
Copyright © 1998 by Human Synergistics International. All Rights Reserved.

An Exercise in Creative Problem Solving and Constructive Thinking

Background Information

You work for a growing manufacturing firm that produces high-quality plastic parts for specialized 
applications. Your company is known not only for its quality and innovativeness but also for its 
progressive management and organizational practices.

You are a member of one of your company’s continuous improvement teams. Although CIP 
(Continuous Improvement Processes) and TQM (Total Quality Management) are merely slogans in 
certain organizations, your company takes these teams very seriously and provides them with decision-
making responsibility, adequate resources, and appropriate recognition and rewards.

The problems and issues facing your team at today’s meeting are particularly challenging. You and 
your fellow team members are nevertheless determined to come up with creative and workable 
solutions to each of the problems.
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Problem 1

On the input side of the production process, your employees cut sheets of a highly specialized plastic 
into four smaller pieces. (The original sheets are ½-inch-thick and measure 1 square foot each.) Two 
precise straight cuts are required to ensure that the four new pieces will be of equal size and weight. 
The smaller pieces are then melted down for use in the next step of the production process.

Your team’s objective is to eliminate the need for two cuts and to come up with a procedure that 
requires only a single straight cut. The company that supplies you with the plastic could ship smaller 
pieces but would have to charge you a premium. However, the sales representative has advised you 
that it can supply you with the ½-inch-thick flat pieces in any shape you specify, and at no extra charge.

Your task is to specify a new shape for the sheets of plastic. The sheets must be designed so that a single 
straight cut will produce four smaller pieces of equal size, shape, thickness, and weight. Any shape is 
acceptable, but the current thickness must be maintained (which makes it impossible to bend, fold, or 
stack the material).

What shape will you specify for the plastic?
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Strategies and Techniques 

Analogizing
Restating the problem in terms of a different object or situation; identifying relevant similarities and parallels; and 
determining whether they suggest a solution.

Assumption breaking
Examining the assumptions that are being made about a problem and possible solutions—and setting aside those that 
are invalid or inapplicable.

Brainstorming
Generating as many ideas as possible (the wilder the better); building on and combining ideas; and withholding 
criticism until later.

Cross-fertilization
Using expertise, ideas, or solutions from other fields, disciplines, or cultures to reassess the problem and generate 
possible solutions.

Entry points
Starting at the end of the problem (rather than the beginning); focusing initially on possible or partial solutions; and 
working backward.

Goal reaffirmation
Focusing on long-term goals to ensure that solutions are responsive to the real purpose and not constrained by 
intermediate objectives.

Reversal
Reexamining the problem or situation and turning it completely around or upside down to escape the standard view.

Systems analysis
Thinking about the separate processes or actions associated with a solution, their implications for each other, and their 
impact if combined or repeated.
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