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Welcome to Precision Q+A! In a few days you will be taking a workshop that will help you improve your critical thinking ability, make better decisions in your work, and make your meetings more efficient. There are two parts to the pre-work, the first of which is required.

Part 1, pages 2 through 9: Required preparation for the workshop

For the workshop you must prepare and bring with you a business recommendation. 
Preparing a complete recommendation, as described below, is crucial to the success of the workshop. The workshop includes several exercises that build on the recommendation. Without a meaningful recommendation, you will have no basis for doing those exercises.

When preparing your recommendation, consider the following:

· Your recommendation should focus on a real business issue. Choose something you would feel comfortable presenting to your manager as an actual recommendation.

· Choose a topic that you know well, ideally something you have already begun to research. Avoid choosing a topic that you know very little about. For example, unless you are the HR director for your site, avoid choosing recommendations like “The company should provide child care” or “The company should permit telecommuting for all employees.”

· Choose a controversial topic. Avoid recommendations that are completely one-sided. So for instance, a status update wouldn’t be appropriate.

· Choose a topic that does not compromise confidentiality. Keep in mind that you will be presenting this recommendation to colleagues, so consider confidentiality issues beforehand.

The best recommendations focus on relevant business issues that have been thought through and that are supported with evidence.

Completing this section of the pre-work should take about a half hour. Bring your completed recommendation with you to the workshop.

Part 2, pages 10 through 15: Optional reading

This section introduces the seven categories of analytic questions that we will study in the workshop. Familiarizing yourself with these categories in advance will deepen your workshop learning.

If you have any questions about preparing the recommendation, send a message to your workshop instructor. If you want to learn more about what you will experience in the workshop, visit us online at www.vervago.com.
There is a blank recommendation form after this example. Use the blank form to complete your own recommendation.
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Worksheet 1: Problem, recommendation, and business purpose

Problem: What problem is your recommendation trying to solve?

If changes aren’t made, there will be a two-month delay in the production of Product X.

Recommendation: What is your solution to the problem?

We should bring on six additional engineers for a period of six months.

Business purpose: What is the business driver for the recommendation? What organizational goal is driving your recommendation? For example: profits, efficiency, quality, brand issues

Quality: failure to repair newly-detected flaws in Product X will reduce the quality of the product and will also impact profits.

Worksheet 2: Supporting reasons

What are the main benefits of your recommendation? Rank them by importance.

Supporting reason 1:

These additional resources will allow us to meet our production schedule and satisfy our current customer requests

Supporting reason 2:

Hitting our production schedule further cements our image as an “on-time” manufacturer

Supporting reason 3:

Delaying Product X will cause other dependent projects to fall behind.

Worksheet 3: Downsides

What are the main downsides of your recommendation? Rank them by importance.

Downside 1:

The extra headcount will cost the Product X team $500,000.

Downside 2:

Extra costs will have a direct impact on our already low margins for Product X.

Downside 3:

Product X has already had several production delays and it may be better to re-evaluate the product and process rather than throw more money and resources at the problem.

Worksheet 4: Additional information

What additional information do you need to present? Necessary background?
The cost of your recommendation? Your plan for implementing your recommendation?
Resources needed?

Background:

Product X is currently scheduled to begin production in six months.

Current tests of the prototypes have revealed two unforeseen manufacturing flaws.

Fixing those flaws will require additional resources of six engineers for a period of three to six months. With current resources, we could fix those flaws, but the production would be delayed by two months.

Estimated total cost:

$500,000

Estimated project length:

Six months

Possible resources needed:

HR staff time, lab and testing resources, management resources

Implementation plan:

Identify engineers who can move over to work on Product X.

Assign engineers to teams repairing the new flaws in Product X.

Get new engineers up to speed on their new project.

At end of project, release engineers back to previous projects.

In the workshop we will focus on the thought process that goes into your recommendation, not on the presentation of the recommendation.
Worksheet 1: Problem, recommendation, and business purpose

When completing your recommendation, be as specific as possible. If you cannot be specific—for example, with costs or dates—then use approximations.

Problem: What problem is your recommendation trying to solve?

	Type your problem here.


Recommendation: What is your solution to the problem?

	Type your recommendation here.


Business purpose: What is the business driver for the recommendation? What organizational goal is driving your recommendation? For example: profits, efficiency, quality, brand issues

	Type your business purpose here.


Worksheet 2: Supporting reasons

What are the main benefits of your recommendation? Rank them by importance.

Supporting reason 1:

	Type your supporting reason 1 here.


Supporting reason 2:

	Type your supporting reason 2 here.


Supporting reason 3:

	Type your supporting reason 3 here.


Worksheet 3: Downsides

What are the main downsides of your recommendation? Rank them by importance.

Downside 1:

	Type your downside 1 here.


Downside 2:

	Type your downside 2 here.


Downside 3:

	Type your downside 3 here.


Worksheet 4: Additional information

What additional information do you need to present? Necessary background? 
The cost of your recommendation? Your plan for implementing your recommendation? Resources needed?

	Type your additional information here.


This is optional reading

When you are thinking critically, most of the questions you can ask will fall into one of seven categories:

· Go/NoGo

· Clarification

· Assumption

· The Basic Critical Question (BCQ)

· Cause

· Effect

· Action

This mnemonic can help you remember the categories:

Go Clarify Assumptions Because the Chief Eventually Asks

1. Go/NoGo Questions

Go/NoGo questions are used to set the agenda, frame the discussion, and manage the conversation. Go/NoGo questions ask: “Should we have the conversation?” or “How should we have the conversation?”

Examples of “Should we have the conversation?” questions:

Is this important?

Is this urgent?

Do we have all the right people here to talk about this?

Do we have all the necessary data to talk about this?

Examples of “How should we have the conversation?” questions:

Do we need to adopt any ground rules?

What is the agenda?

Who makes the final decision?

Are we getting to the core of the issue?

2. Clarification Questions

Questions of clarification ask: “What do you mean?” We usually ask the question in the form of:

What do you mean by ____? or
Do you mean ____ or ____?

For example, we can ask questions about this statement:

Unfortunately, the popularity of soccer, the world’s favorite pastime, is starting to decline.

Clarification questions would be:

Are you including women’s soccer?
Do you mean professional soccer or college soccer?

You are more likely to get the clarification you need when you ask the more precise question.

Consider, for example, this imprecise question:

What do you mean by “popularity?”

These questions of clarification would be more precise:

Do you mean the popularity of watching soccer, or of playing soccer?
Do you mean watching the sport live, watching it on television, or both?
In which countries is it declining?

2a. Graphing Questions

We can also generate precise clarification questions by imagining the statement as a graph.

Graphing questions focus on any part of the graph: the axes, the units of measure, the line, its slope, changes in the slope, etc. For example:

To what extent has soccer decreased in popularity?

Over what time period has it been declining?

What is its current level of popularity?

How fast is the popularity currently declining?

Is the rate of decline speeding up or slowing down?

2b. Pivot Table Questions

Pivot table questions help to break out a line into its component parts. A common way to ask pivot table questions is, “Show it to me by ____.”

For the soccer example, pivot table questions include:

Is soccer’s popularity declining at the same rate in all parts of the world?
(Show it to me by continent.)

Is men’s soccer declining in popularity more rapidly than women’s?
(Show it to me by gender.)
Is youth soccer rising in popularity while that of men’s pro leagues is falling?
(Show it to me by age group.)

3. Assumption Questions

In the context of PQ+A, an assumption is a hidden part of a statement that is essential to its truth. Assumptions are difficult to question because they are not stated explicitly. Examining assumptions is like diving underwater to investigate an iceberg—the dangerous parts are hidden beneath the surface.

When analyzing problems, there is significant risk in ignoring assumptions. Serious mistakes in thinking are made when assumptions are left unchallenged and remain beneath the surface of a statement.

Types of assumptions

The key to recognizing assumptions is being able to spot specific varieties. Here are examples for each category of assumptions.

Suppose someone says:

“Unfortunately, the popularity of soccer, the world’s favorite pastime, is starting
to decline.”

This statement contains at least four kinds of assumptions.

A value assumption assumes positive or negative meanings.

Are you assuming that a decline in popularity is bad?

An existence assumption assumes something exists.

Are you assuming that there is a world’s favorite pastime?

A uniqueness assumption assumes there is only one of something.

Are you assuming there is only one favorite pastime?

A measurement assumption assumes something can be measured.

Are you assuming you can measure changes in the popularity of soccer?

For examples of some other categories of assumptions, let’s look at a different phrase.
Suppose someone says:

“Retrievers are the most intelligent breed of dogs.”

This statement contains at least one example of five other categories of assumptions:

A possibility assumption assumes something is possible.

Are you assuming it is possible for dogs to have intelligence?

An audience assumption assumes all participants share a common view or understanding.

Are you assuming we are all using the same definition of “intelligence?”

A category assumption assumes two things are properly grouped together.

Are you assuming all retrievers can be grouped into one breed with regard to intelligence?

A similarity assumption assumes that two things are similar enough to be compared.

Are you assuming dog intelligence is similar enough to human intelligence that we can use human definitions of intelligence to describe dogs?

A time, constancy assumption assumes that characteristics remain constant over time.

Are you assuming dogs are getting smarter over time?

4. The Basic Critical Question (BCQ)

The BCQ asks “How do you know it is true?”

With regard to the soccer trend, you could ask a BCQ in a general form:

How do you know soccer’s popularity is declining?

To determine whether the statement is true or not, we can ask questions about the evidence that supports the statement, or the credibility of the source of the statement.

Questions about evidence include quantitative and qualitative data questions:

What data do you have to support the claim that soccer is declining in popularity?

How fresh is that data?

What is the level of statistical significance of the data?

You can also ask questions about anecdotal evidence:

Can you give me some examples of soccer’s declining popularity?

Are there specific incidents that show the decline?

Finally, the BCQ can also be used to ask questions about the credibility of the source.

Where did you hear that soccer is declining in popularity?

What is the credibility of your source?

How reliable has that source been in the past?

5. Cause Questions

Suppose someone says:

Sales of our GoldPoint products are down 20 percent.

Here are some imprecise ways of asking about the causes behind this trend:

Why is this happening?

What’s causing the decline in sales?

What are the reasons for the decline?

Some more precise questions include:

Is the decline in GoldPoint sales caused by market saturation?

Is this trend the result of changing conditions in the global economy?

What triggered the drop in GoldPoint sales?

At root, is our GoldPoint problem caused by the fact that we do not have a mechanism in place that allows us to monitor rapid changes in customer demand?

What are all the factors that are driving and inhibiting the decline in GoldPoint sales?

6. Effect Questions

The better our understanding of causes, the better our ability to predict effects. Suppose the headline in a paper reads:

Terrorists Destroy Two Oil Refineries in Saudi Arabia

Here are some imprecise ways of asking about the effects of this event:

What does this mean?

What consequences will this have?

Here are some more precise questions:

How will this affect the price that consumers pay for gasoline “at the pump?”

What effect will this have on the transportation industry?

In the short term – let’s say, the next thirty days – how will these acts of terrorism affect the cost of gasoline “at the pump?”
Best case, how long will it take for the two refineries to be operational again?

Worst case, how long will it take?

For the terrorists, what might be the unintended consequences of their actions? For instance, could this destruction suddenly alienate many of their supporters?

Even if capturing the terrorists and repairing the refineries is, overall, the right thing to do, are there any ways in which heavy American and British involvement in this process might make conditions in the Middle East worse, not better?

7. Action Questions

Workplace thinking is fundamentally action-oriented. Eventually the various pathways of analysis end in the same place—action questions:

What are we going to do?

What actions should we take?

This type of question can be made more precise in many ways. For example:

How do we determine meaningful targets?

What is our strategy for meeting these targets?

What are our tactics for implementing our strategy?

Are we aiming merely to contain the problem, or are we trying to solve the problem once and for all?
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