
Defining the Problem 

Engineers solve problems by creating new products, systems, or 
environments. Before creating something, it is very important to define the 
problem. Otherwise, you might build something only to find that it does not 
meet the original goal! 

To define your problem, answer each of these questions: 

• What is the problem or need? 
• Who has the problem or need? 
• Why is it important to solve? 

The answers to these three questions are the what, who, and why of your 
problem. Your problem statement should incorporate the answers as 
follows:  

[Who] need(s) [what] because [why]. 

In design terms, who, what, and why can be defined as:  

Who = user 
What = need 
Why = insight 

The problem statement for any good engineering design project should be 
able to follow the format shown. Your problem statement should always look 
like this:  

           need(s)            because                   . 

If you are improving an existing solution for your project, keep in mind that 
the improvements will be part of your problem statement. Making something 
better, faster, or cheaper should be part of your statement—either in the 
"what" portion and/or the "why" portion. For example, if you are improving a 
car radio, your problem statement might be: 

People need cheaper and better-performing car radios, because current 
radios are expensive and poor at picking up weak radio signals. 
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