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Business, as a form of organization, is always plagued with problems and challenges that they must address in order to meet their day-to-day and overall objectives. Common sense demands, at minimum, that the approach to tackling these problems and challenges ought to be systematic. A problem or challenge can be said to exist when there is a gap between a current and preferred condition (Harshana, 2017, p. 6). Sergei Talanker (2016, p.4) asserts that a problem is inherently timeless and most times objective. Its reality is largely dependent on the organism experiencing it and its actuality is dependent on the specific timeframe within which the subject and problem exist. With the presence of a problem or challenge and a desire for a preferred position, problem solving becomes the logical route of endeavor. 

Problem solving according to the WordWeb dictionary is the thought process involved in solving a problem; going from a current condition to a preferred condition. It is also viewed as the logical search for a solution deploying problem solving practices intended to optimize the likelihood of identifying the top or most applicable solutions to a specific problem (D’Zurilla and Chang, 1995, cited in Talanker, 2016, p.5). 

Decision making is a series of steps through which a choice is made from a range of options produced during problem solving to change a state that has become no longer desirable (Talanker, 2016, p.10). Like, problem solving, there are methods to decision making. Problem solving techniques largely help in: Problem definition, Problem scoping, Problem source, Problem impact, and in generating Problem solutions. Decision making techniques deployed hereafter, assist in selecting a choice that will be followed through with implementation of an actionable work plan: Identify the Decision, Gather Information, Identify Alternatives, Weigh the Evidence, Choose among Alternatives, Develop Action Plan and Take Action, Monitor and Evaluate the Decision. Nazia Asad (2019, p.4) and Marc Galli (2020, p.2) both assert that problem solving and decision making are attached ideas in solving problems and overcoming challenges. Some literature, in fact, use the terms interchangeably. 
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Big Bite Sandwiches is a mom and pop store with five employees and two married co-owners. They specialize in making and customizing sandwich specials relying heavily on in-house creativity and customer input, respectively. Over the past five months, patronage has dropped and revenues have also plummeted with little understanding why on the part of the co-owners. Prior to this, the co-owners had been provided professional input to work on developing their internal processes and systems, but they have failed to comply for several domesticate and personal reasons. 

The co-owners, now ready to make adjustments to stop their financial bleeding have engaged my consulting services. As a professional, I have decided, both on the basis of expertise and experience that shooting for a broad-scale systematic solution will not be the best option for Big Bite. Rather, I have decided to work on a strategy to narrow down on real-time, practical sources of the problem to correct the financial bleeding and loss in business, before pitching the need to approach more long-term and strategic solutions. 
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The first step I took with Big Bite is to hold a brief 30-minute problem identification meeting with the co-owners to establish the problems they are facing as supported by Marc Galli, 2020, p.2. Probing for what was wrong and what pains the company was facing, the following problems were established:
1. Declining customer patronage
2. Plummeting revenues as a result of 
3. Poor communication issues
4. Poor performance issues
5. High work stress levels

Given my chosen consulting project approach and the readiness of the client, we agreed to tackle the most important problem at the client’s discretion which turned out to be ‘poor performance issues’. To capture this problem objectively as put forward by Talanker, 2016, p.5 and Galli, 2020, p.2, we articulated it as: ‘Our failure to deliver on customers’ requests for our sandwiches has led to loss in patronage and even where delivery succeeded; there has been less than satisfactory ratings.’ We also agreed that Mrs. Hemmer, as company lead, take ownership for ensuring that this problem was tackled accordingly. 

We ended the first step with scheduling brainstorming sessions that would involve the entire team. The justification, as supported by Marco Grollo, 2020, p.9, was to tap into their collective knowledge and experience base, build a sense of belonging to support the change process, and ensure as broad a taskforce as possible for allocating required tasks during implementation. As shown below, we made use of the Fishbone Analysis to identify causes for the stated problems focusing on key areas of the business. We also employed the technique of asking ‘Five Whys’ to establish as deep a root as possible into the causes of the problem. 
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Next, still using another brainstorming session after having identified the most likely causes that added up to the agreed problem, we delved into the possible solutions that could be applied to correct these abnormalities. 
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For each root cause, where possible and necessary, we generated between three to five likely solutions for final consideration in our next step of selecting appropriate solutions. We arrived at these solutions through dialog, debate, and employing the technique of Devil’s Advocacy without being concerned about ‘the right solution’. These solution alternatives are tabulated below:

Table 1: Root Causes and Proffered Solutions
	Root Causes
	Proffered Solutions

	Staff
	

	Poor Communication
	1. Establish routine operational meetings
2. Set up a communication board for major tasks
3. Streamline customer orders
4. Streamline sandwich ideation process

	Nonchalance of Co-owners
	1. Follow staff up on assigned tasks and responsibilities
2. Setup a team structure for order and alignment
3. Share control and decision making powers

	Poor Schedule Management
	1. Establish a daily, rotational work schedule to align with traffic flow
2. Establish scheduling policies to factor social and health considerations
3. Plan out schedule for a month to aid in personal planning

	Equipment
	

	Obsolete and Inefficient
	1. Replace outdated equipment with newer and techy ones
2. Repair all damaged equipment still relevant and useful 
3. Do away with any unnecessary equipment and floor usage

	Poor Maintenance
	1. Establish and maintain periodical maintenance and repairs for all equipment
2. Re-orientate staff on proper use of all equipment

	Poor Equipment Layout
	1. Reorganize production layout for efficiency and optimization

	Procedures and Policies
	

	Nonchalance of Co-owners
	1. Systematize sandwich ideation, production, and delivery processes
2. Create supportive staff and company policy documents

	Customer Service
	

	Poor Customer Orientation
	1. Institute a biannual customer service training program

	Poor Feedback Loop
	1. Establish daily check-in customer and staff feedback systems
2. Incorporate feedback into routine operational meetings for deliberations and action
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Having generated multiple solutions for each root cause, save Poor Equipment Layout and Poor Customer Orientation, we proceeded to consider necessary elements for making a decision in selecting appropriate solutions as suggested by Asad, 2019, p.6; Harshana, 2017, pp.8-9; Galli, 2020, pp.3-4; Talanker, 2016, pp.5-6; and Nugent, 2019, pp.67-68. This largely involved further deliberations that were developed into a weightage system for final assessment, selection, and prioritization of solutions in line with solving our ultimate performance problem (Harshana, 2017, p.10). Our summary outcome is tabulated below:

Table 2: Solutions Weightage - Prioritization
	Root Causes
	Solutions Weightage - Prioritization 
	

	Solutions Criteria: cost, real-time impact, logical procession, financial capacity, and client willingness to execute said task

	Staff
	
	Priority
1 = Most Important

	Poor Communication
	1. Establish routine operational meetings
2. Set up a communication board for major tasks
3. Streamline customer orders
4. Streamline sandwich ideation process
	3
4
5
6

	Nonchalance of Co-owners
	1. Follow staff up on assigned tasks and responsibilities
2. Setup a team structure for order and alignment
3. Share control and decision making powers
	7
11
12

	Poor Schedule Management
	1. Establish a daily, rotational work schedule to align with traffic flow
2. Establish scheduling policies to factor social and health considerations
3. Plan out schedule for a month to aid in personal planning
	8
10
9

	Equipment
	
	

	Obsolete and Inefficient
	1. Replace outdated equipment with newer and techy ones
2. Repair all damaged equipment still relevant and useful 
3. Do away with any unnecessary equipment and floor usage
	20
19
18

	Poor Maintenance
	1. Establish and maintain periodical maintenance and repairs for all equipment
2. Re-orientate staff on proper use of all equipment
	21

13

	Poor Equipment Layout
	1. Reorganize production layout for efficiency and optimization
	2

	Procedures and Policies
	
	

	Nonchalance of Co-owners
	1. Systematize sandwich ideation, production, and delivery processes
2. Create supportive staff and company policy documents
	1
17

	Customer Service
	
	

	Poor Customer Orientation
	1. Institute a biannual customer service training program
	14

	Poor Feedback Loop
	1. Establish daily check-in customer and staff feedback systems
2. Incorporate feedback into routine operational meetings for deliberations and action
	15

16
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In making our prioritized solutions actionable, we employed a work plan tool that clearly described what, who, where, when, and the major resources required. This activity also involved the entire team at Big Bite for greater buy-in and project ownership. 

Table 3: Work Plan - Solutions Implementation
	
	What
	Who
	Where
	When
	Major Resources

	Procedures and Policies
	
	
	
	
	

	Nonchalance of Co-owners
	Systematize sandwich ideation, production, and delivery processes
	Lead: Mr. Hemmer with entire team
	Company kitchen and Office space
	April 9 -30, 2018
3 weeks
	Meeting time
Procedural outlines

	Equipment
	
	
	
	
	

	Poor Equipment Layout
	Reorganize production layout for efficiency and optimization
	Lead: Mr. Hemmer with entire team
	Company kitchen
	May 1-7, 2018
1 week
	Meeting time
Procedural outlines
Layout diagrams

	Staff
	
	
	
	
	

	Poor Communication
	Establish routine operational meetings
	Lead: Mrs. Hemmer with Mr. Hemmer
	Company office space
	May 8-9, 2018
2 days
	Meeting time
Procedural outlines
Production targets
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Asides the team at Big Bite, we communicated the following stakeholders:
1. Customers – duly informing them of operational and administrative plans and changes that would correct transactional ills in their favor and increase business engagement in the near future.
2. Delivery Partners – duly informing them of operational and administrative plans and changes that they will need to adjust to as we advance our partnership. This, of course, involved some renegotiation on contractual terms.
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In order to ensure the successful, efficient, and effective implementation of our work plan within time and budget, we established and deployed regular daily and weekly rhythmic monitoring led by the co-owners with support from staff on a rotational basis (Barnett, 2020 cited in Galli, 2020, pp.5-6).  We also ensured that the work plan was kept up-to-date and relevant with prevailing realities and preferences through weekly strategic meetings between the co-owners and the entire team. These strategic meetings also ensured that undesired results were reasonably appraised and tackled accordingly (Harshana, 2017, p.18). 
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The experience with Big Bite Sandwiches turned out to be quite successful and they are still going well. This would definitely not have been very predicable or probable without a structured approach to identifying and solving problems from an array of solutions and possible lines of action. This methodological approach to tackling workplace issues is a far more plausible response compared to aimless and baseless scampering about. The techniques of problem solving and decision making both provide a holistic and systematic approach to managing the work environment. Without them, the workplace struggles to advance and develop accordingly. 
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