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   Section 9



Problem Solving Steps
1.    Identifying the problem.


2.    Diagnosing the problem.


3.    Generating several possible solutions

4.    Deciding on a solution.


5.    Devising a tactical plan.


6. Evaluating the problem solving process

Problem Solving Steps
Having set our business' mission statement, we now look at problem solving steps.

As part of the homework assignment in Section 6, we identified critical success factors for our business. These critical success factors when used in conjunction with the problem solving steps help us identify and diagnose problems.  The problems identified in the problem solving steps are often the basis for setting our  long- and short-term goals.

Problem Identification
Problem identification draws from your work on your mission statement and critical success factors. Essentially, you know when things are not as they ought to be. The difference between how things are and how they should be is the most common way problems are identified.

By evaluating your current situation with your mission statement and critical success factors, problems in your business come to light. Problems can also be identified when you compare your business to the total business environment picture.

Additionally, looking at previously unmet goals can reveal problems. There may be a possibility some of your short-term goals in the past are not helping to accomplish your long-term goals.

Unset goals also qualify as problems. Taking a look at your business environment, you may see problems needing attention you've never recognized before. 

Problem Diagnosis
After identifying the problem, we use problem diagnosis to find the reason for the problem. There are the technical, or apparent, reasons for the problem, and the managerial reasons.

    Generating Alternatives
So, we know what the problem is and why it happens. What do we do now? A good way to generate alternative solutions to problems is to brainstorm. Anything goes. No idea is too silly or unworkable to be considered, and the more solutions generated, the better.

Decision Making
Now, we have to make a choice among our brainstormed solutions. We do this by rating each of the solutions. Will it work in our business? Is it cost efficient? Can it be done easily? These questions and others help you decide which decision is best to solve your problem.


Tactical Planning
Tactical planning is a precise, individually itemized plan for action to solve a particular problem. Tactics answer the following questions: Who, What, Where, When, and How? Tactical plans translate decisions into actions to be taken. They can be viewed as a roadmap of activities leading to the successful accomplishment of a goal.

Evaluating the Problem Solving Process
This is the process of examining our prior use of the  problem solving steps.  We want to learn from the process.  Did everything turn out  as expected?   If not, what might be some of the factors that caused this?   Are these factors ones that we might have been able to control?  By carefully evaluating the process and determining what seemed to work and what caused us problems, you should improve upon your ability to successfully utilize the problem solving steps.

      Learning Problem Solving Skills
Developing the ability to identify and solve problems is one of the most important skills that a manager must learn.  Without these skills, it is unlikely that a business will attain the long term goals that is has set. There is no canned method of problem solving that works for everyone, it is rather an acquired skill that must be developed over time.

To get started you may want to enlist the help of your University of Wisconsin Extension agent and/or other trusted professionals. They can help you to correctly work through the six problem solving steps that were discussed.

Developing good problem solving skills will take time and effort but the rewards to the manager that has acquired these skills will be business success. 
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Using Critical Success Factors

Defining your Critical Success Factors helps you to focus on a few key areas within your business to help it succeed.

To see results from monitoring your Critical Success Factors, you will need to know how well you are doing according to your set standards. These standards can be a commonly accepted one, or one you have defined as a goal.

How well you are doing with your critical success factors plays a major role in defining and setting your business goals. It is important to focus on the critical success factors you can control and where improvements can make the greatest impact.

Select the factors that need the most improvement. For example, if the structure and level of debt is a major problem in your business, your long-term goal might be lowering the debt to asset ratio and do some selective refinancing.

If you are unsure of the appropriate ranking in the performance category for several of your critical success factors, then you might have an information problem.  In this case, your long-term goal might be to keep better information and records to assess the performance of your business.

Take a few minutes to examine the important critical success factors you identified in the last homework exercise (Section 6) and their relative level of importance.  Put a check mark by those you want to make improvements in level of performance.  Be Selective.  Most of the time, you cannot solve all problems confronting your business instantly.  Some are more important and should be addressed in the near future and others will have to wait.  You are the one that can make that assessment.

Also, be aware there is a hierarchy and interaction among the critical success factors.  For example, improving upon cash flow may involve both restructuring of debt and improving upon productivity.  You may want to set goals in each of these areas. List the top three checked critical success factors on page 4 under appropriate headings.

Critical Success Factors
1.
Farm Structure and Financial Management







2.
Dairy 







3.
Crop Production







4.
Marketing







5.
Information Systems







6.
Human Resources








Case Example

Problem Diagnosis

Problem:

1.
Technical







2.
Management







Generating Solutions
"Brainstorming"
Problem:























Strategic Planning
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