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AESTRACT ' .

The personal problem-eclving process can be . :
functicnally analyzed from a cogpitive-behavioral gersgective into at '
least four majer, performance classes; (1) decision making: (2) T
prechlem explorationm, differentiaticq. and definition: (3) - .
identification of restonse alternatives;,and (4) perfortance of an k
internded solutien response. The personal’ probles-solving apgrcach is
a complex chain of events that consists of innumeratle cues, -
behaviors, critical choice points, and consequences. lhe functional
2ralysis identifies major classes of tehaviors, delineates various

- activities within each:-behavioral class, and identifies varigbles.
affecting differences across and within individuals. The funcdional
analysis can provide‘a framewcrk for.describing how pecgle =ol e
real-life perconal problens. (Author/JAC) .
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problemns (e g , chkelgrln, 1962). Other 1nvest1gators have also noted that the

. 7
“dh * Problem Solving Analysis
’ t . ) T ) o2
. A Functional Analysis of Real-Life,

Personal‘Problem Solving

”

Problem solving has been the focus of 1nqu1ry 1n psychology for some time

(e.g., Davis, l966; Gagne, 964 Maier, l970, Newell, Shaw, & Simon, 1958).

- - .
Although the central purpose of counsellng has been conceptuallzed as help1ng'

L

, clients resolve problems (Krumboltz, l965 We1tz, l97l), a review of the counsellng

psychology llteraturé revealed only a handful of stud1es whlch expllcltiy attend-

ed, to the problem solv1ng process (Heppner, l978) Furthermore, researchers

. i .

w1th1n counseling have not developed a technology for help1ng clients with re-

*ﬁ ord N\

gard t6 problem solv1ng and decision maklng (Horan, l979)' °0ne reason which

-

mlght explain the lack of research on problem solv1ng in counsellng may be the

’ o

seemlngly irrelevancy of the problem soTv1ng research for the practltloner, such

"as research which employs water jar problems (e.g., Jacobus & Johnson, l964), .

-~

anagram problems (e.g. : Tresselt & Mayzner, 1960), and arithmetic problems-
{Klausmeier & Laughlln, l96l). Several writers have noted that some of the earlier
research/examlned how people.sblved pre-defined laboratory problems, which may be

different or. less complex than how-people solve real-life, applled personal

.

H
prev1ous declslon making research is not applicable to real life, personal dec1s1on

making (Heppner, 1978; Horan, 1979; Janis & Mann, 1977). In fact, Janls and

14

Mann (1977) have complled ev1dence wh1ch suggests that(people maklng dec1s1ons in’

4-/'/ \ &
hypothet;cal laboratory problems often peact ent1rely ‘different when cohfrogted

with the sdme cognitive problem involving real consequences (Collins & Hoy%, 1972;
Cooper, 1971; Deutsch, Kﬁauss, & Roseman, 1962; Gerard Blevens & Malco¥m 1964,
Nel, Helmrelch & Aronson, 969,_S;£§er & Kornsfleld l973, Taylor, 1975)

: The focus of this: paper 1s on how people solve real- llfe, personél problems.,

Prev1ous theoret1cal conceptualizatlons of the applled problem SOlVlng process
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"It is oné task to delineate what’ people sho Y14 do fto be systematic and effective

.
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.

have remained at a global, stage.-level‘ (e.g., Clark, Galett, & Lei{ine, 1965;

I .
D'Zurilla & Goldfreid, 1971; Urbdn & Ford, 1971) or have been-approached threugh, .

P

a strictly operant analysis (e.g., Skinner, 1953, 1966; 1969). It is important

to note that most of the problem solving models not only consist of stages, but o

often describe the way a person should ac:uhxen successfully solving problems.,

. Y
’ %

“ problem solvers; it is another task to describe hoy people actuéllly solve personal

probl‘ems.' = . g o . ) )
» ] ‘/'

The purpose of this paper will be to functionally analyze the personal pi'ob-_

' - T - : H

lem solving process from a cognitive-behavioral perspective. While the ut;ilit:?

and even necessity of performing a thorough_ffunction*al' analy\sis of a\:/grobleﬁatic

- -

situation has been advocated in the profess\fi&onal literature (Mahoney & Thoresen, 1974) * *

. .

this occurs-only rarely. Fersfer's (1973)‘aﬁalysis of depression is ’

14 -

a potable
exception. The basic tasks of a functional analysis are twofold: (a)‘(t.o ob,jec; .
tively describe behavior in {e;ms of fw'l_.mctionaJ.~ ﬂperfo:r'mar‘lce}lass‘es, and (Db) t\o
apply basic beﬁavipral processes to discover variables that iﬁcrease .or decreas‘e'
the frequency of behdviors within performance classes (Ferstgr, 1973). The in-
t,emied outcome of the functional analysis of the personal 'p;oblem sc;l\;ing process

-

is a step toward a more complex model which describes how people solve personal.

>

' problems. It is also hoped that a funi:,'tional analysis of this kind will provide

\ < .

5 R . . .
a framework fOI)lfut’cﬁ*e‘empirical research that will identify important events

(4

involved in the compll;c chain of events called personal problem solving. . .

r .

The first task of\the paper will be to define the topic, personal problem

_solving, and differentidte that activity from closely related processes. In"

adﬁition,,dignensions that describe different kinds of, problems will be identified

and discussed. The secon%fbask of the paper will be to functionally analyze the

pefsonal p_;'oblem solving pr\ocess,. "'Ihe problem solving process will be con;:eptual-'
ized as a complex’ chain of events which consists of inpumerable cues s behavi'o‘rs ’ .
*// o ) 4\‘. " 4
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« , critical choioe,peints, and consequences. Attempting to specify the suquential
. )

pattern of personal problemisolrers or even a single individual ics a futile task
" \

because of the‘astronomical'permutations of the various problem solving'activities.

(T
[

P

roe

___An alternative approach to analyze the chain of events called problem solving by

initially identifying the major classes of behaviors, and then aelineating wvarious
activities within each behavioral class. Four major classes of behaviors will be

discussed: (a) decision making, (b) personal problem exploration/differentiation/

definition, (c) identification of response alternatives or solutions, and (d)

» -

> . T,

)

performance of ah intended solution response. . -

/ .
Defiinitions: Personal Problems vs. Formal Problems vs. Tasks
People are confronted daily with a variety of tasks (some of which may become

problems ) as well as a number of problems. Tasks are defined as situations which

re&uire a response or chain of response which a person immediately has the ability .

1
>

. to adequately perform. Tasks may include repairing a flat bike tire,‘mowing the

—

"lawn, telephoning ‘a~friend, writing a -professional paper. v problem refers to a

situation iffwhich a person does not immediately have an adequate respohse avail-

.able, such as'repairing a car tire without.a jack inability to lose weight,

continually feeling depressed, and be1ng ufable to catech a trout for a special

’ dinner. Problems which daily confront people differ along several dimensions,
such as: vague-well—ﬁefined problems, unspecified specifled operations: vague-
defined goals, 1ntang1ble/d1fficult to measure tangible/measurable outcomes, in-
ternal 'personal contingencies-external, env1ronmental contingencies The per-
mutations of the various d1mengions result in subStantially different types of

problems. For example, som&” problems present themselves well defined (e. g ., @

failing grade for a studious student), whereas others problems are vague (e. g-

-

' feeling‘depressed). SomeIuoblems.have clearly stated goals (e.g., a eritical 1it-

. erature review paper with:approporiate‘operational'definitions) thdat not only have

. /
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tangible and mgasurable outcomes (e.g., grades, publication acceptance ), but also

have spec1f1ed operatlons for solv1ng ;Ee problem (e.g., library research d1s-
L4
‘ .t

cussion with facul(y) -Conversely, other problems have vague goals (e. g , . .
feeling "happy", not depressed), are difficult to measure because\bf the subJect;ve

hd A4

nature of the problems, and the allowable courses of action for<solv1ng the prob-
4

4

-
. lem are not clearly specified. In addition, some problems involved external,

environmental contingenciés which result in strong'demands to solve a problem

(e.g., paper or examination deadllnes) as opposed to internal or personal con-

M

tingencies (e.g.,tlnternal satisfaction of not feeling depressed). W1cklegr1n

(1974 ) has labeled problems which are‘well defined, and have:specified operations .

as well as ¢lear goals_as fornal(problems; parenthetically, it is these kinds of

problems that seem to have been the focus o| most:of the traditional problenr' ‘
_\r solrlng research. Conversely, problems'whljhaare besb‘describéd as‘vaguely
define having anspecified operations, vague goals, intangible outcOmes, and
intérnal contingencies are those that most often bring people Eo counsellng

’

'situations, and are called "personal problems.“ . .
y . y .

-

A Functlonal Analysis of Personal Problem Solving ° o ‘

Four major classes of U@ﬁav1qr have been ideptified within the personal prob-
lem solving process: (a) decision‘making, (b) personal'problem explora&ion/dif— A
ferentiation/definition, (c)'identification of response alternatives or.solutions, ‘
and (d) performance of an intended solution response &he first class of behaviors.
is verysbroad and cuts across the tradltldnal problem solv1ng stages such as -~

s -
~

problem 1dent1f1catlon, generatlon of alternatives, decision making, performance ‘.

.

of iniervention strategies, and'evaluatlon. The last three classes of behavior

-

are not as encompass1ng as a dec1s1on making but are distinct classes ‘of behaviors

‘ ,
which do not generally occur as systematlcally as the term "stages" 1mplles.
)

Rather behav1ors w1th1n each of these ¢lasses typlcally occurs throughout the per-
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The next ten pages of the current draft of the paper analyze the perSonal

—— ¢

problem solving process. Rogghly 50’references will be clted to substantiate the

1}

‘functlonal analyzes, whlch will 1nel_de, in part the work of (a) l\\1s and

2, (d) Shanteau, (e) Mlller, Galanter, and
¢ /

A

Mann, (v°) Horan» (c) Nezu and D'Zuri

oo P§>bram' (f) Righards, and (g) Platt

' ‘Brlefly,‘an analys1s of the prob em solv1ng process revealed tnat decision

d Spivack.

making behaviors occur in conJunctlon_wlth the other three ma jor performance classes.
Hiportant indim;fual differences exist in people's decigion making behavigrs as

, well as the othtr three classes of -behaviors. *These differences are delineated
.and discussed in terms of the ind¥vidual's (a) prior reinforcement history,\(b)
current reinforcement schedules, 3947(3) environmental discriminative stimuli and

reinforcement contingencies. The c¢last of events that First stimulates a cue for
. o . L

-t a choice.point in the personal—problem solving process is problem perception
) 'y

Act1v1t1es wathin thls class o beﬁav1ors range from problem awareness to problem .
. \ X

def1n1tlon, and include proble exploratlon, data collectlon, problem dlfferentl- .

_— \
atione and problem classification. A common act1v1ty inéludes data collection

[

-

on varylng levels of specificity_by assessing oneself (ones feelings, emotions,

cognltlons), ones envmronment (norms, expectataons, relnforcens),,and elements

. —

. of the problematlc s1tuatlon (obstacIés, goals) A eritical chain of‘behav1ors

3 . - -

O is the process in which the person»ldentlfles and'evaluates alternatives; important .

*
- »

_1nd1V1dual dlfferences exist across_lnd1v1duals in how they approach or avoid this -
/- ¥y )

task, whlch'seem to be related to cognltlve\style, ab}llty to utilize one's past

learnlng, respondlng,to physiological responses, and 1mpuls1v1ty. The,class of

.events assoclated w1th performlng a response alternative is. best chargcterlzed

-,

as experlmentatlon Whlle 1nvest1gators have not extens1vely 1nvest1gated the’

*

- . ,steps or means indi-viduals use 10 solve problems, the process is dlscussed in
\ 3

rms of relnforcement cont1ngenc1es*as well as tqe number and strength of com~

petmng demands operatlné 'on the’ 1nd1v1dual ' N {

\‘l . . . ) . .. - jR— . 4 -~ '/l

R S S

[l



- A

v Problem Solring Analysis
., - »7

While the interspersing.o problem soiving acrivities or the overiapgin;}of : o
steps have been cited before (e.g: Daris,_l973; D'Zurilia & Goldfrieo, 1971;

Horan, 1959), previous writers discu s\thés almost 5arenthet%cally. It seems_thaé -
the inherminglingrof»rarious classes of prohlem.solving‘heharior is an essentiai-
feature of the personaJ: problem solving Wess. This iar’r:ic‘le mai‘n;cains that )
. . \ .

- -

& - -3 >
there are four major performance classes, which are interspersed in a complex and

/., highly. variabl® manner. Whereas other models of problem solving typically descrihe

[y

the procesg in terms of stages, this seems to be a cons1derable overs1mp11?1catlon

‘It is 1mportant to note that there are many choice p01nts throughout the problem

-

~

solv1ng cha1n, and that individuals typically do not proceed in a systematic manner. .
'~ Instead it is aptly characterized as a "trial and error" process (Horan, 1979),

. a éroeess‘which‘is highly variable across and within individuals, and may involve

f P

a great deal of chance or serendipidous events. This model is in contrast to

" other prohlems‘solving models which descrihes how people should act to be a sue--

[
-

cessful problem solver.
* ' -

-t
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