principal thoughts they cover, and expressed in 
parallel style. If you wish further to divide the thought in a subsection, you can use numbered 
pilragraphs. 

1. This is a numbered paragraph. The first sentence or opening phrase can be underlined 
to highlight the sin1.ilarity of the points being numbered. The point to be made may 
require more than one paragraph, but you should try to limit the development of the 
point to three paragraphs. 

- "fhis is a dash~ point paragraph, which is used to divide the thought 
in a numbered paragraph 

• You seldom break an idea do\-vn c1s far as 
dot~ points but when you do it looks like this. 

Besides these devices for dividing thoughts, you might also want to use stars (*) and 
paragraph points (~D. Stars can be placed three in a row, in the center of the page, to indicate that 
a concluding comment to a long section is about to follow (see above). The paragraph point (~i) 
can be used to set out lists ·when the number of items to be included is fewer than five (for 
example, for the section headings listed <~bove), or to call attention to a single paragraph that 
contains a point to be emphasized. 
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l ~f These paragraphs should be written in block form 

-----~·"·-·~·---'-u_"_l_k_e-pt as s~,=~:p::sr~~e~~ ~--~ ______________ _) 
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Hierarchical Headings 

Essentially, the technique for using hierarchical headings is to place signs for increas­
ingly subordinate ideas ever further to the right of the page, and to treat ideas at the 
same level in the same visual iorm (Exhibit 56). 

Thus, major ideas are capped with major section headings at the leit-hand margin, 
divisions of these n1ajor ideas are capped with subsection headings, divisions of 
those with nuntbered paragraphs, and so on. The style of heading you choose need 
not necessarily follow this particular fonn, of course, but whatever the forn1, each 
heading should represent a division oi thought. 

To that end, you will want to take care that you: 

l Never use only one of any eietnent. Since the headings indicate levels oi abstraction 
in the pyramid, you can never have only one iten1 at any level. Thus, you con never 
have only one n1ajor section, or one subsection, or one nuntbered paragraph, or one 
dash point. Put more plainly you shouldn't just stick in a heading because you think 
it \vould look good on a page, the way newspapers and n1agazines do, to break up the 
printing. A heading is meant to call attention to the fact that the idea it represents is 
one oi a group, all oi which work together to explain or deiend the overall thought 
they support. 

2. Show parallel ideas in parallel fonn. Since all the ideas in a group are the same kind 
of idea, you want to en1phasize this sa1neness by using the sa1ne gramn1atical fonn for 
the wording of each heading, etc. Consequently, if the first ideo in a group of n1ajor 
section headings begins with a verb, all the rest n1ust as well; if the first idea in a 
group of subsection headings begins with an "ing" word, so should all the others: 

Appoint a Fui/Tinie Chief Executive 
Tb Coordinate Activities 
Tb Effect Improvements 

Establish Clenr Lines of Authority 
Regrouping Hotels by Support Needs 
Assigning Responsibility for Overseas Operations 
Removing Boards from the Chain of C:mnmand 

As you can see, because the subsection headings in the first group begin with the 
vvord "To" does not necessarily n1ean that those in the second group must do so as 
well. Remember that there are invisible fences imposed between the ideas in each 
n1ajor section. Thus, the parallelisn1 to be en1phasized is between ideas in the sub­
section group, not between groups of subsections. 

3. Linzit the ·wording to the essence of the Uwught. The headings are n1eant to retnind, 
not to don1inate. Thus, you want to make then1 as concise as possible. You vvould not 
want, for example, to make the first n1ajor section heading above read "Appoint a 
FulHime Chief Executive to Provide Clear Central Authority." That is way too many 
\vm·ds for the purpose. 
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4. Regard heading,; as outside the te:d. Headings me for the eye more than they are for 
the tTtind. As a result, they are not often read carefull)~ and you cannot depend on 
then1 to carry your ntessage as part of the text. Don't, for exan1ple, say: 

Appoint a Full-Time Chief Executive 
This action will go far tmvard clcuifying the day-to··cby 
responsibilities of. 

Instead, you need to n1ake sure that your opening sentence under a heading indicates 
that you are turning to a new topic. In fact your entire docun1ent should be able to 
be read as a sn1ooth-f1owing piece without the headings. This rule, hmvevet~ does not 
apply to numbered paragraphs, which are meant to be read as part of the text. 

5. [nlroduce each group of headings. In doing so, you want to state the n1ajor point that 
the grouping will explain or defenct as ,well as the ideas to con1c. 1() on1it this ser­
vice is to present the reader with a mystery story, since he will then not be able to 
judge what the points are you are trying to n1ake in that section until he gets to the 
end-and by then he may \·Vell have forgotten the beginning. For this reason, you 
should never have a n1ajor section heading begin in1n1ediately after the title, nor 
should you ever have a subsection heading begin immediately after the section 
heading. 

6. Don't Overdo. This is perhaps the most important rule of all. You want to use 
headings only if they are going to help to clarify your n1essage-if they are going 
to make it easier for the reader to keep the subdivisions of your thought in his head. 
Often it is not necessElry or useful to hElve any division belovv the n1ajor section 
headings. 

If you formulate your headings properly, they will stand in the table of contents as a 
precis of your report--another extremely useful device for the reader in trying to 
cmne to terms \vith your thinking. You can get an ideEl of the con1n1unicating value 
of this from the headings under point 2 opposite. You can also, of course, see that 
this technique will work only if you have made sure to put real ideas in the boxes in 
your pyran1id. It is of no value to the reader in con1municating your thinking if you 
give him a table of contents that reads as follows: 

Table of Contents 

Introduction 1 
Background 2 

Findings 3 
Conclusions 15 
Recommendations 23 

You \·vould in any case generaliy not need a heading called "Introduction" or "Back­
ground" as part of a report. "fb begin with, they overlap because both contain intro­
ductory information. In addition, they are unnecessary-what else would the first 
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few paragraphs of the document be? Headings are meant to show divisions of thought, 
and the "thought" in the above example does not begin until one gets to the Key 
Line level, which theoretically begins here with the "Findings." 

Underlined Points 

Another popular approach to showing the hierarchy of ideas is to underline the 
entire statement of the support points below the Key Line level (Exhibit 57). Lower 
level support points are also stated in their entirety and underlined, but are dis tin· 
guished by form and indentation. 

Exhibit 57 Indenting and underlining points also shows hierarchy 

REFLECT THE MAIN POINT IN THE TITLE 

'Write a paragraph or so for the situation. xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx 

~~ 
I xxxxx XXX XX XXX X XXX X xxxx XX XXX XXX XXX xxxxx xxxxxxx XXX xxxxx xxxxxxx XXX xxxxx xxxx 

'Write a pc1ragmph or so for the con1.p!ication and the question. Sometimes the question 
is intpJied. XXX XXX XX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXX XXXXXXXX 

XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX 

State the main point. If the document is longer thzm seven paragraphs long, state the 
points on the key line: 

(: First Key Line point 

•i Second Key Line point 

~i Third Key Line point. 

PUT A IIEt\J2[NC . .TQ_l'viATCH THE FIRST KEY LINE POINT 

Write a short introduction leading up to and restating the nMin point. Again, if the section 
will be longer than seven pmagraphs, state the points, centered, on the lines belov\~ and then: 

I. Nl)M~l]I3.J:L!E.cSUPPORT POINTS, IN UPPER CASE, AND UNDERLINE, AT THE MARCIN. 

(I) Indent, Numbetjn P~E~Q.~~~-~,J:Z~~9erline the Points, in Upper <1nd Lower Case, 
~~J:.~~c t'{~~-~ .. J~evel: 

l. If the Document i::; Very Long, Nu~pber VVi~!:~Q~:i!L~J...1.!J~eses, Indent, and 
Underline,_Lt2~!.'__~}~ .... LoweT Case, tJ~e Points at the Next Level. 

lndent with a dot the points at the next level, capitalizing only the first word. 

-· Indent \·vith a dash the points at the next level, capitalizing only 
the first word. 

This form is rather ugly on the page. The advent of computers has led many people to 
write the major points in bold type, and leave the underlining to lower level support 
points, which at least n1akes for a n1ore attractive page. 



1. NUMBER THE SUPPORT POINTS, IN UPPER CASE, AND UNDERLINE AT THE MARGIN. 

(1) Indent, Number in Parentheses, Underline the Points, in Upper and Lower Case, 
at the Next Level. 

I. !l~)1e D(?~!_mcnt is Vert.l:S2!_~g, I:Jumbcr Withq~_!lart:!_!_~.O-~~-~~-:?r~J-~~-~!~~.01__~"~Ei 
!J.l~~~rl~ne,_~~-lJ.Pl?.~~~~~!.l~?~S'!-C1sc, the [Joints at the ~cx!.~~vel. 
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Either way, the stated purpose of the format is to provide speed and ease in reading. 
The theory is that the reader should be able to zip through if he wishes, reading only 
the n1ajor points, and in that vvay con1prehend the entire ntessage easily While this 
may be lovely for the reader, it can be a bit difficult for the writer, because it imposes 
son1e strict rules on him. 

1. You nulst be absolutelt; disciplined in applying question/answer logic. Points below 
n1ust directly answer the question raised by the point above, and no ntore. There is 
no roon1 in this format for graceful liaisons of language or attempts ot ampli.fication. 
Such things destroy the clean, stark presentation of the logic. [f you must amplify or 
give background, you will have to do so in the introductory or concluding tmra~ 
graphs to each section. 

2. You tnus/ /Jc careful to word lite poiuts so that they stale their message as sparsely os 
possible. It destroys the ease with which the logic can be comprehended if the reader 
must wade through 30 words before he grasps the point. If you find yourself with 
more than a dozen words, or n1on~ than one subject and predicate, think again. 

3. You tnus/ /Je totally ruthless in limitiug your points to tile outline of your dcducliue or 
inductive argwnent. Most people disregard this requirement and simply list points, 
ignoring the niceties of either induction or deduction. You know that there are never 
more than four points in a chained deductive argun1ent, and never Inore than five in 
an inductive one. If you find yourself going beyond, the likelihood is that you have 
overlooked em opportunity to group, and should rethink what you are saying. 

Decimal Numbering 

Many con1panies, and most govcrnn1ent institutions, like to use nun1bers rather than 
headings to en1phasizc the subdivisions of a docun1ent, and son1e go so far as to 
number every paragraph. This approach is clain1(-xi to have the advantage that any 
single topic or rccon1n1endation can be easily and precisely referred to. 

However, frequent index ntu11bers do tend to interrupt the reader's concentration on 
the content of the document, or on any section of it, as a whole. In addition, they 
have a distinct practical disadvantage, in that any an1endn1ent to the finished copy 
that elin1inates a paragraph or so could necessitate the renun1bering of all subse­
quent paragraphs. A nuisance, even with word processing. 

If you decide that you prefer to have nu mbcring because of its value as a quick guide, 
you would be wiser to use it in conjunction with, rather than as a replacetnent fm~ 
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hierarchical headings. The headings huve the value of enabling the reader to pick 
up the gist of the ideas quickly as he reads. And they are quite useful in refreshing 
his memory if he finds he has to go back to the docun1ent several days after his 
initial reading. 

In addition, you \vill usually find that saying, "In Section 4.1 on n1anufacturing 
profits. ." is clearer as a reference locater than is saying only, "In Section 4.1. 
In the forn1er case, the person has the general idea in n1ind as he turns to the spe­
cific reference; in the latter, he must get to it before he can begin to think about it. 

The excerpt shown in Exhibit 58, from the opening of Chapter .5 of Antony Jay's fine 
book, Effect h)(: Presentation, illustrates the vvay you want your docun1cnt to end up 
looking if you use the headings/number form. 

Exhibit 58 Match the tumz/Jcrs to the hierarchy of ideas 

5. DELIVERY AND THE USE OF WORDS 

Xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx 
XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXX 

Xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx 
XXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XX XX XXX XXX XX XXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX 

XX XXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXXX XXXXX XXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX 

5.1 THE PROBLEMS OF UNSCRIPTED PRESENTATION 

Xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx 
XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX 

5.1.1 Visuals 

XXXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XX XXX XXX XXX XX XX XXX .XXXX 

XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX 

XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXXX XX XXX XXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXX XX 

5.1.2 Time 

Xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxxx 

5.1.3 The best way 

Xxxx XX XXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXXX XXX XX XXXX 

XXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXX XXXXX 

XXXXXXXXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXX 

5.2 DON'T READ THEM A PAPER 

Xxxx XXXXX XX XXX XXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXXXX XXXX 

XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XX XXX XXXXXXX XXXXX 

XXXXXXXXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXX XXX XXX XX XXXX 



What nuntbering systen1 should you usc? This one is very contnton: 

l. There is no other anim;;li tl-u1t will suffer to the death to aid its n1astcr 

<IS \vi !I a dog. 

U Other animals will run when dcmger nears 

1:1:1 The dog will remain 

U.U Even though it might mean death 

This one is probably simpler to usc 

L There is no other animal that will suffer to the death to aid 

its master as \Villa dog. 

l Other cmimals will run vvhen danger nears 

a. The dog will remain 

i. Even though it might mean death 

!79 

Any numbering system shomd reflect the actual divisions of thought in the piece of 
writing. Accordingly, you vvould not nuntber the paragraphs in initial introductions, 
in concluding suntntarics, in linking contntents, or in tlw introduction to subpoints. 

Indented Display 

Sontetintes your docun1ent 'Will be so short tlwt neither headings nor decin1al nunt­
bering would be appropriate to highlight the levels of your thinking. Nevertheless, 
you will still be dealing with groupings of ideas, and you will vvant to highlight 
them i.n sonte way. 

Groups of points supporting or explaining an overall idea are alvva.ys easier for 
the reader to absorb ii they are set off so as to be easily distinguished ilS a group. 
Conside1~ for exa.n1ple, the two versions of the men1orandun1 shown below. 

[ have scheduled a Creative Thinking session with Frank Griffith and the industrial 
engineers for the second \Neck of Septernbet~ o111d for A! Beam r:md his staff for the third 
week of Septernbet: 

I think we need just u few slides to supplement the introduction, \Vhich is attached with 
suggested slide concepts. \tVe abo need slides of the Specific Examples of Positive 
Reinforcement language. These slides \Votdcl be used as a wrap-up at the end of the 
presentation. This language should also be in printed form to be used ;;1s a handout. 

Slides showing the results of innovation we hew(~ had, such as the slides that you made of 
the nmsical instruments, would be quite valuable for the l'nmk Griffith tneeting for the 
second week, and they would be essential for the AI Beam meeting set for the third week 
of September. 

We have purchased the film "VVhy Man Creates" to be used as JX1rt of the introduction 
of the progralTI. Stides arc a!so needed for the section on Innovation Enviromnent 
Chilrt Th1its. 
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This version is acceptably clear ns it stands, but the approach used in the version 
below makes the points literally "jtunp out" at the readee 

[ have scheduled a Creative Thinking session with Frank Criffith and the industrial 
engineers for the second I'\1Cek of Septembe; and for AI Beam and his staff for the third 
1veek of September. For both these meetings [will need slides shmving: 

l The major points made in the introduction. Suggested concepts are attached. 

2. Specific examples of positive reinforcement language. These slides would be 
used as a wrap-up at the end of the presentation. This language should also 
be in printed form to be used as a handout. 

,). The results of innovation we have had, such as the slides that you m<lde of the 
rnusical instruments. These would be quite valuable for the Frank Griffith 
n1.eeting, but essential for the AI Beam 1neeting. 

4. The steps needed to create an environment for innovation. 

-----------··--~--·~- ·····-·-------

In general, the n1ajor rule to ren1en1ber when you set your ideas off in this vvay is that 
you want to be sure to express them in the same grammatical form. Not only does 
this usually save vvords and n1ake the ideas easier to grasp, it also helps you to check 
whether you are saying clearly what you 1neant to say. In this instance, for exatnple, 
arranging the ideas in this way shows up the fact that the author has not stated what 
kind of slides he wants for the section on the innovation environment (point 4). 

Whether the n1en1orandun1 is long or short, the visual arrangen1ent of groups of 
ideas to set off their similarity to each other will also make them easier to compre­
hend. As with hierarchical headings, however, one set of indented groupings per 
n1cn1orandun1 is enough; otherwise the visual effect is lessened. 

Dot-Dash Outlines 

A variation on indented display is the dot-dash outline, or lap visuat generally used 
by consulting firms for progress reviews. These reviews are often given to a sn1all 
group of client executives, sitting around a table, The group tends to go through the 
docun1ent together, reading one page at a tilDe. 

Again, the technique is to show ever-n1ore subordinate ideas by placing then1 further 
to the right of the page, as shown in the box on the next page. 

The rules here are much looser than for other forn1s, in that you do not adhere 
strictly to having at least two of every level point. The object is to get the main points 
out for the reader in a way that is easy to see, but that does not give too tnuch infor­
mation at one time, thus ensuring slow reading and full digestion and discussion 
of what is being said. 



Format for Progress Reviews 

1. In progress revieiA'S, you sometimes set your ideas out differently under the major 
sides 

a. You do so when you will be present while the client is reading the document 
- And you 1-vish to provoke discussion on the ideas being presented 

• So that you will have his inunediate response to your findings 
• And that you "viii be able to carry on with your ·work in the direction 

intended 

b. You therefore put the ideas on the page in a way that will aid the client's reading 
process 
- You want him quickly to grasp the main points 
- You want him easily to see their relationship to each other 
- You ·want hint clearly to distinguish the less essential points 

2. To achieve the proper visual effect, you must obey certain rules 

Cl. Make short, direct statements at each level 
- Omitting grace notes 
-- And liaisons 

b. Lirnit each level to one statement only 

c. Use parallel construction for ideas at the same level, where possible 

d. Ensure that ideas at each level relate directly to the level above them 
- Either explaining it 
- Or supporting it 
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All of these devices serve as visual aids to the reader. They are meant 
to display to the reader's eye the logical relationships with which his mind is grap­
pling, and in this way to help him comprehend them more quickly. Admittedly, they 
save only tiny an1ounts of the reader's tin1e, but if he is a person who has scores of 
docun1ents passing over his desk each day, the value of such sn1all savings is 
considerable. 
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SHOW TRANSITIONS BETWEEN GROUPS 

Once you have written your initial introduction and moved into the 
body of your document, you need to write a short introduction to each Key Line 
point. In longer documents, you should also pause periodically to let the reader 
know where you've been and where you next plan to go-at either the end or the 
beginning of each n1ajor grouping. In doing so, howeve1~ you want to ntake your 
progress front point to point scent sntooth and non1nechanical. Thus, you don't want 
to say such things as: 

This chapter has looked at the need for priorities. The next chapter 
looks at hovv these priorities should be set. 

In other words, you do not want to relate what two chapters or sections do, you want 
to relate what they say-their n1ajor ideas. And you ·want to do it in such a vvay that 
you seem to be looking in tvvo directions at once--back to what has been said and 
forward to what is to be said. In 111aking this pause at the beginning of a chaptec 
section, or subsection, you con use the technique either of telling i1 story or of refer­
encing back'ivard. And if the chapters or sections are long ones, you vvill also want 
to pause at the end and n1ake a sun1n1ary before going on. 

Telling a Story 

A graceful way of bringing the reader into each of your Key Line points is to tell him 
another Situation-Complication-Question story that will lead naturally to the I<ey 

Exhibit 59 Ket; Line points 
shonld be introdnced 

1---;e~::,;:~~":~,;~l~cl~~;; '.il 

1 themselves aoarr,st l __ competition _ _) 

r -- ----~ 

I Appiy Actrvrly·-Baseci I 

l
i Management to qel 1 

at roai costs 1 _____ ] 

S ""TOM was the hot mana~Jement tooi of tl1e 
80s. Usecl to cut costs of providing quality 
products/ services. thereby achieve 
competitive advantage. higher profits. 

C"" lvlost rnajor cor-npanies !lave now adopted 
some fmrn of TONI, but have not always seen 
expected benefits follow. Leaders somehow 
still holding/gaining market share. being 
l1igloly profitable 

Q, VVhy? What are the leaders doing be tier? 

1 
.. -.... ~ 

Adjust TOM to 
reinforce resulting 

l __ ~:trategrus 



183 

Line point as the Answer. You will recall that this is the sazne technique we looked at 
in Chapter 4, with the paper on Tbtal Quality Management (Exhibit 59). 

Below are the headings and introductory stories the speaker might use to lead 
the audience to each nevv point. 

BENCHMARKING 
~---·-···-·-··-·~· 

First, Benchmarking. Let's say you arc <1 bonk and have launched a truly effective TQM effort. 
And let's say it has enabled you, for exam.ple, to cut loan applications from 2 days to 2 hours. You are 
likely to assume that such a big reduction is enough to ensure competitive advantage. Unfortunately, 
you can't tell whether that is indeed the case until you compare yourself with your competition, and 
this is vvhere a fonTiai Benchmarking exercise becornes imperative. 

ACTIVITY-BASED MANAGEMENT 

All right, you have been through a formal Benchmarking assessment, and it shows that you are 
the best in the industry, and everybody else is measuring himself against you. Now, surely, you have 
the right to be proud of your com.pany. Indeed you do, provided that the actual return from offering 
your products and services is worth the real cost incurred to supply th.cn1. The only ~,ovay to 
detennine that what you are the best at is worth doing is to analyze those costs by activity rather than 
by function. And here is where Activity-Based Management con1.es into play. 

TOTAL QUALITY lv!ANAGElv!EtJI 

Well, you've nmv gone out and Benchmarked yourself, you've adopted Activity-Based 
Management as your mantra, and you may even have achieved competitive advantage. Can you now 
relax and fed confident about the way you are running your company? Not if you are still operating 
the satnc old 1btal Quality Management process we began this journey with. Because noi·V the 
question is, V/ill you be able to hang on to your cornpetitive e~dvantage? The answer is probably not, 
unless you bring your TQM processes in line ·with your current approaches. What does that me;;m 
you will have to do differently? 

In each case you can see that we followed the Situation-Complication-Question form 
of the initial introduction at the beginning of the document, but reduced its scope to 
match where the reader was standing as you begin each new story. Regardless of 
where the introductory story lies, it should always contain only information that the 
reader already knows or will agree with you is true. 

Referencing Backward 

The technique of referencing backward consists simply of picking up a word or a 
phrase or the main idea of the preceding portion of the pyramid that you are linking, 
and using it in your opening sentence. You are probably familiar with the technique 
in transitions between paragraphs. For exan1ple: 

No single executive has full-time responsibility for directing 
Croup a Hairs. The absence of necessary leadership and coordination 
for senior operating and staff executive results in ... (list of problems). 
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The problems stemming from lack offult-time IeaderslnjJ are com­
pounded by overlapping or umvieldy responsibility assignments . 

You follow precisely the same technique at the beginning of a new section, a new 
subsection, or sometimes a new set of support points. Suppose you had just finished 
a section telling the Ritz-Ryan hotel chain that it was not taking full advantage of its 
con1n1on ownership of n1any hotel, restaurant and catering operations. You are about 
to start a new section outlining the structural weaknesses that keep it front being 
able to act as it should, and you have a pyramid like that shown in Exhibit 60. 

Exhibit 60 Sections should be linked verba/It; 

Ritz·F1yan·s Group ownership gives 
it an ;,nportant :ever in ensunrtq 

But its ioose or9an1;:ation 
structure prevents it from taking 
fuil advantage of thiS common 
ownership 

1-• 
Consequently. it shoulc! streamline 
tile top-executive structure !o 
provide a strong framework for 
control of Groupwide operations 

H1e success of incfividuai hotels 
and restaurants 

--·-------__j -~~-··----------

[ "_·; .. oint a full·timo Establish clear iines of ··~ 
riel Executive authority and responsibility 

ro effect 
construct'v~ 

--- ··----------··--~---·-·--

Your linkings, referencing backward, might read as follows: 

Between the first two sections 

The current top executive and board structure suffers from two major 
shortco1nings that severely limit the degree to which H.itz-Ryan can take 
advantage of its combined resources. 

Between the two subsections 

In addition to aepointing a Group A1mzaging Direct01; Ritz-Ryan should 



make a number of changes in the executive structure to establish short, 
clear lines of authority and responsibility 

Between the two support points 

Just as only a full-time Chief Executive can coordinate line CJnd staff activities 
effectively, so only a full-time Chief Executive can provide the steady, strong, 
and relentless pressure needed to bring about in1proven1ents throughout 
the organization. 
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I'm sure you see the technique. The point is to make the transitions unobtrusive yet 
clear; primarily through picking up the key word or phrase and carrying it forward. 
You are, of course, carrying it forvvard to connect vvith the n1ajor point of the next 
section, which has already been introduced briefly in the "explanation" part of your 
original introduction. Thus, here you need not lead up to it with a "story" as you did 
previously, since your reader now presumably has as much information as he needs 
to understand the points. You do, however, need to introduce the grouping of ideas 
to come under each section, and explain how they support its major point. 

Summarizing Sections 

Sometimes a chapter or section will be extremely long or complicated, in which 
case you will want to stop and summarize completely before going on. An example 
of doing this is at the end of the first section of Chapter 4, on page 48, where the 
conclusions about introductions are sun1n1arized. 

Here is the summary that appeared at the end of the Ritz-Ryan chapter we have 
just been discussing. 

In sumrnary, the top-level executive structure recommended in this chapter 
consists of the Ritz-Ryan Bomd and Chainnan, a Group Managing Director, 
and three key executives reporting to hirn, each in charge of one of the Group's 
major businesses. These positions and reporting relationships provide a 
strong framework for long-tern<. leadership and control of Group1vide operations. 
Only by streamlining the structure to provide this degree of control and 
accountability can the Croup realize the improvement opportunities identified 
elsewhere in this report. 

Concluding summaries of this sort are not difficult to write if you keep in mind that 
they are n1eant to restate, as adroitly as possible, the principaltnatter and tone of the 
preceding text. Since you already have these in front of you in your pyramid, all 
you are doing is pulling them together again for the reader. 

Making Full Conclusions 

Theoretically, if you write a proper introduction and structure the body of your docu­
ment to obey the pyramid rules, you should not need a concluding statement. You 
hetve, after all, clearly stated your reader's question at the beginning and ansvvered 
it fully with impeccable logic. Nevertheless, you may feel a psychological need to end 
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gracefully rather than simply to stop writing. The tendency to end short memos by 
saying, "If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call," no doubt 
reflects this need. 

The obvious, perhaps too obvious, procedure at the end of a longer docuntent is 
to signal the end by putting a line of asterisks in the middle of the page, which 
is son1etintes called a "sunset." You then begin your last paragraph with the ·words, 

"In conclusion ... " and rentind the reader of your ntain point. However, if you favor 
this approach, you \vant to avoid nterely 1naking a lante restatem.ent of vvhat you 
have already ntade abundantly clear: 

This report has outlined our rccornmcndations for reorganizing the 
c01npany and spelled out the specific steps e<Kh departm.ent must take 
to bring it <~bout. 

Rather, you want to find a compelling set of words that not only sums up for the 
reader what you have been saying, but also produces an appropriate c1notion in hint 
about it. At leost, that is Aristotle's advice about what to do in a conclusion. 

That there is an "appropriate entotion" for the end of a business document tnay be 
open to question, but I should think the major feeling you want to leave with your 
reader is that of a need and desire to act. Consequently, you want to give hint son1e 
indication of what he is to think about or is able to do with the new knowledge he 
now possesses as a result of his reading. 

This indication can take the form of either a philosophical insight or a prescription 
for intntediate action. Abrahan1 Lincoln, in his second inaugural address, ntanaged 
to do both: 

With mJlict~ towards none, with charity for all, with finn ness in the right, 
as God gives us to sec the right, let us strive on to finish the vvork we are 
in-to bind up the nation's wounds---·to care for him. who shall have borne 
the battle, and for his ivido\·V and his orphan-to do all which may achieve 
and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations. 

You wilt of course, want to be as subtle and restrained as your subject and your 
reader dentand, so that vvhat is an appropriate ending will vary with each docuntent. 
An airline president, for example, would probably be offended by strongly emotional 
state1nents vvhen being urged to adopt a nevv planning systen1. But on a subject on 
which he already feels strongly, such as reregulation of his industry, he would surely 
be wide open to emotional appeals. 

In general, howeve1~ if you insist on appending a conclusion, you will want to write 
sontething that puts into perspective the significance of your ntessage. n:ere, for 
exantple, is the concluding poragraph of a report whose n1essage was that it is tech­
nically possible to create a European-wide system for rapid retrieval of technical 
literature by computer. 

"If you succeed in launching the system, you \viii not just have created 
the me;ln:; for improved access to scientific and technical infonnation in Europe 
by users in industry, commerce, the professions, and academia. You \·vill also 



have created a conunon 1narket for information, one that n1.akes available 
the full range of existing sources, not just national collections, to all users. 
This could lead not only to advances in standardization and harmonization, 
but also to the development of totally new standards. We find the prospect 
exciting, and are eager to work "~>Vith you in launching the pilot project." 

Stating Next Steps 
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As you n1ay have gathered from n1y tone, I do not encourage 1nost people to write 
concluding paragraphs because they are so difficult to do well. Simple pragmatism 
dictates that you do without. However; there is an occ(lsion on which you will 
definitely need a concluding section, and that is when you are dealing with actions 
you vvant the reader to take in the in1n1ediate future. 

The need to state Next Steps often arises when you write a long docutnent th0t rec­
ommends a course of action that you think the reader is likely to take. If he takes it, 
there are some things he ought to do Monday morning to get things in motion ... R, 
house these activities, you create a section called Next Steps. The only rule is that 
what you put in this section must be things that the reader will not question. That is, 
the actions ntust be logically obvious ones. 

For exan1ple, suppose you are recon1n1ending that the client buy a con1pan)" and after 
30 pages of brilliant prose and analysis explaining why you think it is a good idea, 
you are confident that he is going to do so. You then create a heading called Next 
Steps and say something like 

[f you think buying this company is a good idea, then you should: 

!. Call the man who o\Vlb it and ask hirn to lunch 

2. Call the bank to make sure the money for purchase will be available 
vvhen you need it 

3. H.cconvcnc the Acquisitions Committee to hm1dle the 
<Khninistrative detc1ils. 

Clearly your reader is not going to say to you, "Why do I ask hin1 to lunch, why can't 
l ask him to dinner?" These are self-evident points, and can be accepted without 
den1ur. If, on the other hand, they were points that did raise questions in his rnitK-L 
then you vvou ld have to include then1 in the body of your text and n1ake certain 
they fit horizontally and vertically with everything else you're saying. 

In all of this positioning, the intention is to make the job of thinking 
required of the reader as easy as possible. He is, after all, rarely trained in analysis 
and reflection, and can have no,vhere near the understanding of the subject you have, 
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even if the subject is his own company. He is not your peer in interpreting your 
thinking on the subject. 

Thus, you must expect that his mind will not be precisely where you want it to be in 
terms of understanding, as you finish one lengthy group of points and prepare to go 
on to the next. The various transition devices are n1eant to grab his ntind, as it were, 
and pull it back to where it belongs if he is to comprehend what you are trying to 
say. This is essentially an exercise in good manners, provided it is done gracefully 
and only where needed. 



1 1 
REFLECTING 

THE 
PYRAMID 

ON 
A SCREEN 

l89 

Given a choice, most people would elect to present the ideas in their 
pyramid oral!)" rather th;;~n as written prose. At the back of their n1inds lies the 
assumption that a visual presentation is sitnply a report in slide fonn. Thus, they see 
the job as one of translating the pyrantid into clean text slides, perhaps supported 
by a few exhibits, vvhich they will stand up and explain. Would that it were so. 

The trouble is that a visual presentation is given to a live audience, often seated in 
less than totally comfortable surroundings, and usually wishing it were elsewhere. 
This audience is not only capable of unpredictable responses, it is totally open to 
any distraction. Thus a big part of your job is to ensure that you anticipate their 
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responses, keep their attention, and 1nake the1n eager to take in your n1essage. 
In other words, you have to entertain the1n. And entertaining an audience for a 
business presentation den1ands 1nuch the same kind of artistry as any other fonn 
of entertainntent. 

You need to produce a 11Shovv:,'' and a show requires a star, a script, a storyboard, 
technically excellent visual elements, and consideration of such intangibles 
as timing, pacing, and suspense. Suddenly you need a whole set of skills that go 
way beyond a "report in slide form." Nevertheless, the typical slide produced 
for a business presentation tends to look something like that shown in the box 
below. 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

These guiding principles have clriwn the design of a new [)rofession<~l Health Care Sec­
tor supply chain vision 

L The supply chain should be designed to m.aximize delivery of end user custom.er 
satisfaction at an <tcceptable cost to the Professional Sector 

2. The supply chain recngincering ;vork should be future oriented ... the intpact of 
health care policies and provider/payer responses must be considered in any new 
vision and/or supply chain process designs 

.1. The supply chain design needs to recognize the unique characteristics of Profes­
sional Sector products 

4. Processes rnust be designed to provide financi,ll accountability and service mea­
surement to all process stakeholders 

=:>. Roles and responsibilities for mcmaging supply chain activities should reside with 
the supply chain participants where they can be performed ntost effectively and 
efficiently 

6. Activities that are common and undifferentiated across the sector and for which 
consolidation provides significant cost leverage while maintaining quality service 
should be consolidated to one entity 

7 Activities that are unique and differentiated by company and for \Vhich decentrali­
z<ltion of cost C<l!1 be leveraged and quality insured should be maintained by the 
individual Sector comp<:1nies 

1() begin with, we can see that this is a list rather than a set of related ideas suntntar­
ized clearly with an insight. And seven of anything is too many. But armed with 50 
or 60 slides of this type, the presenter then reads each word of each slide to the audi­
ence, boring it to death in the process. Or worse, the speaker changes the words 
frmn the way they appear on the screen, creating mass confusion. 
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What we have here is not a visual presentation, btlt a "visual recitation'' <JS Gene 
Zelazny the guru of slide design puts it. The authors of the slides, however; defend it 
by pointing out "This way we don't forget anything" and "We have a handout at the 
end of the presentation." 

Equipping business presenters with the skills to be effective entertainers requires 
hard work and serious training in public speaking and audience handling. And 
indeed n1any firn1s offer their en1ployees courses in these areas. But anybody 
responsible for designing a business presentation should be avvare of and able to 
execute the basic minin1um required to keep the attention of a business audience: 

~: Text slides that contain only the Inost significant ideas, properly 
grouped and sun1n1arized, and stated as briefly as possible 

' Supported by clear exhibits (charts, tables, or diagrams) 

<: Reflecting a well-thought-out storyboard and script. 

You use tvvo kinds of slides in a prescntation~text and exhibits (charts, tables, or 
diagran1s)-ideally 'Nith a ratio of 90% exhibits to 10%- text. Their roles are: 

l. 'Ib clarify the structure of the presentation (text slide) 

2. To entphasize intportant thought groups, such as conclusions, 
recommendations or next steps (text slide) 

3. To dentonstrate relationships that can't readily be ntade clear 
with words alone (exhibit). 

I a1n not going to atten1pt to explain in this chapter the intricacies of designing 
proper slides and giving an effective presentation. But I will refer you to Cene 
Zelazny's fine book Sny it with Chnrls"; to which I am indebted for most of the 
insights in this chapter. (Cene has been for ntany years Director of Visual Contntuni­
cations for McKinsey & Company in New York.) And I will pass on some of the 
rules that Gene has developed for designing text slides and exhibits. I will also 
explain the approach I go through to move from the pyramid to a storyboard/script 
in designing slides for a presentation. 

"'Cenc 7ckv.ny. S11y it lt'ith C/1nrts, [rwin Profc:;sion<d Publishing: Burn l{idgc, IL 6052!, l9B8 <1nd l9()6. 

DESIGNING TEXT SLIDES 

An important point to recognize in designing text slides for a live pre­
sentation is that the star of the shm'\r is YOU, the speaker, \vith your 1nessage. The 
most interesting thing in the romn is always you, not the slides. The slides are tnerely 
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visual aids, and their function is primarily to keep the presentation moving. Thus 
you want to 1nake a clear distinction between what you say aloud and what you show 
on the screen. 

What You Say 

To illustrate the difference, here is a portion of a script with its matching slide­
an example of the first kind of text slide mentioned above: 

Script 

Slide 

CURRENT REAUTY 

Jackson Foods has been experiencing extren1ely high out-of-stock levels. In­
evitably, in the PMC business, an inability to fully supply orders vvill n~sult 
in a loss of market share. 

~! The out-of-stock sittwtion hCls partially been due to manufacturing problerns 

The manuf.:tcturing problems are compounded by inconsistent or inappro­
priately 1nanaged supply chain processes 

c: The supply chain and manufacturing processes Clre not "aligned" to alleviate 
out-of-stock problems or ensure a focus on priority customers and products 

CURRENT REALITY 

High out-of-stock levels 

m Problems in manufacturing 

11 Poor supply chain processes 

11 Weak manufacturing/supply 
chain alignment 

The best text slides convey their message as starkly and simply as possible. They do 
not waste words (or slides) on transitional or introductory points, which can and 
should be stated orally. This means of course that the slides by themselves will not 
be intelligible as a handout to someone who has not attended the presentation. To 
get around this problem, some people bind the slides with the text of the script on 
the facing page-an approach that effectively kills two birds with one stone. But in 
that case the script should be written in outline form, with transitions omitted. 

Keep in mind also that text slides are best limited to emphasizing the major points in 
the pyramid, approximately as shown in Exhibit 61. 



Exhibit 61 Use slides to enzphasize the major points in the Pyramid 

Slides reflect the pyramid roughly as follows: 

Situation points 

·----------------
·----------------
·----------------

First Key Line point + 
support points 

Third support point as 
sentence plus graphic 
or set of graphics 

c 

~--·-------~ 

-~~-·-·-----

What You Show 

Cornp!ication points 

·------

·---------
·---------

First support point as 
sentence over a graphic 
or set of grapt1ics 

Second Key Line 
point + support points 

2------a _____ _ 
b ___________ _ 
c ___________ _ 

··-----~-----__/ 

Main Point anci l<ey 
Line points 

1 
2 ______ _ 

3-------

Second support points as 
sentence over a graphic 
or set of graphics 

b---~ 

Next support point as 
sentence over waphic 
or set of graphics 

~=-· 

l_ CfuJ 
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In deciding what to put on individual text slides, you will want to keep these guide­
lines in mind: 

1. Present and support one idea at 11 tin1e. The exception to this rule occurs only when 
you wish to enumerate a set of points, as in a summary or list of points to be devel­
oped more fully in subsequent slides. 
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2. Usc stnternents not captions. You usually have a choice between using a word or 
two to telegraph the idea or presenting a brief statement of the idea: 

Sales outlook VS Sales outlook is favorable 

The latter form leaves no roon1 for the audience to n1ake a wrong assun1ption about 
the essence of the point you are n1aking. 

:3. Keep the text brief Try to put no more than about 6 lines or roughly 30 words on a 
single slide. If an idea involves more text than this, think about using more slides. 

4. Use sirnple words and numbers. Long words, technical tern1s and con1plicated 
phrases distract the viewer and divert his attention fron1 you, the speaker. You 
should also keep numbers as simple as possible: $4.9 million is easier to grasp 
than £4,876,987 

5. Make the type-size readable. The number 32 is a dependable guideline here. 

If you know the distance from the display for the farthest viewer; divide this distance 
(feet) by 32 to get the smallest legible letter size (inches). Thus, 16 feet divided by 
32=0.5 inches. The letter must be 1/o inch high on the screen to be seen 16 feet away. 

If you know the letter size to be used on the display, multiply the size (inches) by 32 
to get the farthest distance (feet) at which the letters will be legible. Thus, 0.75 inches 
multiplied by 32 =24 feet. Lettering% inch high will not be visible beyond 24 feet. 

The only time I think it permissible to use an illegible slide is when you deliberately 
want to den1onstrate the contplexity of a situation. In that cose, adn1it it, so that the 
audience does not autmnatically try to read the words. I should note, howeve1~ that 
Cene disagrees with n1e on this. He says: 

I'm not contfortClble acllnitting to the audience that the slide is not legible 
and that they shouldn't attentpt to read it; that's a cop-out. [fit's important 
enough to put on the screen, then it's important to have it be legible. Further­
more, equating complexity vvith making a slide illegible is an inelegant 
way of dcmonstr<~ting complexit}~ Cive me the ch;;uter to make it legible, 
nnd I'll succeed 98% of the time. For the other 2(/c .. , you shouldn't be using 
the visual. 

6. Design tlze slides to be interesti11g to look nt. Interest is heightened by layout, selec­
tion of type, and usc of color. One of Gene's n1ost interesting techniques is to "put 
the text slide to work." Since all text slides have a tendency to look alike, a series of 
thcn1 can beconK· boring. But if you think of a text slide as an exhibit that uses 
1.vords rather than data or charts, then you can design the slide to be more visually 
interesting by shovving the relationships an1ong the thoughts being discussed. 
Exhibit 62 illustrates what he means. 
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7. Use "build" slides to heighten interest. Another technique for heightening interest, 
or for dealing vvith con1plexity, is to show the parts of a slide one by one. In this ·way 
you can explain it as you go along, so that sight of the full slide does not appear 
overwhelming. Exhibit 62, for example, might lend itself to this approach. You could 
show the first circle alone, then add the next three circles, then add the boxes. 

!.~xhibit 62 Design text slides to be visually interesting 

Three main avenues are possible to increase machine efficiency 

Increase 
machine 

efficiency 
by 

Improving 
the 

machines 

Improving 
the 

crews 

(:roving csion 

Modify some machines 

.,. Maintain more frequently 

---------~---1 
ain more thoroughly 
~~----~---

f.\lter speeds ----=:J 

I Improve selecti~n -] 

.,~-~-~~~=:_~e~:~n i n_~ .... ::~-----~ .. ~-J 
... [R-;~k;~;-~~~~-~~---·-.. --.. -----·1 

§ge incentives J 

-----~-~] 

nor·e planning 
-·------~---~-----------~ 
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DESIGNING EXHIBIT SLIDES 

Ixt slides use a familiar medium of communication-words. But 
exhibit slides (charts, graphs, tables, and diagrams) employ a wholly different means 
of communication-visual relationships. They enable you to present to your audi­
ence masses of data and complex relationships that you cannot convey as effectively 
by words alone. 

In general, exhibit slides should convey their message as simply and readably as pos­
sible. The viewer will not have the opportunity to study them and figure out what 
the various elements mean. And if the chart or graph is too complicated, detailed, or 
cluttered, you will waste precious tin1e explaining it rather than discussing its nLes­
sage. This does not rule out the occasional, n1ore contplex diagran1 or chart that 
becomes clear as the speaker develops the ideas. But you would not want more than 
one or two of these to a presentation. 

Exhibit slides generally show the parts of a structure or process, or display data in 
a visual way, using charts forn1ed into pies, bars, coltunns, curves, or dots. The dia­
grams and charts tend to be used to answer five kinds of question (Exhibits 63-67): 

1: What are the elements? ~I What has/how has it changed? 

li How do amounts compare ~· How are items distributed? 

to the whole? ~· How do items co-relate? 
to each other? 
over tinH:~? 

The trick is to decide the question you want the exhibit to answer, state the answer as 
the title to the chart, and then choose the chart form most appropriate to showing 
that point. 

Exhibit 63 What are the elernents7 

A regional organization permits 
easier delegation 

Jackson Foods operates a standard 
supply chain 

p il (\ c i: s s 



Exhibit 64 How do amounts co;npare . 

Western Region accounts for 
almost half the sales 

. to the whole? 

Canned goods yield 
the lowest profits 

I 

I 
... to each other? 

Exhibit 65 What has(how has it changed? 

Costs have dropped in 
every year but one 

r··-­

r---

. over time? 

1---

Sales have plateaued, but costs 
are increasing 

Competition has closed the gap 

TIME 

Exhibit 66 How arc iten1s distributed? 

Most orders are over $1000 

SIZE OF OFlOEFlS 

NO. 
OF 

ORDERS 

· .. 

I 

The majority of orders are placed 
mid~month 

NO. OF DAYS 

197 
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Exhibit 67 Flow do ite1ns co-relate? 

Cost increases do not appear to 
reflect increased overtime 

--I 

COST OVC:F'lT!fviE 

SIZE 
OF I 

Cm;W'Ah!Y 1 

No apparent relationship exists 
between size of company and 
size of order placed 

.. 

.. 
. . . . 

... 
•' .. 

L 
h!O OF ORDERS PL_ACCD 

Do n1ake sure that the title to a chart or diagrmn directly conveys its ntessage, either 
as a full sentence or as a phrase that contains a verb. Doing so allows you to check 
that the visual in1prcssion the chart gives the viewer is consistent \vith the 1nessage 
you wish to convey. "Share of profits by region," contains n1uch less inforn1ation 
than "Western Region accounts for almost half the profits." 

Stating the point of the chart also minimizes the possibility of confusion. Different 
viewers, left to themselves, will focus on different relationships depending upon 
their point of vie"o their background, or their interest. This way you focus them 
instantly on the aspect of the data you wish to emphasize. 
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STORY BOARDING 

Once you understand the requirements of text and exhibit slides, you 
are ready to design the full presentation. The approach that I take to moving from 
the pyramid to a presentation is as follows: 

L Write the introduction in full, putting down every word you will say in the order 
in which you will say it. This ensures that you have left nothing out of your beginning 
story, and allows you to double check that the question you are answering is really 
valid for the audience. 

2. Have available a blank storyboard form, and write across the top of each blank 
slide the points from the introduction you wish to illustrate visually, plus 
those from the Key Line and one level below the Key Line. 

3. gough out the visual way you will illustrate each point. Generally you do this 
without real numbers, but simply with an indication of the types of data you would 
include, plus notes to yourself and the designer of the sort of relationship you 
want to show. 

4. Script the words to be said around each slide, to ensure the set of slides 
flows as a story. 

5. Complete the design of the slides and send them off to be properly drawn. 

6. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse! 

A storyboard at its simplest is a sheet of paper turned sideways and divided into 
separate sections, each of which represents a blank slide. It enables you to write 
down the specific points that you expect to turn into slides, and to indicate which 
should be presented as text slides and which should be illustrated with a graphic of 
sonw sort. 

To illustrate, Exhibit 68 shows a typical pyramid, while Exhibit 69 shows how the 
first few slides might have looked in storyboard form. The thing to remember is that 
you want each slide to have a sentence or phrase at the top that conveys the point it 
is nteant to illustrate. This device will act as a re1ninder both to you as you present 
and to the audience as it listens, particularly if you have the slide on the screen for 
any length of time. 
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Exhibit 68 Begin with the pyramid 

S "' Jackson Foods· supply chain costs 
$ 12m a year to operate, or I <l% of 
NPS. H;gh. ;ndfJcient compared to 
others. High stock-outs. poor on-time 
delivery and order completeness, larrJe 
backorders and credits 

C "' Have taken steps to improve supp!y 
chain costs/clelivery by ctwnginQ terms 
of trade to increase orders. Has made 
iittle clifference to cost, efficiency 
Concerned for impact on !inanci<JI 
performance 

Ml!Sl 'Nork to transform tile 
supply chwn into a SJqnificant 
service that acts as a 
cornpctit1ve advantage 

0 = V\fhat to cfo to ensure !mancic11 
performance? 

--~-----~ 
Tak. e imMe.cliate steps J Go after obvious 
to ach1eve cons1stent. cost savings at 
re!mble level of cus- each level of the 
torner serv1ce supply chain 

" Focus on Class A 
customers 

o Revise order manage" 
ment activity 

o S~rnplify cJistribu· 
!ion network 

" Synchronise planning 

o Consoli elate procure­
ment activities 

• Align organization 

Develop skliis ancJ ex· 
perience required to 
achieve longer term 
Improvements 

• Long.terrn planning 

• Sales !orccast1n9 

o Procurernen! 

Operate the supply chain 
to achieve cont:nual 
competitive advantage 

'------~·-----· 

e Fastest provider 

o Fastest innovator 

• Best Company to 
work 'Nit!1 

ExhibitW Storyboard the int:roduct:ion, Key Line, and next level 

f::·rent Reality: 

I H'{J'' costs, tow levels ot customec secvice 

1 111 Problems in manufacturing 

3 

• Poor supply chain processes 

• Weak manufacturing/supply c'nain a1"1gnment 

Strategy 

Transform the supply c11ain into a significant 

source of competitive advantage 

4 

Improvements to date: Ineffective 

• Bottlenecks from small orders 

• Long order processing times 

• Complex distribution network 

• Inaccurate forecasts 

First, stabilise the supply chain 

• Achieve a consistent. reliable level of 
customer service 

• Reduce total suppy chain costs 

• Develop t,he skills and experience necessary 
to achieve longer term improvement 
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··------·--
5 

Then launch projects to ensure continuous improvement in performance 

The fastest a Supply chain compression -- provider 
a Elimination of time and cost 

• New technology 
Supply chain as The fastest 

111 New products to market in 
competitive innovator 
advantage shortest possible time 

• Service innovations 

The best • Collaborative relationship 
L...._ company to 

• Strategic supplier alliances work for 

1----·· 
6 7 

Achieve a consistent, reliable level 50% of customers account for +95% 
of customer service of orders by value 

-·---·-·-····--·· 

rfrl 
• Focus on Class A customers 

• Revise order management activity 

8 9 
Many low-volume orders 10% of products account for 60% of 

value of orders 

I 
I ~ I 

I 
Size of order I I 

10-17 18 
Etc ••.. Achieve a consistent, reliable level 

of customer service 

[ a Focus on Class A customers 

• Revise order management activity 

~· --···-··~--
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This chapter has discussed only the general steps for converting the 
points in a pyran1id into visual presentation form .. It has come nowhere near cover­
ing the detailed planning and analysis necessary to m.ake the presentation cmnpel­
ling and effective for your purposes. To this end, let me recommend a wonderful 
book by Antony jay called Effective Presentation: The Communication of Ideas by 
Words and Visual Aids, published in London in 1970 by Management Publications 
Ltd. (It was also published in the States as The New Oratory.)'· 

The book thoroughly sets out how to think about your audience, staging, presenta­
tion techniques, and rehearsal. The book is full of all sorts of insights. My favorite is 

"A presentation is usually a favour bestowed by those who attend on those who 
present." It is worth keeping in mind. 

~-Antony Jay, I:ffectivc Prcsoifation: The Communication of ldeas /_~y Words ond Visual Aids, London, Management 
Publications Limited, 1970. 
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You will recall I said at the very beginning of this book that writing 
anything clearly consists of two steps: first decide the point you want to make, then 
put it into words. Once you have worked out your pyramid structure and rechecked 
the thinking in your groupings, you know exactly the points you want to ntake. You 
also know the order in which you want to ntake thent. All that retnains is for you to 
put them into words. 

In theory this should be a relatively easy task. One ought to be able to expect the 
norntal business writer to translate his pyrmnided points into a series of concise, 
graceful sentences and paragraphs that clearly convey a lively ntessage and capture 
the reader's interest. Alas, it does not always happen. The average sentence, far front 
being concise and graceful, is long-vvinded and heavy with j<1rgon. This 1nakes the 
paragraphs seen1 intpenetrable and the subject endlessly boring. Let n1e give you a 
san1pling: 

•; A prirnC~ry area of potentiCll improvetnent is improving cost-effectiveness 
of field sC!les-forcc deployment (Clnd org<lnization) to reflect the need for 
redefined selling missions ilt store and indirect levels dictCltcd by changes 
in the tr<1de environment. 

•r Prepl<~nned adjustments may be developed from the altern<~tivc preliminmy 
plans submitted by the Croup and be in the form. of outlines of contingency 
plans and prioritized guides to ,Kijustments in special programs and other 
discretionary expenditures. 
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~! Current needs for accurate cash flow analyses are particularly den1anding 
upon the existing system; it is not prepared to meet the stringent accuracy 
requirements. [mprovem.ents are available through incorporating information 
not adequately considered in making projections. 

These passages were produced by bright, articulate people with excellent problem­
solving skills. Any one of them can explain his ideas orally and be completely com­
prehensible. But they appear to believe that, in writing, the more dehydrated the style 
and the more technical the jargon, the more respect it will command. 

This is nonsense. Good ideas ought not to be dressed up in bad prose. Works on 
technical subjects can at the same time be works of literary art, as the William 
Jameses, the Freuds, the Whiteheads, the Russells, and the Bronowskis of the world 
have proved. Of course technical contntunications addressed to specialists tnust 
employ technical language. But overloading it with jargon and employing a tortuous 
and cramped style is largely a matter of fashion, not of necessity. 

Your objective should be to dress your ideas in a prose that will not only communi­
cate them clearly, but also give people pleasure in the process of absorbing them. 
This, of course, is advice that every book on ·writing gives, and if it were easy to do, 
everyone would be doing it. It is not easy to do, but there is a technique that can 
help. What it primarily requires is that you consciously visualize the images you 
used in thinking up your ideas originally. 

As must be obvious by now, I believe we do all our conceptual thinking in images 
rather than in words. It is n1ore efficient to do so. An image can take a great n1ass of 
facts and synthesize then1 into a single abstract configuration. Given a person's 
inability to think about more than seven or eight items at one time, being able to 
compress the world in this way is a great convenience. Without it you would be lim­
ited to taking decisions on the basis of a few low-level facts. 

But bring together instead seven or eight of these abstract concepts, and you have in 
front of you an enormous an1ount of con1plex detail that you can easily manipulate 
mentally. Look, for example, at how much more quickly you can grasp the relation­
ships of these three lines to each other from the image than you can from the words: 

Relationships 

A -·~----1 A IS longer than 8 

B IS longer than C 

Therefow, A is longer than C 

1b compose clear sentences, then, you must begin by "seeing" what you are talking 
about. Once you have the image, you simply copy it into words. The reader, in turn, 
will re-create this image from your words, thereby not only grasping your thinking 
but also enjoying the exercise. 
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Let me demonstrate this process, first by showing how easily images appear when 
you are reading well-written prose, and then by giving you some hints on how to 
find the images lurking in bad prose so that you can rewrite it. 

CREATE THE IMAGE 

Here is a passage from Thoreau's 
track of what's going on in your mind. 

Walden. As you read it, try to keep 

Near the end of March 1845 I borrowed an axe and \Vent down to the woods 
by Walden Pond, nearest to ·where I intended to build my house, and began 
to cut down som.e tall, arrowy \Vhite pines, still in their youth, for timber. 
lt was a plhlSant hillside where I worked, covered with pine \-Voods, through 
which I looked out on the pond, and a small open field in the vvoods where 
pines and hickories were springing up. The ice in the pond was not yet 
dissolved, though there were son1e open spaces, and it was all dark-colored 
and saturated 1.vith water. 

As you took in the words, did you not build up a sort of mental picture in your mind, 
to which you added details as you took in successive phrases and sentences? What 
you were building was an image, but not a photographic image. Rather it is what 
George Miller, to whon1 I am indebted for this exan1ple,"· calls a "1nen1ory i1nage," 
and it grows piece1neal as you go along. 

If you read it as I did, first you see that it's March l845, so that perhaps you have a 
feeling of a gray day in the past. Then you see one person borrow an axe fron1 a 
second person, both indistinct, and you see him walking toward the woods, axe in 
hand. The trees turn into white pines, and you see Thoreau chopping at them. The 
next sentence introduces a hillside, so that suddenly the trees are on a hill. Then you 
see Thoreau stand up straight and look across at the pond, the open field, and 
the ice. 

Y\)Ur experience may or may not have been exactly like that. The point is, however, 
that you were constructing the passage as you read. The result of this constructive 
activity is a n1en1ory ilnage that sununarizes the infonnation presented. You con­
struct the image as part of the process of understanding, and the image then helps 
you to renternber what you have read. 

~· l'rom "Images and Models, Similes and Metaphors," in Metnplwr 1111d Thought, Andre\V Ortony, editor. 
C<!mbridgc University Press, !979. 
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If you put the book down and try to remember what you read, you will probably find 
that you can't repeat it verbati1n. But if you recall the intage you can read off frmn it 
what you see, and it will be roughly equivalent to the original. 

That images help to increase recall has been proven in memory studies, although 
these studies also show that people forget some details and embellish others, 
depending on their emotional predilections. Nevertheless, the memory image does 
provide a record of the passage and of the information extracted from it-a record 
that the reader constructs as he reads, phrase by phrase. 

This is the kind of thing that must happen every time you read anything if you are to 
contprehend and retnetnber it. Some passages are 1nore difficult to visualize than 
others, and if the ideas being presented are particularly abstract, it may be that you 
will represent them with skeletal structures rather than with images. But unless the 
passage can be visualized in SOllle fornt, unless the reader can actually "see" what is 
being said, he cannot be considered to have understood it. 

To den1onstrate, here is a passage front a docuntent that debated whether the Inter­
national Bank for Reconstruction and Developntent should change front a fixed 
lending rate to a floating one. 

If the risk allowances provided in the lending rate spread turn out to be too 
high, the Bank's income ·will be returned to borrmvers as a group through a 
reduction in the lending rate in subsequent periods. Thus, fixed rate lending 
would involve extra costs for borrmvers as a group only if the B;:mk \Vere 
systen1atically to overestimate risks and thereby emn "excess" income more 
or less pennanently This possibility seems remote. 

Although the concepts discussed are fairly abstract, \vords like "spread," "excess," 
and "reduction" perntit you to visualize a clear set of relationships. If asked to draw 
thent, you could do so with no ntore than four lines and two arrows, perhaps like 
this. (I have added the words, but you would not need to do so for yourself.) 

This skeletal nature of the itnage is intportant to note. One does not vvant a contplete, 
detailed photographic reproduction, but only a sense of the structure of the relation­
ships being discussed. These will generally consist of one or ntore gemnetric forms 
(e.g., circle, straight line, oval, rectangle), arranged in a schentatized or sketchy fash­
ion, plus son1ething like an arrow to indicate direction and interaction. 

It may seem almost childish as you look at it. But all the great "visual thinkers" of the 
past who have talked about it, front Einstein on down, have entphasized this vague, 
hazy; abstract nature of their conscious visual in1agery. 
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COPY THE IMAGE IN WORDS 

Using just these basics to create images can make a very great differ­
ence to rewriting bad prose. Let n1e den1onstrate this using the first exan1ple on 
page 203. Because the words as laid out fail to call to mind an in1age as you read, 
your 1nind gropes in vain for smnething solid to hang onto. Look at the beginning 
of that first sentence again. 

~· A primary c1rea 
of potential itnprovement 
is improving cost-effectiveness 
of field sales-force deployment (and organization) 

By the tin1e the field sales force arrives, the rest has disappeared front your mind. 
But the sentence goes on: 

tf to reflect the need 
for redefined selling missions 
at store and indirect levels 
dict<~tcd by changes in the lrade environment 

Novv, vvhat nouns do vve have to hang onto here that are relatively concrete? The sales 
force, store, and changed trade environment, perhaps. How might they be pictured 
in relationship to each other:_ _______ _ 

New 
envrroPrn-;n t 

Store 

This seems to indicate that the main relationship being talked about is that of the 
salesntan to the store. Perhaps he meant to say: 

\Ve must redeploy the sales force to match the neiv 
trading environment 

As you can see, the trick is to find the nouns and look for the relationships behveen 
then1, seeing them as a visual in1age. Let's apply the technique to the other hvo 
examples on pages 203 and 204. 

~~ f-lrcplonncd adjustments mc1y be developed 
from the alternative preliminary plans 
submitted by the Croup 
and be in the form of outlines 
of contingency pl<1ns and prioritized guides to adjustnwnts 
in special program.s and other discretionary cxpenditur(;~S 
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Again, the nouns seen1 to be "preplanned adjustn1ents," "alternative prelintinary 
plans," and "outlines of contingency plans and prioritized guides" (whatever that 
tneans). J--1ovv n1ight the author n1ean thenl to relate to each other? 

Cu1 ::·1·y-:nc·" 
:>;,]•' 

Apparently what the author wants out of the reader is some sort of contingency plan. 
In which case he might want to express his message like this: 

qr OutlirH:' the order in ·which activities will be curt<!iled should the plan need 
adjusting 

One n1ore example: 

~~ Current needs for accurate cash flow anc1lyses 
are particularly demanding upon the existing system; 
it is not prepared to rneet 
the stringent accuracy requirements. 
Intprovements are available 
through incorporating information 
not adequately considered in 1naking projections 

Right ofC of course, we can object that it is not the system that is not prepared to 
n1eet the stringent accuracy requireinents. Howeve1~ to apply our process, the nouns 
appear to be "inaccurate cash flow analyses," "syste1n/' "intproventents" and "infor­
mation." Might they go together in this way? 

SYST[,\1\ • 

The key insight to be gained from the image is apparently that insertion of the 
proper infonnation will yield accurate analyses, giving us perhaps: 

~: The system can produce accurate cash flow analyses if we feed X kind of 
information into it. 

(Without access to the author, we cannot judge what he tneans by 11 lnforn1.ation not 
adequately considered in tnaking projections.") 
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To suntntarize, then, a useful way to help yourself ·write lucid prose is 
to force yourself to visualize the relationships inherent in your ideas. Once you have 
a clear lTlental in1age, you can straightaway translate it into a clear English sentence/ 
which your reader can just as straightforwardly interpret and absorb. And he has 
the additional advantage of being able to store this knowledge in his memory in 
image form. 

Storing knowledge in image form is, of course, essential given the word-by-word 
process of reading and our limited ability to hold many words in our minds. By 
rescuing the image from the words, the reader is able not only to transfer the 
knowledge in large chunks, which are more efficient for his mind to process, but 
also to transfer it as a vivid hnpression, which ntakes it easier to recall. 

To quote a kinsntan of ntine, Professor Williant tv1into, vvho lived in a ntore 
leisured era: 

In writing you are as a cotnrnander filing out his battalion through a 
narrovv gap that aliows only one man at a tirY\C to pass; and your reade1~ as 
he receives the troops, has to re-form and reconstruct them. No matter hmv 
large or how involved the subject, it can be communicated only in that wJy 
You see, then, what an obligation ·we crwe to hirn of order and armngernent 
··-and vvhy, apart fron1 felicities and curiosities of diction, the old rhetorician 
laid such stress upon order and arrangement as duties we owe to those 
1vho honor us l.vith their attention. 

Go thou and do likewise. 



2l0 APPENDIX A 

PROBLEM 
SOLVING 

IN 
STRUCTURE LESS 

SITUATIONS 

Chapter 8, Defining the l'rob/en1, characterizes problem solving as a 
relentlessly logical process for discovering and displaying the underlying structures 
that give rise to events we consider undesirable. Our theory has been that the solution 
to a problem will always lie in tinkering with the underlying structure, as indeed it 
will if the problem is that we do not like the result the structure is yielding. 

However, there is another kind of problem situation where the problem is not that 
you don't like the result, but rather that you can't explain it. You can't explain it for 
one of three reasons: 

(' Because the structure does not exist-as when you are trying to 
invent something new (e.g., the telephone, underwater tunnelling) 

<i Because the structure is invisible-as in the brain or DNA, so that 
you have only the results of the structure to analyze 

~~ Because the structure fails to explain the result-as when Aristotle's 
definition of force did not explain the mmnentum of a cannonball, or 
when tools rust mysteriously no n1atter what you do to guard against it. 

It is possible that you may confront one of these structureless situations in the course 
of an ordinary problem-solving assignn1ent. Although such situations require a 
higher level of visual thinking than we have been discussing, you will be pleased to 
knovv that the reasoning process e1nployed is very siinilar. 

What is required is simply another form of Abduction-a name coined by Charles 
Sanders Peirce in 1890 to describe the process of problem solving. In calling it 
Abduction he hoped to emphasize the affinity of problem-solving thinking with 
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Deduction and Induction. Let me explain the difierence between the two forms of 
Abduction, and show you how to use the second. 

Analytical Abduction 

C. S. Peirce's insight was that in any reasoning process you always deal \Vith three 
distinct entities: 

]. A Rule (a belief about the way the world is structured) 

2. A Case (an observed fact that exists in the world) 

3. A Result (an expected occurrence, given the application of the 
Rule in this Case). 

The way in vvhich you can consider yourself to be reasoning at any one time is 
determined by where you st<trt in the process and what additional fact you know. 
To illustrate the difierences: 

Deduction 

Rule If we put the price too high, lf A 
sales vvill go dovvn then B 

Case We have put the price A 
too high 

Result Therefore, Necessarily 
sales will go down B 

Induction 

Case We have put the price up A 

Result Sales have gone down B 

Rule The reason sales have If A then 
gone down is probably that probably 
the price is too high B 

Abduction 

Result Sales have gone down. B 

Rule Sales often go down !fA 
because the price is too high then B 

Case Let me check whether in fact Possibly 
the price is too high A 

VVe have been saying throughout that analytical problen1 solving consists of noticing 
an Undesirable Result, looking for its cause in our knowledge of the structure of the 
situation (Rule) and testing whether we have found it (Case). You can see that this 
exactly matches the Abductive reasoning process shovvn above. 



212 

Even though Abduction is different from Induction and Deduction-and it is 
important to note the difference-they are also closely related. Thus, in any complex 
problem-solving situation you are likely to be using all three forms of reasoning in 
rotation. As I said earlier, the form you are using, and the results you can expect 
from it, depend on where you start in the process (Exhibit A-1). 

Exhibit 1Vl Where you start detennines the form of thinking yon will use 

DI'DUCTION 

2 

Rule 

Scientific Abduction 

1\GDUCTION 

2 

'"'"("') 
'?-----~ 

Case 

The major difference between the analytical problem solving discussed in Chapter 8 
and the so-called creative or scientific problem solving discussed here is that we 
know the structure that creates our result and the scientist does not. That is, we have 
two of the essential elen1ents and can reason our way to the third. He n1ust invent 
the second before he can reason to the third. 

In reasoning to the third, the scientist follows the classical scientific method: 

'i Hypothesize a structure that could explain the result 

I Devise an experiment that will confirm or exclude the hypothesis 

~ 1 Carry out the experin1ent to get a clear yes-or-no answer 

<! Recycle the procedure, making sub-hypotheses or sequential 
hypotheses to define the possibilities that remain, and so on. 

The hallmarks of the scientific method are generating hypotheses and devising 
experiments. Both activities demand high levels of visual thinking. 

Generating Hypotheses 

Scientific hypotheses are not drawn out of the air, but are directly suggested by 
examining the structural elements of the situation that produced the problem. For 
example, if your problem is that you want to find a way to permit people to commu-
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nicate over long distances without shouting, then you will be thinking specifically 
about ways to modify the voice or amplify the ear; and your hypotheses will reflect 
the possibilities you envision. 

Exactly hozu you go about envisioning productive possibilities is, unfortunatclft not 
something one can spell out in a recipe. It frequently requires a kind of genius that 
permits you to see analogies between what you know of the problem and what you 
know of the world. And indeed this is what Alexander Graham Bell apparently did 
in inventing the telephone: 

It struck me that the bones of the human ear ·were very massive indeed, 
as compared with the delicate thin mem.brane that operated thern, and the 
thought occurred that if a membrane so delicate could move bones relatively 
so ntassive, why should not a thicker and stouter piece of nwmbranc move 
my piece of steeL 

Clearly, we touch the tip of a very big iceberg here. No one knows what makes an apt 
analogy occur to one person and not to another. Certainly having total kncnvledge 
of the problem situation helps, as does spelling out and re-examining all your 
assun1ptions about it. What vve do know fron1 those who have \Vritten about the 
process, howeve1~ is that their insight when arrived at is always a visual in1age. 

Devising Experiments 

Once the hypothesis is formulated, the next step is to use it to suggest experiments 
that will confirm or deny it. Again, visual thinking is required to say, "If this struc­
ture vvere valid, what would follow as a 1natter of course? Let me set up an 
experiment to prove conclusively that in fact it does follow." To put it in terms of 
the Abductive process: 

Result 

Rule 

Case 

I observe the unexpected fact A 

A rnay be so because B is the case 

If B were the case, then C vvould follow as a m.atter of course 
Let m.e check whether C does in fact follow 

We can see the process very easily in the story of Galileo and the cannonball: 

Result Aristotle says that force is th<:lt 1-vhich produces velocity From. this it 
follows that when a force ceases to act on a body, the body should cease 
to move. Yet if I shoot a ball front a cannon, the ball continues to move 
even though the force has stopped. Aristotle must be wrong in his 
conception of force as it rel<1tes to motion. 

Rule I can observe the relationship bet·ween motion and force simply by 
dropping a ball from my hand. \IV hen f do so I notice that the situation 
contains three structur<ll elements: 

The \·vcight of the ball 

The distance through which it hils. 

The tirne through which it falls. 
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This suggests three different hypotheses: 

!. Force is proportional to the weight of the body on vvhich the 
force acts 

2. Force is proportional to the distance through which the body 
moves when the force acts 

3. Force is proportional to the tirne through vvhich the force acts. 

Case If hypothesis three is true, then the distance covered would be 
proportional to the square of the time. This means that if a body covers 
one unit of distance in one unit of time, it must cover four units of 
dist<~ncc in two units of time, nine units of distance in three 
units of titne, etc. 

Let m.e roll a ball down the side of em inclined plane. This ·will slovv up 
its fall sufficiently for me to rncasure the distance covered in different 
units of titne, and thus determine \Vhether the rel<ttion bet\veen distance 
and time is the one prescribed by my hypothesis. 

New It is the same. Therefore force is that \Vhich produces c!wnge 
Rule of velocity. 

The trick in structuring an experitnent is to n1ake sure that it will yield a clear-cut, 
yes-or-no answer. It is not enough to "see vvhat happens" if you change one or 
another of the conditions in the situation. The resu It of the experiment must allow 
you to state unequivocally whether you will keep or discard the hypothesis. 

It is in the sciences that have most rigorously applied this particular requirement that 
the greatest advances in our knowledge have occurred over the last 80 years. 
To quote Charles Darwin: 

Hm.v odd it is that anyone should not see that all observations must be for 
or agc1inst some vie\-\·~ if they arc to be of any service. 

To bring this discussion to a close, I have set out below both forms of Abduction. As 
you can see, they follow a con1.n1on pattern. It is a pattern that can be of enorn1ous 
value in guiding you to produce rapid breakthroughs in thinking about and resolv­
ing problen1s. Its value lies in the fact that it forces your thinking forward in a rigor­
ous way, in the n1inin1un1 sequence of steps, without dawdling or getting tied up in 
irrelevancies. 

Each step den1ands a clear end product that you can literally see; each itnage incli­
cates the direction in which the subsequent analyses should lead. When the problem 
has been solved, the in1ages serve as anchors to guide the course of your discussion 
and the choice of your words. 
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Exhibit A-2 Analytic and scientific problen1 solving follmo the san1e pattern 

Basic Process 

1. What is 
the 
problem? 

2. Where 
does it 
lie? 

3. Why 
does it 
exist? 

4. What could 
we do 
about it? 

5. What should 
we do 
about it? 

Analytical Problem Solving 

Visualize the difference 
between the result you get now 
and the result you want 

Visualize the structural elements 
in the present situation that could 
be causing the result 

Analyze each element to 
determine whether it is 
causing the result, and why 

Formulate the logical alternative 
changes in this structure that 
could produce the desired result 

Create a new structure incorpor­
ating those changes that will 
produce the result most 
satisfactorily 

Scientific Problem Solving 

Define the discrepancy between the result 
you get and the result you should expect 
to get given the prevailing theory 

State the traditional assumptions of 
the theory that might give rise 
to the discrepancy 

Hypothesize alternative structures that 
would eliminate the discrepancy 
and explain the result 

Devise experiments that will exclude 
one or more of the hypotheses 

Reformulate the theory on the basis 
of the experimental results 

Herb Simon says that solving a problem simply means representing it 
so as to nwke the solution transparent. I have striven to give you an understanding 
of the process by which such representations can most efficiently be created and uti­
lized. We are all probably capable of thinking far more creatively and efficiently 
than we ever attempt. Clearer knowledge of the process involved might influence us 
to try. 
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EXAMPLES 
OF 

INTRODUCTORY 
STRUCTURES 

Yu do your most important thinking while working out the introduc­
tion. Once you get used to the process, yuu will find that many of the introductions 
fall into the same basic pattern, in that they tend generally to answer one of three 
standard questions, and occasionally a fourth. 

1. What should we do? 

2. Should we do what we plan to do? 

3. How do/did we do something? 

4. Why did it happen? 

Exhibit B'l shows the most common structures that fall under each question. But you 
might also like to see how these structures look when expanded into actual text. To 
this end, I supply the full introductions of the examples from Chapter 8, Defining the 
Problem. 

Following these texts is an explanation of the details of two introductory structures 
that might cause confusion when you try to apply them (writing the body of pro­
posals and dealing with alternatives). The appendix also explains the technique 
for describing changes to processes. 



Exhibit B-l Most introductions answer one of four questions 

What should we do? 

How solve problem? 
S Did/want to do X/have 

situation 
C D1cln't work/can't (io/!'lave 

problem 
0 HO\·V proceed? 

4. Aud1t 
S Now follow process to 

achieve X 
C 01d audit to see 1f any 

changes needed 
0 Any changes needed? 

2 How get desired action? 
S Have pro!)lem 
C VVant solution li'Dt cJoes X 
0 What do to get that solution? 

5. Recommending change in 
a pract'lce the readm has 
not questioned 
S We are expecting to concJuct 

X activity 
C We have two choices aiJout 

how to do it 
Continue as in tile past 

--Change in some way 
0 Wi1ich makes the most sense? 
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3 Alternatives 
S Want to do X T

--·--
C Have ai!emalive ways 
0 Whic!Y? 

f-------------'-----------L--------·-··-········--·--·--
Should we do what we plan to do? 

------------.-------------,---------·------

l
r--

4. 

Is it the right action? 
S Have situation/prot)!enl 
C Plan action 
0 is 1\ the right action? 

2. Will tl1ere be a problem? 
S Had problem. have solution 
C Afraici there may be a probiem 

implementing it 
0 \Nil! there be a orobiern? 

Will solution achieve 5. Letter of Proposal (8) 
objective? S You i1ave a problem 
S Pi<Jnning action C Want consultmq nelo to 

achieve Y 0 Arc you tne consultant 
0 Will :t achieve Y? we snoulcf :':re? 

3 Does solution work? 
S Hacf problem. howe solut1on 
C Test eel solutiOn 
0 !s i! okay? 

C Don't want to cfo unless it wili J so1ve 1! 

f---------·-- ---- ------L------··------1 
How do/did we do something? 

f-----------,-------·--- ------------
1. How c!o needed action? 

s Must do X to solve problem 

c '10 cfo X rnust first do Y 
0 How do we cJo Y? 

4. Tell how to do something new 
S Must do X 8ctivit y 
C Not set up to cio it 
0 How cfo 'NO get set up? 

7. Tell how it works 
S Have ol)joctive 
C Installing system/process 

to accomplish 
0 How does it work? 

Why did it happen? 

2 How implement solution? 
s Have problem 
c Have solution, not sure how 

to implement 
0 How implement solution? 

5. Tell !low to do something 
properly 
S You presently have system X 
C I! does not work properly 
0 How do I make it work 

pror~erly? 

8 Letter of Proposal (A) 
S You have a problem 
C You ivant consulting help 

toso!ve it 
0 How will you help us 

soive our problem? 

3. How c!ic! you do that? 
s Had problem 
c So!vecl by cfoing X 
0 How cf!cl you clo X? 

6. Give direction 
S We want to cfo X 
C VVe need you to clo Y 
0 How cfo I cio Y? 

___________ _]__ ________ _ 
-------,----------,------·---------· 

1. Progress Review No. 1 

L S LOP sai-d we.-' woL.Iid do X to 
soive problem 

C Have now oone :\ 
0 What clicl you find? 

____ ,_, ___ , __ , 1
2 Later Progress Revtevvs 

S In Ids\ PR we told yOLI X 
you Sc11Cl we should do 
y 1('<\ 

C 1-l,wc I'OW cione Y 

---~ -~~d~-~o_y_o_r_d_in_o __ ' ______ ,_ _____ ._,_, __ .. _____________ ... 
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COMMON PATTERNS OF INTRODUCTION 

What should we do? 

Simmons & Smith 

S - Have X approach to selling to markets now 

C = Expect much higher growth, face other problems, afraid 
X approach will not continue to work 

Q = How change? 

S&S presently sells three products to three separate markets: membranes, 
analytical testing devices, and general filtration. It uses a small molecular­
biology-oriented sales force vvith some dealers (23(7r_, of sales). It has done 
rem.arkably well in marketing its NC men1branes into the molecular biology 
market, partly because of the high quality of its sales force, but has done less 
well in non-molecular biology product/nwrket segments. 

The Inolecular-biology n1arket for NC membranes is expected to double in 3 
yeMs, vvhile the other markets are expected to grmv as rapidly. S&S is afraid 
that its srrtall sales force won't be able to handle the rnembrane growth, let 
;;llone grab shart~ in other markets. You do not like the idea of expanding 
your use of dealers because of the high (30%) commission you must pay 
them, and you are also concerned that dealers arc beginning to compete 
with you in the molecular biology market by offering a synthetic NC: 
product. 

(What should S&S do to protect its molecular··biology/membrane market, and 
grm-v the others in the rnost profitable way?) 

We believe S&S should adopt a separate distribution approach for each 
market. 

Should we do what we are thinking about doing? 

Diffraction Physics 

S May have problem 

C If so, will have to change 

Q Do I have to change? 

As a supplier of scanners to IBM's EPOS systems, Diffraction Physics has 
the largest share of scilnner sales in the European m.arkct. The company is 
respected for its high technical quality, and consequently commands a high 
price. 

Howevec NCR/I(] ... arc beginning to offer unbundled scanners at a nmch 
lower price. If this marks the beginning of a definite trend, it could lead to 
the disappearance of OEMs altogether, accompanied by aggressive price 
cutting. 



We did <1 mMkct survey to determine the extent of the threat to Diffraction 
Physics' position, and whether it n1akes sense for the company to try to sell 
direct as 1-vell. 

Our conclusion is that Diffraction Physics should bunch <1 n1.ajor unbundled 
effort nmv, to be in a position to capitalize on long-term industry trends. 

How should we do what we want to do? 

City of San Sebastiano 

S Have problem 

C ~ Know solution, difficult to implement 

Q How do we implement the solution? 

The City of San Sebastiano is concerned about its inability to create jobs for 
its growing labor force, in light of the South Tt~xas region's slcnv econornic 
recovcr)J the negative impilct of reductions in the Department of Defense 
budget, and other factors limiting job growth. The City govermnent realizes 
the need to promote economic development to avoid high levels of 
unernployntent. 

However, \Vhile the City has a number of strengths and ccn11petitive 
advantages, it also has a number of infrastructure ·weaknesses that stand in 
the ·way of easy attraction of com.panies to relocate to San Sebastiana. You 
asked us to analyze the situation to determine what the City can do to 
overcome its problems ond prmnote economic development. 

\Ve believe the City should begin vvith <-Ktions that can be initiated by local 
efforts. 

Do we have a problem? 

Anielski Airlines 

S Change taking place 

C Want to mitigate likely adverse impact 

Q What will adverse impact be? 

The Europciln transport system has begun to deregulate. Accordingly, 
permit restrictions against access by foreign firms have eased substontiall); 
regulations to protect state-ovvned rail and airline companies from 
competition are being distnantled, shipping document requirements have 
been reduced, and border inspections have been sirnplified or in some cases 
even eliminated. Consider<1ble debate nonetheless continues over the pace 
and extent of the proposed changes, and how to mitigate their impact. 

(\tVhat exactly will the impact be?) 

We believe thut, rather than proving a problem, deregulation will act as the 
key catalyst in creating a truly common market. 

219 
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Which alternative should we choose? 

Colefax Supermarkets 

S = Had plan to do X 

C = Suggestion that Y might be better 

Q Which? 

Colefax's new sales-based replenishment systern (SABI~E) was initially 
conceived to be a central n1.ainframe system. 

Hovvevet~ given that all the data input and the major use of the system \Viii be 
at branch level, the question has arisen whether the system would be nwre 
practical, cost-effective, and flexiblE.' if it were designed to be branch-based. 
To that end, you established a comtnittee to determine which architecture 
makes the rnost sense for Colefax. 

We have now completed our analysis and have concluded that Colefax vvould 
be better served by making the systern branch-based rather than centr;;1lized. 

Our solution hasn't worked, what should we do? 

jackson Foods 

S Had problem, implemented solution 

C = Solution hasn't worked 

Q What should we do? 

Jackson Foods' supply chain costs $12 1nillion a year to operate, or 14o/r.' of 
NPS. Not only is this figure high c01npared to competition, the systern is 
extrern.ely inefficient. As a result, the company has been experiencing high 
out-of-stock levels, resulting in poor on-time delivery and incomplete orders, 
as well as large backorders and credits. Inevitably in the PMG business, an 
inability to supply orders fully will result in loss of m.arkct share. 

Jackson has recently taken steps to change its tenns of trade, in an effort to 
increase order sizes and reduce the number of delivery points. Howevet~ this 
action has rnade little difference to the supply chain's cost or efficiency And 
it is clear that continuation of the lovv level of service at this high level of cost 
vvill have a profound impact on Jackson's fincmcial performance. 

If Jackson is to protect its financial position, both now and in the future, it 
must begin to see its supply chain as a source of competitive advantage, and 
target cost and service improvements as part of a long-term bid to become 
the most efficient provider in the industry 



DIFFICULT INTRODUCTORY FORMS 

Although all introductions have the simple S-C-Q structure, some 
require a bit more thought than others to get right. I have selected the two most 
common of these for further explanation: 

li Proposing steps to solve problems, as in consulting proposals 
and project plans 

~~ Dealing with alternative solutions 

Proposing Steps to Solve Problems 
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Most business documents are written after the problem they address has been 
solved. The purpose of some documents, however, is to tell the reader the steps the 
writer will go through to find the solution to the problem. Consulting proposals and 
project plans fall into this category. 

Both documents require you to define the problem in the introduction, and both are 
generally structured around the steps in the analysis. Both spell out for a prospec­
tive client (or a requesting manager) your understanding of what his problem is and 
how you propose to go about solving it. If the proposal or project plan is accepted, 
you will then conduct an analysis into the causes of the problem, and write a report 
embodying your conclusions and recmnm.endations. 

In the case of a consulting proposal, you are generally also establishing a contractual 
agreement that tells the client what he is buying, how much it will cost, when it will 
be finished, and who will do what in the process. As a way of ensuring that these 
items get included in the document, most consulting firms have adopted a standard 
set of headings around which to structure their proposals: 

Introduction 
Background 
Objectives and Scope 
Issues 
Technical Approach 
Work Plan and Deliverables 
Benefits 
Firn1 Qualifications cmd Related Experience 
Timing, Staffing, and Fees 
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The trouble with writing around such headings is that they encourage the writer to 
make lists under each section. The lists tend to overlap and thus work to obscure 
your actual thinking. 

For example, the information that would go under Introduction, Background and 
Objectives and Scope has to do with the definition of the problem, while that under 
Issues, Technical Approach, and Work Plan and Deliverables actually deals with the 
steps in solving the problem. And the value of a separate Benefits section has always 
eluded me, given that the benefit is that you will solve the client's problem, which [ 
presume was the objective in the first place. 

Consequently, as noted in Chapter 4, Fine Points of Introductions, I recommend a 
structure like that shown in Exhibit B-2, in which the introduction explains the 
problem and the document itself is structured either around the approach (as is 
shown here) or around a set of reasons about why the client should hire you, as 
shown in Exhibit B-3. (Project Plans arc always structured around the process). 

The consulting firn1's qualifications and infonnation about tin1ing, staffing, and fees, 
are included in a proposal, but are considered outside the structure of the thin king. 

Exhibit B-2 You can structure a consulting proposal around 'steps' 

To help you solve 
your problem, 
we would .. 

S ==You have a problem (Situation-Al R2) 

C "' You want consulting help to solve it 

0 = How would you go about helping us solve 
our problem? 

Our Qualifications 

Timing, Staffing & Fees 

As to whether you want to structure to show the steps in the process or to explain the 
reasons for hiring you, that depends usually on the competitive nature of the proposal. 
If it is a client you have worked with before, and the proposal is simply a confirmation 
of what you have agreed to do for him this time, I suggest structuring around the steps 
in the process. I( howevet~ it is a contpetitive situation, you probably want to structure 
around the reasons the client should hire you, as shown in Exhibit B-3. 
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)~m can structure a consulting proposal around 'reasons' 

Your sl1ould hire 
us to so!ve 
you1· prob!em 

~:~'I 
~j 

r
-" 
Sti-m 

1 Thr0s i 
[ __ _j 

S "" You 1·1;we a pmblcm ( 1-2 sentences) 

C "' You vmnt cortsultinq help to solve it 

0 "" Are you the consultant we shouid 
hire to lreip us? 

The 111ajor difference is that in the second approach you begin with a short paragraph 
that reads something like this: 

VVe \vere delighted to meet with you to discuss your pbns to market your 
soft1vcuc to developing countries. This document represent:-; our proposc1l for 
helping you develop an <~ppropri<~t~' marketing stn1tcgy. It consists of: 

-Our understanding of the market opportunity <lvailable to you 

-The approach 1ve \·vould take to helping you develop c1 strategy for t<1king 
full adv;;1ntage of th<Jt opportunity 

·-Our experience in cmrying out this kind of assigntnent in the past 

·~Our business arrangements. 

The first section would then explain the prob!en1 in detail, using the Sittwtion-R1-R2 
structure and n1.aking sure to address the specific hot buttons or agendc.1s"· of the 
client decision lTtakcrs that are expected to be factors in the selection process. The 
second section would set out the approach, while the third would highlight the spe­
cific or unique expertise you bring to solving the problen1.. 

T<l give you a sense of the process, Exhibits B-4 and B-5 show the problem definition 
and pyran1id for a U.S. telephone con1pany tha.t wanted to sell its software to devel­
oping countries. The facts were as follows: 

The con1pany had for years developed its own business and adn1inistrative software. 
Son1e of vvhat it had developed in prior years was now obsolete for their purposes, 
but it saw a possible demand for this kind of software in developing or third~ world 
countries. It consequently had decided to set up a joint venture to build product 
fan1ilies on distinctive contpetencies, and sell these to attractive segments. 

,. F\1r il superb discussion of ,1ssessing clicnll'OlKcrns, sec "Writing \Vinning Proposals" by Joseph Romano nnd 
Rid1<Hd and Shcrvin Freed (!Vfc(;r,m'-llill, \Jew York, !995) 
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However, the company had never sold to these markets before, and did not know 
what the tnarket segn1ents \Vere, let alone which were the attractive ones. It had con­
sequently decided to hire a consulting firm to help it determine which were the 
attractive ntarkets for its softvvare products. 

These facts can be laid out in the problem-definition framework like this: 

Situation 

Starting Point/Opening Scene 

Client·-US 
telephone 
company 

Disturbing Event 

Telephone 
companies 1n 
developing 
countries 

Change in policy. developing country 
companies now willing to buy SIN applications 
from other telcos. 

R1 

Opportunity to supply 
Telcos w/own-developec! 
SW applications 

R2 

Become profitable 
vendor of business/ 
admin SW systems 

~~~ 
Set up joint venture to build product 
families on distinctive competencies. 
sell in attractive segments 

Don't know which opps. 
cH·e n1ost attractive 

Hire consultant to identify 
attractive segments 

Become profitable 
OSS venclm 

Then, reading from left to right, you would transform them into a pyramid that 
looks like this: 

Identify the various] 
market segments 
and the buying 
behaviours of each 

-·-.. ····--~-----

[
--

Project annual 
spending in each 
application area 

--~----· 

S = Teleptlone company use of software in 
developing countries is the fastest growing 
segment of the worldwide telecommunications 
industry. Companies used to develop their own 
or buy from vendors, now willing to buy from 
other telcos 

C = You have decided you want to supply this 
market, but not sure which segments offer 
most attractive opportunities or how to invest 
scarce resources to succeecl 

0 = How will you help us determine the answers 
to these questions? 

Determine supplier 
positioning 
with prospective 
customers 

Identify specific markets 
customers. and marketing 
approaches most appropriate 
for your products and 
capabilities 
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Dealing with Alternative Solutions 

The third solution possibility in the first section of Exhibit Bel deals with a lterna­
tives. Re1nen1ber that, as I said in Chapter 4, strictly speaking there is no such thing 
as an alternative solution to a problent. Either what you recon1n1end will get the 
reader frcH11 Rl to R2, or it won't, and in that sense there are no alternatives. So-called 
alternatives arise when the R2 is ambiguously stated, so that you cannot judge that 
you have a solution when you see it. 

What tends to happen with a vaguely stated R2 is that people arbitrarily select three 
or four likely courses of action and begin to compare them to each other in terms of 
their strengths and weaknesses or pros and cons. It is of course irrelevant how the 
alternatives compare to each other; what matters is how they compare to the R2. But 
as there is no recognizable R2 given, vvhat people are really doing is trying to back 
into defining what it should be. 

You are much better off trying to define the R2 at the very beginning. (Indeed, step 
one of your problem-solving process is often to define the R2.) One can end up with 
a clear definition of R2 the other way, but it is very hard work, particularly as most 
people feel compelled to try to balance the lists of strengths and weaknesses under 
each alternative. And of course they feel it necessary to list all of these strengths 
and ·weaknesses in the text, without any effort to stunm.arize the groupings and 
integrate them into a pyramid. 

Strictly speaking, alternatives should be discussed in the document only when they 
are known in advance by the reader, which means he will have identified them him­
self as possible courses of action. In that case his question is "Which one?" Other­
wise, if the alternatives are not known in advance, you place yourself in the awkward 
position of bringing them up to knock them down. Your reasoning on the Key Line 
would have to be something like this: 

~1 There are three possible \Vays to solve this problem.: A, B, and C 
Way A is no good because . 
VVo1y B is no good because . 
Therefore do way C. 

The reason for doing C is not that A and B are no good; the reason for doing C is that 
it solves the problem. In which case, why were A and B brought up? "Because the 
reader asked for them," you might say. "He said, '"Hell me how to solve my problem 
and tell n1.e what m.y alternatives are.' " He cannot logically, of course, have expressed 
the need to know his alternatives unless his problem is ill-defined-i.e., unless his 
I\2 is ambiguous. 

In that case, he is very likely not really asking for alternative solutions but for alter­
native R2s. These you can have. It is then perfectly permissible (in terms of being as 
clear as possible in con1n1unicating your thinking) to structure the doctnnent 
around the alternative R2s. This structure works if you find that no solution you 
generate ·will give the reader the entire R2 that he desires: 
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'i Do X if what you 1.vcmt is e<Unings stability 

~, Do Y if what you want is fast growth 

~ Do Z if what you vvant is labor peace. 

If the reader is not asking for alternative R2s and still insists on having "alterna­
tives"-even though you have a clear solution to a clearly stated R2-you hcwe two 
choices. Either put them in the introduction, which can be unwieldy, or relegate them 
to an appendix. If you put the1n in an appendix, an effective approach is to show 
then1 in a chart, with the alternatives listed dovvn the side, the criteria by which you 
ntade your judgntent listed across the top, and check n1.arks showing vvhere the 
alternative did or did not tnatch the criteria. 

DESCRIBING CHANGES TO PROCESSES 

Most times when you write a document that recommends changing a 
process, the reader is familiar with both the process and its problems. Accordingly, 
the introduction need only describe then1 briefly, and the docun1ent can be struc­
tured around the changes to be n1ade: 

S ~ fbve X process now 

C - Not working 

D How change? 

The trick, as \Ve saw in Chapter 4, Fine Points of Introductions, is clearly to visualize 
the steps in the "before" and "after" of the process, to ensure that you get the 
desired "changes" clear to yourself. There arc tvvo other situations in which you need 
to do this before-after analysis in order to write a brief but clear introduction. 

" When the reader knows both the unsatisfactory old process and 
the desired new one, so that his question is either "Hovv do I 
implement it?" or "Should I implement it?" 

~ When the reader has no idea of the workings of the process, nor 
even that problen1s with it exist, and whose question is not only 

"I--Iovv do you want to change it" but also "Why does it need to 
be changed?" 
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The tendency in writing introductions in these cases is either to avoid describing the 
processes at all, or to over-describe then1. This appendix shows you a poorly written 
exantple of each situation, and explains how to apply the before-after analysis to 
restructure then1. 

The Reader Knows the Old and the New 

The introduction to Exhibit B-4, DDT: A Sr;sten1 fcJr Document Digita/izatio11 and 7e/e­
transrnission, was written to sonteone vvho wanted to know whether an existing pro­
cess could be changed in a specific way. What it says is approximately this: 

S :::: VVe previously did a study telling how documents could be stored and 
transmitted by computet: Research Institute also did a study on the 
problems of tnn1sn1itting docum.ents on Euronct/DIANE. You 
recotTimcnded nrore technical studies. 

C We have been looking at the technological, economic and managerial 
issues of converting documents to digital form and delivering them 
electronically. This is because technology is rapidly developing and 
could permit electronic donunent delivery 

Q - ? 

A ~ ft is technically possible to do at n:--asonJble cost on <I European scale 

VVe conceived a systern to build on DIANE cCJlled DDT 

- Market forces will not bring such a system about, it demands 
a demonstration project 

- Further technical studies are needed 

- Important nontechnical issues rnust be resolved. 

Ignoring the sheer ugliness of the title, vvhat we hnve here is a writer '~Nho is unsure 
of what he should be saying, and so says it in an obscure n1anner. He hasn't n1ade 
clear to hin1self the probletn the Con1111ission is concerned with, or what it wants 
fron1 hiin. "Looking at the technological, econotnic and m.anagerial issues of con­
verting documents to digital forn1 and delivering them electronically" is not very 
enlightening as a statetnent of purpose. 

Anyone reviewing the docun1ent, howeve1~ can easily use the Problen1 Definition 
Fnunework as a guide to revealing how to clean up the structure and at the sante 
time make the language more specific. The first step is to sketch the process taking 
place nov\~ and note how the Con1n1ission wants to change it. 

\'Vhat they have now, apparently, if you read the text closely~ is a situation in which 
son1eone scans a televised listing to locate a document, and telephones a library 
requesting it. The library locates the document, has it copied, and n1ails the copy to 
the n'quester. Total elapsed time, 7 to W days. 
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Exhibit B-4 The process is not described 

lntmduction 

The Reason for Our Study 

1:' IIU~JUS! 1·:e 'Nere commissionoci by you to conduct a stu ely of 

'Document Digitalization and Tetetransm<SSIOil ·· \Ne ':.'Ore to 

1dent:fy ;u<cl analy1.e nlechantSI'lS 

f'n,li)ling a transi:_k)n to cligital storage ancl transm,s­

sion cechniques 

"1equ:rccl for tho cost effoctive tmnsrniss1on <J! 
clocuments 

1110 Proh!ems of DocuPlGil' De!IV81y lor the r:uronet User" 

'/iCIC cJisc,:ssecl 1n <1 tec:h!:ical report prepared tJy ;t1e Resemch 

!nst:tu:o last j·?3r. On :1ne sBarch ser,/ices inr scten!dtc a<:d 

techn1cal :r form;ltion (STI) e•nble the 1..'Ser to iclentify promisinQ 

referer~ces in !i<e literMure quickly <Hl(l east:y_ i3ut the user's 

nee cis we not rnct uPtd he hd~ a full text copy o' 'he reievat:t 

articles. so a speedy, comprel1ens1V8 anci economic docume: 

ctel1v8r~/ serv:ce IS needed. The plcF'n:ng stuciy propc110Ci iJy 

tho Rescmct1 consultants sheds !1ght on tile requirements, 

prol)!erns and possil;ie soiutioJ s for cJocunwnt orcJering and 

clei:very on r.:uronot/OIANE 

Dlf\I';E :s operdlional toclay. T!1e Jcronym stancJs for D1roc1 

in!or~nat:on Access Net•sor~ for t:urooe. It represen:s the 

onserni)lt: of >nform<:tt:or; serv1ces CJvailable U1rough tile Eu,onet 

;.2te,~orn:nun1cat10rl~; nei'nork F'uronet itse'f is '1 data transnws· 

sion f;;1c1l1\y, nel. sn rnforn,ation serv1ee 

DiN~f: provides a f•<:tr-ne•,vor~ for the serv:ces that n1ajor Euro­

oean ilosts offer VJ<t r::uronct The 11os!s are typica:ly compuwr 

service bcHeaus 'llilicll store brb!ro9rapl1rc cl<~t<J bases. By 

pro':1cJill9 a medium for t11e introduCtion or common features, 

'";ell as stand;Jrcl comrnancl language. reforr<Jl service anci 

usor 9\iiCiance DiANE: presents a clearer image to the: user o~ 

th•:t '.'!it!o r:u~ge of Information serviCes awriiai;ie t!110UfJi> thrc 

·1et•::ork 

nw lTC Cornrmttee for lniormal;(lll <lncl Documentation m 

Sc1c;nce ar;d T8cllnOb;Jy (CIDSI') c0'1SiClero,;cf the flescrarch 

InStitute report. ::urd tile comrnents and rocornrncnciationco of 

ot 1ers 'NilO stuei18ci rt, W1Ci rc·comPlltr<cie(i CICI(!itiunzd technical 

stud,es 

\lie hcW8 unclertakcn :•::o of these. !orJ'~"1fJ nt the closely re!atcci 

tw;in<olo\;'caL cconmT1iC anci manaqenal IS:>ues of coPv•21!mq 

clov n~ents to ci19rtal lorn~ :<ui (IOL'Iem:9 ther'l by t•-;!letrw:smis· 

S;Oic. l'hc iKic<:grouncJ \0 the c;ludy ;s the ri1pid de'/cloprnell! 

---

oi computing and telccornmunica!IOf'lS techno!o~IY that n1iqht 

alreacfy. or coulcl bo expoctecJ rn the n8ar future. to prov11:le 

tile meflns ol el8clroniG document cieiivery. This cuuld elim;. 

nate, or cu( down SIQilliicantly. the rnovemen! of paper currcJntl/ 

supplied by a document fulfiliment center to a reader 

Conclusions 

Ot:r stu ely cor,lirnwd tbat 1l is tecimicaily possible to conven :t 

c1ocur~1Cr1t 111!0 a di]Jitai ior:-:1 that can b(·l storocl 111 11 cornputGr 

daiD base ancJ tr;wsrnitted by (;IQltal telecommu;::c,1tiO"S to 

pr1ntus locawcl •war 10 those 'Nho ,.,,s1: to rci.lcl the clocurnnnts 

The cost of d;Qilalizat!On :H1CI teletr;msmiSSIOn cont11 :_:es to idll 

1-io'Never. expens1ve equ1pment IS requirecl. ancl !<tr~Je volumes 

ol clocunwnts :nusl be hancl!ccl to dchi8ve !O'.'.' unit costs /\(1 

operation planned on a European scaie could cl8l1ver clocu­

rnents ovorn'1ght 8t 8 rnarg1nal GOSI per [)ZJQO that is comparai)le 

·.-nth the ci~aJQ8S made by i<.:lf,liment centers no•.v meet!rl\J 

requests by copy,nn and nl21lin£.1 clocuments 

1llc conce:ved <l systen1. callecl UD 1'. ,· .. tw::l• •soul'! use c~x:st:ng 

Wchnoiogy '~'a ne'N '.vay ar'd loo>wd at tiH: or~pnii';;Hio:,a' 

nl211<1(Jeri;JI. le9at anci re~yrl;llory issues involved ;n estD.biiSi<ir'q 

it as a Europa wizle op~Jr2I!On_ DDT ':.voulcl hc:ilcl on H1e exper<· 

ence gained '.vith [)1;\r-;E, ano suppir)rrwni ;t il. ':lou:cl be a 

speedy. cornprei,er>SI'IO ancl econop;;c ciocument clelivory sor­

vice, accept1119 requests 111 the form of tJ:tlliowapllic refer­

erocos and fu!fii!ir~g tf1em t;y teietransmiss1on irorn data ililses 

of cii;Jitalizod documents. 

Ho'Never '•'.'C bo!ieve !!18\markei. iorces W11i not bring 

such a system atJOut li tr'e cler-n<Jncl for quick <1cccss 

to lu:t texts is tc be Silt siied. tl;en a cien,onstmi.ion 

prOJect IS requ:red 

DDT must c.le,;eiop as e~n oper' system. throuQh '.':l1id1 

any ,nforrncllion pro'licier can clehv(-~r clocurnents IG w1y 

user. It n1us! !hecofDr,, l)e i)2Scc! on tnlernaliOMJ! 

3\anrJarcls 

h:rtl1er tecf':nicn! stud1cs are needecl to cloternw1e •1ov; 

tC Dpply 8XIStlllQ 18Ci'I'OiOQy tO [)Uf 

DDT c<~n flourish 
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What they would like instead is a system in which printed documents are converted 
to digital form and stored centrally. The user would then scan a TV listing, 
telephone for the document, and receive it back on his screen within an hour. 

Structure of DDT Problem 

Situation 
R1 R2 

Opening Scene 

Locate 
docum 

-, 
Request 

~ clocum. ~ 
Locate/ 
copy 

~ Maill 
out 

L_____j ~ 

rakes too iong 
to receive 

Receive document 
document 

docurnents in 1 ilour 

Pmsent process"" 7 -l 0 clays ~ 
Disturbing Event 

Transmit documents electronically 
!dentiiy reference on computer screen 
Telephone central conlputer 
See documer~t on screen 

Complaints about the time it takes to get 
scienti~ic and tocllnicai documents 

Des~red procoss "' 1 nour 

With the problem laid out in this form, it is easy to see that the reader both under­
stands the problem and has come up with a solution. The question therefore falls 
into the "[s it a good solution?" category or more specifically "Can we develop a 
low-cost system that will transmit documents electronically? 

This understanding would probably have led the writer to an introduction and 
structure something like this: 

S ::;::; EEC Conunittee for Information and Docutnentation in Science 
and Technology (CIDST) is concerned about the inefficiency of the 
present process for getting access to scientific/technical documents via 
Euronet. Users can locate the source of documents easily vvith on-line 
search services, but must wait 7:ta days while documents are copied/ 
deliven~d by maiL 

C Better way would be to convert documents to digital form, store 
centr<~.lly, deliver electronically via Euronet/DIANE. Asked us to 
investigate, determine whether development of a low-cost systen1 
is feasible. 

Q "" (Is it feasible to develop a low-cost system that will transmit documents 
ekctronicr:llly?) 

A "" Feasible but not praclie<d at the mom.ent 

- System would need to be European-wide to achieve low 
unit costs 

Many ba1Tiers to achieving European-\vide coverage 

- Best approach is to launch demonstration product that will create 
demand sufficient to clirninate barriers 
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The Reader Knows Little or Nothing 

The DDT document was a situation in which the reader knew both the problem and 
the solution. Very often, however, you will write to get approv(ll for a solution when 
the reader does not know the problem, so that it has to be explained in detail. !!ere 
the ten1ptation is to vvant to describe how the systen1 vvorks now and all the things 
vvrong ·with it before getting to the changes you intend to rccontmcnd. 

The rule on introductions says that we cannot say anything in the introduction that 
the reader does not know or \vill not accept as true. But you can say enough to enable 
the reader to "see" that a probleiTI could exist, and that the solution you have could 
be plausible, Howevc1; to be able to do so you need iirst to make sure that you your­
self "see" the problem clearly. 

1() illustrate, look at the Period Graph Books memorandum in Exhibit B-5. It 
describes in great detail the problen1s with a system for producing period graph 
books. The graphs show m.onthly sales, cost, a.nd profit perfon11ance for a company's 
five subskiiaries, and are used as the basis for presentations to top n1a.nagen1ent. Its 
structun-.: is shown belm·v. 

S = \NO have takOtl OVO!" !'GS)JOIISibiliiy for 
proc!ucin~J period waph books 

[ 
----- --- ! c

0 

~ Sorno rssues/problorns i'uve sr rlucecl 
,.,. as a rcst,lt of thrs transrtron 

~--~~~ -~ 
This is our current Tllis is the f:lBG The process needs 
production process process and the streamlining, can wo 
and the probiems we problems '.Ne are J discuss l1ow to 
<.om llavino with it havino wrth rt proceed? 
'---~------j ---·--.. ----~ '----------' 

You 'vill note that it does not give a solution, other than to sa.y that the systen1 needs 
"streandining." As a rule of thun1b, you never want to present problcn1s \·vithout 
a.lso offering solutions. In any case, as we shall see, the solutions are inherent in the 
statement of the problems if that is done properly. The steps would be to: 

~: Dra.\v a picture of the present processes 
q' State \vhat is ·wrong with each 
q Dravv a picture of the systen1 required to elin1inate the problen1s 
c-; State the changes needed to get fron1 the old system. to the new one 
'! Explain the problem succinctly in the introduction 

Exhibit 13-6 shows what the pictures would look like in this case. 
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Exhibit B··5 The process is over-described 

--------------

TO: 

FROivl: 

SUBJECT: Period Graph Books 

1\s you are <w;are. commencing ir1 F'enoci 5 !!1e Corporate Finomcial Anatys1s Department assumed responsrbi!ity for li10 produc­
tion phase ot four graph presE~ntatron books from the Corporate l)ianning DepnrU~•ent l"iw purpose of th~s memo rs to outiine 
sorne of il<e issues/prol)!ems that have surfaced as a result of this transitron. 

Production 

In orcie1 to acfdr~ss these :ssu-~s rnore clearly. I '.'>'ill briefly 
OUtline the proriuction phase as 1\ Cclr<c:r~tly exrsts Spi-~Cific 

,lctivrtres are as loliows 

Data gatl>erin\) Bast~ claW sources cons1st of 
ex1ema! reports (e g. ··p·· forrns). ;ntemai divis:on 

doeuments, and :nformatron re!ayHi 'lt';rbnlly from 
\1"18 Cl!vis,or' v:a telephone 

2 Specific data pO!nt gen<'ration -- involves either 
manual or computerized (PBG only) calcuiations 
For example. rolim~J t3 revenues. costs. Bnd per. 
centages (e.g .. A&M as% of Net Sales) 

3 Transcrit)e data pornts to input sl1e<'IS- Jol;n 8r8fl· 
na:l"s area supplies computer pr:ntouts of data 
poinls YTO and analysts update it for latest perioci"s 

ci0ta. There ts onll corn.l)llter pa9e for each grapl~ 
anci 9eneraliy each 9raph requires 2 n•:JV.' clata 
points~. actuai an(! roi!m~J 13. Tl!ese mput sheets 
upon cornpletron. 8re returned for updating lhe 
Color Graphics' ciata tJase 

Data validation Cl,eck for reasot:at)leness an(! 
ensure conststcncy of C81cu!at!Ons 

Issues 

'i•r:- b<lstc :ssue concerns tile overall control from :he poir1t 
of obtatning clivisrona1 rnforrnation to tile actual fJBneration 
of ~rnpils. With respect to the four books tr:Jnsferreci to the 
Corporcl\e t\naiysrs Group. t!>is !las macie the control evon 
morE~ difhcul\. 8S rt has t'1jectcd one more rnd!viclua! into tile 
process. anclrt has sorveci to fun her fragment anci atx~! c1r1 
"leff,c:cnt syswm 

in support of tr1is. I will out!ine !h·J pracess for ti1·2 PBC 
·nonitor book anci some of tile relatecf problorns rhc !ll8jority 
oi PBG's mon1tor book calcu!ations are comouterizecl on a 
Corpor::He System ciesifjnecl solely for P!X1 ciue to the mas­
Sive <)ll10W1t of C<~lcu!ations neeclecl. since approx:rnate!y 
·3 ~Jraphs are generawd lor ei:lch rc'fJiOn 

""!Je primary cl8\2l source lor input into U'liS PBG Corf)or8!8 
System is the Division·s Hlterna!s. 'Ni;icr: eve computt~r out­
put!; fro!l1 111811 syswms. These results arc" rt:-input rnto the 
Corporate Pf3G System. '.·Vhlch calcuiates roiling. YTD. pr;r 

c8se. anci porcenta~)C data points to be used for the grap!1s 
l"llrs Corrorate Computer printout is used to provicie ci:1t8 
points for Color Gnpi~rcs input siwe:s The Co!or Grapl1rcs 
Departrnent re-inputs these points l!lto !herr cla!a base anci 
Q8'1818t8S thrJ fjfilj"Jl"1S 

f\s descnl)ed. n:e process invo!ves divisiono>l personrw! and 
3 Corporate dep<'!r!rncn!s- f-'i2nnirr~J. Financial Analysis, 
ancJ Systems. The p"rioci clata rn one !orm or Jnotirer is iPput 
rnto a computer systeno no less than three tmws l"hus. we 
lwve created a very mefficient system and h8vO mcreased 
t!le potentiai for error clue to the number of people involved 
ancl ti"le 1c;lated fr<~grnentation 

Some of the problems that v10"ve encounterecl during the 7 
periocls that we"ve been involvecl 818 

lnconsrstency of ciatet rnput ))etween periods anci 

bei'Neen re~Jions 

Incorrect cdlculiltior~ of Variable Costs due to the 
orig!'1al computer proQram closign 

Unexptainecl c!K\n~Jes in clata pornts that were 
previously correct 

Data base 'Nas not updated for p1:or period"s mtor­
m8tion so that this rnformatron ilacl to be posteci 
a~Ja1n on tho comouter 1nput sr•ee\s 

Overall Assessment 

·r he majority of these problems have arisen cicw to the cum, 
bersome inefi1cient nvture of the process its0if The fra~J· 
n1entation of the production process has resulted in no one 
person 118ving control of the cl8t8 ancl l>as created ··gray 
areas· for w~1ich rcspon~;ibrl1\y is unciear. The risk of poten­
\181 errors llas increosecl. c\s tt1ere IS tl:e ci<Rnce that thin9s 
'Nrll f8ll botween !lw cr8cks 

The production process sorely nlleds strean1lir:ing. both :n 
terms of the indiviclu<:i books. as well as rn \8rms of a base 
computer systen1 \118\ would eilicien\!y execute all of tile 
divisions· common caiculattons. e.g, rolling data po1nts 
Given our current stB!ftng. wo c<Jnnol ilanclle the production 
strearniinH1Q and control o( the g1apt1 I)Ooks 

f\t your convenience. can we discuss how to best procoecJ? 
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Exhibit B-6 shows what the pictures would look like in this case. 

Exhibit B-6 Visualize the individual processes 

Financial Analysis system 
j 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Gather 
data .._I data po:nts ... 

r:l Gc:-,e-ee-ca-cie~ 

I for gra~~: 
-··~~-·j Put on 
computer lll>-
rnput 
sheet 

Enter in 
Color 
Graphics 
computer 
L_ _ __j 

... ~E~~~:~uter l ... E~~~~~~~-·~ ... 1 

~~~~~-;;~aohl~, II> I f'ile ji 
graph I pornts use 'n 

presentatrons 
--·-~-·-··~ . --.. -·"-

r'vlislakcs 

Figures 
late/ 
iincomplete 

PBG Monitor Book system 

Dovm!oaci 
data from 
ciivrsion 
computers 

Data fed into 
computer 
3/imes 

Inconsistent 
data bel'lleen 
penocflregions 

Enter in 
.,_ PSG 

Corporate 
computer 

Incorrect 
calculation 
of variable 
cost 

Proposed system 

rransn,;t 
ciata direct 
to corporate 
cornput:~ 

Computer 
.,.. generates 

data 
points 

-=--­Corporate 
19>- computer 

calcuiates 
cfata ponts 
for graphs 

Unexptamec! 
changes 
in data 
points 

Returned 
too/ate 
to find 
errors 

Prcsentc:r 
clmnges 
gmph 

~~- -~~~~-·---~-··---·-··-·-·--

As you can see, there are two systen1s, one where the figures arc entered n1anually 
before being calculated, the other where they are downloaded from a computer. In 
the first system, n1istakes are n1ade because the data are gathered and entered n1an­
ually, the figures are often late or incomplete, and frequently the graphs are 
returned by the computer too late to pick up errors in them. But even if the graphs 
are correct when put in the book, the presenter may arbitrarily decide to change 
then1 to show a clearer (or n1ore desirable) trend line. In such cases he does not 
inform the staff group of the changes. 
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The PBG analysts are able to gather their data from divisional computers rather than 
manually. But it is re-fed separately into PEG's corporate computer and again into 
the Color Graphics computer. This leads to inconsistent data between periods and 
regions, and unexplained changes in data points that were previously correct. 

Once the two systems are laid out and the problems with each identified, it is easy to 
see that the major problem is that the system produces unreliable graphs because 
errors occur: when the data are entered, when the data points are calculated, and 
when the presenters change the graphs. 

The person writing the memo thought they could eliminate the first two sets of 
problems by doing everything on the same computer, and the third by imposing dis­
cipline on the presenters. Visualizing the before, the after, and the differences 
between the two then makes it easy to specify the desired changes. 

I! Create a data link to permit transmission of the dato direct to the 
Corporate computer 

~~ Create a reliable routine to computcri;;o:e graph point generation 

~i DeiYlilnd that changes nwde by presenters be revalidated 
before usc. 

The changes will form the Key Line of the pyramid, answering the question, "What 
changes do you recommend?" It is now a simple matter to work backward to deter­
mine what information has to be communicated in the introduction to induce the 
reader to ask the question. 

r 

Create a data iink 
to permit 
transmission of 
data direct to the 
Corporate computer 

···-----------------------------·---.. -----------

Essentially we need to 
eliminate opportunities 
for errors to occur 

Create a reliable 
routine to 
computerize 
graph point 
generation 

S ""' 1\s you may know, beoinning in Period 5 
Corporate Analysis recently took over fmrn 
Corporate Planning the production of four of the 
gr·aph presentation books used as the basis for 
presentations to top management. PSG 
continues to produce the fifth. 

C o~ Even though the figures are calculated by 
computer, vve have found a nurnber of 
occasions when the figures are either incorrect 
or inconsistent. The problem appezns to lie in 
the fact that two separate systems are used to 
feed in the data, neither of which is efficient. 

Q "" What changes do you recommend? 

Dernancl that 
changes made 
by presenters 
be rcvaliclated 
before use J 
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The question raised by each Key Line point would be "Why?", and underneath each 
point can be a detailed explanation of the undesirable way the system works now 
and how this action would eliminate the problem. What you do not have to do is 
explain every single step of the system-only those where a problem occurs-which 
greatly cuts down on the number of words required in the memo. 



APPENDIX C 

SUMMARY OF 
I<EY 

POINTS 
MENTIONED 

IN THE 
TEXT 

Chapter 1 Why a Pyramid Structure? 

l. You must group ideas in order to cornmunicate 
them 

2. Crouped ideas form a pyramid at various levels 
of ,1hstmction 

3. The rnost efficient way to feed the ideas to the 
reader is from the top dmvn 

K E Y C 0 N C E P 

Pyramid Rules 

• lcleas at eacl< level must be summaries of the 
icJeas grouped below 

• Ideas !n eac!1 rJrouping must be !he some kind 
of idea 

• Ideas in grouping must be in logical order 
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4. Ideas within the pyramid obey three rules 
-Ideas at each level summarize the ideas 

grouped belm·v L---··---------------.....i! 
·- !deas in each grouping are logically the same 
-Ideas in each grouping <:He in Jogie<ll order 

5. The key to clear writing is to slot your ideas into 
the pyramid form and test them against the 
rules before you begin to vvrite 

Chapter 2 Substructures Within 
the Pyramid 

1. The pyramid boxes contain ideas; an idea is a 
statement thilt raises a question in the reader's 
mind 

2. Vertically, the ideas create a question/answer 
dialogue \,vith the reader 

,), HorizontallyJ the kleiiS answer the reader's 
question either deductively or inductive!); but 
not both at once 

1\f.~Y CONCEPT 

Pyramid Relationships 

• Ideas relate vertically (queslion/ansvver) 

• Ideas rel8te horizontally (decluctive/inductive) 

• The top point answers a question arisin9 out of 
'Nhat the reader already knmvs 

• Tho Introduction triggers tile initial question 
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4. The introduction tells a story that reminds the 
reader of the original question the document is 
n1eant to answer 

5. The .story consists of a Situation \Nith which the 
reader is familiz11~ within which a Complication 
developed, ·with which he is also familiar 

6. The Cmnplication triggers the Question to which 
the docmnent gives the Answer (the point at the 
top of the pyramid) 

Chapter 3 How to Build a Pyramid Structure 

1. You can build the pyramid from the top down 
-Identify the Subject 
-Decide the Question 
-Give the Answer 
-Check that the Situation and Compliciltion will 

lead to the Question 
-Verify the Answer 
-Move to fill in the Key Line 

2. Or from the bottom up 
-List all the points you think you vvant to 1nake 
- \Nork out the relationships betvveen thern 
·- Drmv conclusions 
- VVork backward to get the introduction 

Chapter 4 Fine Points of Introductions 

1. Introductions are meant to retTtind rather 
than to inform 

2. They should alwC~ys contC~in Cl Sittwtion, 
Cl Complication, a Question, and an Ans;,-ver 

3. The length of the introduction depends on 
the needs of the reader and the demands 
of the subject 

4. Write mini-introductions at the beginning 
of each Key Line grouping 

Chapter 5 Deduction and Induction: 
the Difference 

I. Deductive reasoning presents a reasoned 
argmnent in which the second point com.rnents 
on the first, ·while the third point states the 
implication of the first two points existing in the 
world at the sarne time 

2. The sununary of a deductive argument takes the 
last point, puts it <1bove, and adds a "because" 
to cover the first two points 

3. Inductive reasoning brings together a se;~t of like 
conclusions and draws an inference based on 
seeing a similarity between them 

K E Y P R 0 C E S S 

Building a Pyramid 

• Identify the Subject 

• Decicle the Question 

• Give the Answer 

l 
• Check that the Situat1on and Complication \V!!I 

lead to thG Question 

• Verily the Answer 

• ivlove to fill in the Key line 

------~ 

K E Y P R 0 C E S S 

Writing the Introduction 

• State the Situation 

• Within whic!1 a Complication developed 

• That triggerecl the Question 

• To which your document is the 1\nswer 

KEY CONCEPT 

logical Reasoning 

• Deduction presents a line of reasoning 

• Induction brings together like ideas or related 
actions 

• Prefer inductive reasoning to deductive at the 
Key Line level 



4. Prefer inductive reasoning to deductive reasoning 
at the Key Line !evet because it is easier for the 
reader to absorb 

Chapter 6 Imposing Logical Order 

1. Imposing logical order helps you make sure that 
you do not 
-List news items as if they were ideas 
-Leave out any ideas irnportant to the grouping 

2. The logical order for any grouping reflects the 
source of the grouping 
- Tin1e order if you got the ideas by visualizing 

a process 
-Structural order if you got the ideas by 

commenting on a structure 
-Order of intportance if you got the ideas by 

creating <1 class 

3. If you cannot find one of these orders in a 
grouping, it tells you either that the ideas do not 
relate logically, or that your thinking about 
them is incomplete 

4. To test the order in a listing of ideas 
-· TrZ~nslate each point into a short statement 

of its essence 
-Group together those that match 
-Impose the proper order 

5. If the ideas are action ideas 
-State each action so specifically that it implies 

an end product you can hold in your hand 
-Group together those that together lead to 

the same effect 
-Identify the process or structure on •vhich 

the grouping was based, and order accordingly 
-Check that you have not left any steps out 

6. If the ideas are situation ideas 
-Group together those that say a sitnilar 

kind of thing 
-Identify the structure or class on ·which 

the grouping was based 
-Reword the points as full sentences, and 

decide the order 
--Check that you have not left any points out 

Types of Logical Order 

• Time order if you got the ic!eas \)y visualizing 
a process 

• Structural order if you got the ideas by 
commenting on a structure 

• Order of importance if you got the ideas by 
creating a class 
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I 
~r~;rin~ :~~~~~\~~:~~--~~ ~ ;<-~<~ o u F 

• State each action to imply om end product 

• Group together those that together lead to 
I the same effect 

• Identify the process or structure on which 
the gt·ouping was based, and order accordingly 

• Check trmt you llave not left any steps out 

KEY THINKII\!G Tf_~CHi'.JIQUF 

Ordering Situation Ideas 

• Group together ideas that say a simi!ar kind 
of thing 

• Identify the structure or class on wl~ich the 
grouping was based 

• Heward the points as full sentences, and 
clecicle tile order 

• Check that you have not left any points out 

I<EY THINI<:ING TECHI\JIOUE 

Summarizing Grouped Ideas 

• Summarize action ideas by stating tile direct 
effect of carrytng out t11e actions 

• Summarize situation ideas by stating the 
implication of their similarity 
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Chapter 7 Summarizing Grouped Ideas 

t. Avoid intellectually blank assertions ("There are 
three problems ... "etc.) 

2. You cannot sununarize a grouping of ideas 
unless the ideas in the grouping arc MECE 
(Mutually Exclusive of each other and 
Collectively Exhaustive in terms of the whole) 

3. Actions ah·vays go in time order, and are always 
sun1n1arized by stating the direct effect of 
carrying out the actions 

4. Situation ideas go together because of a 
similarity between them, in that they all 
-Discuss the same kind of subject 
-Express the same kind of predicate (verb 

or object) 
-Imply the smnc kind of judgment 

5. 'Ib sort a list of action ideas 
- [Jare each idea to its barest essence 
-Distinguish the levels of abstraction (i.e., must 

one action be done before anothe1~ or in order 
to achieve another?) 

-'Nord the points as end products 
- Drzrw the effect directly front the actions 

6. 'Ib sort a list of situation ideas 
-Find the structural similarities in the sentences 
-State the narrow category into vvhich these, 

and only these, ideas can fall 
-State the inference i1nplied by the similnrity 

Chapter 8 Defining the Problem 

1. Lay out the parts of the problem 
-Starting point/opening scene (the specific area 

within which the problem occurred) 
--Disturbing event (what happened to upset 

the stability of that area) 
R"l (what you don't like about what the area 
is now producing) 

-- R2 (What you \vant from the area instead) 
- Ans\ver (\..vhat, if anything, has been done 0bout 

the problem thus far) 
--Question (what ntust be done to solve the 

problent) 

2. Convert the problem definition into an 
introduction 
-Move from left to right 0nd dmvn 
-The last thing knovvn by the reader is .:dwc1ys 

the Cornplication 

1\f~Y CONCEPT 

Finding Similarity in Ideas 

• They will all discuss the same subject 

• They will all involve the same activity 

• They wili all act on the same object 

• They 'Ni!l a!l imply the same insight 

1\EY THINKI1\IC TECI-If\IIOUl': 

Structuring a list of Action Ideas 

• Pare the points to t11eir barest 

• Oistinguisll the levels ol at)straction 

I • \fi/orclthe points as end products L • Orm-v the effect directly frorn the acti011s 

1\EY rHtf\!1\11\IG TF:CHNI-OUE 

Structuring a list of Situation Ideas 

• Find tile similarity in subject, verb, object or 
implication 

• State the narrmv category into '-·Vhich these fall 

• State the inference implied 

l<f_':Y !HiNI< 1\IG fECHf\IIOU --l 
Defining a Problem 

• Visualize the area within '.-'!hie!> t!:e problem 
occurred 

• State '.·vhat happened to upset 1!s stability 

• lclentify the unclesirecl result (RI) 

• Specify the desired result (R2) 

• Determine 'Nhether any action has been taken to 
resolve the problem 

• Identify the question to be answerecllJy the 
analysis 



Chapter 9 Structuring the Analysis 
of the Problem 

t. Use dia,~-;nostic frttlY\C'\Vorks to shmv the structure 
of the problem area 
-Shov>1 how units interact ns a system 
··· Twce Glusc-and-effect activities 
- Cl<1ssify possible problem Gluses 

2. Cather di!ta to prove/disprove which elements 
in the structure are causing the problem 

3. Usc logic trees to: 
- Cencratc and test recommended solutions 
···Reveal the relationships inherent in lists 

of ideas 

Chapter 10 Reflecting the Pyramid 
on the Page 

! . Highlight the structure \Vith hctKiings, 
indentations, underlining, .:1ncl numbering 

2. Shmv tr<1nsitions between the mojor groups of 
ideas in the pyrmnid 

Chapter 11 Reflecting the Pyramid 
on a Screen 

I. Design text slides to be as short and direct 
as possible 

2. Design exhibit slides to sho\V their message 
simply; state the message across the top 
of the slide 

J. Csc tt storvboard to outline the structure 
of your presentation 

4. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse~ 

Chapter 12 Reflecting the Pyramid 
in Prose 

l. Vistwlizc an image of what you c1rc 
trying to cornrnunicatc 

2.. Copy the image in words 
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1\ I i !·i 1\i i<. t 1\1 G 

Structuring an Analysis 

• Define tho probiom 

• Use clt.:t~Jr<Oslic irame1.·'/or!<s to shov/ U10 detu.ilcci 
structure of !he nroh!om aroa 

• Hypo\lv=;size the likely c.;:.cJses of ihe prnhiwn 

• Gathet· data to prove/dtsprove t.he hypothr:ds 
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Exhibit 

Chapter l 

Chapter 2 1 

2 

3 

Chapter 3 4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Chapter 4 9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 

Title 

LIST OF 
EXHIBITS 

Ideas in ·writing should always form a 
pyramid under a single thought 

Ideas in writing should always form a 
pyramid under a single thought 
The pyramid structure establishes a 
question/answer dialogue 
i\ll documents should reflect the 
question/answer dialogue 

Page 

9 

13 

15 

16 

The elen1ents of the structure check each other 22 
The points do not answer the question 24 
The points do answer the question 25 
The reasoning rambles 27 
The conclusions are clear 30 

Introductions should tell a story 35 
Most docun1ents answer one of four questions 37 
Introductions reflect a story structure 38 
Set out the Key Line points at the beginning 41 
Key Line points also need introductions 46 
Directives plant the question for the reader 50 
Differences in the processes dictate 53 
Key Line points 
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Exhibit Title Page 

Chapter 5 16 Deduction differs from induction 61 
17 Deductive points derive from each other 62 
18 Deductive arguntents can be chained 63 
19 Problem analysis is always deductive 65 
20 The deductive form can vary 67 
21 Inductive arguments group similar ideas 69 
22 The inference should not go beyond the 70 

grouping 

Chapter 6 23 The source of the grouping dictates its order 76 
24 Division creates m.utuully exclusive and 82 

collectively exhau.stivc units 
y -J Classlfication lin1its your thinking to a 89 

narrow universe 

Chapter 7 26 A sumntary point inspires further thinking 96 
27 Intellectually blank assertions hide 96 

incon1plete thinking 
28 The form of the argument diclates the process 97 

of sumtnarizing 
29 Group action ideas by the effect they produce 98 
30 Action ideas should be stated as end products 101 
3l Classifying identifies a distinct difference 110 

Chapter 8 32 A proble1n emerges from an existing situation 123 
33 Problerns can extend to triple layers 126 
34 Identify where the reader stands in terms 132 

of seeking a solution 
35 Structure the problem 137 
36 Move from the problem to the pyramid 138 

Chapter 9 37 Show the physical structure of the oper8tion 144 
38 Show the structure of the industry 144 
39 Shovv the financial structure of the company 145 
40 Show the ilnportant tasks of the business 146 
41 Show the activities needed to produce the 147 

undesired result 
42 Show the possible causes of the probletn HS 
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Exhibit Title Page 

Chapter 9 43 Show the dual choices at each stage in 149 
the process 

44 Shm·v the total sequence of decisions 151 
45 Decision trees and PERT diagran1s reveol 152 

only the need for action 
46 Problem: lSD cannot respond to grnwth L'i3 

opportunities 
47 Base data gathering on an understanding '155 

of the organization 
48 Shmv the possible W(!ys to cut costs 157 
49 Shovv the available strategic opportunities 158 
50 Shovv ways to cut energy costs 162 
5"[ rvrap decisions to the physica I system 164 
52 Assess key decisions in tcrrn.s of feasible 165 

alternatives 

Chapter 10 53 Headings should reflect the divisions of !71 
thought in the pyramid 

54 Make the points jump out at the eye 172 
55 Set out the Key Line points !72 
56 i\tlatch the heading to the hierarchy of ideas 173 
57 Jndenting and underlining points also 176 

shows hierarchy 
58 Ivlatch the nuntbcrs to the hierarchy of ideas 178 
59 Key Line points should be introduced 182 
60 Sections should be linked verbally 184 

Chapter ll 61 Use slides to emphasize the major points 193 
in the pyramid 

62 Design text slides to be visually interesting 195 
63 \~Vhat are the elements? 196 
64 I--Iow do amounts compare? !97 
65 What has/how has it changed? !97 
66 How are items distributed? 197 
67 1-lmv do items co-relate? 198 
68 Begin vvith the pyramid 200 
69 Storyboard the introduction, Key Line, 200 

and next level 



Appendix A 

Appendix B 

Exhibit Title 

A-1 Where you start determines the form of 
thinking you will use 

A-2 Analytic and scientific problem solving 
follow the S8 me pattern 

B-1 Most introductions answer one of 
four questions 
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Page 

212 

215 

217 

B-2 You can structure a consulting proposal 222 
around "steps" 

B-3 You can structure a consulting proposal 223 
around "reasons" 

B-4 The process is not described 228 
B-5 The process is over-described 2Jl 
B-6 Visualize the individual processes 232 
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For example, there arc a variety of ways for New York City to provide middle income 
housing (e.g., one location, several locations), but following any one of them could 
bring it into conflict with its stated objectives for other policy areas (e.g., refuse 
disposal, air pollution). Issue Analysis was developed as a way of deterntining hovv 
to balance those objectives. 

A key step in the Issue Analysis process was to make a chronological diagram of the 
policy area and show the Major Decision Variables (MDVs) at each stage (environ­
ntental, econon1ic, adntinistrative, and social factors affecting each activity). Then 
they would formulate hypotheses to describe how the MDVs would affect perfor­
ntance against objectives, and define the decisions to be made in ten11s of the T'vlDVs 
judged essential to the attainment of the objectives. 

Exhibit 51 shows a diagram of the physical system for middle income housing, with 
the MDVs marked. 

Exhibit 51 Map decisions to the physical system 
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To take just one MDV, the tenant selection policies will directly afiect the number oi 
applications received for housing, which vvill in turn affect the nuntber of units the 
City should think about building. Accordingly, tenant selection policy is a key deci­
sion connected to the "issue" of middle income housing, and as such 'would have to 
be assessed in tcnns of feasible alternatives, for which they had a standard fornt 
(Exhibit 52). 
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As you can appreciate, the technique was vvay too con1plex for ordinary tnortals to 
handle, and it was dropped. But somehow the idea of mapping the physical system 
and n1aking hypotheses stuck in people's n1inds, so that now aln1ost any analytical 
framework is labeled "Issue Analysis" and declared to be "crucial in problem solving" 
and "i1nportant for rapid and consistent tean1 work." With the tendency for con­
sultants to n1ove fron1 finn to firn1, the resulting explanations of hovv to perforn1 
an "fssue Analysis generally incorporate some of the original confusion. 
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The Misconceptions 

There may be some firms that have worked out how to use the Issue Analysis process 
effectively in their problem solving, but I am not acquainted with them. Everyone 
whose process I am acquainted with has got it slightly muddled. To illustrate, here 
is the structure of a problem faced by a UK retail bank. 

Situation R1 R2 

Opening Scene Opportunity to 
operate in other 
European countries 

Build oroiitabie 
position in Europe 

UK European 
Retai~ Retaii Bankmg 
Bank Structure 

'--

Disturbing Event 

EC f)CmHts banks to c!lgaqo in 
cross-i}orc!er activities 

Develop u strategy for 
re\811 bankmg !n Europe 

And here are the steps in "Issue Analysis" the consulting firm taught its people 
to follow: 

l. Start v,rith the client's question (e.g., \rVhat should our strategy in Europe be?) 

2. Fonnulate issues and sub-issues (Questions that must be answered yes or no) 

3. Devise hypotheses (The likely answers to the yes-or-no questions) 

4. Identify the data needed to cms,ver the questions 

5. Assign responsibility, etc. 

6. Drmv conclusions, develop recommendations 

7. Check the validation of the conclusions and recommendations 

You can see that this approach closely resembles the one we extolled earlie1; but there 
are also several misunderstandings that n1ake trying to duplicate the process very 
frustrating for young consultants, particularly in their early years. 

Beginning with the first step, the "issues" cannot con1e out of the client's question, 
which usually (as in this case) reflects an R2. They must come out of the structure of 
the situation that gave rise to the R1 (in this case, the nature of the client's business 
and its match to the European Retail Banking Structure). 

Next, there is a leap in going fron1 flhe clienfs question" to "issues and sub-issues.ff 
[ wouldn't know fron1 where to derive these issues and subissues, nor ·would I know 
how to judge whether my list of issues is collectively exhaustive. 

Then there is the confusion between issues and hypotheses. Framing an "hypothe­
sis" as a deliberate third step is unnecessarY" since it tnakes no difference to the 
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analysis ·whether one hypothesizes yes or no as the answer. If anything, issues con1e 
out of hypotheses, since you are hypothesizing that the problem lies in the analytical 
framework you are creating. But there is no insight to be gleaned by the distinction. 
It is easier to think in terms of issues and subissues, since they all ccnne oft or are 
implied by, the same analytical tree. 

Finally, firms also label as Issue Analysis the logic trees used to generate alternative 
actions a client could take, as well as those devised to depict the likely effect of the 
actions. We have seen that using logic trees to generate alternative solutions is a 
legitim.ate approach, but it is confusing to call it Issue Analysis, since these are a dif­
ferent type of logic tree from the ones used as diagnostic frameworks. 

You will have seen that all of the techniques discussed in this section­
problem definition, diagnostic franteworks, and logic trees-have a dual function. 
On the one hand, they make it easier to work systematically at problem solving, 
ensuring that you focus on the client's real problem, that you surface all of the causes 
of the problem, and that you come up with relevant solutions. On the other, they 
greatly reduce the effort required to organize and cmn1nunicate your thinking in a 
final report. The logical structures they impose must underlie your conclusions and 
recontn1endations, and they can vvith n1ininTun1 effort be transfonned to fit the 
pyramid form. 

The fact that many consulting reports require huge efforts to produce, and then turn 
out to be much less clear than they could be, more often than not reflects the fact 
that the thinking necessary to write clearly did not take place early enough in 
the process. 






