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PRAGMATIC SKILLS FOR PROFESSIONALS SERIES: 

SORTING OUT COMPLEX SITUATIONS 
 

If you have a professional expertise and need to deliver that expertise to fallible people, you‟re in the right place. 

If you are in IT, finance, HR, R & D, or safety; or you are an engineer, a scientist, a public affairs advisor, an 

economist, a medical professional—any kind of professional—this series of articles has lots of practical advice to 

help you deliver your expertise to customers or managers inside or outside your organization. We believe it best 

to think of these users as your clients. 
 

My name is Murray Hiebert. I am the author of a bestselling book and workshop called Powerful Professionals: 

Leveraging Your Expertise with Clients. 
 

Sorting out Complex Situations is one of a series of brief 2 to 4 page articles to introduce you what is often called 

“internal consulting,” or more recently, “business partnering” skills. At the end of every article I will also give 

you some pointers to other resources, depending on your needs. 

 

Why Sorting out Complex Situations Is Important 
 

In our workshops and webinars, I like to ask: “Who are the better clients? Those who have it „all figured out,‟ 

their minds made up, and don‟t want to be questioned about business needs or alternatives? Or clients who are a 

little uncertain of their concerns and their solutions? Of course, when asked the latter way it is obvious that you, 

as a professional, can have much more influence over the uncertain concern. 
 

Still I think we often want it both ways. We want clients to be definite so there‟s no ambiguity with their 

deliverables and their expectations of us, yet we also want them open to new ideas and new ways for approaching 

their concerns.  
 

In this brief article we will learn a skill that is extremely important for high performance.  If you want to be 

considered a high performing professional, you must take it as an advantage when a client comes to with complex 

and ambiguous situations. Here‟s where you can have the influence you often yearn for. In this article you will 

learn a pragmatic method for helping you and your client, face to face, to sort out complex situations. 

 

A Case in Point 
 

Let‟s say you‟re asked by your boss to meet a reasonably senior department manager inside your organization 

whom you have never met. The manager is looking for an unbiased professional to help sort out a reasonably 

challenging situation.  
 

In the manager‟s office, after some time establishing personal rapport, the manager says: “A Project Team was 

set up eight months ago to coordinate the installation of an Intranet Project System [INPROS] in our 

organization. The successful start-up of the system is critical to the short and long-term productivity of several 

departments. The Accounting Division is particularly vulnerable. Within the next four weeks, they need to 

produce some government reports from the planned pooled reporting system. 
 

“Today, the project is three weeks behind, with five weeks to go to the planned start-up date. Various causes have 

been cited: first, the length of time it took for the Project Team and Accounting to agree on standards; second, the 
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current late delivery of software from the low bidding vendor (some people, including myself, had warned 

against this vendor for that reason); third, the reported personality clashes on the Project Team; and finally, the 

recent illness of the Project Team leader, Robin Just. Perhaps the pressure of this project has been too much for 

Robin. Two Project Team members, Pat Rosa and Wan Lee, have been suggested as possible replacements, even 

at this late date. 
 

“There is one more step on the „critical path‟ of the project plan—training the users. Doubts have been cast on 

the ability of the training group to deliver the quantity and quality of training programs required. There is much 

concern at the highest levels of the organization. We have asked you, as an outsider, to look into the situation and 

give your recommendations.” 
 

The manager stops talking. What would you say or ask? In our workshops and webinars, we get questions such 

as: 

1. What do you expect of me? 

2. What are the most critical issues? 

3. What were the original project objectives? 

4. How did the project get started? 

5. How soon will Robin be back to work? 

6. Who else can I talk to about the project? 

7. Can the start-up be delayed until we get some of these problems sorted out? 

8. etc. 
 

Take a moment to think about what questions you would ask that would set up an effective problem solving 

process and a value-added role. 

 

Some Principles, Do’s, and Do Not’s 
 

Question #1 from the list above—What do you expect of me? 

For those of you who have read another brief article in this series, The Power of Questions, will know the first 

question on above list—What do you expect of me?— is a no-no. Why? Powerful professionals stay away from 

“pair-of-hands” roles. If you ask about your role, most clients will tell you what to do—and professionals often 

get angry at being told what to do. You do need to know your role and our model will propose a better way of 

clarifying it. 

Principle: Neither professionals (except at very early stages of a new career or role) nor 

clients like to be told what to do. The best consultations have a 50-50 feel to them. 
 

Question #2 from the list above—What are the most critical issues? 

A similar argument holds for the second question on the list above—asking early about 

priorities and critical issues is also a no-no. Most action-oriented clients, without sharing their 

analysis, will tell you what you should do. You do need to know the priorities and again our model will propose a 

better way of getting at them. 

Principles: If you want to be a value-added and influential professional, before narrowing on priorities, you need 

to understand the context and background of the issues, especially in complex situations. A second concern plays 

into complex situations—dealing with ambiguity. Many professionals (and managers) are uncomfortable with 

ambiguity. What the first two questions above do is to lower the level of ambiguity at the price of the loss of 

influence. Questions #1 and #2 lead to low value pair-of-hands roles.  
 

Question #3 and #4 from the list—What were the original project objectives? How did the project get started? 

The third and fourth questions on the list are what we call a “Big Picture” questions—they ask the manager to 

step back and give you more information about the context of the issue AND they tend to enlarge your role. The 

challenge is they actually raise the level of ambiguity and are not action oriented.  

Principle: You need to be able to ask Big Picture questions if you want a big picture role. How do you do this 

without unnecessarily raising the level of ambiguity? One piece of the answer is to always summarize what you 
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have heard (thus lowering the level of ambiguity) before you ask a Big Picture question (raising ambiguity 

again). 
 

Question #5 from the list—How soon will Robin be back to work? 

We call this a “Specific Issue” question. Often inexperienced professionals will pick one issue out of the issue 

list and ask about it (habitually a comfortable one in their area of expertise and/or out of the need to lower the 

level of ambiguity).  

Principles: There are two drawbacks to a Specific Issue question. How do you know it is important until all 

issues have been surfaced? A narrow Specific Issue question narrows your role—narrow questions lead to narrow 

roles. 
 

Question #5 and #6 from the list— Who else can I talk to about the project? 

We call this a “Process Question”—a question which leads to talking about how the issue will be handled. They 

are premature.  

Principle: There is no point talking “How” before “What” and “Why” are clarified and agreed to. 
 

Question #7 above is an interesting variant I call a Triage or a Band-Aid
®
 question—one which doesn‟t solve 

much other than symptoms or by buying time.  

Principle: Although triage questions can be helpful because they deal with immediate needs and demonstrate an 

action orientation, they are dangerous because you are putting yourself in a pair-of-hands role. 
 

This brief analysis is sufficient for me to present the other side of the coin—what I recommend you do! (If you 

are intrigued with using powerful questions to set up influential roles, there is a much more detailed analysis and 

discussion of many more questions and issues in Chapter 5 of Powerful Professionals.) 
 

The bottom line: If you want to be considered a powerful and influential professional, you MUST have a 

straightforward yet effective way of dealing with complex issues. Which leads me to … 

 

The Hour-Glass Model 
 

For sorting out complex situations with clients face-to-face, 

we recommend the Hour Glass model. To verbally clarify a 

complex situation presented by a client, I suggest you adapt 

for yourself the following hourglass questioning sequence: 
 

Step 1: Summarize and Outline Your Process 

a. Summarize or paraphrase what you have heard so far: 

“What I understand so far is …” 

b. Outline your process: 

“In the time we have available, I suggest we first look at the 

most immediate concern(s), then step back and have you 

help me understand the context, then end with a plan of 

action.” 
 

Step 2: Triage/Deal with Immediate Concerns 

a. Transition: 

“Let’s spend the next __ minutes with the immediate needs.” 

b. Typical Triage questions: 

“What is your most immediate concern?” 

“Does anything need attention right now?” 

“How much flexibility do we have with the deadline? 

“What issues cannot wait and need to be addressed right 

now?” 

c. Clarify a plan for the Triage issues: 

Type of Question “Mental Model” 
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After discussing the most immediate concern, end the discussion with “So what we will do to deal with the most 

immediate concern is …” 
 

Step 3: Big Picture 

a. Transition: 

“Now that we have dealt with the most immediate need(s), let’s step back and look at the big picture. You have 

mentioned these concerns so far…” (summarize the first pass concerns). 

b. Typical Big Picture questions: 

“Just so I understand the big picture, can you tell me some more about the situation?” 

“To help me understand the situation, what were the original goals for the project?” 

“How did this project get started?” 

“What end result is required?” 
 

You Have Most Impact Here 

You have the most impact and influence at the interface between Step 3—The Big Picture—and Step 4—where 

you turn the corner to action. Here is where you propose priorities. In earlier articles I emphasized the best 

consultants do not ask for priorities or roles, they propose both. “Don’t ask and don’t tell; propose.” 
 

If you ask for either priorities or roles, it is natural for clients to tell you what to do. Not that they are necessarily 

wrong, it‟s that you are putting yourself into a “pair-of-hands” role rather than the value-added role you yearn for 

(and your organization needs of you!). 
 

Step 4: Closing on Critical, Longer Term Actions 

a. Transition: 

“Now that we have dealt with the immediate needs, and stepped back to the big picture, let’s close with action 

on the highest priorities.” 

b. Typical closing questions: 

“Given the concerns we have discussed, it appears to me that your highest priority concerns are x, y 

and z. Is that the way you see it?” 

c. Negotiate any differences on priorities and roles. 

When you and your client agree on the priorities, propose a role or roles: 

“From these priorities, I think I could be most helpful by … Does that fit for you?” 

Again you want to avoid both telling your client—the expert role, or asking your client—the pair of hands role. 

With our proposed questions, you are proposing priorities and roles—the business partner role. 

d. Discuss and agree to longer term actions to deal with the priority concerns. 

 

In Summary 
 

In a brief 4 pages I have presented the essentials of a critical skill if you wish to be considered a high performing 

professional. You can‟t get “big picture,” value-added roles if you can‟t help clients deal with complex issues. 

For more information, read the full chapter in the Powerful Professionals book, or participate in a webinar which 

goes into this topic in more detail. Visit www.Powerful2Lead.com 
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