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  Chapter one
The Problem-Solving Mindset


"We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them." – Albert Einstein
1.1 Understanding the Problem-Solving Process
Problem-solving shows up in more situations than we often expect. Whether you're working through a challenge at work or facing a difficult decision, your ability to see what the issue involves and understand what you’re working with can affect the outcome you want to achieve. Many problems include details that aren’t noticeable at first, which is why some situations call for quick thinking while others benefit from time to observe or reflect. A consistent method helps you stay organized in your thinking, apply reasoning that is appropriate for the situation, and make decisions based on what you’ve evaluated instead of reacting to pressure.

The Four Dimensions of Problem-Solving
Not every problem is asking for the same kind of response. Some situations call for structure or logical sequencing, while others rely more on interpretation or communication. What often makes a situation feel difficult is not the problem itself, but uncertainty about what it is asking from you. When you identify the nature of the challenge in front of you, you shift from reacting to deciding. That awareness allows you to apply an approach that fits the situation rather than defaulting to familiar habits that may feel productive but fail to improve the outcome. This recognition slows your response enough for it to be led by reasoning rather than routine.
This section outlines four categories of problems you are likely to encounter: analytical, creative, interpersonal, and decision-making. Each category places different demands on how reasoning is applied. What they share is the need to stay engaged long enough to determine what the situation is actually asking for, rather than responding based on initial impressions.
As you work through each type, patterns begin to surface; where your current responses align with the situation, where they introduce friction, and where a different line of reasoning would be more effective. The purpose is not self-reinvention. It is to understand how your thinking functions across varying conditions so it can be applied with greater consistency and intention, regardless of the problem in front of you. If it helps to see this in practice, the Problem-Solving Decision Tree Worksheet in the appendix gives you a way to sort through these categories using a real situation.
 

Analytical Problems: Analytical problems are less about speed and more about how you work through uncertainty. These challenges often appear when outcomes depend on structure, sequencing, or careful evaluation: organizing complex tasks, diagnosing issues, or weighing options with longer-term consequences. The task is not to resolve everything at once, but to identify what is known, what is unclear, and what requires attention first. This kind of thinking develops your ability to recognize patterns, identify gaps, and concentrate effort where it has the greatest impact.
 
	What to Do: Start by putting the problem into your own words. This helps clarify what you’re working through and reduces the tendency to react to how the issue was initially presented. From there, narrow your focus to one part of the problem at a time. Checklists, timelines, or simple outlines can help track what you’ve already considered and how different parts relate. As you evaluate the problem, ask yourself: Is there one part influencing everything else? Is anything being overlooked? Is the next step driven by what would be most helpful, or by what feels most immediate? Remember, what helps you make progress isn’t always new information, it’s often a different way of looking at what’s already in front of you.



	Why It Matters: Analytical thinking reduces the likelihood of early conclusions being treated as facts. It provides a way to work through ambiguity without forcing resolution before the problem is understood. When reasoning is applied methodically, decisions tend to rely less on urgency or habit and more on what can be verified or tested. This approach supports more consistent outcomes, particularly in situations where information is incomplete, tradeoffs exist, or multiple perspectives are involved.




Creative Problems: Creative problems differ from analytical ones in that the challenge is not working through existing information, but reconsidering how the situation is being approached in the first place. These problems often arise when familiar methods no longer produce useful results, even though nothing appears technically wrong. The work involves exploring alternatives, testing different perspectives, and stepping outside patterns that have become automatic over time.
 
	What to Do: As you review the problem, pay attention to how prior decisions, preferences, or past success may be influencing your response. Creative problems often persist not because options are unavailable, but because familiar approaches continue to be applied without being reconsidered. Ask yourself: What outcome am I trying to produce here, and why does that outcome make sense given current conditions? If this approach were being reviewed for the first time, what reasoning would justify its use today? What assumptions remain unconfirmed? If this problem were new, how would I approach it differently? Remember, creative problems are often misdiagnosed as implementation issues when the real limitation is the approach itself.



	Why It Matters: Some problems stop responding to familiar approaches even when effort and skill are applied consistently. In those cases, continuing to apply the same method can create the impression that progress is being made while outcomes remain unchanged. Recognizing when the issue lies in the approach rather than the work itself allows decisions to be based on present conditions instead of past success.




Interpersonal Problems: Interpersonal problems can be some of the most challenging to navigate because they involve people, each with their own perspectives, emotions, and expectations. These situations become difficult not because the issue is unclear, but because meaning, intent, and impact are interpreted differently by those involved. How something is said and when it is said often determines the response.
 
	What to Do: Before responding, pay attention to both what is being said and how it is being communicated. Ask yourself: Have I given the other person enough room to explain their perspective? Am I making assumptions about their intent rather than responding to what they are actually communicating? Based on their response, what seems to matter most to them right now? When you speak, focus on what the exchange has shown so far rather than on what you prepared in advance. Use specific language to explain your perspective without positioning theirs as incorrect. If the discussion becomes less productive, take a moment to consider whether your response is reducing friction or reinforcing it. In some cases, progress comes less from resolution and more from ensuring that each perspective has been acknowledged.



	Why It Matters: Interpersonal problems rarely persist because the facts are missing. They keep going because people respond to what they believe the situation represents rather than to what has been stated. When conversations move too quickly toward explanation or defense, important signals are missed; hesitation, emphasis, or concern that hasn’t yet been named. Noticing those patterns changes what the discussion is actually about and reduces the likelihood that the same issue shows up again.




Decision-Making Problems: Decision-making involves comparing trade-offs, considering consequences, and selecting an option within the constraints that are actually present. Pressure to get a decision exactly right can lead to hesitation or overthinking. Decision-making is not about having every answer in advance; it is about working with what is known, thinking through likely outcomes, and choosing a direction based on reasoning rather than instinct.
 
	What to Do: Begin by identifying the options that are realistically available. Ask yourself: What matters most in this situation? Which factors cannot be compromised, and where is there room to adjust? Consider how each option is likely to play out in the near term and over time, noting both intended effects and possible consequences. If the decision remains difficult, identify what is causing the delay. Ask: Is the hesitation coming from missing details, or from uncertainty about how the decision will affect others? In some cases, input from someone whose reasoning you trust can help narrow the scope. Ask: What would you focus on here, and why? Use that input to check your reasoning, then choose based on what is already clear rather than waiting for complete certainty.



	Why It Matters: Decision-making problems tend to continue when attention shifts from weighing options to trying to eliminate uncertainty. That shift changes how information is interpreted; reasonable trade-offs start to feel risky, and incomplete information feels like a flaw rather than a condition. When decisions are evaluated only by their outcomes, hesitation and second-guessing follow. Grounding decisions in the reasoning used at the time makes them easier to stand behind later, even when results are mixed or incomplete.




1.2 Structuring Your Approach: The S.O.L.V.E. Method
Some problems are straightforward once they become apparent. Others feel harder to engage because several issues are present at the same time, competing for attention. In those situations, hesitation often comes less from uncertainty about whether action is needed and more from uncertainty about where to begin. When attention is spread too thin, decision-making becomes reactive rather than deliberate. The S.O.L.V.E. Method provides a way to organize what you are seeing so that decisions are made in sequence, based on what requires attention, rather than what feels like the priority at first.
The S.O.L.V.E. Method
	S – State the Problem

	O – Observe and Gather Information

	L – List Possible Solutions

	V – Validate the Best Option

	E – Execute and Evaluate




Following each step helps prevent early conclusions from influencing how the problem is understood. When steps are skipped or blended together, details tend to be filled in rather than given proper attention. Working through the method in sequence changes the way the problem is framed, which affects every decision that follows. If you want to apply this method to a current situation, the S.O.L.V.E. Method Worksheet in the appendix provides a structured way to work through each step.
	S – State the Problem: Problems often become more difficult to work through when they are described in general terms or framed by early interpretations rather than by what can be observed. Stating the problem means describing what is happening in plain terms before assigning cause, intent, or responsibility. For example, instead of saying, “We’re behind schedule,” it can be more accurate to say that weekly status updates are not being shared on time, which is creating delays between project phases. Without this separation, the same issue is often revisited under different descriptions.



	O – Observe and Gather Information: Observation strengthens understanding by keeping attention on what can be verified rather than what is assumed. This includes direct observation, as well as noticing where information is missing or incomplete. In many situations, relevant details exist but are not shared openly, either because they feel uncomfortable to raise or because their importance is underestimated. Paying attention to these gaps reduces the risk of responding to a partial picture. When decisions are built on incomplete or unvalidated information, solutions often reflect gaps in how the situation was understood.




	L – List Possible Solutions: This step is about widening the lane before narrowing it. Listing possible solutions creates room to see the problem from more than one angle before deciding how it should be addressed. Some ideas may seem incomplete on their own, but they often make more sense when considered alongside other possibilities. For example, concerns about how updates are shared may not point directly to a fix, but they can indicate related areas where coordination or timing is contributing to the problem. Treating ideas as inputs rather than answers helps clarify how different parts of the situation are connected. If it helps to see how different parts of the problem connect, the Mind Map for Problem-Solving in the appendix provides a way to lay this out visually.



 
	V – Validate the Best Option: This step is where options are compared using reasoning rather than preference or pressure. This comparison asks whether an option still works when constraints, timing, or dependencies are taken into account. This step helps identify where an option relies on favorable conditions that may not exist once it is put into practice.




 E – Execute and Evaluate: What happens during execution often matters more than whether the initial choice “worked.” Taking action provides something specific to assess, replacing speculation with observable results. A change may improve one aspect of the situation while exposing limitations elsewhere, which is often where the most useful information appears. Looking back at what happened makes it easier to determine what contributed to progress from what introduced friction. That understanding informs how similar situations are approached in the future, rather than treating each decision as a one-off event.
Structured thinking provides a way to engage complexity without letting it dictate your response. Over time, the S.O.L.V.E. Method changes how situations are approached by creating a habit of pausing, validating assumptions, and learning from outcomes, which makes future decisions less reactive and more grounded in how similar situations have been approached.

1.3 The Mindset Behind Effective Problem-Solving
Navigating the Unknown: Uncertainty does not usually stop decision-making; it complicates it. When information is incomplete or still changing, the difficulty often comes from not knowing which details deserve attention and which can be set aside for now.
 
	What to Do: Ask yourself: What do I actually know here? What am I assuming right now? Some choices can be made using the information you already have, while others are better left open until the situation develops further. If early efforts don’t resolve the issue, treat them as a source of new information, not a mistake. As you continue, ask: What continues to influence the situation, even when I respond differently? What seems unchanged by the steps I’ve already taken? This keeps decisions tied to what has been learned, rather than to pressure or incomplete explanations. The Breaking Down What Is Known, Assumed, and Unconfirmed worksheet in the appendix helps separate assumptions from facts.



	Why It Matters: Uncertainty becomes harder to work through when it is treated as something that must be resolved before decisions can be made. When every unknown is given equal weight, attention shifts toward what feels unresolved rather than toward what can support action. Learning to reason with incomplete information changes how decisions are approached. Instead of waiting for certainty, judgment is shaped by what has been observed, tested, and learned so far. Over time, this reduces rework, limits second-guessing, and strengthens decision-making by keeping it based on what has already proven reliable.




Resilience in Problem-Solving: Some challenges become difficult not because the solution is complex, but because progress is slow or difficult to understand. Resilience in problem-solving is reflected in how you continue engaging when results don’t yet provide enough information to judge whether your approach is working.
 
	What to Do: When outcomes fall short or progress is slow, treat the experience as additional information rather than a disruption. Each attempt provides insight into the problem, the surrounding conditions, or the assumptions influencing your approach. The objective is not to respond quickly, but to improve how the situation is being understood. You may find it useful to ask: What did this attempt show me that I hadn’t accounted for? What assumptions affected how I approached this? What small adjustment would help me learn more before deciding next steps? In situations where feedback is limited or delayed, progress often comes through gradual adjustment rather than decisive action. If uncertainty becomes difficult to tolerate, it can help to reflect on earlier challenges where understanding developed gradually. What helped you stay engaged long enough to reach a deeper understanding? Resilience is reflected in the choice to remain engaged when information is incomplete.



	Why It Matters: Resilience affects how you process feedback when progress is unclear or inconsistent. Staying engaged allows you to compare what you expected to happen with what actually occurred, notice gaps in understanding, and reconsider how the problem is framed. This makes it easier to adjust decisions based on observed conditions rather than reacting to frustration or early outcomes.




1.4 The Role of Creativity in Problem-Solving
Challenging Traditional Solutions: Sometimes a process continues to be used simply because it’s familiar. The steps are followed, the sequence feels established, yet little attention is given to whether the assumptions behind it still reflect the current situation. Work continues, but it becomes less certain whether the process is helping you think through the problem or simply determining what happens next. Revisiting how a familiar approach is structured creates an opportunity to question whether its focus, order, or emphasis still supports what the situation calls for at this stage.
	What to Do: Begin by looking at how the process connects to the situation as it exists now. Pay attention to shifts in goals, constraints, resources, or expectations that may not be reflected in the current approach. You may find it helpful to ask: What situation is this process being used for right now? Which assumptions are built into these steps, and how visible are they? Where does the process add steps or delay without improving understanding? What might stand out as unnecessary or unclear to someone seeing this for the first time? What has helped others respond in similar situations when time or support was limited? As you work through these questions, notice where the process still supports your reasoning and where it begins to limit it. That distinction helps clarify what should remain in place and what may need reconsideration.



	Why It Matters: The structure of a process influences which issues receive attention and how they are understood. Reviewing the process helps distinguish between actions aligned with current conditions and actions based on decisions made under different circumstances.




Using Constraints to Your Advantage: Constraints limit options, but they also expose where attention is spread across too many priorities. When choices are reduced, it becomes easier to see which decisions actually influence the situation and which ones consume effort without changing outcomes. Working within limits shifts focus away from preferred
	


	



	


	



1.5 Practicing Problem-Solving in Everyday Decisions
	


	



	


	



	


	



	


	



 1.6 Key Takeaways
	


	



	


	


	







OEBPS/cover.jpeg
The FLOW Series™ Presents

A

PROBLEM-SOLVING
INSIGHTS: A STRATEGIC
APPROACH







