Before you can solve a problem, you have to know what it is.

As simple as that may seem, many people skip the first and most crucial part of the problem-solving process.

At the most basic level, a problem is simply a difference between what you want and what you have. Unfortunately, looking directly at this difference often leads people to treat a symptom of the problem rather than the problem itself.

For example, you know you want people to have enough to eat and you know they don't. Hunger becomes the obvious problem. However, simply giving people food doesn't solve the problem. When the food is gone, they'll still be hungry unless you continue giving them food. In this case, the real problem is finding the reason the people are hungry. It could be a lack of water for irrigation, a lack of knowledge of agriculture or some other cause that is depleting their resources.

So after you've discovered a problem, the next step is to ask yourself why the situation exists. The key to doing this is remaining calm and logical.  Rushing into a situation without planning will just waste time and energy. Always make a thorough study of the issue before you begin to work.

Ask yourself the following questions:

• What are the different aspects of the issue? 

• Does one of these aspects seem to be the root cause of the problem?

• Is there a clear cause for this aspect?

• How have others dealt with similar issues?

Often as you try to more clearly define the problem, you'll discover that solutions are already available or that the root cause of the issue you're facing is very different from the problem you original sought to address. 

Also, don't be afraid to be flexible and make use of all available sources of information. Bringing together people from different backgrounds who are dealing with different aspects of the issue will often lead to a clearer understanding of what is really involved. It will also provide you with more resources when the time comes to take action. People who feel they were involved in helping to find the problem are much more likely to take part in efforts to fix it.

In the end, remaining calm, approaching the issue logically and remembering to place common sense above all else is the surest way not only to identify a problem, but also to solve it.

