
“An undefined problem has an infinite number of solutions.”                           

- Robert A. Humphrey
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Four Steps to 
Solving Problems
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Step Outcome ResourcesKey Actions

Step 1:
Define the 
problem

Step 2:
Determine 
the root 
cause

Step 3:
Develop a 
solution

Step 4:
Implement 
the solution

Problem 
definition

Description 
of root 
cause

Solution 
statement 

Action plan

Problem 
Definition 
Worksheet

Root Cause 
Worksheet

5 Why’s Tool

Analytical Tools

Solution 
Worksheet

Action 
Planning Tool

a. Define the current situation.
b. Define the desired situation.
c. Define the importance of the problem.
d. Define who needs to be involved in 

solving the problem.
e. Define the timeframe for solving the 

problem.

a. Analyze root cause (RCA & 5 Why’s).
b. Describe the root cause.
c. Check the root cause.

S. STATE the solution challenge.
T. TARGET the criteria.
O. Identify OPTIONS to address 

the root cause.
C. CHECK the options against the criteria.
K. KNOW your solution.

S. Clarify the SOLUTION.
P. PLAN out the solution.
D. DO the plan.
C. CHECK to see if the problem is solved.
A. ACT on what you find out.

Problem Solving
Roadmap
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Supporting  
Analytical Tools

Analytical Tools

1 Problem Solving Roadmap

2 Pareto

3 Process Map

4 Cause and Effect

5 5 Why’s

6 Histogram

7 Scatter Diagram

8 Opportunity Analysis

9 Cycle Time Analysis

10 Variance Analysis

11 Force Field Analysis

12 Team Ground Rules 

13 Team Meetings 

14 Team Consensus 

15 Groupthink

Other

Other

Other

Other

Other

Define Root 
Cause

Solution Implement

1 2 3 4
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Step 1:
Define the Problem

Overview

A complete and clearly-written problem definition is 
the foundation for developing a good solution. A good 
definition helps you get a handle on the problem by 
defining the nature, size, and scope of the problem.  

By taking the time to fully understand the problem at 
the beginning, you will save yourself a lot of time and 
frustration later on. 

Key Outcome

 A complete and clearly-written problem definition. 

Key Actions

 Consider the following key actions:

 a) Describe the current situation.

 b) Describe the desired situation. 

 c) Describe the importance of the problem.  

 d) Describe who needs to be involved in solving 
the problem. 

 e) Describe the timeframe for solving the problem. 
  

Primary Tool

 Problem Definition Worksheet

Define the 
problem

1

Determine 
Root Cause

2

Develop a 
Solution

3

Implement 
the Solution

4
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The first key action in defining the problem is to 
describe the current situation. This is done by stating 
the observable, relevant facts that tell you there is a 
problem. These are facts that:

	 	You can see

	 	Are connected to the problem

	 	Help describe the current state

	 	Build objectivity 

These facts should help you answer the following 
questions:

n WHAT is the problem?  
What are the visible facts, symptoms, or events that tell 
you there is a problem?   

n WHERE is it happening?  
Where are these facts, symptoms, or events occurring? 
Where are they not occurring?  

n WHEN is it happening? 
When are these facts, symptoms, or events occurring? 
When are they not occurring? 

n HOW MUCH is it happening?  
To what extent are these facts, symptoms, or events 
occurring (e.g. every hour, twenty percent of the time, 
etc.)? To what extent are they not occurring?

Describe the 
Current Situation1a
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Describing the desired situation is the second key 
action to defining the problem. It should help you 
answer one important question: 
 

What would you see if the 
problem didn’t exist?

 
In answering this question, consider the following 
factors:

	  Desired results    

	  Desired behaviors   

	  Desired practices

WARNING! 

It is tempting to describe the desired situation 
by describing solutions.

Example: 
“I’ll tell you what I’d like to see . . . I’d like 
to see us get rid of the old junky computer 
and buy a brand new one.”

Try to avoid this. It is too early to talk about 
solutions. You still need to finish defining the 
problem and then determine the root cause.

Describe the 
Desired Situation1b
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Being able to explain the importance of the problem 
will help you to create buy-in and obtain the support 
needed to tackle the problem.

To help you describe the importance, think about the 
impact the problem has on:

 Safety 
How does the problem affect the team’s ability to work 
safely? What hazards or risks will continue until the 
problem is solved? What safety issues does the problem 
present for the future?   

 Quality 
How does the problem affect quality? What defects are 
occurring because of the problem? What quality issues 
does the problem present for the future?

 Delivery 
How does the problem affect your ability to deliver 
product on time? In what way is the problem blocking 
or slowing product flow? In what ways is the problem 
slowing down work processes? What productivity issues 
does the problem present for the future?

 Cost 
How does the problem affect costs? What kinds of waste 
or extra expense will continue until the problem is 
solved? What cost issues does the problem present for 
the future?

 Morale 
How does the problem affect the commitment and 
overall motivation of the team? In what way is the 
problem creating stress or dissatisfaction within the 
workforce? In what ways is the problem What morale 
issues does the problem present for the future?

Describe the Importance 
of the Problem1c
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Identifying who needs to be involved is the next 
important task in defining the problem. Trying to solve 
a problem without involving the right people can be a 
frustrating and often futile experience. 

When identifying who needs to be involved, consider 
the following:

 Urgency  
How quickly will the problem need to be solved?    

 Input and Expertise  
Who’s input do you need? Who has the expertise and 
resources you will need to solve the problem?  

 Buy-in 
From whom will you need to get commitment and with 
whom will you need to share ownership for solving the 
problem? 

 Learning Opportunity 
Does the problem present a learning opportunity? If so, 
who can benefit from the learning?  

 Agreement  
Will the people you plan to involve in the problem 
solving process be able to reach a consensus and 
agreement?   

 Other  
What other considerations might be important when 
identifying who should be involved? 

Describe Who 
Needs To Be Involved1d



10

Workbook Problem Solving ToolS

Copyright © 1997/2013 by Learning Point, Inc. All rights reserved.  Rev. PS 11-13

The final part of the problem definition is to clarify 
the timeframe for solving the problem. Specify when 
the problem must be solved. What is the window of 
opportunity? How much time will you have? 

There are three basic considerations:

 Start  
When can you begin working on the problem?    

 End  
When must the problem be solved?  

 Amount 
How much time can you devote to solving the problem? 

Describe the Timeframe 
for Solving the Problem1e
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 1: Problem Definition Worksheet                         
Use this worksheet to help you complete step one of the problem-solving process.

CURRENT SITUATION—What OBSERVABLE FACTS help tell you what is happening?

DESIRED SITUATION—What would you see if the problem did not exist?

a

b

c

e

WHAT is 
the basic 
problem?

WHERE does 
it happen?

WHEN does 
it happen?

HOW MUCH 
does it 

happen?

IMPORTANCE—What impact will this problem have on safety, quality, cost, productivity, etc.?

d
INVOLVEMENT—Who needs to be involved and to what level?

TIMEFRAME—How soon must the problem be solved?
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Use the following checklist to guide your success at 
defining the problem. 

     a: Describe the current situation
  Did you describe the observable facts that tell you what 

the problem is?
  Did you describe WHERE the problem is happening?
  Did you describe WHEN the problem is happening?
  Did you describe HOW MUCH the problem is happening? 

     b: Describe the desired situation
  Did you answer the question, what would you see if the 

problem did not exist?
  Did you avoid describing possible solutions? 

     c: Describe the importance of the problem
  Did you describe the impact the problem is having on key 

success factors (safety, quality, cost, production, etc.)?
  Did you describe the potential impact the problem could 

have in the future? 

     d: Describe who needs to be involved
  In deciding who should be involved, did you consider 

urgency, expertise, buy-in, learning, and agreement?
  Did you describe what each person’s role will be? 

     e: Describe the timeframe
  Did you specify a deadline?
  Did you specify the proportion of time to be spent on the 

problem between now and the deadline? 

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Y N

Checklist for
Defining the Problem


