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FIVE STEPS TO BETTER CRITICAL-THINKING, PROBLEM-SOLVING, AND  
DECISION-MAKING SKILLS
by Mary Ellen Guffey
 
Gone are the days when management expected workers to check their brains at the door and do only as told.  
As knowledge workers in today’s age of information, you will be expected to use your brains in thinking critically.  
You’ll be solving problems and making decisions, either individually or as parts of teams.  The decisions reached 
will then be communicated to management, fellow workers, clients, the government, and the public.

Faced with a problem or a perplexing issue, most of us do a lot of worrying before separating the issues, 
examining the facts, and reaching a decision. All that worrying can become directed thinking by channeling it into 
the following procedure. To make the best decisions and to become valuable knowledge workers, follow this 
WMQTPI�½ZI�WXIT�TPER�

1. Identify and clarify the problem.�=SYV�½VWX�XEWO�MW�VIGSKRM^MRK�XLEX�E�TVSFPIQ�I\MWXW���7SQI�TVSFPIQW�EVI�FMK�
ERH�YRQMWXEOEFPI��WYGL�EW�JEMPYVI�SJ�ER�EMV�JVIMKLX�HIPMZIV]�WIVZMGI�XS�KIX�TEGOEKIW�XS�GYWXSQIVW�SR�XMQI��3XLIV�
TVSFPIQW�QE]�FI�GSRXMRYMRK�ERRS]ERGIW��WYGL�EW�VIKYPEVP]�VYRRMRK�SYX�SJ�XSRIV�JSV�ER�SJ½GI�GST]�QEGLMRI��8LI�
½VWX�WXIT�MR�VIEGLMRK�E�WSPYXMSR�MW�TMRTSMRXMRK�XLI�TVSFPIQ�EVIE�

2. Gather information. Learn more about the problem situation. Look for possible causes and solutions. This 
WXIT�QE]�QIER�GLIGOMRK�½PIW��GEPPMRK�WYTTPMIVW��SV�FVEMRWXSVQMRK�[MXL�JIPPS[�[SVOIVW��*SV�I\EQTPI��XLI�EMV�JVIMKLX�
delivery service would investigate the tracking systems of the commercial airlines carrying its packages to 
determine what went wrong.

3. Evaluate the evidence. ;LIVI�HMH�XLI�MRJSVQEXMSR�GSQI�JVSQ#�(SIW�MX�VITVIWIRX�ZEVMSYW�TSMRXW�SJ�ZMI[#�
;LEX�FMEWIW�GSYPH�FI�I\TIGXIH�JVSQ�IEGL�WSYVGI#�,S[�EGGYVEXI�MW�XLI�MRJSVQEXMSR�KEXLIVIH#�-W�MX�JEGX�SV�
STMRMSR#�*SV�I\EQTPI��MX�MW�E�JEGX�XLEX�TEGOEKIW�EVI�QMWWMRK���MX�MW�ER�STMRMSR�XLEX�XLI]�EVI�QIVIP]�PSWX�ERH�[MPP�XYVR�
up eventually.

4. Consider alternatives and implications. Draw conclusions from the gathered evidence and pose 
WSPYXMSRW��8LIR��[IMKL�XLI�EHZERXEKIW�ERH�HMWEHZERXEKIW�SJ�IEGL�EPXIVREXMZI���;LEX�EVI�XLI�GSWXW��FIRI½XW��ERH�
GSRWIUYIRGIW#�;LEX�EVI�XLI�SFWXEGPIW��ERH�LS[�GER�XLI]�FI�LERHPIH#�1SWX�MQTSVXERX��[LEX�WSPYXMSR�FIWX�WIVZIW�
]SYV�KSEPW�ERH�XLSWI�SJ�]SYV�SVKERM^EXMSR#�,IVI Ẃ�[LIVI�]SYV�GVIEXMZMX]�MW�IWTIGMEPP]�MQTSVXERX�

5. Choose and implement the best alternative. Select an alternative and put it into action. Then, follow 
through on your decision by monitoring the results of implementing your plan. The freight company decided to 
KMZI�MXW�YRLETT]�GYWXSQIVW�JVII�HIPMZIV]�WIVZMGI�XS�QEOI�YT�JSV�XLI�PSWX�TEGOEKIW�ERH�HS[RXMQI��3R�XLI�NSF��]SY�
would want to continue observing and adjusting the solution to ensure its effectiveness over time.
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