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A Project Manager's Short Guide to
Effective Problem-Solving in 6 Steps
~ By Duncan Haughey

For project managers and business
analysts like you, effective problem-
solving remains an ever-important soft
skill that requires you to combine
creative thinking and strong analytical
skills. The simple six-step process
outlined below will help you master
effective problem-solving — a skill that
will provide you with the ability to
bring a new perspective to problems,
helping you to design, and implement,
effective solutions.

Step #1: Identify the Problem
First, make sure you're dealing with the real problem, not just its symptoms. In information technology, we use
root cause analysis to trace back to the origin of a problem. Take the time needed to do this tracing and discover
the real reason for a problem by looking at it from different angles. Here are a few tools that can help:

Cause and effect diagrams: These diagrams help you gain a solid understanding of what's actually
causing the problem.

Drill-down technique: This technique helps you split problems into decreasingly smaller parts to gain an
increasingly more in-depth understanding of the cause.

5 whys: This approach helps you drill down to a problem's root cause by asking why five times.

Ultimately, all problems fall into three basic cause types:

1. Physical cause: Equipment has had a material failure and stopped working.

2. Human cause: Someone made a mistake or forgot to do something.

3. Organisational cause: A system or process was flawed and/or failed.



Step #2: List All Possible Solutions
Once you understand the problem, it's time to think about possible solutions. If your problem is simple, the
solution will often be clear straightaway. But more complex problems may require a formal approach to finding
solutions. Here are some potential techniques you could employ:

Hold a brainstorming session with your team to identify and explore answers to the problem.

Use mind mapping to focus your mind, gain clarity and quickly identify solutions.

Ask a coach to employ the GROW model (better-coaching-using-the-grow-model.php) to help you
identify the obstacles preventing you from achieving your goal.

Step #3: Evaluate the Solutions
Once you have your list of solutions, evaluate each one by asking a few questions:

What are the pros and cons?

Which measures will resolve the problem and prevent it from re-occurring?

Step #4: Pick the Best Solution
Weigh the solutions against a good outcome versus risk. Here are a few questions you should be asking to help
guide this process:

What options can you discard straightaway?

Which option will have the best outcome at an acceptable risk level?

What is your best option?

Step #5: Document the Selected Solution
Once you've identified the best solution, write it down. This action helps you think through the solution
thoroughly and identify any implications of implementing the solution. This step is especially useful when
solutions are complex, when they require organising, to ensure a specific process order is followed or when you
don't want to rely solely on your memory.

Step #6: Create a Contingency Plan
Circumstances may (and often do!) change, so create a plan of what you will do for any foreseeable futures.
Don't be caught unprepared when and if things change.
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What Would You Do?
Here are three scenarios you may encounter as a project manager. Faced with these situations, what would you
do?

Scenario 1: The Urgent Project
You have been asked by your director to plan an urgent project. However, you cannot start
the project because a colleague with vital information and expertise is away on an extended
holiday, and both are essential for project success.

How would you approach this situation?

Scenario 2: The Unhappy Customer
Your customer is unhappy with the service you're providing on their project. You have not
done anything wrong. The customer has been the cause of several delays through last
minute and unexpected changes.

How would you approach this situation?

Scenario 3: The Serious Mistake
Halfway through a project, you realise you have made a serious mistake. The situation may
require significant extra time to resolve and could cause you to miss an important go-live
deadline.

How would you deal with this situation to ensure you still met the deadline?

As is usually the case, there's no single right answer to each problem, and the answers provided in the example
scenarios are just one possibility. Other solutions exist and may, in some cases, even provide a better outcome.


