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Analysing a Problem

When we analyse a problem, so as to see what its
parts are, we are on the way to solving it. When

we analyse a trouble or worry, so as to reach the centre
of it, we are on the way to doing something about
it. These are constructive and effective ways of deal-
ing with problems and worries.

There are some business men and some authors who
prefer people to think that they solve problems and
write books by a sort of frenzy or intuition. The truth
is that behind every sound creative act, whether in
business or in art or in everyday living, there is a
history of crudities of thought, of dim and distantly
seen ideas, of fully-matured fancies discarded in de-
spair because they were found to be unmanageable,
of acceptance, rejection, erasure and correction.

These cannot be wholly avoided in constructive,
original work, but this essay will attempt to show a way
by which the load of them may be lightened. The
secret of it lies in a telescopic looking ahead. No one
of us wishes to be in the class of the African tribe told
about by the fable-making Baron Munchausen. It is
made up of people who can see just three and a half
inches beyond the extremity of their noses.

But that is what people are like who find themselves
rushing upon problems unprepared. They don’t know
where to hit the problems, or grasp them, or avoid
them. They don’t know how far they can hope to go
in solving problems.

Vital personalities seek to foresee the future so far as
is humanly possible, and to take the necessary steps to
bring about fulfilment of their aims. They define their
problems, amass and consider the pertinent facts, and
formulate solutions. Dull personalities, on the other
hand, drift up to problems. An amoeba, the lowest
form of animal life, solves problems by butting up
against them and flowing around and past them; but
who wants to be an amoeba?

Every major modern industry puts forth great ef-
forts to improve products and processes, but this essay
is concerned with non-technical problems. The chemist
has the data of the ages to work with; he adds this and
that, in carefully measured quantities, and he knows,
quite closely, what may be expected to result. The
engineer solving a problem must calculate stresses and
apply intricate but established knowledge. But we,
trying to solve the problems of everyday life, must
weigh many intangibles and calculate many im-
ponderables. Before we start to take them into account
we should, for self-protection, register all the qualities
and quantities of a factual sort we can learn about.

Why analyse 9,
Analysis means picking data to pieces. Charles F.

Kettering explains it this way: "The process of research
is to pull the problem apart into its different elements,
a great many of which you already know about. When
you get it pulled apart, you can work on the things you
don’t know about."

The result of analysis may be to upset our compIa-
cency, and that is all to the good because it pushes us
into the position where we recognize a conflict, where
we are compelled to answer a question, where we
uncover an unmet need. Thus we become thinkers:
people who see where others do not.

Business men, like others of the human race, occasion-
ally feel an urge to play along, to ignore safety measures,
to act as the spirit of the moment bids them. Many
business deals that go sour have bases like those of the
common detective story wherein some victim follows
his impulse to "play it alone" and is rescued--if,
indeed, he is rescued -- by common-sense professionals
on the last page. It is infinitely better for our manhood
that we should arrive at a decision about what to do
after a close and critical analysis of the problem, aided
by all the resources within ourselves and from others’
knowledge that we can command.



It may be fitting to compare the sort of analysis we
are writing about to the "dead reckoning" of the navi-
gator and the airman. Originally called "deduced
reckoning", then "ded. reckoning", this was once a good
part of the navigator’s art and it is still used on ships
and air liners. It is simply the process of keeping track of
how fast you are going, in what direction, and of when
you change to other speeds or directions. It means, as
described by Guy Murchie in Song of the Sky, plotting
your hourly and daily positions on your chart as you
go, and being able to deduce the net result of your
various tackings into a definite position for any moment
of time.

A destination is a fine thing to have. Ira man does not
know to what port he is steering, no wind is favourable
to him. And if he doesn’t know where he is now,
he cannot very well set a course. How hard he rows, or
how good his engine is: these do not count in his
favour unless he has good definition of his objective.
Hard work is often robbed of its reward by poor
planning.

Edgar Allan Poe started his poem The Raven at the
climax. He first established in his mind the concluding
query, the query in reply to which "Nevermore"
should be a last answer. Then, by analysis, he built up
an interesting introduction, a conceivable reason for
the presence of the raven which spoke only the one
word, and a complete setting for one of the most poign-
ant poems ever written.

What is the problem 9.
When we ask "What is the problem?" that is a good

question. It starts us at the end and we work back-
ward to a solution. It is a great asset to pose problems
precisely and clearly.

There is a solution to every problem, but reaching it
may not be simple. We must change vague difficulties
into specific concrete form, and we must break down
difficult problems into parts that can be tackled in-
dividually.

Einstein remarked in The Evolution of Physics: "the
formulation of a problem is often more essential than
its solution, which may be merely a matter of mathe-
matical or experimental skill."

Suppose your problem is a financial one. What is it
specifically? Do you really have a problem, or are
you just worrying on general principle about "what
may happen . . ."? Do you need to expand your busi-
ness or your job so as to bring in more income, or
retrench so as to conserve what you have?

If your situation seems serious, you will gain comfort
and peace of mind by stripping it down to essentials
and wiping out associated problems, fears and wishes~

thus reaching the point where you have a pertinent
question free of the apparently hopeless welter that is
getting you down. When you stop your mind from
dodging issues and from wandering off on detours of
wishes and fears, the problem may solve itself.

Methods of analysis
One may take his choice of several plans of analysis,

but they all boil down to a simple outline: search for the
point of the problem, sort out the information about it
into rational and easy-to-understand divisions, scru-
tinize the evidence for this and that point you have
uncovered, and settle the matter. If you are analysing
a difficulty, you need to identify it clearly, ascertain
the cause and find the remedy.

One writer, Alex Osborn, gives this outline of prob-
lem-solving: orientation, to pick out and point up the
problem; preparation, by gathering material relevant
to the problem; analysis, to break down the material
into manageable form; hypothesis, in which we pile
up optional courses we may take; incubation or medita-
tion, to invite illumination; synthesis, in which we put
the pieces together; and verification, in which we
judge the resultant plans.

As a starting place you may prepare a list of subject
headings and key words to be checked, consulted,
modified and extended during the search.

This sort of analysis might start with the broad state-
ment: "There’s something wrong with my business,"
and divide this into two statements that cover all
possible causes: (1) the trouble is inside the business 
(2) it is outside. Each of these is broken down in turn,
until you exhaust all possible causes and list the
remedies to be applied. You narrow down the search
by successive division and subdivision.

Notice the difference between this intelligent pro-
cedure and the ineffectual floundering of the person
who leaps from point to point without linking them,
skipping other points that may have a definite bearing
upon the problem. Under the rational system no factor
that can be thought of is omitted; every one is assured
of careful scrutiny on its merits; connections between
points are seen; the weight of this or that factor relative
to others becomes manifest.

Consider the further break-down that might be made
if our analysis of business trouble led us to suspect that
our advertising might be partly to blame. We might ask:
Is colour advertising necessary if we are to meet com-
petition? Is it nice to have but too costly? What would
be its effect on prospective customers? Then, if we should
decide that colour illustration is necessary, we would
go on to ask." How much should we use? In what
proportion? In what pattern of arrangement with the
rest of our advertising campaign?
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