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Solving Problems and 
Writing Proposals

By now, you’ve learned that problems are a normal part of life. Not surprisingly, 
problems are a normal part of professional life, too. Part of your contribution to an 

organization includes your ability to solve problems. Whether related to motivating an 
underperforming team, satisfying disgruntled customers, or boosting sales in a country, 
problem solving can present you with opportunities to create value for you and your or-
ganization. View problems as opportunities, and you will find yourself more motivated to 
tackle challenges that can benefit your professional life.

Much of your communication at work will include problem solving, often requiring 
you to request help from others in solving problems you are working on. For major prob-
lems, you request help by creating a proposal. Chapter 8 contains two major parts: solving 
problems and writing proposals. After learning the material in this chapter, you should be 
able to do the following:

	■ Apply six steps in analyzing problems and implementing solutions.
	■ Write a persuasive proposal.

—
Prev

iew
—

 

Cop
yri

gh
ted

 M
ate

ria
l



Chapter 8 • Solving Problems and Writing Proposals Professional Writing     Speaking • 214 

Solving Problems

How will you learn about problems in your job? Problems may come to your attention in 
a variety of ways—both informal and formal. Informal ways might include complaints 
posted on social media by customers, grapevine communication, personal observation, or 
unexpected emergencies. Formal ways might include routine reports, continuous-improve-
ment committees, annual performance reviews, or employee suggestion boxes. You should 
welcome people bringing problems to your attention so that you motivate them to report 
future problems before they worsen.

However, keep in mind that not all problems need your attention. As Figure 8.1 sug-
gests, urgent problems will demand your attention as a professional, but make sure also 
to spend time on problems that are important, but not urgent. What about problems that 
are not important and not urgent? Set those aside. Effective managers spend their time on 
important problems, which are located on the right side of the matrix.

Six general steps can help you solve problems:

	■ Define the problem.
	■ Analyze the cause.
	■ Develop alternative solutions.
	■ Select a solution.
	■ Implement the solution.
	■ Evaluate the outcome.

The following sections examine each step in order, but know that problem solving 
is typically not so orderly. For example, you might define a problem, but after analyzing 
its cause, you update your definition of the problem. Or you might implement a solution 
only to find the solution doesn’t work, so you must select another solution. In summary, be 
flexible in your approach to problem solving and recognize that it is a recursive process.

Define the Problem
How can you define a problem? A problem is the difference between what should be and 
what is. Similarly, an opportunity is the difference between what could be and what is (see 
Figure 8.2).

Figure 8.1 Effective managers focus on important problems.
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your day, you might get new insights at unpredictable times. For example, George de 
Mestral’s inspiration for his Velcro® brand came from burrs that stuck to him and his 
dog during a hunting trip in the Swiss Alps. You might even stumble upon a solution 
that needs a problem to solve. Sometime after learning about a low-strength adhesive 
developed by a colleague at 3M®, Arthur Fry was singing in his church choir. The 
bookmarks in his music wouldn’t stay in place. He remembered the low-strength 
adhesive and applied it to his bookmarks. This solution to Arthur’s bookmark problem 
eventually became today’s Post-it® Notes.

Group Brainstorming. When you conduct group brainstorming, you must have an 
open mind. Group members expect you to consider their opinions, and if you seek their 
input but already have your mind made up, you’ll come across as a leader who doesn’t 
listen. If that happens, the brainstorming session may cause more problems than it solves. 
Therefore, keep an open mind and assume that more than one or two possible solutions 
exist (see Figure 8.8). Your group will likely even develop a variety of solutions, and 
combining multiple solutions may prove to be best. 

You can use either oral or written methods to brainstorm with a group. Oral brain-
storming involves four steps.

Select the Group. Select a group of 6 to 12 people. Groups smaller than 6 may lack the 
necessary diversity to produce the desired results, and groups larger than 12 sometimes 
break into subgroups or intimidate less assertive members. Ensure that group members 
have a good knowledge of the problem and its context.

Select a Facilitator. Choose a facilitator or serve as facilitator yourself. If you serve as 
facilitator, you should be able to conduct the session, coordinate the generation and record-
ing of ideas, and probe for better and deeper thinking.

Figure 8.8 In group brainstorming, keep an open mind and consider group members’ 
opinions. (Photo by Fauxels on pexels.com.)
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the proposal, and prepare your audience to be more receptive to the solution you will 
propose.

Consider also which channel would be most appropriate for delivering your pro-
posal. Internal proposals and sales pitches may be presented orally as formal stand-up 
presentations or as a less-formal discussion in meetings or web conferences. Responses 
to RFPs are frequently presented through a written channel, such as a memo (see Figure 
8.12 at the end of the chapter), report (see Figure 8.13 at the end of the chapter), or letter 
(see Figure 8.14 at the end of the chapter and Appendix B). The internet also enables 
you to present proposals using a medley of online text, images, and video (for examples 
of online proposals, explore popular crowdfunding sites such as www.kickstarter.com, 
www.indiegogo.com, and www.gofundme.com). As you decide which channel to use, 
consider each channel’s richness, convenience, speed, permanence, and cost.

Follow an Appropriate Pattern
In your professional life you’ll see many types of proposals, but most business proposals 
follow a similar pattern (Freed & Roberts 1989). Using this six-part pattern,  you can 
compose a persuasive proposal.

Background. Clearly communicate the problem or opportunity that your audience is 
facing. Only after your audience understands that the problem exists will they understand 
the need for your solution.

One way to clearly frame a problem is to describe its causes and its effects 
(Johnson-Sheehan 2008). For instance, once you clarify the causes of the problem, you 
can later show how your solution resolves those causes. In addition, you can motivate the 
audience to take action by describing the problem’s negative effects. People are motivated 
both by a desire to avoid negative consequences and by a desire to obtain positive results. 
Thus, you could describe a recent problematic situation and then show how that negative 
situation would have been prevented if your proposed solution had been in place. To 
visualize this process, consider your solution as a missing puzzle piece (see Figure 8.16).

1. Describe a negative situation 
caused by the problem.

2. Describe your
proposed solution.

3. Describe how your solution 
would have prevented the 

negative situation.

Figure 8.16 In the background section, describe how your proposal resolves a negative 
situation caused by a problem.
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may play an important role for some audiences, so schedule sufficient time to accomplish 
all necessary tasks. If you aren’t sure you can meet the deadlines you propose, increase 
your time estimates. Remember that it is better to promise to do something later (e.g., 
October 15) and deliver early (e.g., October 7) than it is to promise to do it early (e.g., 
October 1) and deliver late (e.g., October 7).

If your plan involves delivering goods or services to your audience, provide detailed 
specifications and when they will be delivered. Sometimes RFPs will include significant 
detail about the required deliverables, so pay attention to those details. Even if you are 
writing a research proposal (e.g., to identify the cause of a problem), your audience will 
most likely want you to deliver a copy of your data or a report of your research findings.

Qualifications. Once you have explained how you plan to achieve the proposed 
solution, your audience needs to know whether you can implement your plan. Provide 
qualifications in the form of resumes, customer testimonials, employee biographies, 
company mission statements, descriptions of previous projects, and so forth. Tailor these 
qualifications to your audience, ensuring that they illustrate your ability to achieve your 
solution. By providing this information, you increase your credibility and your company’s 
credibility and persuade your audience that you can do what you propose to do.

Benefits. Once your audience knows that you can achieve the proposed solution, discuss 
the benefits the audience will receive when you implement the solution. To determine 
these benefits, persuasively turn the features of your proposal into benefits. Features might 
include an innovative solution, a rigorous time line, your qualifications, or low costs. You 
turn each of these into benefits as you consider what they mean to your audience (see Table 
8.7). Note that a benefit of any proposal should be a better-understood or solved problem.

Figure 8.17 Integrate a Gantt chart into proposals to show when you will work on and 
accomplish each aspect of the plan.

Table 8.7 Proposal Features and Benefits
Proposal Features Proposal Benefits

On-site visit Enables customization of software to the client’s needs
Quick record mapping Completes conversion before busy loan season begins
Experienced conversion team Decreases mistakes in the transfer of financial records
On-site employee training Reduces employee stress over new software
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