
Seven-Steps for  
Effective Problem-Solving 

By Tim Hicks 

The most common mistake in problem solving is trying to find a 
solution right away. That's a mistake because it tries to put the 
solution at the beginning of the process, when what we need is a 
solution at the end of the process. 
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1. Identify the issues. 
 

Be clear about what the 
problem is. 

Remember that 
different people 
might have different 
views of what the 
issues are. 

Separate the listing 
of issues from the 
identification of 
interests (that's the 
next step!). 
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2. Understand everyone's interests. 

This is a critical step that is usually missing. 

Interests are the needs that you want satisfied by any 
given solution. We often ignore our true interests as we 
become attached to one particular solution. 

The best solution is the one that satisfies everyone's 
interests. 

This is the time for active listening. Put down your 
differences for awhile and listen to each other with the 
intention to understand. 

Separate the naming of interests from the listing of 
solutions. 
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3. List the possible solutions (options). 



This is the time to do 
some brainstorming. 
There may be lots of 
room for creativity. 

For best results, 
separate the listing of 
options from the 
evaluation of the 
options. 
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4. Evaluate the options. 



What are the pluses and minuses? Honestly! 

Separate the evaluation of options from the selection of 
options. 
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5. Select an option or options. 



What's the best option, in the balance? 

Is there a way to "bundle" a number of options together for 
a more satisfactory solution? 
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6. Document the agreement(s). 



Don't rely on memory. 

Writing it down will help you think through all the details 
and implications. 
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7. Agree on contingencies, monitoring, 
and evaluation. 



Conditions may change. Make contingency agreements 
about foreseeable future circumstances (If-then!). 

How will you monitor compliance and follow-through? 

Create opportunities to evaluate the agreements and their 
implementation. ("Let's try it this way for three months and 
then look at it.") 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Conclusion. 

Effective problem solving does take some time and attention 
more of the latter than the former. But less time and attention 
than is required by a problem not well solved. What it really takes 
is a willingness to slow down. A problem is like a curve in the 
road. Take it right and you'll find yourself in good shape for the 
straightaway that follows. Take it too fast and you may not be in 
as good shape. 

Working through this process is not always a strictly linear 
exercise. You may have to cycle back to an earlier step. For 
example, if you're having trouble selecting an option, you may 
have to go back to thinking about the interests. 

This process can be used in a large group, between two people, 
or by one person who is faced with a difficult decision. The more 
difficult and important the problem, the more helpful and 
necessary it is to use a disciplined process. If you're just trying to 
decide where to go out for lunch, you probably don't need to go 
through these seven steps! 

Don't worry if it feels a bit unfamiliar and uncomfortable at first. 
You'll have lots of opportunities to practice! 
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Biography. 

Tim Hicks has been a conflict resolution professional since 1993, 
providing mediation, facilitation, training, coaching, and consultation 
to individuals and organizations in both the public and private 
spheres. From 2006 to 2014, he was the first Director of the Masters 
degree program in Conflict and Dispute Resolution at the University 
of Oregon, leading it to a position of national prominence. As a 
successful businessman, Tim co-founded and grew a business from 
zero to 150+ employees doing business internationally. 

Tim is a frequent presenter at conferences and for professional 
groups and corporations in the United States and abroad.  
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MORE FROM TIM HICKS. 

Tim’s most recent book, Embodied Conflict: the neural basis of 
conflict and communication (Routledge, 2018) www.routledge.com/
9781138087118. has been called groundbreaking. It offers a new way 
of understanding the dynamics and challenges of communication and 
relationship, and why we respond to differences and disagreements 
as we do.  

Read excerpts from the book at https://www.mediate.com/articles/
HicksEmbodied1.cfm 
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REVIEWS: Embodied Conflict. 
“Practical, accessible, easy to read, and yet deeply rooted in 
science, Tim Hicks has written an extremely valuable book for conflict 
specialists or for anyone struggling to understand the conflicts they face in 
life. Starting from the premise that ‘an understanding of the neural 

workings of the brain’ will help us to 
better understand and intervene in 
conflict, Hicks walks us carefully through 
an understanding of essential concepts 
of neural science and then applies 
these both broadly and specifically to 
how we can understand what happens 
in conflict and how we can use this 
understanding in very practical ways. 
This is a very valuable addition to our 
understanding of conflict.” Bernie 
Mayer, conflict specialist and author 

"Embodied Conflict: The Neural Basis 
of Conflict and 
Communication by Tim Hicks is a well-
written and thoroughly researched 
explanation of this new and vital area of 

thought for mediators and dispute resolution professionals, the best 
compilation of this knowledge base that I have seen.” Jim Melamed, 
mediator and CEO of Mediate.com 

“Addressing one of the important issues of our times, Tim Hicks provides a 
clear and readable analysis of the scientific basis of human conflict.  At a 
basic level, he explains the mind’s embodied basis in the neurobiology of 
personal development.  At the same time, he also recognizes the 
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psychological reality of conflict.  We must realize that what we are 
negotiating in our most intense conflicts is not just some material self-
interest, but the very foundations of our identities.” Don Tucker, 
neuroscientist and psychologist 

Unsolicited reader responses: 

…… just finished your book. I have never underlined so many passages in 
a book as I have with ‘Embodied Conflict’. More than presenting the new 
insight of neural structure and physiology into conflict understanding and 
resolution you have provided an immensely valuable compendium of 
conflict resolution concepts and practices. Perhaps the benefit of having 
read various mediation texts addressing such methods as transformative 
insight interest-based mediation etc. helped me appreciate the depth and 
breadth of your ‘discussion’ as you call it. If your ‘discussion’ was my first 
read I would not have appreciated the wealth of wisdom you share. Thank 
you for your contribution the conflict resolution field. 

I love your new book. I am running out of highlighters. This is a must read 
for every conflict worker or anyone in a related field! 

Your book is one of the missing puzzle pieces in the puzzling world of 
conflict. It’s a brilliantly articulated work that speaks to the “why” aspect of 
conflict. It should be on every reading list for students studying the field of 
conflict resolution. 

This book and the ideas within it are truly ground-breaking. I’ve been 
waiting for something like this to come along and make sense of much of 
what we talk about in conflict resolution. 
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