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PROBLEM SOLVING 

 

Problems are only opportunities in work clothes. 

– Henry Kaiser 

 

Introduction 

 

Problems are at the heart of much of what people face on a daily basis and the capability to 

solve issues is a fundamental life skill that is required in our 

daily lives at home and workplace. The challenges a person 

confronts might be huge or little, simple or complicated, 

easy or tough and these could be work related intra / inter 

organisational issues or personal issues. The challenge lies in 

the ability solve the problems in an efficient and timely 

manner. According to a survey, one of the top five 

"extremely crucial" abilities for work success is problem 

solving. 

 

Finding solutions to problems is an important 

element of any civil servants’ job. Thus, being a confident problem solver is critical to successful 

discharge of the assigned duties. ‘Efficiency’ is one of the pillars of Good Governance and Citizen 

Centric Administration and ‘Problem Solving’ is a key attribute of the ‘Efficiency’ pillar. 

 

Aim 

 

To infuse better “Problem Solving” skills amongst civil servants as a part of Competency 

Based Training (CBT) under the Mission Karamyogi programme. 

 

Problem and Problem Solving  

 

The dictionary meaning of ‘Problem’ is a situation, person, or thing that needs attention and 

needs to be dealt with or solved. Genesis of the the word ‘problem’ comes from the Greek word 

‘proballein’ wherein ‘pro’ means ‘before’ and ‘ballein’ means ‘to throw’ i.e. throwing up a question 

or a situation.  

 

Problem-solving abilities are beneficial not only in one’s personal life but also in one’s work 

life. Employers frequently see everyday issue solving as critical to their businesses' success in today's 

fast-changing global market. Employees may utilise problem solving to generate practical and 

innovative solutions as well as demonstrate independence and initiative to their organisations. 

 

 There are a range of problems that an individual can be confronted with. Problems can be 

classified under multiple criteria as given in the table below:- 

 

Types of Unknown Levels of Difficulty Open-endedness 

Known problem, 

known solution 

Knowledge 

When.. Where.. What 

formula  

Open-ended problems 

No single correct answer for the 

problem 

Subjective, at times even, opinion based 

Divergent thinking is suited 

Known problem, Comprehension Close-ended problems 
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Types of Unknown Levels of Difficulty Open-endedness 

solution requires 

additional expertise 

Relate..Show..Distinguish  A single correct answer for the problem 

Convergent thinking is suited 

Known problem, 

solution requires new 

approaches 

Application 

Apply.. Demonstrate.. 

Determine  

 

Unidentified problems Analysis 

Organize.. Arrange..  

 

 Synthesis 

Speculate..Devise..Design  

 

 Evaluation  

 

 

Pathways to Problem Solving 

 

The process of detecting a problem, generating viable solutions, and 

deciding on the best course of action is known as problem solving. In 

management, there have been multiple pathways to problem solving. An enduring 

model is the IDEAL model propagated by John D. Bransford and Barry S. Stein in 

1993.  

 

 

 

Identify problems and opportunities – The easiest 

method to figure out what's causing the problem is to ask 

questions and collect data. Investigating facts rather than 

assuming a solution is more effective if you have a complex 

challenge. Pose questions to yourself about the issue. What 

information do you have regarding the issue? What do you 

think you don't know? When was the last time it functioned 

properly? Since then, what has changed? Is it possible to 

break down the procedure into individual steps? Where does 

the issue arise in the process? Instead of making assumptions, be interested, ask questions, gather 

data, and draw logical inferences. At this phase, it is important to focus on the problem and avoid the 

desire to describe it in terms of a solution. 

 

Define Goals - The next step is to define the desired goals in the 

problem context. This is not the same as identifying the issue. For 

example, a group of individuals may recognise the presence of a common 

problem and agree that it provides an opportunity, but they may disagree 

on what their goals should be. Different goals frequently represent 

different perspectives on a situation. When attempting to solve an issue, 

people frequently forget to explore alternate goals. Instead, they go right 

into the study of approaches to resolve the problem. An important part of goal defining also 

understands impacts on associated issues to that particular problem.  

 

 

Explore Possible Strategies – With the information obtained 

in the previous two phases of the problem solving framework, one 

can start thinking about potential solutions to the identified problem.  
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While considering possible strategies, assessing likely alternatives should be postponed at 

first. It is important to include all those who are involved in the decision-making process and 

to specify options that are in line with the goals planned in step two of the process. A thorough 

brainstorming of all viable options must include considering other people's suggestions and 

make a list of both short and long-term options.  

Defining a perfect solution involves the following 

 

 Outcomes required. 

 

 Rewards in terms of the goal achievement. 

 

 Efficient handling of impediments. 

 

 Other people's approval of the solution. 

 

 Restrictions. 

 

 Maximum disadvantages that are acceptable. 

 

 Resource constraints. 

 

 Minimum results adequate. 

 

Having identified likely options to solve the problem, it is critical to identify the most 

appropriate strategy. The following steps are imperative to decide on the suitable approach. 

 

 Compare alternatives to a set of benchmarks. 

 

 Evaluate all options without prejudice. 

 

 Assess options in light of the objectives. 

 

 Examine both verified and hypothetical outcomes. 

 

 Clearly state the preferred option. 

 

Anticipate Outcomes and Act - The necessity of 

recognising issues and chances to be creative, setting goals, 

and investigating ideas or tactics for solutions has been 

stressed. It's critical to foresee probable consequences after 

deciding on a plan and then acting on it. It is important 

evaluating the chosen solutions in numerous scenarios to predict probable results. It is also prudent to 

consider a worst-case scenario that may occur as it may point out to further refinement or fine tuning 

of the selected strategy. The apex of the problem-solving process lies in execution. This stage has 

three basic steps  

 

 Predict likely outcomes of the chosen strategy. 
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 Employ the most reliable line of action to implement the strategies. 

 

 Ponder and recall. 

 

 

Look and learn - The final phase of the 

IDEAL approach to problem solving 

involves examining the tangible results 

of the strategy and gaining new 

knowledge including assimilation of 

techniques that incorporates skills that 

may be applied in the workplace. A set 

of questions given below will enable 

successful fruition of the final step. 

 

 How did the chosen strategy facilitate in resolving the issue? 

 

 Were any learning opportunities taken advantage of? 

 

 Are there any new patterns of behaviour that have emerged? 

 

 How can learning and behaviour changes be reinforced and solidified? 

 

 How have the newly acquired abilities influenced performance? 

 

 Are there any other options to think about? 

 

 Was the strategy successful – if not, there is a need to recheck the process? 

 

 Why did it work so well? 

 

 Why didn't it succeed this time? 

 

 What is the planned course of action next time a similar situation arises? 

 

Conclusion 

 

The IDEAL model is a very successful process framework for providing learning 

opportunities and serendipitous learning that may help individuals better understand difficulties and 

seek solutions to complicated situations. 

 

It's crucial not to take one's own knowledge and experience for granted. Based on one's 

experiences, mistakes, and achievements, one's perspective and unique abilities must be refined. All 

civil servants will face a multitude of problem solving situations all through their careers and will be 

remembered the most for challenges handled and dealing with problems that could otherwise appear 

big, overpowering, or unnecessarily complex to others.  
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