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▸▸ The Method
The following tactics can be used to stimulate new or different thinking about 
the best way to state an issue or problem. (See Figure 4.4 for an example.) These 
tactics may be used in any order:

✶✶ Rephrase: Redefine the issue without losing the original meaning. Review 
the results to see if they provide a better foundation upon which to 
conduct the research and assessment to gain the best answer. Example: 
Rephrase the original question, “How much of a role does Aung San 
Suu Kyi play in the ongoing unrest in Burma?” as, “How active is the 
National League for Democracy, headed by Aung San Suu Kyi, in the 
antigovernment riots in Burma?”

✶✶ Ask why: Ask a series of “why” or “how” questions about the issue 
definition. After receiving the first response, ask “why” to do that or “how” 
to do it. Keep asking such questions until you are satisfied that the real 
problem has emerged. This process is especially effective in generating 
possible alternative answers.

✶✶ Broaden the focus: Instead of focusing on only one piece of the 
puzzle, step back and look at several pieces together. What is the issue 
connected to? Example: The original question, “How corrupt is the 
Pakistani president?” leads to the question, “How corrupt is the Pakistani 
government as a whole?”

✶✶ Narrow the focus: Can you break down the issue further? Take the 
question and ask about the components that make up the problem. 
Example: The original question, “Will the European Union continue to 
support the Euro?” can be broken down to, “How do individual member 
states view their commitment to the Euro?”

✶✶ Redirect the focus: What outside forces impinge on this issue? Is deception 
involved? Example: The original question, “Has the terrorist threat posed 
by Al-Qaeda been significantly diminished?” is revised to, “What Al-Qaeda 
affiliates now pose the greatest threat to U.S. national security?”

✶✶ Turn 180 degrees: Turn the issue on its head. Is the issue the one asked 
or the opposite of it? Example: The original question, “How much of the 
ground capability of China’s People’s Liberation Army would be involved 
in an initial assault on Taiwan?” is rephrased as, “How much of the ground 
capability of China’s People’s Liberation Army would not be involved in 
the initial Taiwan assault?”

▸▸ Relationship to Other Techniques
Issue Redefinition is often used simultaneously with the Getting Started Checklist 
and the Customer Checklist. The technique is also known as Issue Development, 
Problem Restatement, and Reframing the Question.

▸▸ Origins of This Technique
This is an edited version of Defense Intelligence Agency training materials. It also 
draws on Morgan D. Jones, “Problem Restatement,” in The Thinker’s Toolkit (New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 1998), chapter 3.

Is China selling ballistic missiles to Iran?

Is Iran buying ballistic missiles from China?

Why would China sell ballistic missiles to Iran? 

Because China seeks influence with Iran.

Why does China want influence with Iran?

Because China wants to reduce U.S. influence in the Persian Gulf 
region.

Why does China want to reduce U.S. influence in the Persian  
Gulf region? 

Because China wants to reduce the U.S. influence throughout the 
world.

Final Question: Is China’s sale of military equipment to the Middle 
East part of a worldwide strategy to reduce U.S. influence?

Is there a partnership between China and Iran?

What kinds of ballistic missiles would China sell to Iran?

Why would Iran want Chinese missiles?  How is Iran going to 
pay for any purchased missiles?

Is China buying ballistic missiles from Iran?

	 Figure 4.4	 Issue Redefinition Example

Rephrase: 

Broaden the focus:

Initial question: 

Narrow the focus:

Redirect the focus: 

Turn 180 degrees: 

Ask “Why?”: 




