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Problem-Solving Checklist

A practical, step-by-step guide for working professionals who need to diagnose challenges, structure thinking, and drive confident

decisions — at every stage of their career.

Whether you are navigating a client escalation, leading a cross-functional initiative, or untangling a thorny operational issue — structured

problem-solving is the skill that separates reactive professionals from strategic ones. This checklist gives you a repeatable, battle-tested

framework you can use immediately, on any challenge, in any context.
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WHY THIS MATTERS

The Problem With How We Solve Problems

Most professionals are never formally taught how to solve problems — they are simply expected to do it. The result is a widespread

pattern of jumping to solutions before fully understanding the problem, confusing symptoms for root causes, and making decisions
based on gut instinct rather than structured analysis. This costs organisations enormous time, money, and credibility.

What This Resource Solves The Cost of Unstructured Thinking

This checklist gives you a modular, repeatable approach to problem- Research consistently shows that poor problem-framing
solving that works whether you are a first-time manager or a seasoned — not lack of solutions — is the primary cause of failed
consultant. It is designed to be scanned quickly in the middle of a crisis decisions in organisations. When the wrong problem is
or read deeply before a high-stakes meeting. Each section builds on the solved efficiently, the result is wasted effort at scale.

last, moving you from problem definition to confident action.
Structured problem-solving is one of the top five skills

You will find it useful for team conflicts, strategic decisions, client sought by employers across industries — from consulting
challenges, process failures, and career crossroads. The framework is and finance to product management and operations.
industry-agnostic — what matters is the rigour of your thinking, not the

. . Professionals who use a documented framework report
domain you work in.

higher confidence, faster resolution times, and stronger

How to Use This Resource stakeholder trust.

* Quick scan — Use the checklist items before or during a meeting
e Deepread — Work through each phase with a real problem in mind

e Team reference — Share with colleagues to align on a shared

problem-solving language
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PHASE 1 - DIAGNOSE

Define the Problem — Before You Solve Anything

The most dangerous moment in problem-solving is the first one — when the instinct to act overrides the discipline to understand. Phase 1
is entirely about slowing down, asking sharper questions, and ensuring you are working on the right problem. A well-defined problem is

already 50% solved.

| | 2
State the Problem in One Sentence Separate Symptoms from Root Causes
Write it out. If you cannot summarise it clearly, you do not yet Ask "Why?" at least five times. Each answer should go deeper
understand it. Avoid vague language like "things aren't than the last. The first answer is almost always a symptom,
working" — be specific about what, where, and when. not a cause.
Identify Who Owns the Problem Define What "Solved" Looks Like
Clarify whether you are the decision-maker, an influencer, or a Describe the desired outcome in measurable terms. Without a
contributor. Ownership shapes the tools and authority you clear definition of success, you cannot evaluate whether any
can deploy. solution is actually working.

® ., Diagnostic Checklist — Phase 1: Before moving forward, confirm: |4 Problem is written in one clear sentence |4 Root

cause identified (not just symptom) ("< Ownership is clear | "4 Success criteria are defined and measurable

Reflection Questions — Diagnose Phase

What evidence do I have that this is actually the problem?

Distinguish between data, observation, and assumption. Be honest about which category most of your current understanding falls

into.

Who else experiences this problem, and how?

Problems look different depending on where you sit. Collecting multiple perspectives before acting prevents costly blind spots.

What would happen if we did nothing?

This question forces honest prioritisation. Not every problem demands immediate action — some resolve themselves, others escalate.

Know which kind you are facing.
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PHASE 2 - DESIGN

Generate, Evaluate, and Select Your Solution

Once the problem is clearly defined, Phase 2 begins — and it has two distinct movements. First, expand your thinking by generating
multiple possible solutions without filtering. Then, contract your thinking by evaluating options against clear criteria and selecting the

best path forward. Most professionals skip the expansion step entirely, defaulting to the first solution that comes to mind.

. Generate — Expand First ("4 Evaluate — Converge Rigorously

e Brainstorm at least 3-5 distinct options (not variations of the e Define your evaluation criteria before scoring options (e.g.
same idea) feasibility, impact, cost, speed, risk)

* Include one "unconventional" option — it stretches thinking e Score each option against each criterion — even a rough 1-5
and often reveals hidden assumptions scale beats pure intuition

e Invite input from people with different roles, backgrounds, e Check for cognitive biases: anchoring, groupthink,
or stakes in the outcome confirmation bias

e Use analogies: "How would a competitor solve this? How e |dentify the key assumption that each solution depends on —
would a completely different industry handle it?" what must be true for it to work?

e Do not evaluate during generation — separate the two e Select the option that best balances impact and feasibility
modes of thinking deliberately given your constraints

The Problem-Solving Decision Malrix

Use this framework to evaluate your options systematically. Rate each solution on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high) across four dimensions.

The highest combined score points to your strongest candidate — but always sense-check it with a trusted colleague before committing.

Solution Option Impact (1-5) Feasibility (1-5) Speed (1-5) Risk Level (1-5)

Option A:

Option B:

Option C:

Option D:

/N 1. Common Mistake: Selecting a solution because it is easiest to implement, not because it best addresses the root cause.
Fast solutions to the wrong problem create new, larger problems downstream.
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PHASE 3 - DRIVE
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Execute, Monitor, and Learn

A great solution that is poorly executed is indistinguishable from a bad solution. Phase 3 is where strategy meets reality. The most

effective problem-solvers build in checkpoints before they begin — not after things go wrong. This phase transforms your selected

solution into a structured action plan with clear accountability, measurable milestones, and a built-in learning loop.

Plan the Rollout

Break execution into 3-5 concrete steps. Assign one owner per
step. Set a deadline for each milestone. No step should be

longer than two weeks without a check-in.

Align Stakeholders

Communicate the decision clearly: what you are doing, why,
what support you need, and when stakeholders will hear back.

Silence breeds assumption.

Q

Monitor Progress

Define 2-3 leading indicators that will tell you early whether the

solution is working. Do not wait for lagging indicators — by

then, course correction is expensive.

Run a Retrospective

After resolution, document: what worked, what did not, and
what you would do differently. This is how individual problem-

solving becomes institutional knowledge.

Real-World Application: A Case Example

The Scenario

Priya is a mid-level operations manager
at a logistics company. Her team's on-
time delivery rate has dropped from
94% to 81% over six weeks. Her director
wants answers — and a fix — within the

week.

The instinctive response: Hire more

delivery drivers immediately.

The structured response: Apply the
three-phase checklist.

How the Checklist Changed the Outcome

Phase 1 — Diagnose: Priya mapped the delivery failures by time of day and route. She
discovered that 73% of delays were on a single city corridor, concentrated between 4-7

PM — not a staffing issue at all.

Phase 2 — Design: She generated five options: rerouting, staggered shift times, vendor
negotiation, tech-assisted routing, and temporary surge capacity. The decision matrix
pointed clearly to staggered shifts combined with tech routing as the highest-impact,
lowest-cost combination.

Phase 3 — Drive: She piloted the solution on two routes for two weeks. On-time delivery
on those routes recovered to 92%. She then scaled the fix company-wide. Total cost: zero

additional headcount.

©® Result: The instinctive solution (hire more staff) would have cost I18L
annually and solved nothing. The structured solution cost nothing and

recovered performance in 14 days.
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SUMMARY & NEXT STEPS
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Your Problem-Solving Checklist at a Glance

The most effective problem-solvers are not the smartest people in the room — they are the most disciplined. They resist the urge to jump

to solutions. They ask better questions. They evaluate options with rigour. And they build learning loops into everything they do. This

checklist is your portable framework for doing exactly that — on any problem, in any professional context.

Define before you diagnose

State the problem in one clear
sentence and separate root causes
from symptoms using the 5-Why

method.

—_— —

Score, don't just sense-
check

Use the decision matrix to evaluate
solutions against defined criteria. Gut
instinct is data — but it is not the only

data.

Clarify ownership and
success criteria early

Know your role in the problem and
define what "solved" looks like in
measurable terms before generating

solutions.

Build accountability into
execution

Every action step needs one owner,
one deadline, and one measurable
milestone. Shared ownership is no

ownership.

Close the loop with a retrospective

Every problem-solving cycle is a learning opportunity. Document what worked and what did not — for yourself and your team.

Expand before you
converge

Generate at least 3-5 distinct options
before evaluating any of them.
Premature filtering is the enemy of

good decisions.

6

Monitor leading indicators,
nol just oultcomes

Identify 2-3 early signals that will tell
you the solution is working before the

final results are in.

Your Next Steps

Save. Revisit. Share.

Apply this checklist to one real problem you are currently facing — even a small
one. The goal is not perfection on the first attempt; it is building the habit of
structured thinking. Each time you use the framework, it becomes faster,
sharper, and more instinctive. Within four to six applications, it will feel like

second nature.

Pick one current challenge and write a one-sentence problem statement
Complete the 5-Why exercise to find the root cause

Generate three or more distinct solution options

Use the decision matrix to evaluate and select your approach

Define your first three action steps with owners and deadlines

O00000

Schedule a two-week check-in to review your leading indicators
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This resource is designed to be used repeatedly.
Bookmark it, print it, or share it with your team to
build a common language for structured

problem-solving across your organisation.

Aresource by PlanetSpark

Built for working professionals who are serious
about growing their thinking, communication,
and career impact.
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