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Three Ways To Reframe A Problem To Find An Innovative
Solution
A Stanford engineering professor challenges our ideas on imagination and creativity with a new approach to
problem solving.

[PHOTO: FLICKR USER D_PHAM]

BY STEPHANIE VOZZA
3  M I N U T E  R E A D

Everything really comes down to solving problems. To be successful and a leader in your field, you not only have to come
up with good solutions; you need to be innovative. And that can feel like waiting for lightning to strike.
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Tina Seelig PHOTO: VIA TWITTER

Tina Seelig, author of Insight Out: Get Ideas Out of Your Head And Into the World, has been teaching classes on creativity
and innovation at Stanford University School of Engineering for 16 years, and she says most people don’t have a clear
understanding of what those things really are.

“Imagination is envisioning things that don’t exist,” says Seelig. “Creativity is applying imagination to address a challenge.
Innovation is applying creativity to generate unique solutions. And entrepreneurship is applying innovations, scaling the
ideas, by inspiring others’ imagination.”

Once you understand this framework, you can put it into action, she says, and the way to innovate is to look at situations
from a fresh perspective.
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Reframing a problem helps you see it as an opportunity, and Seelig offers three techniques for finding innovative solutions:

1. RETHINK THE QUESTION
Start by questioning the question you’re asking in the first place, says Seelig. “Your answer is baked into your question,”
she says.

Before you start brainstorming, Seelig suggests you start “frame-storming”: brainstorming around the question you will pose
to find solutions. For example, if you’re asking, “How should we plan a birthday party for David?” you’re assuming it’s a
party. If you change your question to, “How can we make David’s day memorable?” or “How can we make David’s day
special?” you will find different sets of solutions.

“Refocusing the question changes our lens,” says Seelig. Memorable is different than special–memorable might involve a
prank, for example. Once you reframe the questions, you might decide to select the best or address them all. Each new
question opens up your ability to generate new ideas.

2. BRAINSTORM BAD IDEAS
When an individual or group is tasked with being creative, often there’s pressure to only come up with good ideas. Seelig
likes to challenge teams to only think of bad ideas.

“Stupid or ridiculous ideas open up the frame by allowing you to push past obvious solutions,” she says. “There is no
pressure to come up with ‘good’ ideas. Then, those terrible ideas can be re-evaluated, often turning them into something
unique and brilliant.”

Once you have a list of bad ideas, brainstorm how they can become good ideas. In one of Seelig’s classes, a bad idea was
selling bikinis in Antarctica. A group that was tasked with making this idea a good one came up with the idea to take people

Creativity is applying imagination to address a challenge. Innovation is applying
creativity to generate unique solutions.
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who want to get into shape on a trip to Antarctica. By the end of the hard journey, they would be able to fit into their bikinis.
Their slogan was “Bikini or Die.”

“Selling bikinis in Antarctica sounds like a really bad idea. But within five seconds, when asked to look at it differently, the
team came up with a way to transform it into a really interesting idea,” she says.

3. UNPACK YOUR ASSUMPTIONS
Another way to reframe a problem is to challenge its perceived limitations or rules. Ask, “What are all of the assumptions of
the industry?” Make a list and turn them upside down by thinking about what would happen if you did the opposite.

Seelig says this is a hard exercise, because a lot of our assumptions are deeply ingrained. “Cirque du Soleil challenged
assumptions about what a circus is. Instead of cheap entertainment for kids, they turned it into a high-end event for adults
that competes with the theatre or opera,” she says. “In addition, Southwest challenged the assumption that airlines had to
have fixed seat assignments. This opened the possibility of having riders line up before each flight–a radically different
approach to seating.”
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A Stanford engineering professor challenges our ideas on imagination and creativity with a new approach to
problem solving.

[PHOTO: FLICKR USER D_PHAM]

BY STEPHANIE VOZZA
3  M I N U T E  R E A D

Everything really comes down to solving problems. To be successful and a leader in your field, you not only have to come
up with good solutions; you need to be innovative. And that can feel like waiting for lightning to strike.
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Tina Seelig PHOTO: VIA TWITTER

Tina Seelig, author of Insight Out: Get Ideas Out of Your Head And Into the World, has been teaching classes on creativity
and innovation at Stanford University School of Engineering for 16 years, and she says most people don’t have a clear
understanding of what those things really are.

“Imagination is envisioning things that don’t exist,” says Seelig. “Creativity is applying imagination to address a challenge.
Innovation is applying creativity to generate unique solutions. And entrepreneurship is applying innovations, scaling the
ideas, by inspiring others’ imagination.”

Once you understand this framework, you can put it into action, she says, and the way to innovate is to look at situations
from a fresh perspective.
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Reframing a problem helps you see it as an opportunity, and Seelig offers three techniques for finding innovative solutions:

1. RETHINK THE QUESTION
Start by questioning the question you’re asking in the first place, says Seelig. “Your answer is baked into your question,”
she says.

Before you start brainstorming, Seelig suggests you start “frame-storming”: brainstorming around the question you will pose
to find solutions. For example, if you’re asking, “How should we plan a birthday party for David?” you’re assuming it’s a
party. If you change your question to, “How can we make David’s day memorable?” or “How can we make David’s day
special?” you will find different sets of solutions.

“Refocusing the question changes our lens,” says Seelig. Memorable is different than special–memorable might involve a
prank, for example. Once you reframe the questions, you might decide to select the best or address them all. Each new
question opens up your ability to generate new ideas.

2. BRAINSTORM BAD IDEAS
When an individual or group is tasked with being creative, often there’s pressure to only come up with good ideas. Seelig
likes to challenge teams to only think of bad ideas.

“Stupid or ridiculous ideas open up the frame by allowing you to push past obvious solutions,” she says. “There is no
pressure to come up with ‘good’ ideas. Then, those terrible ideas can be re-evaluated, often turning them into something
unique and brilliant.”

Once you have a list of bad ideas, brainstorm how they can become good ideas. In one of Seelig’s classes, a bad idea was
selling bikinis in Antarctica. A group that was tasked with making this idea a good one came up with the idea to take people
who want to get into shape on a trip to Antarctica. By the end of the hard journey, they would be able to fit into their bikinis.
Their slogan was “Bikini or Die.”

“Selling bikinis in Antarctica sounds like a really bad idea. But within five seconds, when asked to look at it differently, the
team came up with a way to transform it into a really interesting idea,” she says.

3. UNPACK YOUR ASSUMPTIONS
Another way to reframe a problem is to challenge its perceived limitations or rules. Ask, “What are all of the assumptions of
the industry?” Make a list and turn them upside down by thinking about what would happen if you did the opposite.

Seelig says this is a hard exercise, because a lot of our assumptions are deeply ingrained. “Cirque du Soleil challenged
assumptions about what a circus is. Instead of cheap entertainment for kids, they turned it into a high-end event for adults
that competes with the theatre or opera,” she says. “In addition, Southwest challenged the assumption that airlines had to

Creativity is applying imagination to address a challenge. Innovation is applying
creativity to generate unique solutions.
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have fixed seat assignments. This opened the possibility of having riders line up before each flight–a radically different
approach to seating.”

Hit The Ground Running Newsletter

YO U R  E M A I L  A D D R E S S

Receive special Fast Company offers. See All Newsletters

S P O N S O R E D  C O N T E N T

F R O M  O U R  P A R T N E R S

NERDWALLE T

6 Credit Cards
You Should Not
Ignore If You
Have Excellent
Credit

AIG DIREC T

$500,000 in
Term Life
Coverage
Starting at
$13.42/month

INVESTORPL ACE

Legendary
Stock Picker
Names 7 Best
Stock To Retire
On

FISHER
INVESTMENTS

What is the
best way to
make $1 million
last in
retirement?

S I G N  U P

V I D E O

Nike's touching Kobe Bryant tribute is branding done right
From the Mike Bloomberg 2020 campaign's failed satirical tweets to Nike's well-thought out and respectful Ko…

FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

https://www.fastcompany.com/newsletters
https://www.dianomi.com/click.epl?pn=9259&offer=6124771&savid=99515&said=5350&adv=7550&cf=1061.76.Fast%20Company%20Below%20Article%204%20ads%20-%201240x1065%20MRBP&unique_id=XlqOYZDOnQIo5j0DnbxRfwAAAAo&smartreferer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fastcompany.com%2F3050265%2Fthree-ways-to-reframe-a-problem-to-find-innovative-solution
https://www.dianomi.com/click.epl?pn=31201&offer=8520748&savid=86178&said=5350&adv=7550&cf=1061.76.Fast%20Company%20Below%20Article%204%20ads%20-%201240x1065%20MRBP&unique_id=XlqOYZDOnQIo5j0DnbxRfwAAAAo&smartreferer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fastcompany.com%2F3050265%2Fthree-ways-to-reframe-a-problem-to-find-innovative-solution
https://www.dianomi.com/click.epl?pn=59346&offer=14319330&savid=149976&said=5350&adv=7550&cf=1061.76.Fast%20Company%20Below%20Article%204%20ads%20-%201240x1065%20MRBP&unique_id=XlqOYZDOnQIo5j0DnbxRfwAAAAo&smartreferer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fastcompany.com%2F3050265%2Fthree-ways-to-reframe-a-problem-to-find-innovative-solution
https://www.dianomi.com/click.epl?pn=53776&offer=13261674&savid=149990&said=5350&adv=7550&ams=0&cf=1061.76.Fast%20Company%20Below%20Article%204%20ads%20-%201240x1065%20MRBP&unique_id=XlqOYZDOnQIo5j0DnbxRfwAAAAo&smartreferer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.fastcompany.com%2F3050265%2Fthree-ways-to-reframe-a-problem-to-find-innovative-solution
https://www.dianomi.com/whatsthis.pl?id=5350
https://fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender


I M P A C T

C R E A T I V I T Y

C O . D E S I G N

W O R K  L I F E

IMPAC T

Public transport will now be free in Luxembourg

IMPAC T

News analysis: Income growth declines for poor Americans under Trump

IMPAC T

Compost your baby’s diapers through this subscription service

CREATIVIT Y

Taylor Swift’s video for ‘The Man’ showcases her creativity—and features several shady Easter eggs

CREATIVIT Y

Elizabeth Warren plays hilarious game of name-that-billionaire-supervillain with Stephen Colbert

CREATIVIT Y

How Bob Iger’s Disney changed the entertainment industry forever—for better and worse

CO.DESIGN

The internet decimated creative industries. It’s coming for architecture, too

CO.DESIGN

For the fashion industry, the fallout from the coronavirus may be just beginning

CO.DESIGN

Meet the photographer who’s bringing architecture to the masses

WORK LIFE

How to get your finances in order before you quit or switch careers

WORK LIFE

How to talk about your past successes in a job interview

WORK LIFE

FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/co-design
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468863/public-transport-will-now-be-free-in-luxembourg
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468842/new-analysis-income-growth-declines-for-poor-americans-stalls-under-trump
https://www.fastcompany.com/90465784/compost-your-babys-diapers-through-this-subscription-service
https://www.fastcompany.com/90469099/taylor-swifts-video-for-the-man-showcases-her-creativity-and-features-several-shady-easter-eggs
https://www.fastcompany.com/90469167/elizabeth-warren-and-stephen-colbert-eat-the-rich-cake-and-mock-billionaires
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468643/how-bob-igers-disney-changed-the-entertainment-industry-forever-for-better-and-worse
https://www.fastcompany.com/90455532/the-internet-decimated-creative-industries-its-coming-for-architecture-too
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468465/the-fallout-of-the-coronavirus-on-the-fashion-industry-may-be-just-beginning
https://www.fastcompany.com/90466855/meet-the-photographer-whos-bringing-architecture-to-the-masses
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468526/how-to-get-your-finances-in-order-before-you-quit-or-switch-careers
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468711/how-to-talk-abo3-successful-interview-techniques-to-talk-about-your-past
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468714/elon-musk-asks-all-job-candidates-this-one-question
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender


Advertise | Privacy Policy | Terms | Notice of Collection | Do Not Sell My Data | Permissions | Contact | About Us | Site
Map | Fast Company & Inc © 2020 Mansueto Ventures, LLC

Elon Musk asks all job candidates this one question
FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

FO L LOW 

CH WORK L IFE CREATIVIT Y IMPAC T P ODC ASTS VIDEO NE WS RECOMMENDER S U B S C R I B E

https://images.fastcompany.net/image/upload/v1572457392/fcweb/Mediakit_2019_10.17.19_alrvfp.pdf
http://www.mansueto.com/privacy-policy
http://www.mansueto.com/terms-of-service
http://www.mansueto.com/privacy-policy/#collection
https://fastcompany.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/requests/new
https://kudos.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/contact-us
https://www.fastcompany.com/about-us
https://www.fastcompany.com/sitemap
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90468714/elon-musk-asks-all-job-candidates-this-one-question
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender
https://www.fastcompany.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/technology
https://www.fastcompany.com/work-life
https://www.fastcompany.com/creativity
https://www.fastcompany.com/impact
https://www.fastcompany.com/section/audio
https://www.fastcompany.com/videos
https://www.fastcompany.com/news
https://www.fastcompany.com/recommender

