
 
  

Focus on Options, Not Problems 

Idea In Short

New professionals unfamiliar with what genuine problem-solving work actually involves
often default to a familiar list of complaints: missing data, unresponsive stakeholders,
unclear instructions, too much work. Mature professionals recognize this pattern quickly
and replace it with a more useful habit: structuring a problem into constraints, assumptions
and variables, then getting to work rather than voicing frustration.

A Familiar and Unhelpful Pattern

Anyone who has managed newer professionals has heard a familiar list of complaints at
some point: the data was not available, an email went unanswered, someone else told me to
do it this way, there is simply too much work. Each complaint sounds reasonable in isolation,
but together they describe someone administering a process rather than genuinely solving a
problem. It is a genuinely common pattern, and often a somewhat sad one to watch unfold,
since the person voicing it usually has more real agency in the situation than the complaints
let on.

Do Not Become a Passive Messenger

Professionals are not paid simply to administer a process, take notes or be pleasant
company. The actual job is helping solve business problems, and business problems are, by
nature, messy, ambiguous and genuinely difficult. That difficulty is precisely why the work
pays well; if solving these problems were easy, everyone would already be doing it, and
there would be no special value in doing it well.

Talk About Options, Not Problems

Mature professionals who catch themselves complaining rather than solving recognize the
pattern quickly and take a deliberate pause before continuing. A genuinely useful next step
is sorting whatever is frustrating into a few clear categories rather than simply venting about
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it.

Constraints Worth Naming Honestly

The first category is constraints: things genuinely outside your control, resources or
decisions that are already sunk and cannot be changed no matter how much energy gets
spent wishing otherwise. Naming a true constraint honestly, rather than continuing to fight it,
frees up energy to focus on what can actually still be influenced.

Assumptions Worth Questioning

The second category is assumptions: places where a problem may feel more boxed in than
it genuinely is, false choices that only look binary because no one has stopped to question
them yet. Asking whether there are creative alternatives being overlooked, or whether the
problem is being framed too narrowly, often reveals real room to maneuver that first
appeared closed off.

Variables Worth Actually Pulling

The third category is variables: the specific levers genuinely available to influence an
outcome, working harder on a particular piece, having a direct conversation with a
stakeholder, adjusting scope, seeking additional resources, or simply asking someone more
experienced for advice. Naming these levers explicitly turns a vague sense of frustration
into a concrete, actionable plan.

Grow Up and Get to Work

Beyond the structured categories, there is a simpler, blunter piece of advice: stop the visible
frustration and actually engage with the problem directly. Good problem-solving combines
three elements working together: thinking about a problem deeply, caring enough to push
through its inherent discomfort, and then doing the actual research and work required to
reach a genuine answer.1 None of the three substitutes for the other two.

Why This Discipline Compounds

This habit compounds noticeably over a career. Professionals who consistently default to
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structuring problems into constraints, assumptions and variables build a reputation for
genuine composure under pressure, while those who default to complaining build the
opposite reputation, regardless of how technically skilled they otherwise are.2 Over enough
projects, that reputation difference becomes the deciding factor in who gets trusted with the
next genuinely difficult assignment.

A Habit Worth Practicing Deliberately

Like most professional habits, this one improves with deliberate practice rather than good
intentions alone. Catching a complaint mid-sentence and consciously reframing it into a
constraint, assumption or variable, even silently, builds the muscle needed to do it
instinctively under real pressure, precisely when it matters most.

Recognizing the Irony in Complaining About Complaining

There is a certain irony worth acknowledging honestly: pointing out that complaining is
unproductive can itself start to sound like a complaint if delivered without any humor or self-
awareness. The goal is never to suppress genuine concerns or valid feedback, but to notice
the difference between raising a real issue constructively and simply narrating frustration
out loud without moving toward a solution.3 The professionals who master that distinction
tend to be the ones people actually want on their next difficult project.

1Problem solving
2Emotional regulation
3Self-awareness

Summary

Professionals who complain about problems instead of structuring them into constraints,
assumptions and variables waste energy that should go toward finding a path forward.
Genuinely difficult, ambiguous work is exactly what makes skilled problem-solving valuable,
and the discipline to stop whining and start structuring is what separates strong performers
from everyone else.
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