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Problem and Solution Analysis  
 
One common method of analysing a problem and searching for solutions in an open, 
participatory manner is by the use of  the five step procedure which is illustrated 
below .  The method is specifically designed to bring all participants into the 
discussion in an open and fully egalitarian manner.   The procedure begins with an 
analysis of the problem  ( see page 2) .  The key “problem” is placed at the centre of a 
large page which is attached to a vertical surface. All participants sit close around. 
The exercise is best carried out in small groups with a faciltator recording the 
outcomes of the discussion directly onto a flipchart. 
 
1. The first step is to explore the effects of the problem ( both positive and negative)  
as perceived by all the participants.  
 
2. The second step is to define the causes ( both immediate and primary) of the 
problem 
 
3. The third step is to place the desired situation in which the problem is solved in the 
centre of a second page and then to trace the benefits that this new situation might 
bring about.  
 
4. Step four is to trace the ways in which the “optimum, or best practice” situation 
might be achieved through actions (sometimes policies) that will lead to the 
overcoming of primary, secondary and immediate causes of the problem .   
 
5. An additional step would be to add to the diagram the names of the people, 
institutions or agencies who need to act in  particular ways to bring about the desired 
changes.  This would include both strategic and direct actions.  
 
 
 
In the example below, the problem of docks ( Rumex obtusifolius  and Rumex 
pratensis) in cropping systems is addressed . Docks are a very common problem in 
many cropping systems, particularly organic ones, and there has been much research 
undertaken to address this problem in many different types of systems and contexts.  
A problem and solution analysis exercise of this kind would normally be undertaken 
with a range of different stakeholders in order to get as wide a range of opinion and 
experience into the dialogue as possible . It can also be seen that in the solution page, 
a number of different actions are required by different people in order to solve the 
problem. These are farmers, seed cleaners, livestock managers, machinery operators, 
slurry and FYM managers and possibly others who might unwittingly spread docks 
seeds.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgement : This example is taken from information provided by the DEFRA funded project on 
Participatory Management of Weeds in Organic Production Systems. See website : www. organicweeds.org.uk 
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PROBLEM ANALYSIS OF DOCKS IN CROPPING SYSTEMS 
 
Biology Seed persistence  Vegetative spread             Management  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

STEP TWO 
 
CAUSES  

 
 

STEP ONE       CHARACTERISTICS  
AND EFFECTS  
 
  
  Problems in :-  
Benefits  
                  
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Docks ( Rumex spp.) as 
major “problem” in 
cropping  systems 

Arable 
systems  

General  Dairying 
systems  

Broad-leaved 
lives for 5 years, 
Curled may die 
after flowering  

Seeds persist 
in soil for 50+ 
years 

Untimely use of 
machinery  can 
spread roots Broad-leaved can 

produce up to 
60,000 seeds 
annually 

Flowers in 
May-June and 
Aug-Sept 

Germinates 
through summer  
if wet  

Upper 7.5cm of 
broad-leaved and 
4cm of curled dock  
can regenerate.  

Seedling takes 
40 days to 
develop root 

Poaching of land 
by animals  

Can be carried 
by wind, 
animals ,on 
machinery and 
in water 

Highly self 
fertile 

Seeds survives 
through 
animals and in 
manure 

Uneven slurry 
/manure 
applications. 
Long distance 
spread 

Perennial. Can 
regenerate 
from small 

pieces of root. 

High nitrogen and 
phosphorus in soil 

Cultivation 
stimulates 
germination 

Biodiversity 

Good source of 
minerals. eg. 
selenium and zinc 

Persists throughout 
crop rotation  

Competes with 
non-competitive 
grasses and 
clovers 

Spreads effectively in 
non-composted FYM 
and slurry 

Areas poached  
by animals  
encourage dock 
survival  

Resistant to 
normal cultivation 
practices .  

Develops in 
headlands and 
other non-cropped 
areas 

Can reduce 
incidence of bloat 
(high tannin)  

Deep rooting can 
improve soil 
structure 

Contaminates 
home saved 
seed  
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SOLUTION ANALYSIS OF DOCKS  IN CROPPING SYSTEMS 
 
General     Hand methods             Arable   Grassland 
 
 
 
 
 
     Biological  
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

STEP FOUR 
 
SOLUTIONS   

 
 

STEP THREE       
 BENEFITS  

 
  
  Problems reduced in :-  
  
                  
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Docks ( Rumex spp.) at 
acceptable levels  in 
cropping  systems 

Arable 
systems  

General  Dairying 
systems  

Check seed for 
contaminants. 
Clean home 
grown seed 

Use gangs of 4 
people moving 
over marked 
out field  

Slice through 
roots 10cm 
below surface 

Manage non-
cropped areas 

Compost FYM 
before 
spreading 

Best done in 
winter when 
temp cooler 

Manage docks 
through rotation after 
each crop  

Use a fallow 
period in 
summer to 
remove docks 

Graze new leys with 
sheep. Use goats 
where available  

Dock beetle 
adults and 
larva will eat 
docks 

Forks, spades, 
and special 
tools  

Collect and 
remove docks 
from field  

Mowing regularly 
will prevent seeding. 
Use off set topper.  
Cutting for hay might 
include seed of docks

Heat, aerate 
and ferment 

slurry. 

Soil aeration can 
help  

Pigs at end of 
ley phase will 
remove roots 

Biodiversity  

Good source of 
minerals . eg. 
selenium and zinc 

Reduced energy 
needs as less need 
to mount special 
operations  

Less competition 
with ley species  

Reduced seed in 
composted slurry and 
FYM 

Fewer sources of 
dock seed in 
animal standing 
areas 

Economic benefit 
to whole system 

Reduced 
population in 
headlands and 
other non-cropped 
areas 

Can reduce 
incidence of bloat 
(high tannin)  

Improved soil 
structure  

No contamination of 
home grown seed  

Rotovate at 
increasing depths 


