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Learning Outcomes  

 

By the end of this unit the learner will be able to: 

 

 Identify different types of teams. 
 Build teamwork by recognizing and tapping into the twelve characteristics of an 

effective team. 

 

 

PROBLEM SOLVING 
STRATEGIES 

 

UNIT - 4 
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Unit 4 
Problem Solving Strategies  
Solving Problems  

Problem Solving Model Overview 
Team problem solving needs a three-phase approach, just as individual problem solving does. The 

process needs to take place in an atmosphere of trust and respect.  

 

Whenever you read a book on problem solving, this model, in some form or other, is sure to be there. It 

may have six steps rather than seven, or it may have five steps. However, the model doesn’t really 

change, just the authors’ ways of breaking it down.  

 

As you work your way from problem to solution, you are actually shifting your focus. 

 

 When you define a problem, you ask yourself: What is my problem? 
 As you try to analyze the root causes you ask: Why is it a problem? 
 When you are generating options, you ask yourself: What are some ways I can solve my 

problem? 
 

 
 

This model can be applied to a range of problem solving activities. It is the very basis for informed and 

consistent problem solving. If you are someone who loves tools, this is your basic tool. 

 

Phase One: 
Problem 

Identification

Identify apparent 
problem

Seek and analyze 
the causes

Define the real 
problem

Phase Two: 
Decision 
Making

Identify 
alternative 
solutions

Choose the best 
solution

Phase Three: 
Planning and 

Organizing

Plan a course of 
action

Implement
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We often spend too little time on the first phase and direct our efforts toward solving the problem as 

quickly as we can. The best problem solving, however, takes place when we identify the actual problem 

and analyze the causes.  

As an example, think of the common industrial-style toilets that are in offices everywhere. They’re white 

and enamel, with a pretty standard size and shape, usually with a black seat. If we wanted to improve 

the toilet, what could we do? Assuming money is no object, and we could find anything we wanted, 

somewhere out there in the world of toilets is the perfect one. 

 

Come up with as many ideas as you can for developing an improved toilet for placement in office 
buildings.  
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Getting Creative 
Use the next five to ten minutes to come up with more great ideas. 
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Phase One 
Let’s take a look at the first phase of the three-phase model. 

 

 

 
 

 

Here is a breakdown of each step in the problem identification process. In all three steps, your focus is 

on the problem itself. Only afterward will you start thinking about solutions. 

Perception 
You ask yourself: Is there a problem? Where is the problem? Whose problem is it? This is the sniffing, 

groping, grasping stage. It includes whatever you do to get a handle on the problem, and the eight 

essential items we reviewed earlier.  

 

What are the symptoms? Funny noises in the engine, an unhappy look on your employee’s face, or a 

change in the productivity rate? You’ve got to find out what the problem is. 

 

Problem perception is closely related to problem definition and problem analysis.  

 

The purpose of this phase is: 

 

 To surface an issue. 
 To make it okay to discuss it (legitimize). 
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 To air different points of view. 
 To avoid perception wars. 
 To get group agreement to work on the problem. 

 

Steps in this phase include: 

 

 Legitimize the problem; make it okay to discuss it. 
 Asking, “How does the problem feel?” and, “What’s the real problem?” 
 Identifying the best/worst/most probable situation. 
 Identifying whose problem it is. 

Definition 
Here, we state the problem as a question. Our goal is grasp the general idea of the problem and then 

draw the rope tighter to get a more specific idea of the problem. 

 

Steps in this phase include identifying: 

 

 What is the problem?  
 What is not the problem? 

Analysis 
Now that we have a general idea of the problem, we will use analytical tools to define it even further. 

Steps in this phase can include the following elements. 

 

Ask basic questions, such as who, what, where, when, why, and how. 

 

Break it down into smaller pieces. For example, if we know that the problem is that revenue is down, we 

can break it down into possible areas of cause: manufacturing, shipping, or sales. 

 

Use force field analysis. This is a structured method of looking at two opposing forces acting on a 

situation. Simply draw a line on a piece of paper. On one half of the line, list the forces that are working 

to solve the problem. On the other half, list the forces that are stopping you from solving the problem.  

 

Let’s say that revenue is down this quarter. Our force field might look like this: 
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Move from generalizations to specific examples as a way of testing what the problem is or is not. For 

example, you could say, “Our company has been doing poorly all year.” We could further identify how 

the company has been doing poorly; let’s say that the production department in particular has been less 

efficient, costing the company money. Then, we can look at what aspect in particular is doing poorly. 

 

Ask the expert. Find a person who has dealt with this sort of issue before. 

Phase Two  
Until the three steps of problem identification have been covered, don’t proceed to phase two. (If 

people don’t agree on the problem, they will never agree on a solution!)  

 

Creative Thinking Methods 
Here are some tools you can use to come up with ideas. 

Brainstorming 

Resisting Forces:
Consumer purchases down this 

quarter
Loss of Marketing VP

Assisting Forces:
New product development team

Hired three new sales people
Buyout of Acme Widgets



Team Building: Developing High Performance Teams  

 

P a g e 8 | 12 

Copyright©Staff Training Solutions, Ltd 

Draw a circle in the middle of a page and write down your problem. Then, draw lines from that circle and 

write down some solutions. Don’t worry if they’re wacky, impossible, or silly; this is a time for creative 

thinking, not critical thinking. Capturing the range of ideas is what is important here. 

 

 

 

Checkerboard  
This is a more organized form of brainstorming and can be particularly helpful for people who don’t like 

how chaotic a brainstorming session can become. With this method, you organize your thoughts into a 

table. We still want creative thinking rather than critical thinking, but this method may help you develop 

ideas. 

 

Here is an example of a checkerboard.  

 

Main Issue Possible Specific Solutions 

Create safe passage 
between building 
and parking/bus stop 

Have security escort 

night staff to their 

cars or bus stop 

Rearrange shifts so 

that people come 

and go during 

daylight hours 

Set up a buddy 

system with 

employees 

People missing work Set up 50% of staff Arrange for Provide incentives for 

Revenue 
down 
10%

Hire mascot 
to promote 

product

Double size 
of factory

Have 
marketing 

team come 
up with new 

product

Fire CEO and 
CIO; promote 

self

Create new 
TV 

commercials
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in snowstorm with ability to work 

from home during 

storms 

temporary shelters so 

that staff can stay 

overnight 

employees to put 

winter tires on their 

vehicles and learn 

safe winter driving 

Threat of strike is 
rumored 

Set up contract 

negotiations well 

before contract 

expires 

Approach union and 

ask to speak with 

them 

Set up contingency 

plan to ensure 

business continuity in 

the event of a strike 

 

Next, cut up solutions and move them around, or use your computer. This can help you organize your 

ideas and generate even more solutions!  

Research and Report 
Look at what others have done. Do some research and prepare a report. What lessons can you learn 

from this information? 

Evaluation 
Now that we have some solutions in mind, it’s time to evaluate the solutions to see which ones are 

feasible. 

 

 Sort solutions by category. This can be similar to the checkerboard above, just with some 
critical thinking applied. 

 Identify the advantages and disadvantages to each solution. 
 Identify what you like about each idea and what you don’t like. 
 Number your ideas in order, from the one that seems the most feasible to the one that seems 

the least feasible. This is useful for small problems. 

Decision Making 
Once you have evaluated the options, it’s time to make a decision. Here are some ways you can do it: 

 

 Get a consensus from the group on the best solution. 
 Don’t limit yourself to one option; you may find that you can combine solutions for super 

success. (This is called the both/and method.) 
 To make voting easier, you may want to eliminate the solutions that the group as a whole 

absolutely won’t consider. 
 Try to focus on agreements during all voting. 
 Use straw voting: take a quick, non-binding yes/no vote on the current solution as proposed. 
 Try negative voting: rather than asking who is for a solution, ask who is against the proposed 

solution. 
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 Back off! The group may need some time to evaluate the options before making a decision. 

Phase Three  
Our last phase should be planning how to implement the solution and performing the actual 

implementation. 

 

 

 

Planning 
For the planning portion, start by breaking the task down into smaller portions. Then, for each mini-task, 

plan the following information: 

 

 What needs to be done? 
 Who will do it? 
 What resources will we need? 
 How much time will it take? (Set a deadline!) 

 

Once all the smaller tasks are planned out, you will have an idea of how long the main solution will take 

to implement. You may also want to make sure that the above questions are answered for the main task. 
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Implementation 
Implementation is a cycle of three activities:  

 

 Figuring out what you are going to do 
 Doing it 
 Reacting to what happened or getting feedback 

 

Sooner or later, you have to try out your solution! 

Solution Planning Worksheet 
It can help to lay out what you are planning to do. Here is an example of a solution planning worksheet. 

 

Problem: Revenue down 10% 

Solution: Develop new product 

Task 1 Engineering will design product. 

What needs to be done? Product needs to be designed. 

Who will do it? Jim and Sue from Engineering. 

What resources will they 
need? 

Unknown. They should have all resources in house; 

we will make sure they know we can assist in 

obtaining more resources if necessary. 

How much time will it take? Targeted completion date: Dec. 31 

Task 2 Prototype will be created. 

What needs to be done? Prototype needs to be developed. 

Who will do it? Sam from Manufacturing, Jill from Engineering 

What resources will they 
need? 

May need testing group; we will help provide this 

How much time will it take? Targeted completion date: Feb. 28 

Task 3 Product will be manufactured. 

What needs to be done? Product needs to be created. 
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Who will do it? Joe from Manufacturing 

What resources will they 
need? 

All resources in-house 

How much time will it take? Targeted completion date: Dec. 31 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Further Reading: 
 
 

 


