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ProblemSolving:
In cognitivepsychologytheterm problem-solving refers
tothementalprocessthatpeoplegothroughtodiscover,
analyze,andsolveproblems.Thisinvolvesallofthe
stepsintheproblemprocess,includingthediscoveryof
theproblem,thedecisiontotackletheissue,
understandingtheproblem,researchingtheavailable
optionsandtakingactionstoachieveyourgoals.Before
problem-solvingcanoccur,itisimportanttofirst
understandtheexactnatureoftheproblemitself.Ifyour
understandingoftheissueisfaulty,yourattemptsto
resolveitwillalsobeincorrectorflawed.

MentalProcessesatWorkDuringProblem
-Solving:

Thereareanumberofmentalprocessesatworkduring
problem-solving.Theseinclude:

 Perceptuallyrecognizingaproblem
 Representingtheprobleminmemory
 Consideringrelevantinformationthatappliestothe
currentproblem

 Identifydifferentaspectsoftheproblem
 Labelinganddescribingtheproblem

Problem-SolvingStrategies:



 Algorithms:

 Analgorithmisastep-by-stepprocedurethatwill
alwaysproduceacorrectsolution.Amathematical
formulaisagoodexampleofaproblem-solving
algorithm.Whileanalgorithmguaranteesan
accurateanswer,itisnotalwaysthebestapproach
toproblem-solving.Thisstrategyisnotpracticalfor
manysituationsbecauseitcanbesotime-
consuming.Forexample,ifyouweretryingtofigure
outallofthepossiblenumbercombinationstoa
lockusinganalgorithm,itwouldtakeaverylong
time!

 Heuristics:

 Aheuristicisamentalrule-of-thumbstrategythat
mayormaynotworkincertainsituations.Unlike
algorithms,heuristicsdonotalwaysguaranteea
correctsolution.However,usingthisproblem-solving
strategydoesallowpeopletosimplifycomplex
problemsandreducethetotalnumberofpossible
solutionstoamoremanageableset.

 TrialandError: 



Atrial-and-errorapproachtoproblem-solvinginvolves
tryinganumberofdifferentsolutionsandrulingout
thosethatdonotwork.Thisapproachcanbeagood
optionifyouhaveaverylimitednumberofoptions
available.Iftherearemanydifferentchoices,youare
betteroffnarrowingdownthepossibleoptionsusing
anotherproblem-solvingtechniquebeforeattempting
trial-and-error.

 Insight:

 Insomecases,thesolutiontoaproblemcanappear
asasuddeninsight.Accordingtoresearchers,insight
canoccurbecauseyourealizethattheproblemis
actuallysimilartosomethingthatyouhavedealtwith
inthepast,butinmostcases,theunderlyingmental
processesthatleadtoinsighthappenoutsideof
awareness.

ObstaclesinProblem-Solving:

Ofcourse,problem-solvingisnotaflawlessprocess.
Thereareanumberofdifferentobstaclesthatcan
interferewithourabilitytosolveaproblemquicklyand
efficiently.Researchershavedescribedanumberof
thesementalobstacles,whichincludefunctional
fixedness,irrelevantinformation,andassumptions.



 FunctionalFixedness: 

Thistermreferstothetendencytoviewproblems
onlyintheircustomarymanner.Functionalfixedness
preventspeoplefromfullyseeingallofthedifferent
optionsthatmightbeavailabletofindasolution.

 IrrelevantorMisleadingInformation:

 Whenyouaretryingtosolveaproblem,itisimportant
todistinguishbetweeninformationthatisrelevantto
theissueandirrelevantdatathatcanleadtofaulty
solutions.Whenaproblemisverycomplex,theeasier
itbecomestofocusonmisleadingorirrelevant
information.

 Assumptions:

 Whendealingwithaproblem,peopleoftenmake
assumptionsabouttheconstraintsandobstaclesthat
preventcertainsolutions.

 MentalSet:

 Anothercommonproblem-solvingobstacleisknown
asamentalset,whichisthetendencypeoplehaveto
onlyusesolutionsthathaveworkedinthepastrather
thanlookingforalternativeideas.Amentalsetcan
oftenworkasaheuristic,makingitausefulproblem-
solvingtool.However,mentalsetscanalsoleadto
inflexibility,makingitmoredifficulttofindeffective



solutions.

Hereareseven-stepsforaneffectiveproblem-solving
process.

 Identifytheissues.Beclearaboutwhattheproblemis.

 Understandeveryone'sinterests.

 Listthepossiblesolutions(options).

 Evaluatetheoptions.

 Selectanoptionoroptions.

 Documenttheagreement(s).

 Agreeoncontingencies,monitoring,andevaluation.

1.IdentifyingtheProblem:

Identifyingtheproblemseemsliketheobviousfirststem,



butit’snotexactlyassimpleasitsounds.Peoplemight
identifythewrongsourceofaproblem,whichwillrender
thestepsthuscarriedonuseless.



Forinstance,let’ssayyou’rehavingtroublewithyour

studies.identifyingtherootofyourfailureisyourfirst

priority.Theproblemherecouldbethatyouhaven’t

beenallocatingenoughtimeforyourstudies,oryou

haven’ttriedtherighttechniques.But,ifyoumakean

assumptionthattheproblemhereisthesubjectbeing

toohard,youwon’tbeabletosolvetheproblem.

2.Defining/UnderstandingtheProblem:

It’svitaltoproperlydefinetheproblemonceit’sbeen
identified.Onlybydefiningtheproblem,furthersteps



canbetakentosolveit.Whileatit,youalsoneedtotake
intoconsiderationdifferentperspectivestounderstand
anyproblem;thiswillalsohelpyoulookforsolutions
withdifferentperspectives.
Now,followingupwiththe previousexample.Let’ssay
youhaveidentifiedtheproblemasnotbeingableto
allocateenoughtimeforyourstudies.Youneedtosort
outthereasonbehindit.Haveyoujustbeen
procrastinating?Haveyoubeentoobusywithwork?You
needtounderstandthewholeproblemandreasons
behindit,whichisthesecondstepinproblemsolving.

3.FormingaStrategy:

Developingastrategyisthenextsteptofindinga
solution.Eachdifferentsituationwillrequireformulating
differentstrategies,alsodependingonindividual’sunique
preferences.

Now,youhaveidentifiedandstudiedyourproblem.You
can’tjustsimplyjumpintotryingtosolveit.Youcan’t
justquitworkandstartstudying.Youneedtodrawupa
strategytomanageyourtimeproperly.Allocateless
timefornot-so-importantworks,andaddthemtoyour
studytime.Yourstrategyshouldbewellthought,sothat
intheoryatleast,youareabletomanageenoughtimeto
studyproperlyandnotfailintheexams.



4.OrganizingInformation:

Organizingtheavailableinformationisanothercrucial
steptotheprocess.Youneedtoconsider
 Whatdoyouknowabouttheproblem?
 Whatdoyounotknowabouttheproblem?

Accuracyofthesolutionforyourproblemwilldependon
theamountofinformationavailable.

Thehypotheticalstrategyyouformulateisn’ttheallofit
either.Youneedtonowcontemplateontheinformation
availableonthesubjectmatter.Usetheaforementioned
questionstofindoutmoreabouttheproblem.Proper
organizationoftheinformationwillforceyoutorevise
yourstrategyandrefineitforbestresults.

5.AllocatingResources:

Time,moneyandotherresourcesaren’tunlimited.
Decidinghowhighthepriorityistosolveyourproblem
willhelpyoudeterminetheresourcesyou’llbeusingin
yourcoursetofindthesolution.Iftheproblemis
important,youcanallocatemoreresourcestosolvingit.
However,iftheproblemisn’tasimportant,it’snotworth
thetimeandmoneyyoumightspendonitifnotfor
properplanning.

Forinstance,let’sconsideradifferentscenariowhere
yourbusinessdealisstuck,butit’sfewthousandmiles



away.Now,youneedtoanalyzetheproblemandthe
resourcesyoucanaffordtoexpendtosolvethe
particularproblem.Ifthedealisn’treallyinyourfavor,
youcouldjusttrysolvingitoverthephone,however,
moreimportantdealsmightrequireyoutoflytothe
locationinordertosolvetheissue.

6.MonitoringProgress:

Youneedtodocumentyourprogressasyouarefindinga
solution.Don’trelyonyourmemory,nomatterhowgood
yourmemoryis.Effectiveproblem-solvershavebeen
knowntomonitortheirprogressregularly.And,ifthey’re
notmakingasmuchprogressasthey’resupposedto,
theywillreevaluatetheirapproachorlookfornew
strategies.

Problemsolvingisn’tanovernightfeat.Youcan’tjust
haveabodylikethatofBradPittafterasinglesessionin
thegym.Ittakestimeandpatience.Likewise,youneed
toworktowardssolvinganyproblemeverydayuntil
youfinallyachievetheresults.Lookingbackat
the previousexample,ifeverything’saccordingtoplan,
youwillbeallocatingmoreandmoretimeforyour
studiesuntilfinallyyouareconfidentthatyou’re
improving.Onewaytomakesurethatyou’reonaright
pathtosolvingaproblemisbykeepingtrackofthe
progress.Tosolvetheproblemillustratedinthefirst



example,youcantakeself-testseveryweekortwoand
trackyourprogress.

7.EvaluatingtheResults:

Yourjobstillisn’tdoneevenifyou’vereacheda
solution.Youneedtoevaluatethesolutiontofind
outifit’sthebestpossiblesolutiontotheproblem.
Theevaluationmightbeimmediateormighttakea
while. Forinstance,answertoamathproblemcan
becheckedthenandthere,howeversolutionto
youryearlytaxissuemightnotbepossibletobe
evaluatedrightthere.
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