Problem Solving(
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A problem exists when there is a difference between the current state or condition and a desired state or condition.

To identify the root cause of a problem, leaders do the following:

• Compare the current situation to the desired end state.

• Define the problem’s scope or boundaries.

• Answer the following questions:

􀂃 Who does the problem affect?

􀂃 What is affected?

􀂃 When did the problem occur?

􀂃 Where is the problem?

􀂃 Why did the problem occur?

• Determine the cause of obstacles between here and the solution. Many times the causes of a problem are simply obstacles between the current situation and the desired end state.

• Write a draft problem statement. A problem statement is written as an infinitive phrase: such as, “To determine the best location for constructing a multipurpose vehicle wash rack facility during this fiscal year.”

• Redefine the problem as necessary as new information is acquired and assessed.

Once they have developed the problem statement, leaders make a plan to solve the problem. Leaders make the best possible use of available time and allocate time for each problem-solving step. Doing this provides a series of deadlines to meet in solving the problem.

After completing the problem statement, leaders continue to gather information relevant to the problem. Gathering information begins with problem definition and continues throughout the problem solving process. Two types of information are required to solve problems: facts and assumptions. Facts are verifiable pieces of information. An assumption is information accepted as true in the absence of facts. This information is probably correct, but cannot be verified. Gather information from primary sources whenever possible. Primary sources are people with first-hand knowledge of the subject under investigation, or documents produced by them.

Organizing information includes coordination with those that may be affected by the problem or its solution. Such coordination may be informal and routine. As a minimum, always coordinate with those that might be affected by a solution they propose before they present it to the decision maker.

Criteria are standards, rules, or tests by which something can be judged—measures of value. Five categories of screening criteria are commonly applied

to test a possible solution:

• Suitability—solves the problem and is legal and ethical.

• Feasibility—fits within available resources.

• Acceptability—worth the cost or risk.

• Distinguishability—differs significantly from other solutions.

• Completeness—contains the critical aspects of solving the problem from start to finish.

Well-defined evaluation criteria have five elements:

• Short Title—the criterion name.

• Definition—a clear description of the feature being evaluated.

• Unit of Measure—a standard element used to quantify the criterion. Examples of units of measure are dollars, miles per hour, and feet.

• Benchmark—a value that defines the desired state, or "good" for a solution in terms of a particular criterion.

• Formula—an expression of how changes in the value of the criterion affect the desirability of the possible solution. State the formula in comparative terms (for example, more is better) or absolute terms (for example, a night movement is better than a day movement).

Several alternatives should be considered, however too many possible solutions may result in wasted time on similar options. Experience and time available determine how many solutions to consider. Often, groups can be far more creative than individuals However, those working on solutions should have some knowledge of or background in the problem area. The basic technique for developing new ideas in a group setting is brainstorming. Brainstorming is characterized by unrestrained participation in discussion. Its rules include—

• State the problem and make sure all participants understand it.

• Appoint someone to record all ideas.

• Withhold judgment of ideas.

• Encourage independent thoughts.

• Aim for quantity, not quality.

• “Hitchhike” ideas—combine one’s thoughts with those of others.

Accurately record each possible solution. The solution statement clearly portrays how the action or actions solve the problem. In some circumstances, the solution statement may be a single sentence (for example, “Purchase Model XYZ computers”). In other circumstance the solution statement may require more detail, including sketches or concept diagrams.

Use screening criteria and benchmarks to analyze possible solutions. Apply screening criteria to judge whether a solution meets minimum requirements. In analyzing solutions, which involve predicting future events, it is useful to have a process for visualizing those events.

Compare each solution against the others to determine the optimum solution. Solution comparison identifies which solution best solves the problem based on the evaluation criteria.

Identify the preferred solution. For simple problems, proceed straight to executing the solution. For more complex problems, a leader plan of action or formal plan may be necessary. If a superior assigned the problem, prepare the necessary products (verbal, written, or both) needed to present the recommendation to the decision maker. Before presenting findings and a recommendation, coordinate the recommendation with those affected by the problem or the solutions. Every problem requires both a solution and the ability to communicate it. A good solution can be lost if one cannot persuade the audience that it is correct.

A feedback system that provides timely and accurate information, periodic review, and the flexibility to adjust must also be built into the implementation plan.

Problem solving does not end with identifying the best solution or obtaining approval of a recommendation. It ends when the problem is solved.

( Adapted from U.S. Army Field Manual 5-0, January 2005.





