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Seek First to Understand
A practical leadership class for better problem solving
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	Core principle: Before we react, correct, blame, or solve - seek first to understand.



Class Overview
	Item
	Guidance

	Recommended duration
	45-60 minutes

	Audience
	Frontline leaders, supervisors, managers, and operational leaders

	Best setting
	Leadership meeting, supervisor development session, team problem-solving workshop, or daily management reset

	Materials needed
	Student outline, whiteboard or flip chart, markers, one current operational issue to discuss

	Facilitator role
	Guide the discussion. Do not lecture the whole session. Use questions to make leaders separate symptoms, facts, assumptions, and root causes.


Purpose
Develop leaders who can distinguish between a visible symptom and the actual problem. The class reinforces better questioning, disciplined observation, and practical use of daily leadership systems such as huddles, 5S, communication routines, and leadership meetings.
Desired Outcome
By the end of the session, leaders should understand that symptoms tell us where to look. They do not always tell us what to fix.
Leaders pause before reacting.
Leaders ask better questions before assigning blame or solutions.
Leaders separate facts from assumptions.
Leaders use operating systems to create visibility and solve the right problem.
Facilitator Preparation
Before the class, select one current issue from the organization that is familiar enough for discussion but not so sensitive that the group becomes defensive. Examples: missing information, late handoffs, repeated rework, poor communication between teams, material availability, customer complaints, unclear priorities, attendance, or training gaps.
	Preparation Step
	What to Do

	Choose one example
	Use a real issue or a neutral example. Avoid starting with a personality conflict.

	Know the audience
	Expect some leaders to jump quickly to blame or solutions. Your job is to slow the process down.

	Set the tone
	Make clear that the goal is understanding, not excusing poor performance.

	Plan the exercise
	Use the group exercise at the end to practice pulling the string on a real issue.


Teaching Flow
	Time
	Section
	Purpose

	5 min
	Opening questions
	Challenge the value of meetings, huddles, and 5S unless they create visibility and improvement.

	10 min
	What is the problem?
	Teach the difference between a symptom and a root problem.

	10 min
	Pull the string
	Show leaders how to move from reaction to investigation.

	10 min
	Seek first to understand
	Connect the behavior to leadership, people, process, and accountability.

	10-20 min
	Group exercise
	Practice applying the method to one current operational issue.

	5 min
	Close and commitment
	Establish the leadership standard going forward.


1. Opening
Facilitator Script
Start with direct yes/no questions. Do not explain the lesson first.
Is this meeting a waste of time?
Are morning huddles a waste of time?
Is daily 5S a waste of time?
After collecting answers, make the point:
	They can be. A meeting where nothing changes afterward is a waste of time. A huddle that does not improve communication is a waste of time. 5S done only to check a box is a waste of time. The value is not in the activity. The value is in what the activity helps us see, understand, communicate, and improve.



Teaching Point
Leadership systems are not valuable because they exist. They are valuable when they create visibility, improve communication, expose problems earlier, and help leaders solve the right problem.
2. What Is the Problem?
Use a simple operational example. Keep the example generic so leaders focus on the thinking process rather than the specific department.
	Visible Issue
	Initial Reaction
	Leadership Question

	A team receives the wrong material or information.
	Someone made a mistake.
	What allowed the wrong material or information to reach the team?

	A task is completed incorrectly.
	The employee needs to pay attention.
	Was the standard clear, trained, available, and followed?

	A customer order is late.
	The team missed the schedule.
	Where did the delay start, and when should it have become visible?


	The visible issue may be a real problem for the person dealing with it, but it may only be a symptom of a deeper system problem.





3. Pull the String
Leaders often start with blame, correction, or a quick fix. This class teaches leaders to slow down and pull the string before deciding what to change.
	Reaction Question
	Better Leadership Question

	Who messed this up?
	What happened?

	Why did they not do what they were supposed to do?
	What allowed this to happen?

	Who needs to fix it?
	Where should this have been prevented or detected?

	Why does this keep happening?
	What changed, what is missing, or what standard is not working?

	How do we get past this today?
	What needs to change so it is less likely to happen again?


Core Pull-the-String Questions
What happened?
Why did it happen?
What allowed it to happen?
Where should it have been caught?
Has this happened before?
What did we do about it last time?
What needs to change so it is less likely to happen again?
4. Symptom vs. Root Problem
Use the table below to show leaders that the same symptom can have multiple possible root problems.
	Symptom
	Possible Deeper Problems

	Wrong material, wrong information, or wrong input reaches the team.
	Incorrect information; poor identification; no standard; standard not followed; training issue; communication failure; supply issue; handoff failure; accountability gap.

	Employee appears disengaged.
	Unclear expectations; lack of recognition; personal issue; poor relationship with leader; no growth path; frustration with process; poor attitude requiring accountability.

	Repeated rework.
	Weak standard work; unclear quality expectations; inadequate training; rushed schedule; poor handoff; no feedback loop; lack of accountability.


	If leaders assume they already know the cause, they can solve the wrong problem. That wastes time, frustrates people, and allows the issue to return.



5. Seek First to Understand
This is the main leadership standard for the class.
	Before Leaders...
	They Should...

	Assume intent
	Seek first to understand.

	Blame someone
	Seek first to understand.

	Change a process
	Seek first to understand.

	Tell someone what to do
	Seek first to understand.

	Start accountability
	Seek first to understand what actually happened.


This does not weaken accountability. It improves accountability. Once leaders understand what happened, they can hold the right person accountable for the right thing, fix the right process, or provide the right training.


6. Applying It to People
People-related problems require the same discipline. Similar behavior can come from different causes.
	Visible Behavior
	Possible Cause
	Leadership Response

	Employee does the minimum.
	Unclear expectations.
	Clarify the standard and confirm understanding.

	Employee seems disengaged.
	Does not feel noticed or valued.
	Observe, ask, coach, and recognize real progress.

	Employee avoids work.
	Skill gap or lack of confidence.
	Train, pair with a mentor, and verify progress.

	Employee violates a known standard.
	Behavior or accountability issue.
	Correct respectfully and consistently.


	The standard stays the standard. How leaders coach, teach, communicate, motivate, and hold people accountable may need to change based on what they learn.



7. Why Leadership Systems Matter
Connect the class back to daily systems. Huddles, 5S, leadership meetings, check-ins, and communication routines are not separate activities. They are visibility systems.
	System
	What It Should Help Leaders Understand

	Daily huddles
	What changed, what is needed, what is blocked, and what may become a problem.

	5S
	What is normal, what is abnormal, and where standards are not being maintained.

	Leadership meetings
	What patterns are emerging across teams, shifts, areas, or departments.

	Check-ins
	What employees understand, what they need, and where support is missing.

	Metrics reviews
	Whether performance is improving or whether leaders are relying on opinions.


8. The Strength in the Room
Most organizations already have significant experience in the room. The issue is often not a lack of knowledge. The issue is whether leaders communicate, listen, ask better questions, and use the knowledge effectively.
No single person has all the answers.
The team usually has more knowledge than any individual leader.
Leaders must be willing to say, "I do not know. Let us figure it out."
Changing your mind when the facts change is not weakness. It is effective problem solving.
9. Group Exercise - Pull the String
Pick one current operational issue. The objective is not necessarily to solve the issue during the class. The objective is to practice moving from reaction to understanding.
	Prompt
	Facilitator Guidance

	What are we seeing?
	Write the visible problem at the top. Keep it factual.

	What do we know?
	Facts only. No opinions or assumptions.

	What do we think we know?
	Separate assumptions from facts.

	What do we not know?
	Identify missing information.

	Why might this be happening?
	Generate possibilities without choosing one too early.

	Where should this have been prevented or detected?
	Look upstream and across handoffs.

	What do we need to understand before deciding what to change?
	Define the next action.




10. Leadership Language Standard
Give leaders language they can use immediately.
	Instead of Saying
	Say This

	Fix it.
	Walk me through what happened.

	Why did you screw this up?
	Where did this start going wrong?

	They never give us what we need.
	What specifically are we not getting, when do we need it, and what is preventing it?

	That person does not care.
	What am I seeing that makes me believe they are disengaged, and have I talked to them?

	We already tried that.
	What did we try, what happened, and what did we learn?


11. Close
	Symptoms tell us where to look. They do not always tell us what to fix.



Close with a practical commitment. Ask each leader to identify one current issue and answer:
What do I actually know about this problem?
What am I assuming?
What do I need to understand before deciding what to change?
Final message: Seek first to understand. Not because it sounds good, but because it makes leaders better problem solvers.
Common Failure Points and Countermeasures
	Failure Point
	Countermeasure

	The group jumps straight to blame.
	Redirect to facts: "What do we know for certain?"

	Leaders defend their area.
	Ask process questions instead of personality questions.

	The discussion becomes too broad.
	Narrow the issue to one visible symptom and one process path.

	People confuse understanding with excusing.
	Clarify that understanding strengthens accountability; it does not remove standards.

	The group leaves without action.
	Assign one owner to gather missing information and report back.


Recommended Follow-Up
Use the Student Outline during the class.
Select one real issue and complete the Pull-the-String exercise within 7 days.
Add one "facts vs. assumptions" discussion to the next leadership meeting.
Reinforce the leadership language standard during huddles and accountability conversations.
Connect this class to the MWLG Operational Constraint Assessment, Root Cause Worksheet, and Phase 1 Stabilization Playbook.
Use of this resource: This resource may be used internally for leadership development and operational improvement. Organizations should adapt examples to their own work while preserving the central standard: seek first to understand before reacting.
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