
20.6 SkillBuilder: Problem solving and
decision making
20.6.1 Tell me
What is involved in problem solving and decision making?
Problem solving and decision making involve working collaboratively in groups, negotiating and using
teamwork to solve an issue and develop a plan for action. In order to do this successfully, you will need to
do the following:• Listen actively to the views of every member of the group.• Display empathy for the views of others. This means that you have an appreciation for the feelings of

others and respect their right to an opinion, even if it is different from your own.• Negotiate to resolve differences of opinion.• Arrive at a conclusion in a democratic manner. This can mean having a vote among members of the
group, or arriving at a consensus where everyone agrees to change their views slightly until reaching
a conclusion that everyone agrees with.

20.6.2 Show me

FIGURE 1 The procedure for problem
solving and decision making

Give each person a chance to express his

or her opinion on the discussion point

being considered, and write down the key

points of that opinion.

Do not permit any argument or

disagreement until everyone has expressed

an opinion on that discussion point.

Read out the opinions and discuss 

them to determine whether 

or not everyone is in agreement.

If there is disagreement, those on each side

of the argument should have the opportunity

to put their point of view to convince

the majority.

Seek the maximum level of agreement on each

point discussed by allowing people to make

some changes to their opinions to accommodate

the views of others.

So how does this work in practice? FIGURE 1 outlines the
procedure to follow for effective problem solving and decision
making.

Consider this issue:
As we have seen, many types of disputes are resolved

without going to court. Mediation and conciliation are
recommended in Family Court disputes, anti-discrimination
cases and consumer law cases.• Is this a fair way of dealing with legal issues?• What happens if one party feels intimidated in the

mediation process?• Might they give away more than they had intended?• On the other hand, these processes are much cheaper and
can save parties thousands of dollars in legal fees.

If you had to decide as a group whether or not these
alternative measures are fair, or if it would be fairer
to have these matters decided by an independent umpire such
as a judge or magistrate, how might you reach
a conclusion that is agreeable to all?

We can use the process outlined in FIGURE 1 to work through
this issue.

Form into discussion groups to consider the following
key points:
1. What are the benefits and disadvantages of going through

a process of mediation?
2. What are the benefits and disadvantages of conciliation?
3. What are the benefits and disadvantages of taking the

matter to court?
4. Does the more active role of a conciliator make this

process less open to manipulation by one of the parties
than mediation?
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5. Would it be fairer to have an independent person arbitrate on the matter?
6. Does the lower cost of the mediation or conciliation make up for the lack of an independent umpire?
Tackle each discussion point one at a time and use the procedure illustrated in FIGURE 1 to structure your

discussion. Take it in turns within your group to keep notes about each point.

DISCUSS
Reflect on your participation in the group discussion. How easy was it to come to a consensus? What role did
you play in the group? How could you have made more effective contributions? In what ways could the group
have improved its communication and decision making? [Personal and Social Capability]

20.6.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise your skills.
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20.6 ACTIVITIES
1. Use the procedure in FIGURE 1 to consider the following issue:

Law-making by the courts has provided the flexibility that allows new law to be made when there is no other
law available to cover the issue at hand. Nevertheless, judges are not democratically elected in the way
members of parliament are. Would it not be better to have all laws made by democratically elected members
of parliament who are accountable to the voters?
Discussion points could include:
(a) What are the advantages and disadvantages of law-making by the courts, both for individuals before the

courts and for our society as a whole? (You may need to further research aspects of law-making by the
courts to be able to provide useful examples. There is plenty of material available online.)

(b) What are the advantages and disadvantages of law-making by parliament, particularly in a democratic
society?

(c) Are there changes you believe could improve the system, such as closer cooperation between
parliament and the court system? How might this work?

(d) If you do not see a need for change, how can you convince others to support the current system?
(e) What ideas can you propose that would take advantage of the best features of law-making through the

courts and law-making by a democratically elected parliament?
2. Reflect on your participation in the group discussion:

• How easy was it to come to a consensus?
• What role did you play in the group?
• How could you have made more effective contributions?
• In what ways could the group have improved its communication and decision making?
Write a paragraph or two to summarise your experience and outline how your skills in problem solving and
decision making have developed through this process.
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