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"There
are no huge problems to solve. Even in the worst situations, there
are only a series of small problems".



  
Henry
Ford



 






 





Why
is it so important to understand how problems are formed? What
strategies do people usually follow to resolve an uncertain
situation? What thought structures do we follow to determine our
choices in times of difficulty?


 





Every
day, people are faced with a number of problems or situations from
which they wish to escape. Most of these involve matters of little
importance. However, sometimes life confronts us with difficult
problems with a strong potential to impact our future.


 





Unfortunately,
most people have very little awareness of how to analyse a problem
and what strategies can be employed to solve it. In fact, nobody at
school ever taught us how to tackle a problem. Nor did they tell us
about strategies we can apply to solve problems productively and
efficiently.


 





On
the other hand, even those who have become expert solvers are in
many
cases unable to say what led them to choose one solution over
another.  As already mentioned, this happens because no one has
ever
taught us how our brain works when faced with problematic
situations.
Making decisions and solving problems is a process that mostly
passes
through unconscious mechanisms.


 





Thus,
most individuals are faced with problems without having (at least
initially) the knowledge and means to solve them effectively. They
lack the ability to analyse the situation, as well as knowledge
about
their own role and the strategies to be employed to achieve the
objective.


 





Problems
can be of different types, but mainly they can be divided into a
few
broad categories. For each category, there are more or less
effective
strategies. On the following pages, you will discover how
individuals
form evaluations or estimates when faced with problems. But we will
also discuss the cognitive errors that systematically affect our
actions in certain situations.


 





Finally,
we will outline what the characteristics of expert decision-makers
are and what we can learn from them in order to significantly
improve
our quality of life. 



 





The
idea is to offer in a simple, direct and immediate way some notions
derived from the most recent theories of cognitive psychology,
problem solving in business management and decision science, in
order
to complete the cognitive toolbox that each of us has at our
disposal
to be able to live more serenely in our daily lives. But also to
turn
the problems we inevitably face every day into opportunities.
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"If
I had an hour to solve a problem, I would spend 55 minutes thinking
about the problem and five minutes thinking about the
solutions".


Albert
Einstein


 






 





Problems
are part of our daily lives. They represent a challenge and often
require us to spend time and energy that we would rather devote to
something else. But problems are also incredible opportunities for
self-improvement and refining our intelligence.

In a
general sense, problems are all those situations that require the
application of a strategy in order to achieve a desired goal or
state. At the moment a problem is recognised by an individual, it
is
not yet known what means are to be employed to achieve a solution. 


By
problem solving we therefore mean the process of achieving a goal
by
overcoming certain obstacles and using one or more activities. 


Problem
solving has different meanings depending on the type of discipline
in
which it is applied. In psychology, it is depicted as a mental
process, while in mathematics as a logical and numerical solution
process. 


Respectively,
the two definitions of problem and problem solving find their ideal
meeting point when defining the strategy to be followed.

Let
us therefore start in order, offering a definition of problems and
their structure. It should first be recognised that there are many
different types of problems. The science of problem solving tends
to
group them into two categories:


 






  
	

        well-defined problems, which have a precise structure;

        

  
	

        ill-defined problems, which have no delineated
boundaries.






 





In
the first case, we are dealing with problems for which it is easy
to
identify both the basic elements and the objectives of resolution.
Take, for example, a chess game. In the second case, not only are
the
characteristic elements blurred, but it is often not even easy to
understand what objective to set for solving them. Examples concern
the management of complex situations, such as political or business
decision-making.

A
second way of defining and categorising problems involves an
approach
focused on the type of strategy that can be applied to arrive at a
solution.

At
this juncture, we speak of productive or reproductive strategies.
The
former require the use of familiar or previously experienced
actions.
It is therefore a question of responding to familiar problems with
habitual behaviour. Think of solving a crossword puzzle.

The
second involves employing creative strategies, thus expecting to
generate innovative behaviour. In this case, one can think of the
need to tighten screws without having a screwdriver. 


In
all these cases, solving a problem always requires sufficient
knowledge and resources.

An
early problem-solving process was identified by George Polya. The
researcher about 100 years ago created a four-step method for
solving
any kind of problem. This method involves going through four
different stages:


 






  
	

        understanding of the problem;

        

  
	

        creation of a plan;

        

  
	

        execution of a plan;

        

  
	

        check backwards.






 





The
first stage concerns the study of the problem. The solver seeks to
understand in depth the key information and terms of the issue to
be
addressed. 


The
second stage involves the preparation of a plan. Here, the
strategies
to be followed to solve the problem are worked out. Some common
strategies may be:


 






  
	

        make a list;

        

  
	

        make a diagram, a schematic or a drawing;

        

  
	

        eliminate the possibilities that are to be discarded;

        

  
	

        apply standard strategies or formulae;

        

  
	

        divide the problem into smaller sub-problems;

        

  
	

        solve any related problems.






 





In
the third stage, the previously defined plan is put into execution.
At this point, the strategies chosen in the second stage are used
to
solve the problem. If unforeseen problems or difficulties are
encountered, secondary strategies can be used. Or one can return to
the previous stage to select different strategies.

Finally,
in the fourth stage, the solution is observed and methods are
applied
to verify that the objectives have been achieved. One can also try
to
apply a different method than the one actually used to solve the
problem.

In
the next few lines, we will deal with the execution of Polya's
problem solving strategy from a practical point of view. Think of a
problem that you have to solve. The advice here is not to initially
choose a problem that is too big or existential in nature. Then
answer the following questions, which will guide you through the
four-step strategy just described.


 





Thinking
about the problem you have to analyse, what are the known and
unknown
elements? What kind of response is required to solve the problem?
What are the key factors? Is the problem similar to others you have
already faced and solved in the past?
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Now
come up with some strategies to solve the problem. Write a list of
at
least three strategies that you can apply to the situation:
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Choose
the best strategy from those you have described and apply it to the
problem. Ask yourself which one seems to work best and try to
outline
the potential difficulties you will face and the possible
outcomes:
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Finally,
carry out an evaluation of the effectiveness of the strategy you
have
chosen to apply. 



 





How
effective was it in relation to the intention you originally set?
What could you have done differently? What lessons can you learn if
you are faced with similar problem situations in the future?
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Once
you are familiar with Polya's problem solving method, you will be
able to refine its application to increasingly complex life
situations. The use of this method, although it may seem simple and
sometimes obvious, will enable you to apply a linear thinking
structure even in situations that are often highly emotional.

Often
the most complex problems concerning people's lives do not have
linear characteristics. Think of issues to be resolved concerning
interpersonal relationships, career or lifestyle.

In
cases such as these, it is crucial to have a thinking tool that can
frame points and provide a concrete basis for the application of
complex strategies.

Although
problem solving can be used in numerous contexts, it is psychology
the science that has most explored its practical application in
real
life. In this context, problem solving encompasses all those
cognitive processes that are used in order to deal with the
unstable
and complex situations that one encounters within one's life
path.

These
resolutions always involve as a first step the identification and
recognition of the problem. This step might seem obvious, but it is
not at all because without following this process, no strategy can
be
applied in order to reach a solution.

In
fact, the term insight in psychology refers to the ability to see
oneself correctly within a situation. The term originates from
Gestalt theory to indicate a redefinition of the system observed by
a
person, leading to a solution to a problem.

Why
is this passage so important for those who wish to understand the
nature of problem solving? The reason is that it allows us to
reflect
on the autopilot we often use to deal with difficult situations in
life. Indeed, insight allows us to reconfigure the problem space
and
conceptually restructure it, changing the way we look at the
available elements.

This
mental process therefore allows us to go beyond the limits dictated
by the trial-and-error process that we often follow in the ordinary
way. In addition, the capacity for insight does not depend on the
problem and is not present in human beings to a fixed extent. It
therefore depends on the mental predisposition and attitude of the
person and can be trained.

We
will deal with this issue in depth in chapter three, but in the
meantime it is useful to start introducing the topic with a
practical
exercise. Describe in a few lines the problem you wish to
solve:
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