
EIGHT ESSENTIALS TO DEFINING 
A PROBLEM 
 

Although we make decisions all the time, some decisions come easier than others. The first step is to define 

the problem clearly. We have eight suggestions to help you do this as easily, efficiently, and effectively as 

possible.  

Rephrase the Problem 

Sometimes what we want to see is not what other people see. When the boss sees production drop and he 

tells his team to work harder, he’s not likely to see much of a result. He’s telling people what to do for his 

benefit, and that does very little to engage people. Instead, he could rephrase the problem and ask 

people what they feel connects them to their work. He can take an interest and ask what they can do to 

make their jobs easier or make work processes more efficient. In this way he engages people, finds out 

what could be dropping their production, and can come up with solutions instead of just telling people to 

be “more productive.”  

If you have a hard time with wordsmithing, grab a dictionary and thesaurus (or look at online versions) and 

play with your problem statement by changing it several times. Start with one word or short phrases. If you 

don’t enjoy word games very much or feel yourself struggling, ask for help from a colleague or friend.  

Expose and Challenge Assumptions 

We assume a lot. It’s human nature. Unfortunately, assumptions can really interfere with getting an 

accurate problem statement.  

When defining your problem, write a list and include as many assumptions you can think of, especially the 

obvious ones. This helps to clarify the problem. Then, test each assumption and find out if some of them are 

actually wrong, or if you imposed them on yourself. 

One common assumption is to say, “We’ve never done it that way, so we won’t be allowed to do it in the 

future.” 

Use Facts 

Sometimes we see a problem and just want to jump in and fix it. However, we are also generally 

responsible for things like time and money, so it’s important that we look at the details and determine what 

the problem really is. If a problem is too vague, it might not even be serious enough to warrant solving. 

Find the data you need to define the problem. If you can draw a picture or a graph, do so. Ask questions 

and gather information that honestly describes the problem so that you can get specific about it.  

Grow Your Thinking 

Problems are often related to other problems. They can be a small element of a larger issue, so this 

element of problem definition includes considering the problem as part of something larger. To do this, you 

make the problem more general.  



Ask questions such as  

✓ “What’s this connected to?” 

✓ “What is this an example of?” 

✓ “Where have we seen this before?” 

Shrink Your Environment Temporarily 

Since each problem is likely made up of smaller problems, one way to figure out the issue is to split it into 

smaller pieces. This allows you to consider specific details. This will help you gain an understanding of the 

bigger problem, as well as the effect that the smaller problems have on one another.   

Shrinking your environment is very effective when you have a problem that is overwhelming. It allows you 

to focus on something tangible. You can again use word play to great benefit here, using words that are 

more accurate in their definition. “Vehicle” becomes “taxi” or “car.” “Budget” becomes “our department’s 

budget” and then “our department’s travel budget.”  

Practice Multiple Perspectives 

Although the problem may be very clear from where you are looking right now, that may not be the case 

from everyone else’s perspective. If our sales are decreasing, we may think it’s because our sales team is 

not being effective, but maybe our competition has dropped their price and added a feature to their 

product that makes them more appealing than we are. 

Rewrite the problem from several different perspectives. How does your customer look at this problem? 

What about your sales team? Your courier? Add perspectives for people in different roles. How would 

your spouse see this? A former teacher? A local business association? The people at the café down the 

street?  

Turn it Upside Down 

One powerful perspective is defining your problem is to look at it from the reverse direction. If you want 

more of something, figure out what you get less of as a result. Investigate what happens to decrease sales, 

or to sell fewer products, or to lose more games. If you feel that sending an employee to a conference is 

too expensive, consider what happens when you do send them.  

Change your perspective and consider things from angles you had not yet considered, and consider the 

consequences. What about setting up a bare bones product that does not have all the same elements as 

the fancy ones people are buying from your competition?   

Frame the Problem Purposely and Positively 

This is something we borrow from goal setting. Our brains will focus on things that are positive and 

exciting. Even more effective is to reframe what you think as the problem into a positive and engaging 

question, because our subconscious loves to ponder questions and will start working on them immediately, 

even if we don’t think we’re thinking about it.  For example, instead of thinking, “We need our employees 

to quit smoking because smokers are driving up costs of our benefit plan,” try, “How can we encourage our 

employees to live long healthy lives and live to be happy people?”   



Summary 

When you can describe the problem clearly, the solution often presents itself. However, failure to identify 

the problem properly can send you off fixing things that may not ever resolve the actual problem. Don’t 

create a situation where you are looking at the same problem three months from now; use these eight 

essential elements in your favor.   


