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Why Problem Solving is Important 
• We think of psychological change as examining complex motivations and making 

sense of confusing experiences. 

• In contrast, “Problem Solving” may sound pretty simple. 

• But it turns out that lots of research over the past 20-30 years has shown that 

problem solving is a really important part of successful efforts to help people live 

better and happier. 

o We may feel depressed or blue because of a nagging problem in our 

marriage or family that just won’t get solved.  (This is why problem solving 

is also a prominent strategy in the second module on Low Mood.) 

o We may feel anxious at work because of confusion in our job 

responsibilities that we can’t get straightened out 

o We may drink too much because we can’t work out how to get our 

household finances organized 

o We may feel haunted by painful parts of our past because we can’t 

change the things that remind us of them. 

• So problems – and how to solve them – are very important to how we live and 

feel. 
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Strategies for Problem Solving 
 

Three parts of Problem Solving are really important 

 

The first it to be very specific about what the problem is 

• We can’t solve problems like: 

o My boss doesn’t like me 

o I’m always procrastinating 

o Arguments over my children’s homework 

• We need to make them more specific: who, what, where, when, how 

o Who: My oldest son who is 16 

o What: Working on his homework 

o Where: In his room 

o When: After dinner on weeknights 

o How: He starts off texting friends and never gets to his homework until 

about 10 

 

The second really important part is that we need to figure out what the real problem is – 

this may take a bit of digging 

• “My partner gets angry at me whenever I stay up late” may be a problem, but 

fixing it may be more likely by figuring out what’s behind it. 

• Discussion with your partner may lead to realizing that: 

o Your staying up late makes them feel neglected 

o They really value going to sleep together as a time of closeness 

o The next morning, you end up sleeping late so they feel left alone both the 

night you stay up late and the next morning 

• Or your suggesting such a discussion may lead to conflict rather than a helpful 

discussion, clueing you into a problem that may be more important: finding ways 

to discuss problems with each other 

 

The third is that we need to allow ourselves to be creative. 

• You’ve been in lots of conversations where you make a suggestion and before 

you have even finished stating it, someone is giving lots of reasons it won’t work. 

• Well, we often do the same thing to ourselves, especially if the problem is one 

that really troubles us. 

• We feel there may just not be any way to fix it 

• So we approach problem solving being very critical 

• Instead, we need to allow ourselves to generate all sorts of ways of approaching 

the problem before we start evaluating which way may be best. 
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Practical Steps 
 

Identifying the Problem 

• As mentioned, what appears to be the problem may really be just on the surface 

of something more important 

• Keeping some notes can help. 

o Take a few minutes every evening (or some other time of the day that 

works for you) 

o Write down how the problem may have occurred that day or what thoughts 

you may have had about it. 

• If possible, discuss the problem with those involved in it and get their input.  

Depending on the problem and the setting, this may not be possible or advisable. 

• Talk to a trusted friend about the problem and your thinking about it.  Ask them 

what they think is “really going wrong here.” 

 

Specifying the Problem 

• After you have identified the problem, it’s important to make it very specific. 

• Start off by stating it as specifically as you can, e.g., ”arguments when my partner 

doesn’t think I’m paying enough attention to our relationship.” 

• Then think about examples.  It may be helpful to keep notes for a week or so. 

• Try to identify the specific arguments that are most common or that seem to be 

most typical of what’s bothering you 

• Use good judgment: you may want to try to work on the most troublesome or 

most upsetting version of the problem or you may want to start with something 

that you both feel easier about 

• Then specify the problem in as many ways as possible 

o Who, what, where, when 

o How is it upsetting? What is most bothersome?  What are the sore points 

or triggers? 

 

Identifying Solutions 

• Next is coming up with possible solutions. 

• Here is another key to success: Generating solutions is not the same as 

choosing the best one. 

• In generating solutions, you want to be as creative – thinking “out of the box” – as 

you can be. 

o Start with something absurd, like going away for a month to avoid 

recurring arguments after dinner. 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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o That may lead to something you wouldn’t have thought of, like going for a 

walk after dinner 

• Generate as many possible solutions as possible.  Take some time with this and, 

probably, write them down 

• And don’t forget specificity: Make the solutions as specific as possible.  

 

Choosing, Implementing, and Revising 

• Finally, we come to choosing and implementing. 

• Choose the solution you think best or with which you are most comfortable. 

• Maybe ask a friend to help with this. 

• Think through the details: 

• Will you do it on your own or involve your spouse/child/coworker/boss, etc.? 

• Will you tell others involved what you are trying to do, or just try it? 

• What will be hardest for you to do and how can you ensure you’ll do it? 

• Then try it. 

• It’s pretty likely it won’t work perfectly the first time so be prepared to revise, try 

again, trouble shoot how you are missing, etc. 

 

Summary and Next Steps 
 

Specificity, Specificity, Specificity 

• Being specific about problem, and being specific about what you want to do will 

be really important. 

• If it isn’t working, go back to the first steps and ask yourself whether you have 

identified the real problems and whether you are being specific enough -- It’s 

very hard to solve a vague problem. 

Practice 

• Whatever you try, won’t work perfectly the first time 

• Be prepared to review your progress and how things go and then improve your 

plan 

• We sometimes expect that, now that I see what I’m doing wrong, the solution 

should be automatic 

• All psychological change – whether thoughts, feelings, or actions – require 

practice. 

It’s like learning to ride a bicycle – skinning our knees is just part of the process 

If it doesn’t seem to be working, if the problem just keeps “hanging around,” you might 

want to consider seeing a counselor.  Your primary care provider or your worksite EAP 

may help.  Check out also the resources at the end of this module. 
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Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 
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