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Rephrase it

Challenge 
assumptions

Chunk it UP
• is it a small 

piece of a larger 
problem?

Chunk it DOWN
• is it composed 

of several 
pieces?

Look at it from 
multiple 
perspectives

Use effective 
language 
constructs
• Action
• Object
• Qualifier
• End Result
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AT
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S Can you derive 

a clear mission 
from your 
problem 
statement?

How do you see 
this mission 
being 
achieved?

Develop a plan:
• Does thinking in 

terms of a 
theme help?

• Do the pieces of 
your strategies 
fit together?

• Are you using 
your resources 
wisely?

• Are your 
strategies 
consistent, but 
flexible to allow 
for 
improvement?
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S Consider:

• Contextual 
Factors

• Ethical 
Dimensions

• Logical 
Dimensions

• Cultural 
Dimensions

Solutions can 
address the 
source of the 
problem:
• Prevent it
• Eliminate it
• Reduce it

or, address the 
symptoms of 
the problem:
• Treat them
• Tolerate them
• Redirect them
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S For success
• effectiveness
• how well it 

meets 
constraints

• acceptability to 
users

For efficiency
• cost/benefit 

ratio
• practicality
• reliability

For newness
• originality
• level of surprise
• seminal nature

For coherence
• unified
• refined
• aesthetic

Approaching Problem-Solving – Quick Reference 



PROBLEM-SOLVING 
Job Aid 

I. Define the Problem 
Demonstrate the ability to construct a clean and insightful problem statement with evidence 
of all relevant contextual factors.  Consider the following when defining a problem: 

APPROACH DETAILS 

REPHRASE IT Think about how words carry meaning.   
Rephrase the problem as a question. 
Example: You have been tasked to get more productivity out of your 

employees. 
Problem as a Question: 

1. How do I find ways to increase employee productivity? 
2. How can I make employees’ job easier? 

Problem is the same in 1 & 2 , but do you respond to the questions the 
same?  

• . . . be more productive  
• . . .make your job easier  

Consider feelings and the points of view  
Play freely with the problem statement,  

• Reword it several times.  
• For a methodical approach, take single words and substitute 

variations. 
o Increase sales 
o Increase  = attract, develop, extend, repeat  

Consider how your perception of the problem changes.  
Use a thesaurus or develop your vocabulary. 
 
 

CHALLENGE 
ASSUMPTIONS 

Many problems come with a list of assumptions attached 
Get rid of bad assumptions 

• Make them explicit.  
• List and expose as many as you can — especially those most 

obvious  
Example: You’re about to enter the restaurant business.  
The Assumption:  Restaurants have menus.  

• Challenge this assumption 
• Find interesting Business models and Alternatives 

o customers show up with dish ideas, chef cooks them 
o customers vote online for what will be served the next day 

Test each assumption for validity: 
Many bad assumptions are self-imposed — apply scrutiny you are 
able to safely drop them. 

• How might the assumption not be valid?  
• What are the consequences?  
• Be a Skeptic. 

  



Problem-Solving Job Aid I.  Define the Problem 

APPROACH DETAILS 
CHUNK IT  
Chunking UP Is your problem a small piece of a larger problem?  

Step back and look at it from a General Perspective.    
Ask yourself: 

• What is this part-of? 
• What is this an example of? 
• What is the intention behind this? 

Trying using HYPERNYMS:  Words that have a broader meaning.  e.g., 
 Word Hypernyms 

 Car Vehicle 
Transportation 

 Is this problem a symptom of a larger problem? 
Example:  Problem = High Heating Bill 
1. Heating System Could be broken, or 

2. People in your household may be wasting heat unnecessarily 

 Possible Reason (Actual Problem): 
Other members of household don’t pay the heating bill.  They are not 
conscious of what wasting heat means, and do not perceive the 
negative consequences  

 
 

Chunking DOWN Is your problem a composed of several pieces?  
Can you decompose your problem into a few or several smaller problems  

• Each smaller problem is more specific than the larger whole 
• Ask, what are the parts of this? 
• Ask, what are some examples of this? 

Trying using HYPONYMS:  Words that are stricter in meaning.  e.g., 
 Word Hyponyms 

 Car Sedan 
Minivan 

For more on Hypernyms & Hyponyms, see WordNet http://wordnet.princeton.edu 
 
 

Example of a 
problem being  
the symptom of 
a larger problem 



Problem-Solving Job Aid I.  Define the Problem 

APPROACH DETAILS 
MULTIPLE 
PERSPECTIVES 

Different eyes have different insight. 
Can you view your problem from a different perspective? 

Example: A Business Owner is trying to increase sales. 

• View this from a customer’s perspective 
o What product would you pay more for? 
o What service would you as a customer love to see? 

• Rewrite your problem statement from multiple perspectives 
o How would your competition state the problem? 
o Your employee 
o Your Mail carrier  

 
 

EFFECTIVE 
LANGUAGE 
CONSTRUCTS 

How do you construct your question? 
Frame the problem in form or a question and pay close attention to 
how you phrase your question. 

Positive Statements: Help find a goal behind your problem. 

• Frame it so that you expect to find the solution 
o In what ways might I . . . ? (suggests multiple solutions), vs. 
o “How do you. . . .?” (a single solution)  

• Frame it to challenge your brain, so it will reach for solutions 
o Make your questions engaging 
o Phrase your question in a manner that excites you 

Formula for phrasing:  Try to include these elements in your questions 

• Action 
• Object 
• Qualifier  
• End Result 

“In what ways (action) (object) (qualifier) (end result)?” 

e.g., “In what ways might I package (action) my book (object) more 
attractively (qualifier) so more people will buy it (end results)? 
 
 



PROBLEM-SOLVING 
Job Aid 

II. Identify Strategies 
Identify Multiple Approaches for solving the problem, that apply within a specific context. 

Consider the following when developing strategies: 

A Definition Strategy is derived from the ancient Greek word, stratçgos 
• stratos – meaning army. 
• ago – meaning leading/guiding/moving. 

Why? Use a strategy to increase the probability of a project's success and 
overcome resistance to change.  

Four Elements to 
Consider 

Can you articulate a unique value proposition  
• Does thinking in terms of a theme help formulate a sound strategy? 

Activities that fit together and reinforce each other. 
• Do your pieces fit together? 

Clear tradeoffs, choosing what to do and also what not to do. 
• Wise use of your resources 

Continuity AND flexibility for continual improvement 
• Consistent and also flexible with expectations of improving  

Mission Know your mission.  What are you expected to do?  Can you derive a clear 
mission from your Problem Statement? 

Vision How do you see this being achieved? 

Plan/Approach Develop a plan of action or an approach designed to arrive at a solution. 

Example: Problem:  A river that needs to be crossed. 

• A cooperative strategy.   A construction-oriented approach 
e.g., build a bridge with your community 

• A personally-oriented strategy.  
A physical approach, e.g., swim across alone.  

• An approach that partially applies would be a personal, physical 
approach for someone who doesn't know how to swim. 

The solution must be an appropriate response to the problem. 

 Ask your self:  Is your strategy in-line with your goal?   

 



PROBLEM-SOLVING 
Job Aid 

III. Formulate Solutions 
Propose one or more solution that indicates a deep comprehension of the problem.  
Consider both the context of the problem as well as the dimensions 

Consider the following when formulating solution: 

FACTORS and 
DIMENSIONS  

Contextual Factors.  Do your solutions take into account the environment 
in which the problem exists?  

Ethical Dimensions.  What are the ethical implications of your proposed 
solutions? 

Logical Dimensions.  Do your solutions make sense? 

Cultural Dimensions.  Are your solutions sensitive to the unique needs of 
the stakeholders? 

SOLUTIONS The management of a problem in a way that successfully meets the goals 
established for treating it. 

Address the 
Source 

Prevent:  Preventing a problem from occurring or recurring is perhaps the 
ideal solution. However, prevention is often a difficult to apply because it 
requires predictive foresight, i.e., "this might be a problem someday if we 
don't act now", and it is often costly.  Most problems crash into us 
unexpectedly or for some other reason cannot be prevented.  

Example You can prevent a cold, or an automobile accident, you will not 
have to deal any further with a problem or its effects.   
Similarly, by preventing misunderstandings, the need for lots of 
damage control and emotional healing can be avoided.  

Eliminate:  Eliminating a problem is also an excellent way of attacking a 
problem.  Elimination solutions should be considered in nearly every 
problem situation.  However, elimination solutions can be expensive, 
politically unpopular, and are not always feasible. 

Example In the days before -DirecTV a man has chronic trouble getting 
TV reception to suit him.  Each weekend he was on his roof 
installing another antenna, rotating one, putting another up on a 
higher mast, and so on.  He might have eliminated the problem 
by subscribing to cable TV (which was available) or moving to 
an area where the reception was better.  

Reduce:  Some problems, like trash production, cannot be eliminated 
entirely.  In such cases, a strategy of reduction can be highly effective. Any 
problem can be made less of one by reducing its size.  

Example Current approaches to the flow of illegal drugs into the country 
include reduction strategies. The flow of drugs cannot be 
eliminated as long as demand continues, so interdiction focuses 
on "as much as possible." 



Problem-Solving Job Aid III.  Formulate Solutions 

SOLUTIONS (cont’d) 

Address the 
Symptoms  

Treat It:  Here the damage caused by the problem is repaired or treated. 
We mop up the water, fix the damaged floor, hang the rugs out to dry.  

• By itself a treat-it solution is not going to be nearly as effective as 
some form of stop-it solution  

• Treat-it solutions are often needed in addition to an elimination or 
reduction form of solution.  

Example Some drug and alcohol treatment programs are aimed at 
symptomatic relief of the effects of these problems rather than 
at eliminating the problems to begin with.  

Tolerate It:  The effects of the problem are put up with, taken for granted 
and measures are taken to endure them.  

Example Graffiti and vandalism are now taken for granted in many large 
cities, tolerance measures have been implemented, such as 
installing lights that are harder to break or cheaper to replace, 
not planting trees that would be destroyed, etc.  

Redirect It:  Here the problem is deflected. Sometimes the problem will 
simply be redefined as not a problem.  Remember that a problem is a 
problem only when someone defines it as such.   

Example Some police departments have been known to buy bus or 
airline tickets for chronic offenders to send them to another 
state far across the country, thus "solving" their problem.  

Sometimes, as when you get a cold, this approach is all that's available: 
there is no elimination solution that works yet.  Be careful to investigate the 
possibility of Addressing the Source before you Focus on the Symptoms. 
There is a temptation to focus on symptomatic treatments for our problems 
when we should be looking for treatments of the underlying causes.  

 



PROBLEM-SOLVING 
Job Aid 

IV. Evaluate Potential Solutions 
Thorough and insightful evaluation of solutions.  Consider the history of problem(s), 
reviews, logic and reasoning; examine feasibility of solution and weigh impact of solution.  
Consider the following when evaluating your solutions: 

SUCCESSFUL Solves The Problem Effectively.  Achieves the stated goals, meets a 
need. There are often several solutions to the same problem, the degree of 
superiority of this solution is important. "This is a better idea."  Negative 
side effects  must also be factored in. 
Meets Constraints.  The solution works within the stated constraints, 
overcomes, or circumvents to the problem in an acceptable way. "It’s on 
time." "It fits the specifications." "It's under budget." 
Acceptable to Users:  The solution is agreeable to those who must 
implement it and those affected by it.  The solution has positive secondary 
effects and no (or minor) negative secondary effects. "We like it."  

Think beyond the engineering and technology, when deciding whether the 
solution will be successful. You may have invented an anti-gravity device, 
but if no one will use it, it is not a successful solution. 

EFFICIENT Cost/Benefit Ratio.  The solution is economical, with high price / 
performance ratio.  A less expensive way to do it that is worth the effort and 
will pay for itself.  Money exists in finite amounts, solutions compete with 
each other for these limited resources. 
Practical. The solution is logical, useful, systematic, understandable.  Not 
overly difficult or complex for the intended benefits. Simple and direct as 
possible for the desired outcome. "We can do it." "We found an easier 
way." 
Reliable.  Solution will continue to work over time with a high degree of 
reliability, consistency, and effectiveness. “It still works!" Dependability is at 
the core of user satisfaction.  Replacement cost in labor, disruption, and 
psychic trauma add up quickly.  

NEW Original.  The solution is innovative. "That’s brilliant." "What will they think 
of next?"  
Surprising.  The  solution is unusual, out of the ordinary lines of thought. 
"Why didn’t I think of that?" "I can't believe they can do it that way."  
Seminal.  The solution provides the foundation for further, similar solutions, 
opens new vistas for further development.  It represents a beginning – a 
new line of inquiry – with the promise of a future.  "Hey, this has 
possibilities." "We could use something like this."  

COHERENT Unified.  The solution is organized, seamless, synthetic, organic, holistic, 
competent. "It all fits." "It’s perfect." "What a great system." Solutions that 
involve a clear, even simple, conceptual design often emerge as unified.   
Refined.  The solution is synergetic, high quality, well-designed, well-
crafted, well-executed. "That’s neat."  The best solutions usually pass 
through several iterations of the refinement.   
Aesthetic.  The solution is artistic, attractive, enduring, timeless. "It’s 
beautiful." "What an elegant idea." Many a great technology has failed 
because it was put into an ugly plastic shell. 
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