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NEEDS FINDING AND CASE STUDIES DEVELOPMENT

INNOVATION TECHNICAL GROUP MEETING - IN-PERSON - 8—9 SEPTEMBER 2026 - SERBIA

Problem clinic: from a problem to a question a researcher can answer
75 min

Plenary input, table exercise, plenary harvest

Lead: Pedro Basto, GICHD

Six tables/six facilitators

Participants sit in the six groups they will be in all day, with the facilitator they will have all
day.

This session teaches the method of writing a problem statement once, in plenary, to everyone
at the same time — case owners, ITG members and facilitators together — and by having
everyone practise it on a common example before anyone applies it to their own country’s

case.
Time Who What happens
10:45 (5) Pedro Basto Seats people in their groups and introduces the six facilitators by
name and table. Explains the chain of the day in four lines: the panel
gave the why, this session gives the method, the pitches give the
context, the working groups produce the output, Day 2 validates it.
10:50 (15) Pedro Basto Input, fifteen minutes, three things only: innovation as a managed

process, and why the earliest stage decides the rest; the sequence
from problem statement to impact goal to design criteria, and what a
research or private-sector partner needs from each; and the rule that
a criterion says what a solution must do, never what it must be —
because the tighter the specification, the narrower the search, and
the more the answers will resemble what already exists. The input
aligns the audience on key elements of a problem statement,
helping navigate issues such as:

e  Mapping symptoms of the problem vs. the root causes, to
ensure that the problem statement tackles the problem at
the right level

e Considering what is known about the problem vs. what the
unknowns are

e Mapping the existing ecosystem around the problem - who
holds the existing knowledge, who might be working on
solving the problem already, who is affected, who has
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Time Who What happens

funding/resources/interest in solving the problem, who has
the power to change outcomes etc

e What are the risks and possible ethical challenges of tackling
this problem and how can they be mitigated?

11:05(30) Tables, with See Annex A. The participants underline the assumed solutions in a
facilitators fictional scenario, then write the one sentence a researcher would
need instead (problem statement). Several printouts per table.
Facilitators run it exactly as they will run the afternoon.

11:35(25) All participants. Harvest/backbrief. Six tables read out their sentence. Feedback
Discussion led by discussion led by the GICHD and Elrha (joining online). Conclusion
Pedro Basto and
Ruth Salmon
(joining online)

What participants leave with
e Their working group, already formed and introduced to its facilitator — so the afternoon
starts at the first move rather than at introductions.
e A shared vocabulary and a shared understanding of what makes a good problem
statement
e Evidence, from their own hands, that a weak statement and a strong statement can

describe exactly the same reality — which is what makes people willing to let their own
statement be narrowed.



Annex — Exercise material for session 2

Fictional group-work scenario
Statement A — Group work scenario

Improving land release decision-making in the Municipality of Sardalan, Mushasha. Fictional
case. One per participant.

Case: Improving technical survey decision-making in the Municipality of Sardalan

The Mushasha Mine Action Centre (MUSHMAC) is the national mine action authority. It has
asked the Innovation Technical Group for help with a persistent problem in Sardalan, a
municipality of 47 villages in the east.

Contamination dates mainly from the 1996-1998 conflict, when mines were laid by a
paramilitary group. There are no reliable minefield records, and few people remain who can
say anything useful about the original mine-laying. Sardalan is hilly and heavily vegetated, and
winter snow closes the higher approaches from December to March. Since 2013, MUSHMAC
and its operational partners have released around 3.5 million m? in Sardalan. What remains is
61 areas totalling roughly 900,000 m2: 54 recorded as suspected hazardous areas on indirect
evidence, and 7 as confirmed hazardous areas. Most are small and scattered.

How areas are handled now.

MUSHMAC prioritises areas for non-technical and technical survey using historical
information, community reports, earlier survey results, terrain and the judgement of
experienced survey managers. Where non-technical survey produces enough evidence, the
area is cancelled. Where indirect evidence remains and non-technical survey cannot resolve
it, MUSHMAC tasks a technical survey team, which may then support reduction or define a
confirmed hazardous area for clearance. Teams sometimes spend several days reaching and
investigating a single area.

What the operations department has noticed

Around 85% of technical survey deployments in Sardalan end in land being reduced, with no
explosive ordnance found. The head of operations is not sure what this figure means.
MUSHMAC holds no consistent record linking the evidence available before deployment, the
decision taken, the methods applied during technical survey, and the outcome. It cannot tell
whether these areas could have been released through better non-technical survey, whether
different teams reach different conclusions from the same information, or whether this is
simply what an evidence-based process produces.

Pressure on the programme



Local authorities want areas released faster, because restrictions on land use hold back
agriculture and infrastructure. They also say that landowners are not told why some areas
stay under suspicion for years, or how decisions about further survey approaches are made.
At the same time, some are reluctant to share information they fear will keep their land
suspect for longer.

What has been proposed

MUSHMAC'’s technical department has proposed a digital risk-ranking tool, combining
historical reports, previous NTS data, terrain information, satellite imagery and community
reports, to predict which areas are most likely to contain explosive ordnance and should
receive technical survey first. A local company, Mushasha Data Solutions, has offered to build
a prototype using machine learning within six months, provided MUSHMAC can supply
enough historical and quality data.

Other views inside MUSHMAC

A senior technical survey manager argues that what is missing is not data but evidence.
Information has been collected, but much of it has never been assessed, corroborated or
documented in a form that can support a decision.

A field operations manager points to how decisions are made and recorded. Experienced
survey managers reach different conclusions from the same information, and MUSHMAC has
never examined why.

The quality management department notes that any new approach must sit within
Mushasha’s national standards, and it is not clear what part a predictive output could play in
a land release decision, or what evidence would be needed before it could be used. Separately,
community reports contain personal information, and some historical records sit in military
archives MUSHMAC has never had access to.

The request to the ITG

“We need an innovative digital solution that can use available data to help us improve
technical survey,.”

The Director supports innovation but will not invest in a technology simply because it is new.
Any approach must improve land release decision-making without adding unacceptable
safety or liability risk.

The ITG has asked your group to clarify the problem before anyone designs a solution.

Group exercise: make the problem more solvable — without solving it

30 minutes - groups of 5-8 - output: one sheet per group
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Facilitation Guide

The case is written the way these requests usually arrive: incomplete, contested, and with a
solution already in mind. Your task is not to design a solution. It is to make the problem clear
enough and open enough that a research organisation or a company could understand what
needs to be solved, without being told what the answer should be.

Step 1 — Diagnose the problem | 6 min
e Whatis the symptom here, and what might the underlying problem be?
e Who is actually affected, and how?
e What do we not know?
Step 2 — Challenge the framing | 5 min
e Which solution has already been chosen for us in MUSHMAC's request?
e Which words in that request narrow the search unnecessarily?
e If the answer turned out not to be digital at all, what would it still have to achieve?
A criterion describes what a solution must do, not what it must be.
Step 3 — Map the ecosystem and the unknowns | 8 min

e Who holds information or knowledge about this problem, and who controls access to
it?

e Who can actually change the outcome, and who carries the risk if it is handled badly?
e Which single unknown, if resolved, would most change how the problem is framed?

You do not need a complete stakeholder map. Focus on the actors and unknowns that would
materially change the framing.

Step 4 — Writeitdown | 11 min

Use the output sheet. Have one person write while the group talks, rather than agreeing every
word together.

e Avoid naming technologies — drones, Al, databases, apps, sensors, machine learning
— unless the technology is genuinely an unavoidable constraint.

e Test before you finish: would a researcher or a company understand what the solution
has to achieve, without us telling them what to build?

Output sheet

One per group. Complete the four statements. Keep it short — this sheet is what other groups
will hear.

1. THE PROBLEM IS...
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In [context], [who] cannot [achieve what they need] because [barrier].

2. IT MATTERS BECAUSE...

If this is not resolved, [what happens], which affects [whom, and what].

3. ASOLUTION WOULD HAVE TO...

Two to four criteria. What it must achieve, not what it must be.

4. ONE THING WE STILL DO NOT KNOW IS...

What would you need to understand before taking this to potential partners?

Exercise lead notes
Not for distribution to participants.
What the case deliberately contains

e A symptom (the 85% figure) presented as though it were the problem.



e A solution already prescribed, with a vendor attached and a six-month timeline.

e Incomplete and inconsistent evidence, and a data request that contradicts it.

e Competing stakeholder interests, including one actor with an incentive to withhold
information.

e Unresolved questions about standards, data ownership and legal access.
The trap in the 85% figure

Expect at least one group to read 85% as waste. It is not. Under IMAS 07.11, reduction is a
legitimate land release outcome, and the land release criteria are met when the effort applied
could reasonably have been expected to find evidence of contamination had any been present.
Finding no explosive ordnance does not mean the survey was unnecessary.

The real question is a different one: could some of those areas have been released through
non-technical survey, without deploying an intrusive capability at all? MUSHMAC cannot
answer that, because it does not record the link between the evidence held before deployment,
the decision, the method and the outcome. If no group gets there, put it to them directly.

A second observation worth surfacing

IMAS 07.11 already requires much of what MUSHMAC says it lacks: information recorded so
that it can be disaggregated by non-technical survey, technical survey and clearance, and
evidence assessed for credibility, reliability and relevance through a documented, traceable
process. A group that notices this will ask whether the problem needs innovation at all, or
whether it needs MUSHMAC to do what the standard already asks. That is a legitimate finding
and worth airing.

Debrief | 10-15 min
Rather than having groups read out everything, ask:

e What changed between MUSHMAC's request and your problem statement? (Listen for
movement away from “a digital risk-ranking tool” and towards the decision-making
and evidence problem underneath it.)

e Did groups land on different root problems? Why? (This is the point: framing is itself
part of innovation management.)

e Read out one of your success criteria. Does it say what the solution must achieve, or
what it must be?

e Which unknown would you want resolved before inviting external partners in?

e Now think about your own programme. What did your role or background make
obvious to you here — and what might it have made invisible? What would somebody
in a different position have seen first?
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The final point to land

The quality of the solution search is limited by the quality of the problem definition. Define the
problem too narrowly and you search for better versions of what already exists. Define it too
broadly and partners have nothing to work with. The innovation management task is to find
the space in between: specific enough to describe a real operational need, open enough to
allow an answer nobody in the room has thought of.
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