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• common group problems 

• common indicators of 
group problems 

• the six steps of problem 
solving 

Think of a group or team 
you have belonged to. Write 
down two or three problems 
that the group experienced. 
How did members resolve 
their diffi culties? What 
was the role of the leader 
in helping fi x problems? 
What were the roles of the 
group members? 

Steps for Problem SolvingSteps for Problem SolvingSteps for Problem SolvingSteps for Problem SolvingSteps for Problem Solving
22222

Common Group Problems 

Put human beings together in almost any setting—a family, 
a sports team, a class, a club, a community, or an offi ce—and 
one of two things happens: Either people get along and work 
well together, or they have diffi culties and fail to work together. 

But sometimes both things happen. And sometimes both things 
happen at the same time. People have an instinct to cooperate 
and make progress. At the same time, something in people—
for example, egos, personality differences, or cultural divides—
pulls them in different directions, creating friction and tension. 

All groups and teams have problems of one kind or another. 
One of the key responsibilities of a group or team leader is 
to lead the way in fi xing problems that arise in the group. 
This role is critical if the team is to succeed. 

But a leader who simply runs around putting out fi res is going 
to be very, very busy. For example, team leader Seth fi nds he 
spends far too much time before and after meetings dealing with 
the fact that Carrie claims not to know how to work her cell 
phone—which constantly rings during the team’s meetings. 

The need to pay attention to details of a team’s performance 
problems can eat up a leader’s time and energy. Good leaders 
get ahead of the curve by anticipating the bigger problems. 
Anticipating a problem is thinking about what could happen 
and preparing for issues before they arise. 

To anticipate problems, it helps to know the fi ve common 
types of groups or teams that seem to attract them most often. 
These types are the following:

 1. The mismatched team—This team has drastically differing 
types of people on it. Nothing it does seems to work, 
because team members’ personalities put them on different 
wavelengths or performance tracks. 

 2. The out-of-control team—Like a hungry octopus, this team 
goes beyond its mission and purpose. It tries to do too 
much. It grasps at tasks beyond its reach. 
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• anticipating

• root cause

• troubleshooting 

• prioritizing

• specifying

• monitoring

• adjusting

• ownership trap 

 3. The bickering team—This team can’t agree on anything. 
Members constantly heckle one another. Effectiveness 
and results suffer. 

 4. The stalled team—Like a car running out of gas, this team 
slows down. It shows fewer and fewer results from less 
and less effort. 

 5. The leaderless team—Like a ship with a broken rudder, 
this team goes in no specifi c direction—or in several 
directions at once. It makes little progress. 

Common Indicators of Group Problems 

Most often, these kinds of teams show signs of stress, 
tension, or friction as problems develop. As a result, the team 
suffers poor performance—its members don’t work well together 
and the team has trouble accomplishing its objectives—
if it accomplishes them at all. To prevent this, leaders need 
to monitor their team’s performance constantly. 

Common signs of troubled relationships 
among team members include: 

• Continually missing deadlines

• Producing poor work

• Frequently being absent without 
an excuse

• Excessively celebrating small 
achievements unrelated to the 
team goals

• Speaking rudely or bluntly to each other

• Criticizing fellow team members 
to outsiders

• Pursuing individual goals at the expense 
of team objectives

• Constantly involving the leader in 
putting out fi res

Team members who suffer low morale don’t have 
positive feelings about the team. 
Andrey Popov/Shutterstock
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• Asking others to do their work

• Failing to contribute to meetings

• Playing the “blame game” when things don’t go according to plan

• Taking individual credit for group successes or others’ accomplishments

The need to intervene in petty disagreements among members can be a constant 
drain on a leader’s energy. It forces the leader to spend time on trivial issues that 
have nothing to do with the team’s purpose. These problems can affect not only 
the group’s performance and results but also its morale. The effects of low morale 
can be slow, subtle, and devastating to the group’s success. Team members who 
suffer from low morale perform poorly and don’t have positive feelings about the 
team. They may stop attending meetings. If they do attend, they may refuse to 
contribute. Ultimately, they may give up. 

The Six Steps of Problem Solving 

To solve these and other problems in teams and groups, 
it helps to use an orderly process. One such process is the 
six problem-solving steps that many leaders in education, 
business, government, and the Air Force use. When you’re 
working alone, you can apply these steps to your problem. 
When you’re working with a team, this process allows you 
to involve the team members in fi nding a solution. This is 
often more effective than having the leader simply order 
members to implement a solution.

Recognize the Problem

The fi rst step is to recognize and defi ne the problem. To do this, you need to 
get at its root cause. A root cause is a signifi cant, deeper issue that underlies problems 
and confl icts. 

Root causes are often complex and hard to fi gure out. A leader may have to 
troubleshoot to get at the root cause. Troubleshooting means taking apart a 
problem and determining what makes it happen. Once you know the cause, you 
can begin to fi nd a solution. 

Sometimes, root causes are too big or complicated for a leader to address. For 
example, one of your team members may constantly make sarcastic remarks 
about other team members. If you look closer, you may fi nd that this person 
gets constant criticism at home and is merely taking out frustration on others. 

talkingtalking POINT
•
•
•

Six Steps to Solving Problems 
• Recognize the problem. 

• Gather data.

• List possible solutions. 

• Test possible solutions.

• Select the best solution. 

• Implement the solution. 
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A Sergeant’s Persistence Led to an Act of Congress 
Sometimes solutions to problems crop up in the most unexpected places and at the 
most unexpected times. It took one Air Force sergeant’s suffering to get America’s leaders 
to craft a solution that honored her sacrifi ce—and her dog’s. 

Technical Sergeant Jamie Dana and Rex, a bomb-detecting military dog, were coming 
back from a convoy patrol in Iraq on 25 June 2005. As they traveled the road, an 
improvised explosive device—a homemade bomb—detonated under their Humvee, 
blasting the vehicle to pieces. 

Dana suffered severe injuries in the blast, including collapsed lungs, a fractured spine, 
and internal bleeding. Before she lost consciousness, she asked, “Where’s Rex?” A medic 
told her that Rex had died. “I felt like my heart broke.… It’s the last thing I remember,” 
Dana said later in an interview. 

Dana’s grief was understandable: She and Rex had trained together for three years. 
They were deployed to Iraq side by side. 

She was evacuated to Balad Air Base, where she was treated. Her injuries were so 
severe that she required 19 blood transfusions. 

Later, while receiving care in a military 
hospital in Germany, Dana learned that 
Rex had survived the explosion with 
only minor burns. Dana resolved to do 
whatever she could to adopt Rex from 
the Air Force. Still critically ill herself, Dana 
asked Air Force offi cials if she could adopt 
the dog. She soon learned that US law 
prohibited the adoption of animals still 
considered useful to the military. 

After Dana’s plight became public, the 
US Congress changed the law to allow 
handlers to adopt and take home military 
working dogs following a traumatic event. 
Indeed, it took an act of Congress for this 
to happen. Chief of Staff of the Air Force 
General Michael Moseley said the adoption 
was a positive event. “This has been a team 
effort between both houses of Congress, 
and I’m just glad to see that there’s a 
happy ending.” Dana adopted Rex 
after President George W. Bush signed 
the special legislation in the Defense 
Appropriations Bill on 30 December 2005. 

AMERICANS in action

Technical Sergeant Jamie Dana and Rex meet 
with Major (Dr.) Paul Morton, who saved her life.
Courtesy US Air Force

Technical Sergeant Jamie Dana and Rex meet 
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You can be sensitive to that person’s need for positive feedback and friendship, 
but you cannot fi x his or her home problems. One way you might deal with such 
tension-causing behavior is to talk to the person privately and suggest that his or 
her remarks may be creating a barrier to group productivity.

Gather Data 

Once you’ve identifi ed the problem, you must gather as much information as 
you can, both about the problem and about possible solutions. Depending on the 
nature of the problem, you might visit the library or go to the Internet to gather 
information. You might interview people who are familiar with the problem or who 
have faced similar problems. You might get team members together to discuss their 
views of the problem—looking at problems from different angles can often help 
suggest solutions. 

List Possible Solutions 

You’ve identifi ed the problem and gathered data. Now you need to list the possible 
solutions. Brainstorming is an effective technique to use at this stage of the group 
problem-solving process. As you learned in the lesson on developing a common vision, 
brainstorming is a group problem-solving technique during which members contribute 
ideas spontaneously. Frequently, team leaders and members brainstorm together. 
Members will feel a part of the solution to a problem if they help create it. 

Once you’ve identifi ed the problem, you must gather information about it 
and list possible solutions.  
antoniodiaz/Shutterstock
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The key here—and the key to all group problems—is communication. If you can 
establish open, honest, specifi c lines of communication with everyone on the team, 
you improve your chances of helping the team solve its issues. You can do this on an 
individual or a group basis. 

As you build a list of possible solutions to a team problem, you should try to prioritize 
and specify as you go. An effective technique is to write all the ideas that come up 
during a brainstorming session on a large piece of paper or on a whiteboard. (If you’re 
brainstorming by yourself, write them down on notebook paper, a legal pad, or on an 
electronic device.) Get at least one suggestion from every person. If you do this, every 
member of the team will feel he or she has contributed to the solution. 

Once you have a good list of ideas, you must prioritize them. Prioritizing is putting ideas 
in order from most to least important, signifi cant, or effective. When prioritizing, you put 
stronger, more-promising ideas at the top of the list. Put costly, impractical, far-fetched, 
or weaker ideas at the bottom. 

With your ideas prioritized, you can begin to specify how they will work. Specifying is 
assigning clear, concrete values to proposed ideas. For example, if an idea calls for use of 
time, money, or human effort, your solution should specify, in writing, just how much 
time, money, or effort will be required. 

Test Possible Solutions 

Once you’ve listed the ideas in order of priority and expressed them as specifi cally as 
possible, you can select the most promising solutions and begin to test them. You test 
solutions either “offl ine”—outside of real-world activity, such as in a laboratory or a 
focus group—or by trying them out in actual practice. 

Suppose you are the manager of the school store. Your problem is that sales are falling. 
Not enough students are coming in after school to buy. You get the staff together, 
brainstorm the problem, and come up with three possible solutions. One is to offer 
more varieties of candy, one is to print up and sell school T-shirts, and one is to open 
the store for a half-hour during lunch. You don’t know which will work, so you decide 
to try each for a week. 

Select the Best Solution 

Once you’ve narrowed the list of possible solutions, you need to pick the best one to 
put into practice. For a leader, this might involve making a procedural change, creating 
a rule of order, or stating a new team policy. Your authority as leader usually allows for 
this, but you’ll be more likely to gain your team members’ acceptance if you discuss it 
with them beforehand. In some cases, you might even put the issue to a vote in order 
to get your members to buy in. 
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Once members agree on a solution or vote to ratify a change, you should immediately 
put the rule, policy, or change into effect. Formally announce the change and 
communicate it afterward to team members who aren’t present. Everyone should 
know what’s happening and why. Reinforce the idea that the change is for the good 
of the group. Bank on people’s willingness to go along with reasonable change. 

In the example of the school store, suppose you fi nd that offering more varieties 
of candy resulted in no change in sales. Selling T-shirts led to a 10 percent increase 
in sales. But opening the store for a half-hour at lunch led to a 12 percent increase. 
So you get the members together, and most of them agree with your recommendation 
to change the hours so that the store is open during lunch. 

Implement the New Solution 

Putting the new solution into effect might be as simple as changing a meeting time, 
rotating responsibility for providing refreshments, or placing a marker in front of the 
person whose turn it is to speak. 

But implementing some solutions requires sensitive, one-on-one conversations with 
individual group members about their behaviors and actions. Say some of the school 
store staff are upset with your decision—they don’t want to work during their lunch 
hour. By talking with them, you may be able to persuade them to accept the decision. 
Or you may be able to make an arrangement in which they don’t have to work during 
lunch or perhaps work only on certain days. 

Arranging such conversations is part of a leader’s responsibility. The conversations 
should be objective, straightforward, and professional in tone and content. This isn’t a 
time to kid around. Let members know improving the team’s performance and results 
are serious issues. 

Two things good leaders do as they implement solutions are monitoring and adjusting 
as they go. Monitoring is measuring whether or not a solution is truly working.  Adjusting is 
making changes as needed in the solution to improve its effectiveness. 

Both monitoring and adjusting require fl exibility. A leader needs to recognize that not 
every solution will work exactly as tested. Whenever people are involved, it’s not always 
possible to predict what’s going to happen. People will sometimes do the oddest things. 

When putting a solution into practice, a leader must avoid the ownership trap. The 
 ownership trap is the tendency of leaders to invest too much in a solution at the expense of 
its effectiveness. In other words, the leader falls in love with an idea to the exclusion of 
other possibilities. For example, say that for the fi rst week or two, keeping the school 
store open during lunch pays off—sales are up about 12 percent. But then they start to 
fall off. By the end of two months, sales have fallen back to where they were before you 
implemented the change. Team members are unhappy because they are working extra 
time during their lunch and have nothing to show for it. It wouldn’t be good leadership 
to insist on sticking to the original plan just because it seemed right at the time. Don’t 
own a solution so much that you can’t adjust when the situation calls for it.
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Lewis and Clark’s Problem Solving
In 1804 President Thomas Jefferson sent Captain Meriwether Lewis and Captain 
William Clark, along with a select group of volunteers, to explore the Pacifi c Northwest. 
As Captains Lewis and Clark led their “Corps of Discovery” to explore the uncharted 
West, they met their fi rst navigational test on 2 June 1805. Moving up the Missouri 
River, they came to a fork. Their intention was to follow the river to its headwaters, 
cross the mountains, and move on to the Pacifi c Ocean. Their problem: Which fork 
was the Missouri? 

Lewis and Clark gathered data by sending Lewis to scout up the northwestern branch, 
while Clark and another group scouted the southwestern branch. When each returned, 
they compared their notes, reevaluated their intelligence, studied their maps, and 
discussed the issue with their men. Lewis and Clark decided that the southwestern 
branch was the Missouri. All the others disagreed. But their respect for their leaders 
was so great that the men agreed to follow them along the southwestern branch. 

On 13 June, the party reached the Great Falls of the Missouri River. By careful problem 
solving and support from their team members, Lewis and Clark had chosen and 
implemented the correct solution. 

AMERICANS in action

Meriwether Lewis, portrait by Charles 
Wilson Peale
Everett Historical/Shutterstock

William Clark, portrait by Charles 
Wilson Peale
Everett Historical/Shutterstock
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Using complete sentences, answer the following questions on a sheet of paper. 

 1. How do good leaders get ahead of the curve?

 2. What are the fi ve types of groups or teams that attract problems most often? 

 3. What are seven signs of troubled relationships among team members? 

 4. What are the effects of low morale on a group’s success?

 5. What are the six steps of problem solving? 

 6. What are two things good leaders do as they implement solutions?

APPLYING YOUR LEARNING

 7. Explain how Lewis and Clark’s actions in locating the Missouri River followed 
the six steps of problem solving. 
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