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ABSTRACT 

 Administrative professionals are expected to deal with increasingly complex and 

unexpected problems in a ‘VUCA’ (volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) world. The 

purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and 

dynamic problems that expert administrative professionals face in the workplace and examine 

how they solve those problems. In this study, a case is defined as a problem-solving episode 

experienced by administrative professionals. In order to deepen the understanding of the nature 

of expert administrative professionals’ problem-solving experiences, six expert administrative 

professionals with more than 10 years of experience supporting top executives of their 

organizations in South Korea, which are with more than 1,000 employees, were recruited. Two 

participants were from leading corporations, two were from foreign-affiliated corporations 

headquartered outside South Korea, and the last two were from public service institutions. Each 

participant had two (i.e., first- and second-round) two-hour, in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

adapted from the Critical Decision Method (CDM, Hoffman, et al., 1998). A total of 23 problem-

solving episodes were collected as cases. An inductive data analysis approach was employed 



  

  

using the coding cycles and code mapping methods. The most dominant type of problems the 

APs face at their workplace was revealed to be the ‘strategic-performance problem type’ based 

on Jonassen’s (2000) ‘Typology of Problems.’ In addition, administrative professionals’ 

challenging situations tended to be accompanied by a mixture of problem types rather than 

occurring as only one problem type. The results of this study discovered 24 strategies, including 

12 specific strategies in ill-structured problem solving and 12 strategies to enhance general task 

performance, that were used by experienced administrative professionals while solving 

challenging problems in the workplace. In addition, this study identified the gap between office 

administration education and required competencies in the workplace. Furthermore, this study 

expanded and advanced knowledge of problem-solving theories. In particular, this study revealed 

problem types that administrative professionals face in the workplace and how they make 

meaning out of their problem solving. This study has theoretical and practical implications of 

instructional design and a methodological recommendation for an alternative task analysis 

method in designing problem-based learning education. 

INDEX WORDS: Problem solving, Real-world problem solving, Ill-structured problem 

solving, Typology of problems, Office administration education, Expert 

administrative professionals, Cognitive task analysis, Critical decision 

method, Case study 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The globalization of the world economy has changed businesses rapidly (Stulz et al., 

2013). The “VUCA” world, an acronym for Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity 

(Whiteman, 1998), reflects today’s competitive, chaotic, turbulent, and rapidly changing 

business world (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). In this VUCA environment, administrative 

professionals such as administrative assistants, executive assistants, and secretaries are expected 

to deal with increasingly complex and unexpected problems.  

In the real world, we are never preoccupied with only one problem and are instead 

simultaneously juggling several problems of varying difficulties at the same time (Sarathy, 

2018). Successfully solving well-structured problems in class does not guarantee the success of 

problem solving in real-world problems (Choi & Lee, 2009). Therefore, ill-structured real-world 

problems that administrative professionals face in the workplace require different problem-

solving skills that are distinguished from those that are solved in classroom. 

Individuals form their professional identities through the roles they expect from 

themselves in various problem situations (Hall, 1971) and the various experiences while 

performing those roles (Dickie, 2003). Exploring “the kinds of problems” (Jonassen, 2000) 

professionals face in the workplace and how they define and resolve them can be an important 

source for understanding their problem-solving behavior and enhancing their capabilities. 

This chapter provides the background of the study to outline the scope of the study topic, 

problem statement, purpose of the study and research questions, significance of the study, and 
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definitions of key terms in this study. 

Background of the Study 

In contrast to well-structured problems that we are used to encountering in classrooms, 

most real-world problems in personal and professional lives are ill-structured, meaning they are 

complex, dynamic, and uncertain; so, the resolution is not immediately known (Jonassen, 2000, 

2010; Sarathy, 2018). However, most research in the office administration field has focused on 

well-structured problems based on a job duty task analysis and procedural analysis to enhance 

competencies and tasks of administrative professionals (Hartman et al., 2005; Stroman et al., 

2014).  

Consequently, the current curriculum of office administration education has been 

developed duty, task, or competencies (Min, 2015; Paek et al., 2020) based on job task analysis. 

The significant weakness of job task analysis is that it can fail to identify cognitive demands of 

tasks since it sets “the observable behavior of the job incumbent that sets the goals for the 

training program” (Jonassen, 1998, p. 55). Besides, the current curriculum of office 

administration education based on procedural analysis has limitations in developing students’ 

(i.e., future administrative professionals) abilities and skills to cope with or respond to ill-

structured problems that administrative professionals encounter at work. In the real world, a 

number of decisions and choices occur in administrative professionals’ problem-solving process; 

additionally, several unexpected and uncertain situations may occur simultaneously in solving 

problems. However, the current curriculum developed by procedural analysis cannot support 

these challenging and uncertain real-world situations because a procedural analysis does not 

reveal skills and knowledge that must be learned to acquire a task (Joanssen, 1998). 

Despite past efforts and approaches to the conventional task analysis that have 
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influenced and developed office administration education and research, there are needs to change 

the current curriculum focusing on how to teach for real-world problems since administrative 

professionals are expected to deal with complex and unexpected problems in the VUCA world. 

Yet, the core problem is that we do not know what the exact gaps exist; thus, what to teach. 

Problem Statement 

Administrative professionals are responsible for administrative tasks and coordination of 

information in support of an office-related environment (International Association of 

Administrative Professionals (IAAP), n.d.). Today’s business environment has transformed the 

administrative professional position to become an extension of the executive team as not only 

tasks become more automated but also administrative work becomes more efficient than ever 

(IAAP, n.d.). Despite the critical role that administrative professionals play in the executive 

team, little research looks at the ill-structured problem-solving process of administrative 

professionals (Kwon & Choi, 2019).  

According to Jonassen (2000), problem solving is regarded as the most important 

cognitive activity in everyday and professional contexts. From a pedagogical point of view, “the 

central point of education is to teach people to think, to use their rational powers, to become 

better problem solvers” (Gagné, 1980, p. 85). In order to cultivate competent administrative 

professionals and enhance their performance required for a complex modern society, it is 

necessary to go beyond training on routine tasks and improve education by conducting 

fundamental research on uncertain and dynamic tasks required in the workplace.  

There has been a steady need to understand what tasks are not often seen in the 

conventional textbook (e.g., protocols and procedure-oriented) and how expert administrative 

professionals solve the problems. It informs us what to teach, what should be the learning 
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outcomes, and which may lead to inform how to teach. Therefore, it is time to study all the 

dimensions of the uncertain nature in administrative professionals’ duties, tasks, or competencies 

to develop their core competencies, performance abilities, and flexibility needed to solve 

problems in uncertain and dynamic situations. This current study will offer an opportunity to 

reveal administrative professionals’ problem-solving experiences in the workplace. 

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study is to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and dynamic 

problems that experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and examine how 

they solve those problems. The following research questions are addressed in this study: 

1. What kinds of ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems do administrative 

professionals face in their workplace? 

2. How do they solve those problems? 

3. What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of organizations in 

administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

Significance of the Study 

This current research has the potential to add interdisciplinary contributions to the fields 

of Learning, Design, and Technology (LDT) and Office Administration Education as well as 

make distinctive contributions to practice.  

First, this study expands and advances knowledge of problem-solving theories. Problem-

solving research is one of the most active areas of research in learning approaches and theories 

that have been studied by numerous researchers in the LDT field (Baydas et al., 2015). However, 

relatively little research has been conducted about understanding the various problems 

administrative professionals encounter in the workplace and the process of solving these 



 5 

  

problems (Kwon & Choi, 2019). This study can advance our understanding of problem solving 

focusing on this profession in an insightful way that focuses on the underlying knowledge, skills, 

and structures of task performance.  

Second, given that the LDT field includes multiple disciplines, activities, people, tools, 

and opportunities to facilitate meaningful change (Spector, 2015), this study can serve as a 

bridge of knowledge that makes connections between the LDT and office administration 

education fields. In other words, this study is expected to make important contributions to 

advancing knowledge both in LDT and office administration education fields. 

Third, qualitative research is intended to explore and understand the meaning of 

individuals or groups based on verbal descriptions and observation rather than numbers 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2012). Through this study, we can understand how 

administrative professionals define problems in the workplace and how they perceive the 

meaning of successful or failed problem solving through their problem experience. This insight 

offers new opportunities for research in problem solving. 

Fourth, this study can be a fruitful resource for designing the curriculum of office 

administration education. To be specific, the results of task analysis can identify the problem 

types of expert administrative professionals face in the workplace and problem-solving 

processes. As a result, instructional designers and researchers can conduct more realistic 

curriculum development and evaluate office administration education. Conducting research to 

better understand the types of problems expert administrative professionals face in the workplace 

and how expert administrative professionals solve them may contribute to future instructional 

design geared towards supporting curriculum development and evaluation. 

Finally, since the field of office administration education appeared by social needs, the 
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curriculum also needs to redefine itself and advance according to changes in social needs. In this 

regard, a needs assessment conducted during the study is important to identify the gap between 

the problem-solving abilities required by the workplace and the problem-solving abilities of 

college students; after all, this study can help identify the needs.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Problem refers to a complex task, a matter, an issue, a situation, a person, or a doubtful 

case that is difficult to deal with, solve, or settle. In this study, problems refer to problems that 

occur when administrative professionals perform their tasks and duties or occur in the workplace. 

Problem solving refers to a process of articulating solutions to problems (Jonassen & 

Hung, 2012). In other words, problem solving is a process of organizing, articulating, and 

applying mental representations of problems (Eysenck & Keane, 2005; Funke, 2010; Jonassen & 

Hung, 2012). In particular, problem solving in this study means problem solver’s mental 

processes or actions including thinking, reasoning, learning, memory, skills, and belief, that are 

used by a problem solver to make decisions, solve problems, and plan actions that may occur in 

the workplace. 

There are different approaches to problem solving (e.g., behavioral, cognitive 

perspectives; Anderson, 1980; D'zurilla & Goldfried, 1971; Jonassen, 2010; Mayer, 1990; Pólya, 

1954). In particular, numerous researchers have revealed differences between experts and 

novices in the process of solving ill-structured problems (Ertmer et al., 2008; Grosswald, 1992; 

Sarsfield, 2014; Taylor, 2002). These studies have found that experts and novices use different 

cognitive processes (i.e., mental processes or actions, including thinking, reasoning, learning, 

memory, skills, and belief, that are used by an individual to make decisions, solve problems, and 

plan actions, Eysenck & Keane, 2005; Funke, 2010) during problem solving (Rowland, 1992).  

Task Analysis is defined as “any process that identifies and examines the tasks that must 
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be performed by users when they interact with systems” (Kirwan & Ainsworth, 1992, p. vii). 

Task analysis is broadly classified into hierarchical task analysis (Annett et al., 2003) and 

cognitive task analysis (Crandall et al., 2006; Hoffman et al., 1998). Specifically, the Cognitive 

Tasks Analysis (CTA) can acquire a rich body of knowledge from experts and use it as a source 

for instructional analysis (Jonassen et al., 1998). 

Cognitive Task Analysis (CTA) refers to the extension of traditional task analysis 

techniques to yield information about individuals’ mental processes involved in activities 

including perceiving, thinking, remembering, and problem solving (Schraagen et al., 2000; Silber 

& Foshay, 2009). CTA for analyzing problem-solving process enables to identify the essential 

features of the environment, an internal representation of the problem, the relationship between 

the problem-solving behavior and the learner’s internal problem representation, a description of 

how problems are solved, and what makes problems difficult (Newell & Simon, 1972). 

Furthermore, the results of this study will influence other instructional design phases as well. To 

be specific, the results of the CTA might influence how to design a curriculum of the 

administrative administration field, how to develop the content, and how to evaluate the content. 

In this study, CTA focuses on understanding and contextualizing behavior to solve complex, ill-

defined, or difficult problems (Silber & Foshay, 2009). 

Chapter Summary 

The study aims to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and dynamic problems 

that experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and examine how they solve 

those problems. In order to cultivate competent administrative professionals and enhance their 

performance required for this VUCA world, it is necessary to study all the dimensions of the 

uncertain nature to develop administrative professionals' core competencies, performance 
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abilities, and flexibility needed to solve problems in uncertain and dynamic situations. 

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter One provides the background of 

the study, problem statement, purpose of the study and research questions, significance of the 

study. Chapter Two presents the overview of my literature search strategy and the relevant 

theoretical and empirical literature used to inform this study. Chapter Three describes the 

research methodology including research design, participants, instruments, data collection 

procedures, data analysis strategies, and pilot study findings. Chapter Four provides information 

on the profiles of participants and cases collected in this study. Chapter Five will report the 

results of data analysis. Then, Chapter Six will be concluded providing an overall and general 

discussion that synthesizes the results. 

  



 9 

  

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The aim of this chapter is to provide the relevant theoretical, conceptual, empirical, and 

practical literature used to inform this study. The chapter consists of six sections. The first 

section provides the overview of my literature search strategy including library databases 

accessed and search engines used. The second section reviews the theoretical and empirical 

literature on problem-solving in detail used to establish a foundation for my research. The third 

section reviews novice to expert theory because it sets the framework for the ill-structured 

problem-solving used in this study.  

The fourth section provides cognitive task analysis to illustrate how experts’ cognitive 

processes (i.e., mental processes or actions, such as thinking, reasoning, and learning, that are 

used by an individual to make decisions, solve problems, and plan actions, Eysenck & Keane, 

2005; Funke, 2010) in ill-structured problem solving are different from novices. The fifth section 

aims to establish a context for a better understanding of the profession such as work roles, 

workforce statistics, and expectations for current and future work demands on this group. The 

final section develops the conceptual framework of this study. 

Literature Search Strategy 

 The quality of the literature search is important to the overall quality of the literature 

review since literature searching is the basis of systematic reviews (McGowan et al., 2016). In 

accordance with Rowley and Slack’s (2004) guidance, my main purpose of conducting a 

literature review is as follows: (a) supporting the identification of my research topic and 
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questions; (b) building an understanding of theoretical concepts and terminology; (c) identifying 

the literature and field to which my research will contribute; (d) referring research methods; (e) 

analyzing and interpreting results; and (f) facilitating the building of a bibliography or list of 

referenced sources.  

Figure 2.1 describes the process of literature search (Timmins & McCabe, 2005) that I 

conducted. First, I identified specific subject areas including topics, concepts, and constructs 

(e.g., problem solving, cognitive tasks analysis, context of the profession, case study, etc.) of the 

study in order to identify keywords, phrases, and synonyms. Then, I identified keywords or key 

terms focusing on the research topic and questions. The examples of key search terms and 

combinations of search terms were as follows: ill-structured problem solving; complex problem 

solving; problem solving process model; problem solving strategy; problem solving skill; 

cognitive theory, novice to expert theory, expert problem solving, task analysis, cognitive task 

analysis, critical decision method, office professional, administrative professional, executive 

assistant, executive secretary, qualitative research, case study, multiple case study, inductive 

data analysis, qualitative coding, trustworthiness, triangulation, etc. The search included 

literature written in English; in the case of the profession, literature written in Korean were also 

included. 

I accessed library databases including GALILEO, Educational Resources Information 

Center (ERIC) at EBSCOhost, PsycINFO, SpringerLink, Wiley Online Library, and also used a 

search engine, Google Scholar. When conducting a search within databases, I focused on the 

following criteria: (a) types of literature; (b) in the case of periodicals and books, author(s) and 

the number of times the article has been cited by researchers as the rationale of importance to the 

relevant topic; and (c) in the case of periodicals, the year of publication to keep an eye on the
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Figure 2.1 

Process of Literature Search 

Note. Adapted from "How to conduct an effective literature search," by F. Timmins, & C. McCabe, 2005, Nursing Standard, 20(11), p. 43. 
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latest research trends.  

Since this study aims at scholarly research, the review on literature is conducted focusing 

on professional literature such as scholarly and research journals (e.g., peer-reviewed journals), 

professional and practitioner journals/magazines, books, conference proceedings, etc. Table 2.1 

shows the main types of literature that I focused on during reviewing the literature, as well as the 

rationale for being included in or excluded from the literature review. In cases where there is 

little current research, I searched for doctoral dissertations and/or conference proceedings. Initial 

searches were limited to recent literature and sources within the last 10 years with exception of 

the main literature in each discipline or at the core of each concept. Bodily et al. (2019) 

presented that problem solving was ranked as one of the top keywords/research topics in 

instructional design and technology journals in 2015. Thus, I set the priority search range for the 

last 10 years including five years before and after 2015. 

Problem-Solving Theories 

Defining Problems and Problem Solving 

What are Problems? 

The term “problem” derives from the Greek word problema, which means obstacle 

(Jonassen, 2010). A number of researchers have defined “problem” (Duncker, 1945; Jonassen, 

2000, 2010; Seel; 2012). Jonassen (2010) defined a problem as “a question or issue that is 

uncertain and so must be examined and solved” (p. 1). A problem is a question proposed for 

solution, a matter stated for examination or proof (Seel, 2012). Duncker (1945) described that “a 

problem arises when a living creature has a goal but does not know how this goal is to be 

reached” (p. 1). For a problem to exist, the individual must be aware of the problem and then that 

person establishes the aims to remove difficulties, obstacles, and uncertainty causing a feeling of 
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Table 2.1 

Main Types of Literature 

Type Description Rationale Included or Excluded Example Chapter(s) Used 

I.   Periodicals 

Generally published on a continuous basis and include journals, magazines, newspapers, newsletters, etc. (American Psychological Association (APA), 2020) 

1.  Articles     CH1 Introduction 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 

 CH3 Method 

 CH6 Discussion 

1.1  Scholarly and 

 Research 

 Journals 

 Designed to record and extract systematically 

researched knowledge in the area (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 Contain a firmer theoretical basis with more 

critical treatment of concepts and models, and 

recent materials on a topic (Hart, 2001; 

Rowley & Slack, 2004) 

 Most written by researchers (Rowley & Slack, 

2004) 

 Included - Should form the core of 

the literature review (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 

Educational 

Technology Research 

and Development 

(ETR&D); 

International Journal 

of Educational 

Research (IJERE); 

Journal of 

Experiential 

Education (JEE) 1.2 Peer-reviewed  

 (or Refereed) 

 Journals 

 Articles in scholarly and research journals are 

designed to record and distill systematically 

researched knowledge in the area (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 Articles have been scrutinized (refereed) by 

peers and evaluated as a suitable standard for 

publication (Hart, 2001) 

 Included - Should form the core of 

the literature review (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 

1.3  Professional and 

 Practitioner 

 Journals/ 

 Magazines 

 Often around three pages in length (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 Produced by a professional organization and 

tailored to the interests of its members 

(Ludlow & Dieker, 2013) 

 Included - Play an important role 

in bridging the research to practice 

gap (Higgins & Boone, 2016; 

Ludlow & Dieker, 2013). 

Educational 

Technology Magazine 

(ETM); 

Harvard 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 
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Type Description Rationale Included or Excluded Example Chapter(s) Used 

  Useful in identifying recent developments, or 

topical themes in context, policy, technological 

advances, etc. (Rowley & Slack, 2004) 

 Business Review 

(HBR) 

 

1.4 Non-refereed  

 Journals 

 Articles have not been subject to peer 

evaluation (Hart, 2001) 

 Regularly publish research reports as part of a 

mix of articles (McCloskey & Buckwalter, 

1982) 

 Held in high regard by most promotion 

committees, and provide its authors with an 

opportunity to change practice (McCloskey & 

Buckwalter, 1982) 

 Excluded - May not be the same 

standard as refereed articles (e.g., 

issues of reliable and valid) (Hart, 

2001)  

 

  

II.   Books  Provide a summary of current ideas and in 

disciplines (Rowley & Slack, 2004) 

 Published by a reputable publisher in the 

discipline and regularly updated (Rowley & 

Slack, 2004) 

 Included – Relevant to the 

research topic; written by an 

authoritative author; clearly 

structured and well presented 

(Rowley & Slack, 2004) 

Jonassen’s (2010) 

Learning to solve 

problems: A 

handbook for 

designing problem-

solving learning 

environments 

 CH1 Introduction 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 

 CH3 Method 

 CH6 Discussion 

III. Conference 

 Proceedings 

 Papers and talks given at conferences, 

symposia, and other meetings often provide 

the latest findings and argument on an issue or 

a problem (Hart, 2001) 

 Preliminary material that will later be turned 

into rigorous, finished works and formally 

published as journal articles (Drott, 1995) 

 Professional organization and associations 

often publish conference papers in proceedings 

(Hart, 2001) 

 Included - More than preliminary 

material since it will later be 

turned into rigorous, finished 

works, and formally published as 

journal articles; papers in 

proceedings subject to the referee 

are more reliable than those that do 

not (Drott, 1995; Hart, 2001; Lisée 

et al., 2008) 

Klein's (1995) The 

value added by 

cognitive task 

analysis; Shute et al.'s 

(1997) Automating 

cognitive task 

analysis 

 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 
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Type Description Rationale Included or Excluded Example Chapter(s) Used 

IV. Official and Legal Publications 

Substantial amounts of information are published by governments and other official bodies (Hart, 2001) such as the United States Department of Labor,  

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) 

1. Statistics  Annual, decennial, and occasional statistical 

data available on most areas of government 

activity (Hart, 2001) 

 Included - BLS occupation data 

are reliable since most the data use 

the Standard Occupational 

Classification (SOC) System; BLS 

provides workforce statistics by 

occupation based on workers’ 

skills, education, training, etc.; 

Korean Statistical Information 

Service (KOSIS) provides 

workforce statistics by occupation 

based on industry, gender, scale, 

etc. 

KOSIS’s statistics 

data about the most 

common occupations 

for women 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 

 

2.  Occupational  

  Outlook Handbook  

  (OOH) 

 Provides information on what workers do; the 

work environment; education, training, and 

other qualifications; pay; the job outlook, etc. 

(BLS, 2020) 

 Included - Published by the BLS 

of the U.S. Department of Labor; 

provides 324 occupational profiles 

covering about 4 out of 5 jobs in 

the economy (BLS, 2020) 

Occupational Outlook 

Handbook - 

Executive secretaries 

and executive 

administrative 

assistants 

 CH2 Literature 

Review 
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burdensome (Arlin, 1990; Dostál, 2015). That is to say, if people are not interested enough in 

finding a solution, it is not a problem for that person (Robertson, 2016). 

Seel (2012) distinguished between “task” and “problem.” In general, a task is a well-

defined piece of work that is usually imposed by others and may be burdensome. On the other 

hand, a problem is generally considered to be a task, a situation, or a person that is difficult to 

deal with or control due to complexity and intransparency. Therefore, a problem is considered to 

be a matter or an issue that is difficult to solve or settle, a complex task, or a doubtful case 

involving uncertainty. 

What is Problem Solving? 

“Problem solving” is a process of articulating solutions to problems (Jonassen & Hung, 

2012). Problem solving has varied meanings from different perspectives including an 

information-processing (Wood, 1983), behavioral (D'zurilla & Goldfried, 1971), or cognitive 

perspective (Jonassen, 2010; Mayer, 1990). A review of the literature on problem solving 

highlights that problem solving is primarily a cognitive process (i.e., mental processes or actions, 

including thinking, reasoning, learning, memory, skills, and belief, that are used by an individual 

to make decisions, solve problems, and plan actions) (Eysenck & Keane, 2005; Funke, 2010). A 

number of empirical studies have been revealed that experts and novices use different cognitive 

processes during problem solving (Ertmer et al., 2008; Grosswald, 1992; Sarsfield, 2014; Taylor, 

2002). Thus, in order to reveal expert administrative professionals’ problem-solving experiences 

in the workplace, this study focuses on the cognitive perspective on problem solving. 

Numerous cognitive psychologists have studied many different kinds of problem solving 

with various definitions (Kirsh, 2009; Mayer, 1990; Wang & Chiew; 2008). Mayer (1990) 

defined problem solving as “cognitive processing directed at transforming a given situation into 
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a goal situation when no obvious method of solution is available” (p. 284). The cognitive 

perspective on problem solving considers that problem solving is a form of all reasoning that is 

deeply bound up with the activities and context in which it takes place (Kirsh, 2009). Wang & 

Chiew (2008) explained problem solving is that “a cognitive process…that searches a solution 

for a given problem or finds a path to reach a given goal” (p. 81). They pointed out that once a 

problem is identified, problem solving can be perceived as a search process in memory space to 

find the relationship between a set of solution goals and alternative paths.  

Jonassen and Hung (2012) defined problem solving as the process of organizing and 

applying mental representations of problems in order to find solutions to the problems that are 

encountered in almost every context. Wheatley (1984) described problem solving is “what you 

do, when you don’t know what to do” (p. 1). Similar explanation was reported by Duncker 

(1945) that problems arise when a person has a specific aim but does not know how to achieve it.  

Scholars in different disciplines such as education and business have also defined 

problem solving. In the education field, Gagné (1966) asserted that solving a problem is an event 

that needs to be classified as an act of learning. This is because the observed events in problem 

solving comprise a change in human performance and it leads us to infer a change in human 

capability. Schunk (2008) stated that “people’s efforts to achieve a goal for which they do not 

have an automatic solution” (p. 196).  

In the business field, Hicks (2013) explained that problem solving is a creative and 

rational (i.e., logical) approach to situations that require them to decide what to say and do. 

These situations are considered problems because it is unclear what options individuals might be 

available to them, how they should choose between the options, and what their potential 

consequences might be. Fletcher (2016) described that when managers solve problems, they 
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make reasoned decisions among alternatives as they move toward a final resolution. Therefore, a 

series of decision-making steps as a practical matter is considered synonymous with problem 

solving in the business field. 

In sum, the definitions given above reflect the view problem solving comprises the 

cognitive process or act of finding solutions to difficult or complex issues. Table 2.2 indicates 

that definitions of problem and problem solving have been proposed by scholars in diverse 

disciplines. 

Table 2.2 

Definitions of Problem and Problem Solving 

Term Discipline Definition Author(s) 

Problem Psychology A problem arises when a living creature has a goal but 

does not know how this goal is to be reached 

Duncker (1945) 

Education A question or issue that is uncertain and so must be 

examined and solved 

Jonassen (2010) 

A task, a situation, or a person that is difficult to deal 

with or control due to complexity and intransparency 

Seel (2012) 

Problem 

Solving 

Psychology Cognitive processing directed at transforming a given 

situation into a goal situation when no obvious method of 

solution is available 

Mayer (1990) 

A form of all reasoning that is deeply bound up with the 

activities and context in which it takes place 

Kirsh (2009) 

A cognitive process that searches a solution for a given 

problem or finds a path to reach a given goal 

Wang & Chiew 

(2008) 

A mixed process of cognition, emotion and conation in 

order to lead to a decision 

Goldstone & 

Pizlo (2009) 

Education A change in human performance and it leads us to infer a 

change in human capability 

Gagné (1966) 

A process of articulating solutions to problems; the 

process of constructing and applying mental 

representations of problems to finding solutions to those 

problems that are encountered in nearly every context 

Jonassen & Hung 

(2012) 
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Term Discipline Definition Author(s) 

A process which has two critical attributes; mental 

representation of the situation and activity-based 

manipulation of the problem space 

Jonassen (2000, 

2010) 

People’s efforts to achieve a goal for which they do not 

have an automatic solution 

Schunk (2008) 

Business A creative and rational (i.e., logical) approaches to 

situations that require them to decide what to say and do. 

Hicks (2013) 

A series of decision-making steps to make reasoned 

decisions among alternatives as people move toward a 

final resolution. 

Fletcher (2016) 

 

Factors Mediating Problem Solving 

Problem solving varies both externally (i.e., the problem as it exists in the world) and 

internally (i.e., how the problem solver conceptualizes and resolves the problem) (Jonassen, 

2010). Smith (1991) categorized factors that influence problem solving as external and internal. 

Table 2.3 provides a listing of the external and internal factors. I will first explain external 

factors and later some important internal factors. 

External Factors that Mediate Problems 

External factors are related to ‘the nature of the problem’ as encountered in the world 

(Jonassen, 2010). They are divided into structuredness, complexity, dynamicity, and context 

according to two important external attributes of problems, abstraction and continuity (Bassok, 

2003). Abstraction refers to the representation of the context and context of a problem. 

Continuity refers to the degree to which attributes of problems remain the same or change over 

time.  

What are Ill-structured, Complex, and Uncertain Problems? Ill-structured problems (ISP) 

(e.g., flying a combat airplane, ethical dilemmas) are that only the problem situation is given and 

a problem solver does not know what goal situation accomplished looks like. It is different from 
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well-structured problems (WSP) (e.g., solving puzzle, solving math problems) that provide all 

the information needed to solve the problems and have absolutely correct and knowable 

solutions (Robertson, 2016). The way of classifying problems has been referred to as well-

structured or ill-structured, and these labels have been used to synonymously with well-defined 

and ill-defined (Jonassen, 2010).  

Complex problems occur when the process of finding a solution requires a series of tasks 

or operations as follows: (a) when the process of the resolution is large; (b) when there are a 

large number of variables that have to be considered; (b) when the problem situation has multiple 

goals and many variables to consider; (c) when dynamically changing over time; and (d) when 

the goal is not clearly presented (Frensch & Funke, 2014; Funke, 1991, 2010). Schefer-Wenzl 

and Miladinovic (2019) explained that “complexity of the problem often represented by a huge 

number of relevant and interrelated variables” and “dynamics reflecting changing time and 

developments within a system” (p.83). 

Uncertain problems arise when information that may or not be obtainable is absent 

(Rowe, 1994). This problem also occurs when urgent action is required under conditions of 

ambiguity. Rowe (1994, p. 743) categorized uncertainty as to the following four classes: (a) 

temporal uncertainty in future/past states, (b) structural uncertainty due to complexity, (c) 

metrical uncertainty in measurement, and (d) translational uncertainty in explaining uncertain 

results. These classifications show that uncertain problems can occur in any situation or 

environment, regardless of time, ways, or context in everyday and professional lives. 

Real-world problems are dynamic and discontinuous, accompanied by many starting and 

stopping points (Sarathy, 2018). In other words, since most real-world problems are somewhat 

ill-structured, there is a lack of information needed to solve them and an ending state may not 
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well-structured. Furthermore, there are neither known answers nor the best solutions (Nickerson, 

1994; Reitman, 1965). Kramer (1986) and Ross and McGinn (1997) pointed out that the more 

IPS are, the more solutions are affected by social and cultural factors. Since the success of well-

structured problem-solving in class no longer guarantees success in solving ill-structured real-

world problems (Choi & Lee, 2009), educators should help students learn how to solve ill-

structured problems that they may face in their professional lives (Jonassen, 2010). 

Internal Factors that Influence a Problem Solver 

Internal factors are related to the personal characteristics (e.g., cognitive and affective 

dispositions) of a problem solver, such as prior knowledge and experience, and cognitive skills 

(Jonassen, 2010; Smith, 1991). In particular, as important internal factors that affect a problem 

solver in solving ISPs, Jonassen (2000, 2010) identified three internal factors, that is, prior 

knowledge and experience in solving similar problems, and cognitive skills, as the primary 

individual differences that mediate the ability of problem solvers to solve ISPs.  

Many researchers have agreed that problem solver’s prior domain-specific knowledge 

(i.e., knowledge in a particular area) is the most important determinant of problem-solving ability 

(Greeno, 1980; Hayes, 1989). Domain-specific knowledge, however, is not enough to solve 

problems (Roth & McGinn, 1997). Solving ISP requires problem solvers to have a more 

integrated and well-developed conceptual model that goes beyond domain-specific knowledge to 

accommodate various perspectives, methods and solutions (Jonassen, 2010).  

Recalling prior experiences for solving specific problems is the most frequent strategy 

for solving problems (Konradt, 1995). For instance, Klein (1995) found that when experts solve 

problems, they tend to search for and reuse previous experience because the prior situations can 

be compared with the current problem situations. Jonassen and Hung (2006) recommended using 
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case libraries of stories about how experienced problem solvers solved similar problems. Case 

libraries represent one of the strongest forms of instructional support for ISP (Jonassen & 

Hernandez-Serrano, 2002). 

Jonassen (1997, 2000, 2010) argued that different kinds of problem solving entail 

different kinds of cognition including different knowledge, different forms of knowledge 

representation, and different thinking skills. For example, argumentation is one of the critical 

cognitive skills for solving ISP because problem solvers find and present the best evidence for 

solving problems through “rationally resolve questions, issues, and disputes”. (Jonassen, 2010, p. 

321). Nevertheless, most instruction in schools and universities is focused on solving WSP. In 

order to solve ISP in real-world situation, students require to learn different kinds of cognitive 

skills depending on problem types, which allows them to develop more flexible problem-solving 

strategies and skills. 

Table 2.3 

External and Internal Factors 

Category Characteristic Detailed Factor Author(s) 

External 

Factors 

Structuredness  Well-structured, ill-structured 

 Semantics/complexity/transparency of 

the problem 

Jonassen (2000, 2010) 

Frensch & Funke (2014)  

Complexity  The number of issues/functions/ variable 

involved in the problems 

 The number of interactions among 

issues/functions/variable, the 

predictability of the behavior of 

issues/functions/variable 

 Intransparency, multiple goals, situational 

complexity, connectivity of variables, 

dynamic developments, time-delayed 

effects 

Jonassen (2000, 2010) 

 

Jonassen (2010) 

 

 

 

Funke (1991),  

Fernandes & Simon 

(1999) 

Dynamicity  Variable changes Jonassen (2000, 2010) 

Context  Situatedness (e.g., specific situation) Jonassen (2000, 2010) 
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Category Characteristic Detailed Factor Author(s) 

Internal 

Factors 

Prior knowledge  Domain-specific knowledge, structural 

knowledge 

Jonassen (2000) 

Prior experience  Degree of expertise Funke (1991) 

Cognitive skills  Problem schemas, analogical 

comparison, causal relationships, 

questioning, modeling, arguing, 

metacognitive regulation 

 Chunking 

Hong (1998), Jonassen 

(2010) 

 

 

Hardin (2003) 

Familiarity with  

the problem type 

 High-road transfer (far transfer), low-

road transfer (near transfer) 

Jonassen (2000) 

Stress  Stress of time pressure and noise Funke (1991) 

Epistemological 

beliefs 

 Problem solver’s epistemic beliefs about 

the nature of problem solving, higher 

levels of epistemic belief for solving ill-

structured problems 

Jonassen (2000) 

 

Problem-Solving Process Models 

Well-structured Problem-Solving Process Model  

Most problem-solving models (Bransford & Stein, 1984; Newell & Simon, 1972) 

describe processes for solving WSPs including (a) representing problems, (b) searching for 

solutions, and (c) implementing the solutions (Shin et al., 2003) (see Figure 2.2). In other words, 

when problem solvers face a problem, they attempt to represent the problem in terms of their 

understanding of the givens, set the goal, and the underlying structure of the problem. However, 

in the well-structured problem-solving process models, it does not focus on finding more than 

one solution that will work, so when a successful solution is implemented, the problem-solving 

process ends (Jonassen, 1997). Hence, these models are limited in solving ambiguous and 

uncertain problems of the real-world situations that we encounter in everyday and professional 

lives.
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Well-structured Problem-Solving Process Model 

Step 1 
►► 

Step 2 
►► 

Step 3 

Represent problems Search for solutions Implement the solutions 

 

 

Ill-structured Problem-Solving Process Model 

Step 1 

► 

Step 2 

► 

Step 3 

► 

Step 4 

► 

Step 5 

► 

Step 6 

► 

Step 7 

Articulate 

problem space 

and contextual 

constrains 

Identify and 

clarify 

alternative 

opinion, 

position, and 

perspectives of 

stakeholders 

Generate 

possible 

problem 

solutions 

Assess the 

viability of 

alternative 

solutions by 

constructing 

arguments and 

articulating 

personal 

beliefs 

Monitor the 

problem space 

and solution 

options 

Implement and 

monitor the 

solution 

Adapt the 

solution 

 

Note. Adapted from “Predictors of well‐structured and ill‐structured problem solving in an astronomy simulation,” by N. Shin, D. H. Jonassen, & S. McGee, 

2003. “Instructional design models for well-structured and III-structured problem-solving learning outcomes,” by D. H. Jonassen, 1997. 

 

 

Figure 2.2 

Well-structured Problem-Solving Process Model vs. Ill-structured Problem-Solving Process Model 

 



  25 

  

Ill-structured Problem-Solving Process Model 

Jonassen (1997) offered an ill-structured problem-solving model that consists of seven 

steps (see also Figure 2.2). The model for solving ISP relies on emerging ill-structured problem-

solving theories and also relies on constructivist and situated cognition approaches to resolving 

problems (Jonassen, 1997). Based on the uncertainty of the problem and the existence of 

multiple perspectives on solution development, this model describes the problem-solving 

processes of ISPs that require more ability and attitude than is necessary to solve a well-

organized problem (Choi & Lee, 2009; Jonassen, 1997). 

 The first step in the ill-structured problem-solving process is to decide if a problem really 

exists. Many ill-structured problems may appear to have an unknown when, in reality, there is a  

hidden known, and so there is no problem. Jonassen (1997) pointed out that a problem solver 

must examine the context from which the problem emerged and determine what the nature of the 

problem is. This is because ill-structured problems interact with and so are constrained by 

contextual factors. The second step is to identify the problems and the goals that related 

stakeholders have. It is important for the problem solver to identify all of the various 

perspectives, views, and opinions on that problem since ill-structured problems usually have 

divergent or alternative solutions (Jonassen, 1997). In the third step, analyzing the possible 

causes of the problem and identifying the solution status can focus the solution-generation 

process on how to mitigate the causes of the problem. The process of generating solutions is a 

creative process that relies not only on previous experiences but also on unrelated thoughts and 

feelings (Sinnott, 1989). Since ill-structured problems typically do not have a single and best 

solution, the problem solver should refine the problem representations and agree on the best 

course of action through arguing and counterarguing (Voss, 1988). Thus, in the fourth step, ill-
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structured problem solving becomes a process of iteratively restricting alternatives and refining 

arguments before selecting a solution (Jonassen, 1997). 

In the fifth step, monitoring ill-structured problem-solving performance is a complex 

process in which problem solvers reflect on what they know and learn, as well as what it means. 

Jonassen (2010) pointed out that a primary difference between ill-structured and well-structured 

problem solving is epistemic monitoring. The sixth step is the phase of implementing and 

monitoring the solution. The effectiveness of any solution can be determined only by how it 

performs because ill-structured problems do not necessarily have a correct solution (Jonassen, 

1997). Finally, based on feedback, the problem-solving process would become an iterative 

process of monitoring and adapting the chosen solution. In this final step, problem solvers 

recommend the solution and then adjust and modify the solution according to feedback 

(Jonassen, 1997). 

Typology of Problems 

 Problems are categorized as WSP or ISP based on how problems and goals are 

represented (Arlin, 1989; Fernandes & Simon, 1999; Hardin, 2003; Jonassen, 1997, 2000; 

Newell & Simon, 1972; Voss & Post, 2014). The primary reason for distinguishing between 

WSP and ISP is the assumption that different sets of abilities and skills are distinctly needed to 

solve different kinds of problems (Greeno, 1980; Jonassen, 2000). Given this assumption, 

learning to solve different kinds of problems will require different forms of instruction (Jonassen, 

2010). 

Jonassen (2000, 2010) identified 11 kinds of problems including logic problems, 

algorithms, story problems, rule-using/rule-induction problems, decision making, 

troubleshooting, diagnosis-solution problems, strategic performance, policy-analysis problems, 
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design problems, and dilemmas, according to developmental theory. The typology of problems 

varies primarily along a continuum from well-structured to ill-structured (Simon, 1977). 

Jonassen (2010) explained that WSP tend to be more static and simpler; while ISP tend to be 

more complex and dynamic. Table 2.4 presents a description of 11 different types of problems, 

including examples, goal or success criteria, structuredness, abstractness, and context. The 

following ten studies were included in the review for developing Table 2.4 (Choi & Yoon, 2014; 

De Waal, 2013; Jonassen 2000, 2010, 2012; Jonassen & Hung, 2015; McCloskey et al, 1985; 

Reed, 2016; Shapiro & Gross, 2013; Vijesh, & Praveen, 2017). 

The typology of problems assumes there are similarities in the cognitive processes 

required to solve each type of problem. Also, some instructional strategies can be generalized 

across problem types (Jonassen, 2000). Jonassen (2000, 2010) argued that these problem classes 

are not absolute or discrete. Put otherwise, he pointed out that these are not separate from or 

independent of each other since they are not mutually exclusive categories. In addition, there 

may be similarities and overlaps among the classes (Jonassen, 2010). Thus, the nature of a 

problem depends on the experience of the problem solver and the context in which the problem 

is encountered. 

Problems Types and Administrative Professionals 

In the field of office administration, Kwon and Choi (2019) studied administrative 

professionals’ problem types in the workplace for the first time based on Jonassen’s typology of 

problems. Their study revealed that administrative professionals experienced a wide spectrum of 

problems, ranging from well-structured to ill-structured. In other words, they deal with various 

tasks ranging from well-defined problems that are relatively easy, simple, and routine tasks that 

can be clearly solved to ill-defined problems that are difficult to predict or dynamics are inherent. 
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Table 2.4 

A Description of Typology of Problems 

Problem Type Problem Example Goal / Success Criteria Structuredness Abstractness Context 

 

Logic Problems Solving puzzle;  
Rubik’s cube 

Efficient manipulation; 
number of moves or 
manipulations required 

Discovered Abstract; discovery Abstract task 

Algorithms Calculations  Answer or product matches in 
values and form 

Procedural 
predictable 

Abstract; procedural Abstract; formulaic 

Story Problems Story problems with 
formula or procedure 
embedded in textbook 

Answer or product matches in 
values and form; correct 
algorithm used 

Well-defined problem 
classes; procedural 
predictable 

Limited simulation Constrained to pre-
defined elements; 
shallow context 

Rule-using/ 

Rule-induction 

Problems 

Learning new machine; 
learning how to use 
transportation systems in 
foreign countries 

Productivity (number of 
relevant or useful answers or 
products) 

Unpredicted outcome Need-based Purposeful 
academic; real 
world; constrained 

Decision Making Selecting a new part  
vendor or other contractor; 
determining inventory 
levels 

Answer or product matches in 
values and form 

Finite outcomes Personally situated Life decisions 

Troubleshooting Technical-level jobs Fault(s) identification; 
efficiency of fault isolation 

Finite faults and 
outcomes 

Problem situated Closed system;  
real world 

Diagnosis-Solution 

Problems 

Repair of physical system Strategy used; effectiveness 
and efficiency of treatment; 
justification of treatment 
selected 

Finite faults and 
outcomes 

Problem situated Real world; 
technical; mostly 
closed system 

Strategic  

Performance 

Flying a combat airplane; 
quarterbacking a 
professional football 
offense 

Achieving strategic object Ill-structured 
strategies; well-
structured tactics 

Contextually 
situated 

Real-time 
performance 

Policy-Analysis 

Problems 

Foreign-policy issues;  
legal issues; economic  
and development issues 

Multiple; unclear Ill-structured Case situated Real world; 
constrained 

Design Problems Designing a building; 
writing a book, creating a 
new food product 

Multiple; undefined criteria; 
no right or wrong (only better 
or worse) 

Ill-structured Problem situated Complex; real 
world; degrees of 
freedom; limited 
input and feedback 

Dilemmas Social dilemmas;  
ethical dilemmas 

Articulated preference with 
some justification 

Finite outcomes, 
multiple reasoning 

Issue situated Topical complex; 
interdisciplinary 
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Most experienced administrative professionals’ problems were categorized as a 

strategic-performance problem in that multiple alternatives or strategies considered in real time 

were applied to solve the problem (Kwon & Choi, 2019). Strategic-performance problems are 

more complex and dynamic decisions, which should be frequently addressed by experienced 

practitioners under conditions of time-induced stress (Jonassen, 2010). This problem type has 

also known as “naturalistic decision making” or “TActical Decision Making Under Stress” 

(TADMUS) (Crandall et al., 2006; Klein, 2017; Zsambok & Klein, 2014). 

Strategic-performance problems are addressed in the following professions: arbitrator or 

mediator conducting negotiations among litigants, air-traffic controller guiding aircraft at the 

airport, and emergency room (ER) doctors and nurses treating emergency patients (Orasanu & 

Connelly, 1993). As seen in these examples of strategic-performance problems, problem solvers 

apply a complex and ill-structured strategy while maintaining situational awareness with real-

time and complex activities. For this reason, strategic-performance problems cannot be solved by 

novices and they rely on a certain level of experience (Jonassen, 2000). 

A number of factors can cause individuals to use diverse strategies to solve problems. 

Factors mediating in the process of solving strategic-performance problems can be divided into 

external factors (i.e., factors that can be obtained or affected by a problem solver's surroundings) 

and internal factors (i.e., personal or human factors that influence a problem solver’s cognitive 

strategies) (Funke, 1991; Jonassen, 2010; Klein, 2017). In particular, time pressure and feedback 

delay are key external factors influencing strategic-performance problem solving. According to 

the results of previous strategic problems research, expert problem solvers typically tend not to 

consider alternative options because they derive the best solution under time pressure in dynamic 

conditions with ill-defined goals (Klein, 2017). In addition, if feedback delay occurs, the 
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information available at the moment of a decision may not be the information needed to make 

the best decisions (Brehmer, 2014).  

On the other hand, a problem solver's ability to recognize the situation and previous 

experience in solving similar problems are the key internal factors (Frensch & Fenke, 2014; 

Jonassen, 2010). For example, the problem solver immediately recognizes a given problem 

situation and understands what goals make sense, which cues/clues are important, what to expect 

next, and deducing course of action that is likely to succeed based on previous experience (Ross 

et al., 2005). Jonassen (2010) explained that the strategic-performance problem solver recognizes 

cues/clues and characteristics of the situation and solves the problem through pattern matching 

according to previous experiences. 

Strategies for Problem Solving 

Over the years, many have studied to reveal differences between experts and novices 

during ISP solving and decision-making processes (Currie-Rubin 2012; Ertmer & Stepich 2005; 

Hardre´ et al. 2006). These studies have found that experts and novices use different cognitive 

processes (Rowland, 1992; Woods & Roth, 1988). For example, experts use mental models 

created from prior experiences that allow them to see patterns (Glaser & Chi, 1988) and 

underlying principles (Ertmer et al., 2008); on the other hand, novices look at the superficial 

features of a problem (Ertmer & Stepich, 2005) and have few mental strategies for solving 

problems (Woods & Roth, 1988).  

Table 2.5 shows how experts in various professions solve problems in the workplace 

through various cognitive skills and strategies compared with novices. The key differences 

between expert and novice problem solvers is their ability to define the problem, collect data and 

information needed, and analyze the feasibility of potential solutions (Atman et al, 2007; 
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Crismond & Adams, 2012; Silverman, 1985). 

Table 2.5 

Problem-Solving Strategies of Experts in the Workplace 

Profession of Experts Strategies References 

Physicians  Integrate contextual information into problem-solving 

strategies played a key role 

 More comprehensive problem-solving approach than 

novices 

Grosswald 

(1992) 

Nurses  Collect a wider range of cues than novice nurses, nearly 

twice as many different cues 

 More proactive in collecting relevant cues and anticipating 

problems that may help identify patient problems 

Hoffman et al. 

(2009) 

Fireground 

Commanders 

 Use the information filtering and intuitive decision-making 

models 

 Use the dynamic risk assessment (i.e., a training manual of 

most high-risk domains) as a process of weighing the risks 

of a proposed course of action against its benefits 

Okoli et al. 

(2016) 

Concert Pianists  Identified first the fundamental principles (e.g., familiar 

patterns, fingerings, technical difficulties, cues) involved 

rather than focusing on superficial properties 

 Make decisions very quickly (i.e., snap decisions) that 

anticipate later developments during performing 

Chaffin et al. 

(2003) 

Engineers/ 

Engineering 

Project Managers 

 Spend significantly more time on solving problems not only 

overall but also in each stage 

 Rely largely on unverbalizable intuitive thought processes 

based on concrete experience 

Atman et al. 

(2007), 

Silverman 

(1985) 

 

Strategies for Solving Strategic-Performance Problems 

Although solving strategic-performance problems refer to decision making, the cognitive 

processes (e.g., perception, memory, and thinking; Das et al., 2013) that problem solvers 

experience in high-stress situations far outweigh the traditional decision-making concepts. This 

is because these are the kinds of problems in which multiple decisions must be made under times 

of stress while maintaining situational awareness (Jonassen, 2000). Rather than continuously 
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weighing decision options, problem solvers of strategic-performance can simultaneously review 

two or more options, a process known as comparative evaluation. Compared to traditional 

decisions seeking optimal solution options, the goal of the strategic-performance problem solver 

is to identify the appropriate solution rather than to pursue the optimal solution (Simon, 1957). 

Unlike strategies for traditional decision making such as deductive logical thinking, 

analysis of probabilities, and statistical analysis of decision options, Klein (2017) emphasized 

several strategies for solving strategic-performance problems: (a) intuition, (b) mental 

simulations, (c) metaphor, and (d) storytelling. First of all, intuition refers to sizing up a situation 

quickly. Kwon and Choi (2019) found that understanding the context using intuition ability is 

essential to successfully carry out the administrative professional work. Second, a mental 

simulation is “the ability to imagine people and objects consciously and to transform those 

people and objects through several transitions, finally picturing them in a different way than at 

the start” (Klein, 2017, p. 45). Experts tend to engage in mental simulation more often than 

novices, and metal simulation allows them to collect more information and predictions in 

uncertain situations (Chudnoff, 2013). Third, metaphor refers to drawing on our prior experience, 

so it is one of the most important tools for trying to comprehend partially what cannot be 

comprehended totally (Lakoff & Johnson, 2008). Finally, storytelling refers to consolidating 

experiences and communicating them to others (Jonassen, 2010).  

Although these strategies appear similar to strategies for traditional decision making 

(Klein, 2017), in strategic-performance problems, problem solvers usually should perform under 

time with more incomplete or uncertain information. These conditions of the strategic-

performance problems can be explained as a work environment in which administrative 

professionals have to resolve problems in a limited amount of time or promptly, depending on 
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the urgency and importance of the tasks. 

Novice to Expert Theory 

Numerous attempts have been made by different theorist to explain the different facets 

of problem solving. As a result, problem solving contains relatively distinct theoretical 

approaches that grow out of different perspectives. These theories in the lines of problem-solving 

research broadly include information processing theory, behavior theory, cognitive psychology 

theory, decision theory, and novice to expert theory (Chan, 1989; Edwards, 1962; Hull, 1943; 

Pólya, 1954; Newell & Simon, 1972; Schoenfeld & Herrmann, 1982). These theories show both 

the attention scholars have devoted to understanding problem solving and the ever-changing 

nature of the field. In this paper, I will focus on the novice to expert theory in the context of 

administrative professionals. 

According to novice to expert theorists, experts refer to those who not only have rich and 

well-organized knowledge that is easily accessible when needed but also have professional skills 

and experience for more than a certain period of time (Boshuizen et al., 2006; Le Maistre, 1998). 

In contrast, novices (i.e., beginners) are people who are not very familiar or experienced in a 

particular subject because they have little experience with real situations (Daley, 1999; Le 

Maistre, 1998).  

Joh and Choi (2015) demonstrated that administrative professionals move through five 

stages of career development in South Korea. The expert level of administrative professionals 

required as follows: (a) at least 10 years of administrative office management work experience; 

(b) professional knowledge related to the management of the company; (c) excellent 

communication skills including fluent in foreign languages (e.g., English, Chinese, Japanese, 

etc.); (d) competency in managing workplace systems and technology; and (e) the ability to 
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grasp the entire organization’s movements to make a situational assessment/judgment. 

With respect to problem solving, experts are good problem solvers because they 

recognize different problem states that invoke certain solutions (Sweller, 1988). If the type of 

problem is recognized, then little searching through the problem space (i.e., the entire range of 

components that exist in the process of finding a solution to a problem; Newell & Simon, 1972) 

is required. In addition, experts use effective problem-solving strategies, and some research has 

shown that less experienced solvers can also learn to use them (Mayer & Wittrock, 1996). 

Conversely, novices who do not possess well-developed problem schemas are not able to 

recognize problem types, so they must rely on general problem-solving strategies, such as the 

information processing approaches, which provide weak strategies for problem solutions (Mayer, 

1992). 

 Studies have been steadily conducted on differences between experts and novices during 

ill-structured problem solving and decision-making processes (e.g., Chi et al, 2014; Dhillon 

1998; Dufresne et al., 1992; Ertmer & Stepich. 2005; Ertmer et al., 2008). These studies have 

found that novices and experts solve problems using different cognitive processes. For example, 

experts use varied mental models/strategies created from their experiences that allow them to see 

patterns and tend to focus on the underlying principles or big ideas (Chi et al., 2014; Ertmer et al, 

2008). In contrast to experts constantly adjusting their decisions, using decision aids, and 

breaking down complex problems, novices only see the superficial features of a problem (Ertmer 

& Stepich, 2005; Shanteau, 1992). 

Dreyfus et al. (2000) revealed that an individual usually passes through at least five 

stages of the skill-acquisition process until becoming an expert. In particular, the process shows 

qualitatively different perceptions of his or her task and/or mode of decision-making as their skill 
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improves (see Table 2.6). In these five stages in the human skill acquisition process, “the 

distinction between the detached, rule-following beginner and the involved, intuitive expert is 

crucial” (p. 50) because it is a critical difference between novice and expert. 

Table 2.6 

Five Stages of Skill Acquisition 

Skill Level Components Perspective Decision Commitment 

1. Novice Context-free None Analytical Detached 

2. Advanced Beginner Context-free  

and situational 

None Analytical Detached 

3. Competent Context-free  

and situational 

Chosen Analytical Detached understanding and 

deciding. Involved in 

outcome 

4. Proficient Context-free  

and situational 

Experienced Analytical Involved understanding. 

Detached deciding 

5. Expert Context-free  

and situational 

Experienced Intuitive Involved 

Note. Adapted from Dreyfus, H., Dreyfus, S. E., & Athanasiou, T. (2000). Mind over machine. Simon and Schuster. 

 

Task Analysis 

What is Task Analysis?   

Task Analysis refers to “any process that identifies and examines the tasks that must be 

performed by users when they interact with systems” (Kirwan & Ainsworth, 1992, p. vii). 

Harless (1979) also defined task analysis as a “front-end analysis, description of mastery 

performance and criteria, breakdown of job tasks into steps, and the consideration of the 

potential worth of solving performance problems” (p. 7). Task analysis reflects both the current 

understanding of the factors influencing human performance and the information needs of 

system designers by collecting, classifying, and interpreting data of human performance in work 



 36 

  

situations (Annett & Stanton, 2000).  

Task analysis for instructional design is “a process of analyzing and articulating the kind 

of learning that you [sic] instructional designers expect the learners to know how to perform” 

(Jonassen et al., 1998, p. 3). Jonassen et al. (1998) explained that instructional designers perform 

task analysis is to design different forms of instruction including direct instruction, performance 

support, and open-ended learning environments. Thus, task analysis is essential for instructional 

designers in understanding the nature of the tasks in order to design instruction that will support 

learning.   

Approaches to Task Analysis 

 Task analysis methods can be largely divided into two approaches depending on the 

purpose of the analysis and theoretical influences such as behaviorism and constructivism 

(Annett et al., 1971; Jonassen et al., 1998). According to Jonassen et al. (1998), task analysis 

appeared in the behaviorist era of instructional design. However, the methods of task analysis 

have followed the paradigm shifts to not only cognitive psychology but also to constructivism. 

Therefore, in this section, I will categorize the task analysis methods with behavioral and 

cognitive approaches. 

Behavioral Task Analysis 

Behavioral Task Analysis (BTA) is concerned with the behaviors people perform while 

doing their jobs (Bell et al., 2009). In other words, BTA primarily refers to observable tasks 

performed by operators in order to successfully accomplish a particular job (Kirwan & 

Ainsworth, 1992). Klein (1995) explained that BTA is straightforward and clear to perform in 

that relatively untrained personnel and novices can perform the activities.  
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Most traditional BTA, such as Behavioral Analysis, Job Task Analysis, Procedural 

Analysis, Functional Job Analysis, focus on the procedural tasks that emphasized the efficient 

acquisition of procedural skills (Hackos & Redish, 1998). For example, Procedural Analysis one 

of the most conducted type of analysis by instructional designers, represents how a task is carried 

out by subdividing the task into its component behaviors (Jonassen et al., 1998). However, it has 

limitations such as not revealing all the skills and knowledge that must be learned to accomplish 

the task despite the cognitive needs of learners. The purpose of the BTA, however, is identifying 

specific input-task-output sequences that should or must be done to accomplish work (Bell et al., 

2009; Vicente, 1999). Thus, BTA is not easily communicated to others except to point to the list 

of steps since it focuses on completion of tasks without explaining full details about the 

strategies for carrying out individual steps (Klein, 1995). 

In the field of office administration research and practice, BTA has influenced the 

training process of administrative professionals as well as the curriculum development in the 

field of office administration education (Paek et al, 2020). As a result, from basic research 

traditions, most research studies and curriculum in higher education have been conducted mainly 

focusing on duty-oriented, competency-based (e.g., National Competency Standards (NCS)-

based), and role/function-based analysis of administrative professionals (Choi & Kim, 2006; 

Fulton-Calkins et al., 2010; Jo, 2002; Kim, 2013; Min, 2015; Odgers, 2005; Stroman et al., 2014; 

Stulz et al., 2013; Sun & Choi, 2010). However, since the problems that administrative 

professionals face in the workplace are more ill-defined and complex (Kwon & Choi, 2019), 

BTA methods may often be inadequate for describing how people do their jobs (Gordon & Gill, 

2014). 
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Cognitive Task Analysis 

Cognitive Task Analysis (CTA) refers to “the extension of traditional task analysis 

techniques to yield information about the knowledge, thought processes, and goal structures that 

underlie observable task performance” (Schraagen et al., 2000, p. 3). CTA investigates 

individuals’ mental processes involved in activities including perceiving, thinking, remembering, 

and problem solving (Silber & Foshay, 2009). Klein (1995) explained that CTA attempts to 

describe how people perform tasks through the cues and patterns they use, their inferences and 

strategies, mental models, and other related topics. Hence, CTA differs from BTA that seeks to 

enumerate the steps that must be followed without examining the expertise needed to perform 

critical steps. 

With respect to instructional design, the purpose of CTA is to model the behaviors and 

especially the knowledge and thinking that learners engage in when carrying out tasks (Jonassen 

et al., 1998). While BTA, such as Job Analysis or Procedural Analysis, focuses only on the 

behaviors involved in task performance, CTA more focuses on the underlying knowledge, 

strategies, and structured of task performance (Shute et al., 1997). By conducting the CTA, we 

can reveal all the skills, strategies, and knowledge that learners must learn to accomplish a task. 

The applications of CTA can take a number of ways including not only decision-centered 

training and design but also personnel selection (Jonassen et al., 1998; Klein, 1995; Schraagen et 

al., 2000). 

CTA consists of five steps as follows: (a) Preparation, (b) Knowledge elicitation (i.e., a 

set of methods used to obtain information, Crandall et al., 2006), (c) Data analysis, (d) 

Knowledge representation, and (e) Application (Crandall et al., 2006; Klein, 1995; Schraagen et 

al., 2000). Through these steps, CTA provides a more in-depth picture, which complements the 
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broader and more comprehensive BTA (Klein, 1995). In particular, for analyzing problem-

solving tasks, CTA should include (a) the essential features of the environment (e.g., internal 

representation of the problem, relationship between problem-solving behavior, a description of 

the problem-solving methods) and (b) what makes the problem difficult (Newell & Simon, 

1972). 

Jonassen et al. (1999) pointed out that “the primary goal of CTA is to acquire a rich 

body of knowledge about a domain from experts and to assemble that knowledge into a model” 

(p. 107). Moreover, Silber and Foshay (2009) stated that CTA helps “to understand and 

contextualize behavior for work that is complex, ill-defined, or difficult by describing how 

experts use their knowledge to structure relatively complex ill-defined work and accomplish that 

work effectively and efficiently” (p. 195). From these rationales, the CTA method is particularly 

well suited for my proposed study because the purpose of my study is to explore the types of ill-

defined, challenging, and dynamic problems that experienced administrative professionals face 

in the workplace and examine how they solve those problems.  

By conducting CTA, instructional designers can determine the goals of learning (i.e., 

what to teach) for college students who are in office administration education. According to 

Jonassen et al. (1998), instructional designers perform task analysis in order to determine the 

goals and objectives of learning. He explained that task analysis for instructional design can 

analyze and articulate the kind of learning that instructional designers expect the learners to 

know how to perform. In addition, instructional designers perform instructional analysis to 

obtain the skills that students must master in order to achieve capabilities on competence (Sari & 

Surya, 2017). CTA focuses on the underlying knowledge, skills, and structures of task 

performance (Shute et al., 1997).  



 40 

  

Critical Decision Method 

In order to obtain information about what people know and how they know it (i.e., 

knowledge, judgments, strategies, and skills that underlie performance), Crandall et al. (2006) 

organized diverse methods and tools that are used as a “knowledge elicitation” method within the 

CTA methods (Crandall et al., 2006). In my study, I will rely on interviews with experienced 

administrative professionals using the Critical Decision Method (CDM) to collect data about 

how they solve the ill-structured, uncertain, and complex problems. 

 CDM is a retrospective cognitive task analysis technique for investigating nonroutine and 

specific events that challenge an individual’s (e.g., expert) expertise and eliciting the experts’ 

decision strategies (Jonassen et al., 1998; Klein et al., 1995). According to Jonassen et al. (1999), 

CDM emerged from the Critical Incident Method (CIM, Flanagan, 1954) that used to identify the 

key elements of a job, task, or skill by separating and prioritizing the essential behaviors to the 

job. Since CIM is for collecting “real-world” data regarding jobs and tasks, CIM is used to 

support task analysis or needs assessment.  

The rationales for using the CDM for my proposed study is as follows. First, CDM helps 

to articulate cognitive factors of expert administrative professionals that are difficult to describe. 

Second, CDM provides information on administrative professionals’ judgment, decision making, 

and problem solving from the perspective of expert performing the task. Finally, CDM is a 

useful tool for identifying expert administrative professionals’ cognitive elements that are the 

center of proficient performance (Crandall et al., 2006; Jonassen et al., 1998). 
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Administrative Professionals 

Who are Administrative Professionals? 

Today, there are various job titles that qualify as administrative support; for example, 

administrative assistant, executive assistant, office manager, and secretary (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (BLS), 2019; CareerOneStop, 2020; Stulz et al., 2013). The original job title of this 

occupation group was secretary. The term is derived from the Latin word, sēcrētārius, meaning 

“person entrusted with secrets” or “confidential employee” (Jones, 2015a; Koranteng et al., 

2016). 

The main characteristic of understanding the difference between the secretary/ 

administrative assistant and executive assistant is a wide range of tasks as well as different levels 

of responsibility. According to BLS (2019), secretaries and administrative assistants are 

individuals who perform a variety of clerical and administrative duties that are necessary to run 

an organization efficiently. The International Association of Administrative Professionals 

(IAAP, n.d.) defined administrative professionals as individuals who are responsible for 

administrative tasks and coordination of information in support of an office-related environment 

and who are dedicated to furthering personal and professional growth in their chosen profession. 

 Meanwhile, executive secretaries and executive administrative assistants provide high-

level administrative support by conducting research, preparing statistical reports, handling 

information requests, and performing clerical functions such as preparing correspondence, 

arranging conference calls, receiving visitors, and scheduling meetings. They may also train and 

supervise lower-level clerical staff (BLS, 2019; CareerOneStop, 2020). WorkNet of Ministry of 

Employment and Labor in Korea (2013) defined professional administrative assistants and 

executive assistants as individuals who not only provide executives with accumulated 
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information to help their essential decision-making but also find missing information and data to 

improve the completion of the executives’ work. In addition, they can make short-term decisions 

during their boss’s absence. 

 For conducting the purpose of research successfully, I will focus on executive assistants 

of this profession group and their problem-solving processes. 

Work Roles 

 The exact origin of the secretary’s role is unknown. The role was dominated by men until 

the 1880s when the writing machine was invented (Advanced Resource, 2017). Since the 1880s, 

many women have dominated the office workforce in various clerical roles. More recently, 

however, the role of administrative professionals in the workplace has also been transformed. In 

other words, administrative professionals play a more proactive role as project manager, 

presentation designer, and valued member of teams and committees (Odgers, 2005).  

Jones (2015b) argued that two core roles exist for executive assistants. One is an 

executive’s business partner who can manage day-to-day affairs of the office and allow their 

boss to focus on the essential business of growing the company and making it more profitable. 

The other role is as a facilitator who ensures the smooth flow of information to and/or from their 

boss, prevents bottlenecks, and keeps anything from their boss that will not enhance their 

productivity. 

 Administrative professionals play a crucial role in planning, organizing, developing, 

administering, and facilitating many aspects of the information-processing activities (e.g., 

administrative office management). They are also responsible for supporting the decision-

making process of leaders such as executives in attaining the organization’s objectives. (Odgers, 

2005). Though they possess a wide range of duties and responsibilities, their primary role is to 
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work closely with executives in organizations to provide information to prevent oversight in 

daily business management. Table 2.7 shows a list of responsibilities associated with fulfilling 

the role of an administrative professional. 

Table 2.7 

Five Categories of Administrative Professional’s Job Responsibilities  

Organizational Communication 

 Conferring with coworkers to coordinate work 

activities 

 Transcribing spoken or written information 

 Explaining regulations, policies, or procedures 

 Reading materials to determine needed actions 

 Training and supervising clerical or 

administrative personnel 

 

Task-Related Responsibilities 

 Greeting customers, patrons, or visitors 

 Answering telephones to direct calls or provide 

information 

 Sorting and distributing incoming mail 

 Ordering materials, supplies, or equipment 

 Preparing business correspondence 

 Preparing documentation for contracts, 

transactions, or regulatory compliance 

 Preparing research or technical reports 

 Filing documents or records 

Management Support 

 Scheduling operational activities 

 Making travel, accommodations, or 

entertainment arrangements for executives 

 Maintaining medical records 

 

Processes and Procedures 

 Executing sales or other financial transactions 

 Managing clerical or administrative activities 

 Developing organizational policies or 

programs 

 Compiling data or documentation 

 Recording information from meetings or other 

formal proceedings 

 

Project Management (including Event 

Coordination) 

  Coordinating operational activities 

Note. Adapted from A report on administrative professionals and executive assistants in North America, by 

American Society of Administrative Professionals, 2020; Occupation profile, executive secretaries and executive 

administrative assistants, by CareerOneStop, 2020. 

 

In the past, administrative professionals worked mainly on paperwork. However, 

nowadays, the scope of their role is more sophisticated and responsibilities have expanded to 

include regulatory compliance, clerical activities, financial management, information 

management. McDonald and Hite (2016) argued that several interconnecting factors including a 

more diverse workforce, technological advancements, and societal impact have contributed to 
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these changing roles and responsibilities at work. The current global business environment has 

been characterized as turbulent, unpredictable, and challenging. Accordingly, effective 

administrative professionals make enormous contributions to productivity at all levels of the 

organization, so their role in the workplace is becoming more important. 

While administrative professionals play a significant role in administrative office 

management, little is known about their problem-solving experiences including the types of ill-

structured and uncertain problems they face in performing their work roles and job 

responsibilities in the workplace (Kwon & Choi, 2019). 

Evolution of the Perception of Administrative Professionals’ Work Role in South Korea 

Since the 1980s, the professional secretary position has expanded its role and scope of 

work as modern administrative professionals due to the needs of the specialization era and the 

use of office automation (OA) (Do et al., 1987). Park (2014) analyzed the concept and perception 

of administrative professionals in South Korea based on the paradigm shift of corporate 

management. Through historical contextual analysis, the evolution of administrative professional 

roles can be classified into three periods: 1950s-1980s, 1990s and 21st century (see Table 2.8). 

Table 2.8 

Evolution of Corporate Management Paradigm and Administrative Professionals’ Key 

Concept/Role  

Decade 
Paradigm of  

Corporate Management 

Key Concept/Role of  

Administrative Professionals 

1950s - 1980s Commitment Adjutant or Adjunct 

1990s - the early 2000s Participation Assistant 

After 2010 Subject Followership 

Note. Adapted from "Historical analysis of secretarial concept," by S.-K.Park, 2014, Journal of Secretarial Studies, 

23(2), p. 40. 
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In the first period, the 1950s-1980s, administrative professionals were limited to handling 

simple routine tasks (e.g., answering phone calls and greeting visitors) and possessed typing and 

organizing documents. In the 1990s, administrative professionals were expected to be key staff 

members of the administration and support personnel according to changes in secretarial 

functions and roles facilitated by changes in global management and the development of 

information technologies (IT) (Park, 2014). In particular, executive assistants were expected to 

possess a mastery of office skills, demonstrate the ability to assume responsibility without direct 

supervision, exercise initiative and judgment, and make decisions within the scope of assigned 

authority (Jo & Choi, 2015). 

There is not much difference between administrative professionals in the 1990s and in the 

21st century based on job description and work roles. However, Park (2014) argued that the 

consciousness and attitude in dealing with the work and problems in the workplace might be 

different. In other words, the understanding of the administrative professional’s existence is 

imbued with internalized values between boss and administrative professional. Based on this 

perception, administrative professionals act as a follower or partner to assist their boss in making 

decisions or judging the situation by assisting the role and work of the top management (Park, 

2014). This changed perception is expected to inspire the inherent value, dignity, and 

professional identity of administrative professionals. 

Occupational Employment Statistics in South Korea 

 Korean Statistical Information Service (KOSIS, 2018a) listed administrative occupations 

as one of the largest occupations in South Korea. Table 2.9 shows details about occupational 

employment statistics. Based on the job descriptions on KOSIS, only three occupation categories 

can be explained as administrative professionals, which are Secretaries and Administrative 
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Assistants, Receptionists and Customer Service Representatives, and Office and Administrative 

Support Occupations. In 2018, administrative professionals held more than 1.42 million jobs. 

Also, administrative professional job is one of the most common occupations dominated by 

women not only in Korea but also in our society (Froehlich et al., 2020; KOSIS, 2018b; U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2017). Given these workforce statistics, this study of administrative 

professionals’ problem-solving experience is expected to provide a broad impact by enhancing 

many organizations’ collective capacity. 

Table 2.9 

The Statistics of Administrative Professionals Employment (KOSIS, 2018) 

Occupational Title 
Employment 

Percent of 
Employment 

N % 

Total, All Occupations 11,801,155 100.00 

All Office and Administrative Occupations 2,463,719 20.87 

Subtotal of Administrative Professionals (1+2+3) 1,429,064 12.11 

 1. Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 135,091 1.14 

 2. Receptionists and Customer Service Representatives 205,320 1.73 

 3. Office and Administrative Support Occupations 1,088,653 9.24 

 

Expectations for Current and Future Work Demands 

Traditionally, an administrative professional was responsible for scheduling 

appointments, giving information, and making decisions as well as minor administrative and 

business details (Koranteng et al., 2016). Even on the CareerOneStop website, which is free 

career exploration tools resource, the occupation profile describes this job as performing routine 

clerical and administrative functions such as organizing and maintaining electronic files and 

paper. For these reasons, the general public’s perspective of this profession is that it consists of 

completing simple tasks on a routine daily basis and that anyone can easily obtain this job. 
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However, skilled executive assistants can boost productivity, assist in onboarding new 

managers, provide reverse mentoring, and act as the air-traffic controller of an office (Duncan, 

2011). Stulz et al. (2013) listed the necessary skills in all administrative professional positions 

that employers expect their employees to possess: Communication, interpersonal relations, time 

management, critical thinking, decision making, creative thinking, teamwork, technology, 

leadership, stress management, problem solving, and customer focus. In addition to these skills, 

they argued that the following qualities are also essential since today’s administrative 

professional interacts with various people of different ages, races, cultures, and backgrounds on a 

daily basis: “openness to change, initiative and motivation, integrity and honesty, dependability, 

confidentiality, and commitment to observing and learning” (Stulz et al., 2013, p. 17). 

 Duncan (2011) described that expert administrative professionals understand the 

unspoken needs and characteristics of the people with whom they work. Furthermore, they have 

high levels of emotional intelligence so that they are able to respond to subtle cues and react with 

situational appropriateness. They pay close attention to shifts in an executive’s behavior and 

temperament and understand that timing and judgment are the foundation of a smooth working 

relationship. Hence, the above skills and qualities are crucial for current and future 

administrative professionals to succeed in their careers. 

Importance of Administrative Professionals’ Problem-Solving Experiences 

The importance of problem-solving abilities in education and the workplace has 

consistently been emphasized (Carnevale & Smith, 2013; Kyllonen, 2013; Middleton, 2002). 

Andrews and Jones (1996) pointed out that a key component of nursing practice is problem 

solving, but not all nurses are competent at finding appropriate solutions to problems they face in 

practice settings, so are administrative professional practice. The same would be true in the 

context of administrative office management practice and administrative professionals. 
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Therefore, an educational approach based on various problem-solving experiences is important 

not only for prospective administrative professionals to develop their problem-solving ability but 

also for incumbent administrative professionals to improve their problem-solving ability and 

skills. 

Improving Prospective Administrative Professionals’ Problem-Solving Ability 

 Until the 20th century, many educational approaches were designed to promote a well-

structured thinking way, including rational and certain with stable outcomes (Jonassen, 1997; 

Labouvie-Vief, 2006; Reed, 2016). However, well-structured problem-solving skills learned in 

the classroom do not necessarily guarantee success in solving ill-structured problems in the real 

world (Choi & Lee, 2009). Foshay and Kirkley (2003) argued that instructors often concentrate 

only on well-structured problem-solving procedures in a job, and fail to identify and teach ill-

structured problem solving. This leads to students who can perform many small and routine job 

tasks but cannot respond when conditions change or new problems arise (Foshay & Kirkley, 

2003). The goals of learning for problem solving include not only finding an acceptable solution 

to any problem but also being able to recognize similar problems later in order to reduce the 

amount of mental effort needed to solve a similar problem at that time (Jonassen, 2010). 

Many researchers have emphasized the importance of engaging students in complex and 

ill-structured problem-solving tasks (Bransford et al., 2000; Chin & Chia, 2006; Collins et al., 

2016; Ge & Land, 2003; Jonassen, 2010; Jonassen et al., 2006). This is to help students see the 

meaning and relevance of what they have learned and to facilitate transfer by contextualizing 

knowledge in real situations (Ge & Land, 2003). Wright (2001) contended that to cultivate 

students’ problem-solving abilities, these problems should be taught using real-life scenarios that 

provide students opportunities to become real-life problem solvers. Therefore, using instructional 

strategies to enhance students’ deep understanding of each ill-structured should be emphasized, 
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and helping students to gain flexible abilities and skills to solve ill-structured problems in 

different contexts (Yu et al., 2015). 

Improving Administrative Professionals’ Problem-Solving Ability and Skills in the Workplace 

 Today's workplaces often demand high levels of problem-solving skills since economic, 

organizational, and technological forces have changed the nature of most workplaces, 

(Mikulecky & Kirkley, 1998). In the field of administrative office management education, 

interest in the development of problem-solving approaches also has recently been increasing in 

relation to the improvement of administrative professionals' work performance (Kwon & Choi, 

2019). Administrative professionals need to have effective problem-solving and management 

skills to be able to decrease the cost of administrative office management and to increase the 

quality of their work performance (Gibson, 2004). One of the necessary skills of all 

administrative professionals listed by Stulz et al. (2013) was problem solving, which was also an 

essential skill that employers required from their administrative professionals. 

 Stulz et al. (2013) noted that problems arise regardless of the work performance and 

effectiveness as an administrative professional. They, however, stated what matters is how the 

administrative professional handles the problems that occur. According to Gibson (2004), 

problem solving is not a skill that people are born with, and it is an art that is learned and fine-

tuned over the years. Typically, in a work setting of administrative professionals, the problem-

solving process is learned by observing and emulating others (Gibson, 2004). Since every 

workplace has problems and challenges, understanding and implementing a problem-solving 

process and strategies will help administrative professionals find appropriate solutions (Stulz et 

al., 2013). Furthermore, today’s business environment has transformed the administrative 

professional position to become an extension of the executive team as not only tasks become 

more automated but also administrative work become more efficient than ever (IAAP, 2020). As 
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a result, the administrative professionals’ problem-solving abilities increasingly influence the 

executive team and their work performance, and their position and responsibilities are integral to 

the success of the entire team. 

Conceptual Framework 

 In order to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and dynamic problems that 

experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and examine how they solve 

those problems, I will approach this study through the following conceptual framework (see 

Figure 2.3). The conceptual framework of this study consists of five main concepts as follows: 

an expert problem solver who is the main agent of problem solving, cognitive process of the 

expert problem solver, external and internal factors that may influence to an expert problem 

solver in solving problems, and problem solving that encompasses other four elements. 

 

Figure 2.3 

Conceptual Framework Used in This Study 

Expert 
Problem 
Solver 
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Expert Problem Solver 

 The problem solver is at the core of the framework. Before analyzing the types of 

problems and problem-solving process, a profile of the problem solver must be identified. In this 

study, an expert problem solver could be an individual administrative professional who has more 

than 10-year of professional experience.  

Cognitive Process 

 Previous studies have shown that novices and experts use different cognitive processes 

during problem-solving and decision-making processes (Chi et al, 2014; Dhillon 1998; Dufresne 

et al., 1992; Ertmer & Stepich. 2005; Ertmer et al., 2008). Thus, an expert problem solver’s 

cognitive effort in problem solving can be the key strategies to solve problems. 

External Factors 

External factors are related to ‘the nature of the problem’ as encountered in the world 

(Jonassen, 2010). External factors also can be obtained or affected by a problem solver’s 

surroundings. Therefore, in this, study, external factors are not only structuredness, complexity, 

dynamicity, and context according to two important external attributes (i.e., abstraction and  

continuity, Bassok, 2003) of problems but also factors that influence problem solving process, 

such as time pressure and feedback delay. 

Internal Factors 

 Internal factors are related to’ the personal characteristics’ (e.g., cognitive and affective 

dispositions) of an expert problem solver, such as prior knowledge and experience, and skills 

 (Jonassen, 2010; Smith, 1991). Moreover, internal factors are personal or human factors that 

influence a problem solver’s cognitive strategies (Funke, 1991; Jonassen, 2010; Klein, 2017). 
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Problem Solving 

Problem solving is the process of articulating solutions to problems (Jonassen & Hung, 

2012). This study focuses on expert administrative professionals’ ill-structured problem solving 

rather than well-structured problem solving. This is because real-world problems are dynamic 

and discontinuous, accompanied by many starting and stopping points (Sarathy, 2018). There are 

neither known answers nor the best solutions for ill-structured problems (Nickerson, 1994; 

Reitman, 1965). Therefore, educators should help students learn how to solve ill-structured 

problems that they may face in their professional lives (Jonassen, 2010) since the success of 

well-structured problem-solving in class no longer guarantees success in solving ill-structured 

real-world problems (Choi & Lee, 2009). 

In this study, I have constructed each concept through the experience of synthesizing 

literature. Consequentially, this conceptual framework is expected to help use these concepts to 

make sense of the experience of investigating and analyzing the data. 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has provided the relevant theoretical and empirical literature used to inform 

this study. A review of the literature in office administration field indicates that there has been 

little research conducted on the types of problems and problem solving that administrative 

professionals face in the workplace (Kwon & Choi, 2019). More specifically, there has been 

little research that has investigated expert administrative professionals’ problem-solving process 

including their underlying cognitive processes and strategies.  

 In everyday life and professional work, people put the greatest intellectual effort into 

solving varied types of problems (Jonassen & Hung, 2008). Especially, daily life and work are 

identified as uncertain situations in which solutions are not immediately known (Jonassen, 2010). 

The well-structured problem-solving skills learned in the classroom do not necessarily guarantee 
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success in solving ill-structured problems in the real world (Choi & Lee, 2009).  

Therefore, the present study is expected to fill the gap in the literature and will extend 

and advance knowledge of problem solving in the discipline. In the following Chapter Three, I 

describe in detail research methods that I chose to investigate.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and dynamic 

problems that experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and examine how 

they solve those problems. This study focuses on the following research questions: 

1. What kinds of ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems do administrative 

professionals face in their workplace? 

2. How do they solve those problems? 

3. What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of organizations in 

administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

 

Chapter Three describes the research methodology that include discussion of research 

design, participants, instruments, data collection procedures, data analysis strategies, 

trustworthiness, limitations, researcher’s perspective, ethical procedures, and pilot study 

findings. 

Research Design 

Case Study Approach to Inquiry 

My approach to this study was influenced by the case study approach. A case study is 

“an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context, 

especially where the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 

2003, p.13). Simons (2009) defined a case study as “an in-depth exploration from multiple 

perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, program 
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[sic] or system in a ‘real life’ context” (p. 21). In particular, a qualitative case study research 

design is based on an in-depth analysis of a case such as a program, group, activity, event, 

process, or one or more individuals (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; De Vaus, 2006; McMillan, 

2012). Thus, a qualitative case study seeks to capture people as they experience their natural, 

everyday circumstances (Feagin et al., 1991).  

There are several benefits of the qualitative case study research. First, a qualitative case 

study can be a valuable tool for learning more about a little known (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016). In 

the field of office administration, relatively little research has been conducted about 

understanding the various problems administrative professionals encounter in the workplace and 

the process of solving these problems; thus, information is limited (Kwon & Choi, 2019). 

Second, a qualitative case study can be a valuable tool for answering complex and real-world 

questions because it values multiple perspectives of participants and interpretation in context 

(Simons, 2009; Tetnowski, 2015). My research questions focus on administrative professionals’ 

problems in the workplace and those problems occur all in the real-world context. Third, Feagin 

et al. (1991) pointed out that case study permits researchers to examine how humans develop 

“definitions of the situation” (p. 11). By applying the case study research design, I explored how 

experienced administrative professionals defined problems at work and how they tried to resolve 

the situation. Finally, a case study can examine a specific situation either to see if it gives rise to 

any general theories or to see if a specific situation produces existing general theories (Goddard 

& Melville, 2004). Thus, I investigated if the problem-solving experience of administrative 

professionals can derive a general theory that can be applied to other professions. 

Multiple-case Study 

A Multiple-case study (or collective case study) is one of the types of case study, 
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referring to “a research design for closely examining several cases linked together” (Stake, 2016, 

p. v). A multiple-case study allows researchers to examine differences within and across cases 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Yin, 2003). Stake (1995) explained that several cases in multiple-case 

study design are studied to form a collective understanding of the issue or question. A single case 

study allows researchers to understand one unique, extreme, and critical case. In contrast, a 

multiple case study allows researchers to examine several cases to understand the similarities and 

differences between the cases (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

A multiple case study was judged as an ideal methodology for this study because I 

wanted to explore commonalities and differences in problems types and problem-solving patterns 

at different types of organizations. Doing so required an in-depth analysis of the kinds of ill-

structured problems administrative professionals face in their workplace and what patterns 

emerge in solving different problems. 

Defining a Case  

 In this study, a case is defined as a problem-solving episode experienced by 

administrative professionals who have: (a) the job title of ‘Executive Assistant’ or who is an 

administrative professional assigned to a top executive (e.g., chair, vice-chair, Chief Executive 

Officer (CEO)) in an organization with more than 1,000 employees in South Korea; (b) at least 

10 years of administrative office management work experience (Ericsson et al., 2006; Joh & 

Choi, 2015) as that meets the requirements of experts; and (c) employed by one of the three types 

of organizations: Korean domestic corporation, foreign-affiliated corporation, and public service 

institution. 

In a multiple-case study design, understanding the phenomena of research interest 

depends on purposefully selecting cases that align with the research purpose and questions 
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(Patton, 2015; Rowley, 2002; Simons, 2009; Stake, 2006). Based on my research questions, I 

intended to study what kinds of ill-defined, uncertain, and dynamic problems expert 

administrative professionals at different types of organizations face in the workplace and how 

they resolve these problems. This approach aligns with Stake’s (2006) claim that one reason for 

conducting a multiple-case study is to examine how the phenomenon occurs in different 

environments.  

Unit of Analysis 

A unit of analysis refers to an entity that frames what is being analyzed in a study or an 

entity that is being studied as a whole in which most factors of causality and change exist 

(Babbie, 2020). In the case study research, a unit of analysis was defined what the case study is 

focusing on what the case is (Nor Berg, 2001). Rowley (2002) explained that the unit of analysis 

in case study research may be a person or an event (e.g., a decision, an implementation process) 

or a(n) team/department/ organization.  

The unit of analysis is a critical factor in the case study because it tends to be selective 

and focusing on a few numbers of cases that are fundamental to understanding a contemporary 

phenomenon (Tellis, 1997). Depending on the number of cases, case study may focus on and 

employ a single unit of analysis or multiple units of analysis (Zucker, 2009). 

A number of researchers have argued that there is no distinction between ‘case’ and ‘unit 

of analysis’ and unit of analysis is identical with the case itself (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Patton, 2002; Platt, 1992; Rowley, 2002; Yin, 2003). In Rowley’s (2002) argument, a key issue 

of developing case study research questions is that the case study should only ask questions 

about the unit of analysis and any sub-units. Therefore, a unit of analysis in this study follows the 

definition of a case.  
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In-depth Interview 

In case study research, three qualitative methods (i.e., interview, observation, and 

document analysis) are often used to facilitate in-depth analysis and understanding (Simons, 

2009). Interviews allow researchers to discover participants’ views on the phenomenon of 

interest through extensive and focused conversations (deMarrais, 2004; Stake, 2006). In 

particular, in-depth interview (i.e., unstructured, open-ended, discovery-oriented; Guion et al., 

2001) is suited to the current study because it provides the following: (a) the active engagement 

and learning by interviewer and interviewee in identifying and analyzing issues; (b) the inherent 

flexibility it offers to probe a topic or deepen a response; and (c) the potential for uncovering and 

unobserved feeling and events (Guion et al., 2001; Patton, 2015; Simons, 2009). Thus, by 

conducting semi-structured in-depth interviews, I expect to obtain extensive and in-depth data 

about the phenomenon of interest (Patton, 2015), that is, the administrative professionals' 

problem-solving experiences. 

Research Participants 

Case Categorization and Participants Selection 

According to Yin (2003), researchers should choose cases carefully to predict similar 

results across cases or predict contrasting results since comparisons will be drawn in a multiple-

case study. I explored three different case units in this study, defined as follows: (a) expert 

administrative professionals at Korean domestic corporations with above 1,000 employees (case 

unit 1) refer to experienced administrative professionals who work for companies at their 

headquarters located in South Korea; (b) expert administrative professionals at foreign-affiliated 

corporations with above 1,000 employees (case unit 2) refer to experienced administrative 

professionals who work for a subsidiary or affiliate in South Korea with its headquarters located 
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outside of the country; (c) expert administrative professionals at public service organizations 

with above 1,000 employees (case unit 3) refer to experienced administrative professionals who 

work for public service organizations and firms related to healthcare, law, higher education 

institutions, and government. Accordingly, this study consists of three layers in terms of case 

categorization (see Figure 3.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 

Case Categorization 

 

I used purposive sampling (also known as purposeful, judgement, and judgmental 

sampling, McMillan, 2012) to select participants. Purposive sampling is an informant selection 

tool (Tongco, 2007) to find people who can and are willing to provide the information by virtue 

of knowledge or experience (Bernard, 2017). McMillan (2012) explained that a judgment will be 

made to include those cases that will be information-rich based on the researcher’s knowledge of 
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the population. For the sake of cases’ balance and diversity, I planned to select three or four 

participants per case group but less than 12 participants in total. Stake (2006) explained that the 

more cases provide more uniqueness of interactivity in a multi-case study.  

The degree of abundance of interview data and the saturation point determined whether 

additional interviews would be conducted. Data saturation refers to the point in data collection 

when no new additional information is discovered that develops aspects of a conceptual category 

(Faulkner & Trotter, 2017; Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Saturation means that a researcher can be 

reasonably assured that additional data collection will yield similar results (Faulkner & Trotter, 

2017).  

Procedures for Recruitment 

To find eligible participants for the study, I used a purposeful sampling method which is 

to select information-rich cases depends of study purpose and resources (Patton, 2015; Suri, 

2011). It is common practice for a top executive to have a single (or a few), dedicated 

administrative professional that assists and handles all their administrative duties. Thus, the pool 

of highly experienced professionals that fit the criteria is limited since each company only has 

enough administrative professionals to match the number of top executives (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics (BLS), 2019). Considering the occupational characteristic, I contacted the Korean 

Association Administrative Professionals (KAAP) and the Korean Association of Secretarial 

Studies (KASS) to access varied administrative professionals. Then, I sent an interview 

recruitment email explaining the study to each administrative professional. 

Participation 

 By using an online survey tool (e.g., Qualtrics) I asked potential research participants 

who express interest in the study to read an online version of the informed consent form and 
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complete a brief demographic survey as well. Under the guidance of the American Psychological 

Association (APA, 2014), all potential research participants was informed about the following: 

(a) the research purpose; (b) expected duration and procedures; (c) their right to decline to 

participate and to withdraw from the research once participation has begun; (d) possible benefits 

of their participation; (e) any limits to confidentiality that might occur; (f) incentives for 

participation; and (g) the contact information of the researchers (including my major advisor) for 

questions and any concerns about the study.   

 Participants had adequate time to review all information and voluntarily signed the 

informed consent form. Then, I reviewed the form to confirm if it is filled out appropriately (e.g. 

without errors and omissions of signature, printed name, initials, and date) and participants 

received a copy of the informed consent form signed via email. Based on the demographic 

survey results, I finalized the participants for each case category for participation in the study. 

Data Collection 

In this study, each participant had two (i.e., first- and second-round) two-hour, in-depth 

interview sessions through semi-structured interviews using the Critical Decision Method (CDM, 

Hoffman, et al., 1998). In this section, I outline the procedures of data collection and 

instrumentation. 

Critical Decision Method 

According to Crandall et al. (2006), CDM is one of the interviewing methods of 

Cognitive Task Analysis (CTA) which is the study of cognition in real-world contexts and 

professional practice at work. In a CDM interview, the researcher can “elicit information about 

cognitive functions such as decision making, planning, and sensemaking (i.e., situation 

awareness) within a specific challenging incident” (p. 73) by asking participants to tell about 
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previous specific actual incidents.  

CDM Interview Procedures 

Crandall et al. (2006) explained that the CDM interview is conducted in four phases (or 

sweeps): (a) Incident Identification, (b) Timeline Verification, (c) Deepening, and (d) “What If” 

Queries. In order to deepen the understand of the nature of administrative professionals’ 

problem-solving experiences, I designed the aforementioned four-phase CDM interview around 

two distinct phases (see Figure 3.2).  

The first round of interviews was focused on identifying candidate incidents and selecting 

an appropriate incident for deepening. After completing the analysis of the first interview, I 

constructed a timeline for each event. The second round of interviews was for a deepening 

understanding of decision making focusing on “participant’s perceptions, expectations, goals, 

judgments, confusion, and uncertainties about the incident as it unfolded” (Crandall et al., 2006, 

p. 78). Moreover, I discovered the differences between expert and novice as well as potential 

vulnerabilities such as mistakes and error asking ‘what if’ probes. 

In order to investigate nonroutine and challenging events that experienced administrative 

professionals faced in the workplace, I asked the participant to recall a time when he or she was 

specifically challenged or when knowledge and experience changed the way the incident 

happened before asking about the interview questions on Table 3.1. This interview approach for 

data collection is particularly well suited to the current study because through a CDM interview, 

researchers can examine nonroutine and/or challenging events since these difficult cases have the 

greatest potential to uncover elements of expertise and associated cognitive phenomena 

(Crandall et al., 2006; Hoffman et al., 1998). 
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Figure 3.2 

CDM Interview Procedures 

First Round Interview 

 Incidents (challenging 

tasks) selection 

 Identification of general 

process of the incident 

 Storytelling the incidents, 

events, and problem 

solving 

 Expected duration: appx. 
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Analysis of  

First Round  

Interview 

Second Round Interview Data Analysis 
 Development of each 

event's (or story’s) 

timeline process 
 Check with the participant 

for each event timeline/ 

process  

 Deepening understanding 

of decision making 

 Knowledge representation 

Elicitation (e.g., 

judgements, strategies, 

knowledge, and skills that 

underlie performance) 

 Using ‘What if’ probes 

 Expected duration: appx. 

2hrs 

 Analyze the second-round 

interview data 
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Since the first- and second-round interviews were approximately two hours each, I had a break 

time (five to ten minutes) after an hour or when a participant wants to take a break. 

Interview Protocol 

For the instrumentation of the study, I described my interview protocol. Researchers 

should develop and use an interview protocol that is an interview guide that lists the questions or 

issues to be explored during the interview (Patton, 2015). In particular, an interview protocol 

includes basic information about the interview, an introduction, the interview content questions 

with probes, and closing instructions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

I developed two sets of an interview protocol for the first round interview (see Table 3.1) 

and second-round interview (see Table 3.2). The overall interview protocol for the current study 

is based on Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested. The interview questions and probes of the 

interview protocol are adapted from the CDM (Hoffman, et al., 1998). 

Table 3.1 

Interview Protocol for the First Round Interview 

Component Purpose 
Research 
Question 

Examples of Content,  
Specific Wording 

Basic 

information 

about the 

interview 

To be well organized 

the database of 

interviews 

N/A Time, date of the interview, location of the 

interview, names of interviewer and interviewee, 

audio recording file name for transcription, etc. 

Introduction To introduce the 

researchers and guide 

the progress of the 1st 

round interview 

N/A “I would first like to thank you for taking your 

time to participate in the research … I am 

currently a doctoral student … My research 

interests lie in exploring what kinds of … This 

interview is expected to take about …” 

Opening 

Question 

To build rapport; to set 

the interviewee at ease 

N/A 1. Can you tell me about your job? 

2. How many years of experience do you have 

as an administrative professional? 

3. Which degree programs have you 

completed? 

Probe: [If in the case of above Master's] 

What is your Bachelor's degree program? 
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Component Purpose 
Research 
Question 

Examples of Content,  
Specific Wording 

4. What is your job title? 

5. What is your supervisor’s job title? 

6. Could you please tell me about your 

employment status? 

Interview 

Questions / 

Probes  

To select Incidents 

(challenging tasks) 

and construct 

timeline; 

[Probes] To ask for 

more information;  

to ask for an 

explanation of ideas 

RQ1 

 

 

RQ1 

 

RQ1 

 

RQ1 

 

 

 

 

RQ1 

 

 

 

 

 

RQ1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

1. What are your everyday tasks in your 

workplace?; Can you tell me your daily 

routine tasks? 

2. Would you please categorize the tasks that 

you have listed? 

3. Which of these tasks were relatively easy to 

do? And why? 

4. Which of these tasks were relatively 

difficult? And why? 

Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ 

task, from beginning to end of the task in 

detail?  

5. What were the most difficult tasks or events 

you have experienced as an administrative 

professional so far? 

Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ 

task, from beginning to end of the task in 

detail? 

6. Would you share some tasks or events you 

felt that you have accomplished most 

successfully? 

Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ 

task, from beginning to end of the task in 

detail? 

 

Additional Questions 

1. As an administrative professional, what were 

the rewarding experiences, or what makes 

you feel worthwhile for what you do?  

2. What does an administrative professional 

mean for you? 

 

Overall Probes 

-   What if X?;  

-   Tell me more.; 

-   Could you explain your response more?; 

-   I would like to hear it in more detail. 
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Component Purpose 
Research 
Question 

Examples of Content,  
Specific Wording 

Closing 

Instructions 

To thank the 

interviewee for his or 

her time and respond 

to any final questions 

RQ1, RQ2, 

RQ3 

- Is there anything else you would like to add 

that we haven’t talked about?; 

- I appreciate for sharing your experiences 

with me. If I have any follow-up questions 

later, may I contact you again? 

 

Table 3.2 

Interview Protocol for the Second-round Interview 

Component Purpose 
Research 

Question 

Examples of Content,  

Specific Wording 

Basic 

information 

about the 

interview 

To be well organized 

the database of 

interviews 

N/A Time, date of the interview, location of the 

interview, names of interviewer and interviewee, 

audio recording file name for transcription, etc. 

Introduction To guide the progress 

of the 2nd round 

interview and provide 

the instructions to the 

interviewer so that 

useful information in 

not overlooked 

N/A “Thank you for taking your time to participate in 

the second-round interview … This interview is 

expected to take about …” 

Opening 

Question 

To check event 

timeline/process 

RQ1 “This is the timeline of each event that I created 

based on you told me during the last interview. 

Can you check if there is anything to correct?” 

Interview 

Questions / 

Probes 

To deepen the 

understanding of 

decision making and 

problem solving; 

[Probes] To ask for 

more information; to 

ask for an explanation 

of ideas 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

Situation Assessment 

1. What was the first thing you thought of when 

you were instructed to do the task X? 

Probes: 

- What does that mean?; What else did you try 

to find or search?; Why did you want to find 

more information like that? 

- How did you interpret this situation as a 

whole?;How did you interpret the problem? 

2. What were the specific goals you set to solve 

this situation? 

Probe: In this situation, what mistakes can 

beginners/novices make easily? 
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Component Purpose 
Research 

Question 

Examples of Content,  

Specific Wording 

   

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

 

 

RQ2, RQ3 

 

Solution 

1. Why did you have to find a solution in a given 

situation? 

Probe: What happens if you leave the 

situation as it is? 

2. What solutions did you set up?  

3. What is the basis for the solution? 

Probe: What was the rationale? 

Outcomes 

1. How was the result?  

Probe: What if Y? 

2. What were the unexpected results?  

Probe: What if Z? 

Reflection 

1. Was there a special strategy that only you 

could have done? 

2. What do you think you learned from this 

experience? Etc. 

Overall 

1. Are these situations frequent? 

2. What were some unexpected things in this 

situation? 

3. What do you think was the special know-how 

that was possible because you were yourself? 

Probe: If so, what was it, and how did it 

form? 

4. Overall, what mistakes can new employees 

(or novices) make easily? 

Closing 

Instructions 

To thank the 

interviewee for his or 

her time and respond 

to any final questions 

RQ1, RQ2, 

RQ3 

Is there anything else you would like to add that 

we haven’t talked about?; 

I appreciate for sharing your experiences with me. 

If I have any follow-up questions later, may I 

contact you again? 

 

Virtual Face-to-Face Interviews During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has created a challenge and affected not only how 

people work but also how research is conducted (Dodds & Hess, 2020). Vindrola-Padros et al., 

(2020) indicated that data collection methods are impacted by COVID 19 including human 
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interaction (e.g., interviews, ethnographic research, meetings, and conferences) and travel for 

data collection. Therefore, qualitative researchers, who typically interview people to visit field 

sites and collect their data, need to consider online platforms or telephone for data collection 

(EarthLab, 2020). 

 Lo lacono et al. (2016) explained that Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) technologies 

(e.g., Skype, Zoom, FaceTime) provide researchers with the ability to interview research 

participants using voice and video across the Internet via a synchronous (i.e., real-time) 

connection. Hanna and Mwale (207) described five benefits of using Internet-based video-calling 

technologies in qualitative interview research as follows: (a) ease and flexibility of scheduling; 

(b) virtual and visual interaction; (c) ease of data capture; (d) private, familiar, and accessible 

space to both researcher and participant; and (e) participants feeling more comfortable to respond 

to questions. Furthermore, Krouwel et al. (2019) discovered both video-calling and in-person 

qualitative interview methods produced a similar number of words and a similar number of 

topics (codes) were discussed. Thus, using a video-calling tool for the interview data collection is 

an ideal method for practicing social distancing protocols during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 With respect to a virtual face-to-face interview, I used Zoom (version 5.3) for interviews 

as I was familiar with this video conferencing tool (e.g., interface and functions). The interviews 

were conducted in Korean because it is the native language of the participants and the researcher. 

Rubin and Rubin (1995) emphasized that using the participant’s native language is an indicator 

of the researcher’s “willingness to enter into the world of the interviewees” (p. 173). Moreover, 

Pitta et al. (1978) and Santiago-Rivera (1995) argued that using the native language is more 

spontaneous, informative, and less inhibited in terms of communication, disclosure of 

information, and expression of emotions. Polkinghorne (2005) pointed out that people commonly 
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use narratives and metaphors that capture the richness of experience. Since metaphors vary from 

culture to culture and are language-specific (Lakoff & Johnson 1980), I conducted interviews in 

Korean not to miss points in terms of cultural sensitivity.  

During the interviews, I only recorded audio to avoid potential issues that identified the 

participants because each company/institution only has enough administrative professionals to 

match as the number of top executives. In addition, an additional audio recorder was used in case 

the Internet is unstable. After conducting interviews, I downloaded the audio recording files to 

my laptop and deleted it from my voice recorder. 

Data Analysis Methods 

In order to transform the collected data into findings (Patton, 2015), I transcribed the 

audio recording files into MS-word documents with password-protected access. The interview 

transcriptions were applied in a common format (e.g., font size, margins, questions, and 

responses in distinct font style) and used appropriate pseudonyms (e.g., ‘R’ as interviewer and 

‘E1, E2, and E3’ as each interviewee) to protect the confidentiality of participants. I transcribed 

the data in Korean and the final reports of the findings and excerpts were only translated into 

English. 

I stored the transcriptions in MS-Word. For analyzing the data, I used a qualitative data 

analysis program, NVivo Version 12, to efficiently store, organize, and manage the interview 

data (Edhlund & McDougall, 2019). Unlike hand-coding, which is a laborious and time-

consuming process, especially in the analytic inductive approach, the qualitative data analysis 

software assists researchers to save time as well as efficiently analyze and handle with interview 

data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
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Inductive Data Analysis Approach 

For the overall analytic framework, I employed an inductive data analysis approach. 

According to Thomas (2006), inductive analysis refers to “approaches that primarily use detailed 

readings of raw data to derive concepts, themes, or a model through interpretations made from 

the raw data by an evaluator or researcher” (p.238). This analysis approach allows research 

findings to emerge from frequent, dominant, or important themes inherent in raw data without 

restrictions imposed by structured methodologies (Thomas, 2006). Applying this inductive 

analysis approach allowed me to examine ‘what’ kinds of ill-defined and uncertain problems 

administrative professionals face and ‘how’ experts solve these problems.  

For each step of the process of inductive coding, I referred to Thomas’s (2006) five-

stage analysis guidance as follows: (a) initial reading of text data, (b) identifying specific text 

segments related to objectives, (c) labeling the segment of text to create categories, (d) reducing 

overlap and redundancy among the categories, and (e) creating a model incorporating the most 

important categories (see Figure 3.3).  

First, I identified text data segments that contained meaningful units and generate a label 

for a new code to which the text segment is assigned. Then, I identified codes that contained text 

segments and create a label for a new category to which the code is assigned. Moreover, I tried to 

reduce overlapping coding and check for uncoded text segments that I may have missed. 

Additional text segments were added to the categories to which they are relevant. Finally, I 

continued to revise and refine the category system for finalizing the main themes and concepts as 

my finding. I also selected some appropriate quotations that convey the main themes. 
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Initial reading →   

of text data 

Identify specific  → 

text segments  

related to  

objectives 

Label the  → 

segment of  

text to create  

categories 

Reduce overlap  →  

and redundancy 

among the  

categories 

Create a model  

incorporating the most 

important categories 

 

Real  

Particular 

 Abstract  

General 

Note. Adapted from “A Streamlined Codes-to-theory Model for Qualitative Inquiry,” by J. Saldaña, 2015, The 

coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage; “The Coding Process in Inductive Analysis,” by J. W. Creswell, 

2002, Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative research. p. 266. 

Pearson. 

 

Figure 3.3 

Overall Coding Process with a Streamlined Codes-to-Theory Model 

 

Coding Techniques 

In order to develop systematic codes, I referred to the coding cycles methods introduced 

by Saldaña (2015). The coding methods are broadly divided into two main sections such as first 

and second cycle coding methods. For instance, I conducted Process Coding for the first cycle. 

Process Coding uses gerund (e.g., “-ing” words like checking, reviewing, assessing, etc.) 

exclusively to connote action in the data (Charmaz, 2002). For the second cycle coding method, I 

used Focused Coding. Focused Coding categorizes coded data based on thematic or conceptual 

similarity (Saldaña, 2015). Figure 3.4 shows an example of code mapping. 

 

TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 
TEXT DATA 

CODE 

CODE 

CODE 

CODE 

CODE 

SUBCODE 

SUBCODE 

SUBCODE 

SUBCODE 

CATEGORY 

CATEGORY 

CATEGORY 

THEMES  
CONCEPTS 

ASSERTIONS  
THEORY 

SUBCATEGORY 



 72 

  

Code Mapping for Administrative Professionals’ Problem-Solving Strategies 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

 (Findings: Main Theme/Concept) 

Finding Here 

(Second Cycle: Categories) 

A. Understanding XX B. Setting YY C. Displaying ZZ 

(First Cycle: Initial Codes/Surface Content Analysis) 

1-A. ______ 

2-A. ______ 

3-A. ______ 

 

1-B. ______ 

2-B. ______ 

3-B. ______ 

4-B. ______ 

1-C. ______ 

2-C. ______ 

3-C. ______ 

4-C. ______ 

DATA   DATA   DATA   DATA   DATA 

Note. This is an example of the code mapping visualization of hypothetical results. Adapted from 

"Qualitative analysis on stage: Making the research process more public," by V. A. Jr., Anfara, K. M.. 

Brown, & T. L. Mangione, 2002, Educational Researcher, 31, p. 32. 

Figure 3.4 

Code Mapping: Three Iterations of Analysis 

 

Intercoder Agreement Process 

 An intercoder agreement process (Creswell, 2007) was used to validate generated codes 

and to generate new codes. The intercoder agreement process was conducted over three phases in 

this study (see Figure 3.5). First, I reviewed the transcripts from the interviews, derived codes 

from responses using NVivo Version 12, and derived themes through aggregation derived 

themes. For the next phase, I (i.e., a first coder) invited a second coder who has extensive 

experience in problem-solving research to examine the interview data and to derive additional 

themes. The session consisted of two rounds of analysis. For example, we had Session 1 for the 

intercoder agreement of the Case Participant01-Episode01. In this session, we reviewed and 

adjusted the coded full-length transcripts of the case, and then we calculated the intercoder 
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agreement by dividing the number of coding agreements by the total number of coding in the 

case. The agreement score of the first round was 65.6%; however, after using the negotiated 

agreement method, the agreement score of the second round raised to 100% (see Table 3.3).  

 

 

Figure 3.5 

Intercoder Agreement Process 

 

Table 3.3 

Results of Intercoder Agreement Scores 

Phase Session 
Case No. 

of 
Analysis 

Coding Freq. 

N (%) 

Freq. of Agreed Coding Between Coders 
Stopping 

Point 1st Round 
n (%) 

2nd Round 
n (%) 

2 Session 1 P01-E01* 32 (100%) 21 (65.6%) 32 (100%)  

Session 2 P01-E02 29 (100%) 25 (86.2%) 29 (100%)  

Session 3 P01-E03 21 (100%) 19 (90.5%) 21 (100%) X 

3 

 

P02-E09 20 (100%) 20 (100%)   

P05-E13 26 (100%) 25 (96.2%)   

P09-E18 21 (100%) 19.5 (92.9%)   

 TOTAL            96.4%   

Note. P01-E01*: abbreviation for Participant01-Episode01 

 

 
- Select at random three  
    cases 
-  Review and adjust the  
    coded full-length  
  transcripts of three cases 
  using the negotiated  
  agreement method 
-  Calculate the intercoder  
    agreement 

→ The average of the  
 three agreement 
 scores:  96.4% 

 

 
- Review the transcripts  
    from the interviews 
-  Derive codes from  
    responses using NVivo  
   Version 12 

First Round 

- Review and adjust  
  the coded full-length  
  transcripts of the  

first case 
- Calculate the intercoder  
  agreement: 

n of coding agreements  

N of coding in the case 
  (e.g., Case P01-E01:  
   21/32 x 100 = 65.6%) 

Second Round 

- Use the negotiated  
  agreement method 
- Calculate the 
 intercoder agreement: 
n of coding agreements  

N of coding in the case 
  (e.g., Case P01-E01: 

      32/32 x 100 = 100%) 
X100 

X100 

Invited a second coder 

Phase 1 
Phase 2: 

3 Selected Cases 
Phase 3: 

3 Random Cases 

Revisited the rest of the 
cases in the coding 
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After Session 1, I felt more confident in coding and revisited Case Participant01-

Episode02. We had two more sessions in the same way as described for Session 1. According to 

Fahy (2001), an intercoder reliability range of 70 percent to 94 percent was ‘acceptable’ to 

‘exceptional.’ Since the agreement scores were 90.5% of the first round of Session 3, we paused 

the intercoder agreement process. Before getting into Phase 3, I revisited the rest of the cases in 

the coding. Finally, the second coder selected at random three cases, and we reviewed and 

adjusted the coded full-length transcripts of three cases using the negotiated agreement method. 

The average of the three agreement scores was 96.4% (see also Table 3.3), and we eventually 

developed a coding scheme. 

Cross-case Analysis Within and Across Types of Organizations 

In a multi-case study, conducting qualitative analysis on visual displays of categorized 

data from the individual cases is one way to develop cross-case conclusions (Yin, 2013). After I 

completed the coding and represented code mapping process for each individual case, I grouped 

the cases according to the “types of organization” that defines in the case categorization section. 

Then I focused on the sub questions of the first and third research questions during the data 

analysis process: (a) what commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types? (see Figure3.6); and (b) what 

commonalities and differences emerge across the types of organizations in administrative 

professionals’ problem-solving approaches? (Figure 3.7). Figure 3.7 describes an example of the 

data analysis results I expected. At this point, I used another code maps, which are developed in 

the phase of individual case analysis, as a starting point for examining patterns of meaning 

within each type of organization. 
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Figure 3.6 

Commonalities and Differences in the Types of Problems 

 

Note. This is an example of data visualization of hypothetical results. 

Figure 3.7 

Commonalities and Differences in Problem-Solving Patterns: Examples of the Cross-case Data 

Analysis Results 

Commonalities in  

the Types of Problems 

Differences in the Types 

of Problems Depending 

on Organization Types 

Domestic 

Foreign- 

affiliated 
Public Service 

Ill-structured 

Well-structured 

Korean Domestic Foreign-affiliated 

PS 
pttn1 

PS 
Pttn5 

PS 
Pttn3 

PS 
Pttn6 

PS 
Pttn8 

PS 
Pttn2 

PS 
Pttn7 PS 

Pttn4 
PS 

Pttn9 
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For the cross-case procedure, I applied a modified version of emerging case findings 

strategy presented by Stake (2006) (see Table 3.4). The strategy enables one to reduce the 

number of findings and replace them with merged findings for individual case findings (Stake, 

2006). In order to do the cross-case procedure, I employed a thematic analysis (TA) approach 

which is “a method for systematically identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns 

of meaning (themes) across a data set. By focusing on meaning across a data set, TA allows the 

researcher to see and make sense of collective or shared meanings and experiences.” (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 57).  

Table 3.4 

Cross-case Procedure 

Phase Procedural Activities Worksheet 

1 Review the individual case themes. Expected utility of 

each case for each 

theme 
2 Write a number of cross-case assertions based on evidence from the 

code map. 

3 Sort and merge findings. 

4 Sort and rank findings. 

5 Reorder the merged findings (highest ratings are top/lowest ratings 

are at the bottom). 

A matrix for 

generating theme-

based assertions 

from merged 

findings rated 

important  

6 Enter the tentative assertion in a new worksheet. 

7 Review on the top merged findings and ask myself: “Have I left out 

important contributions from the cases for understanding the 

quintain?” 

8 Order the merged findings and compose more tentative assertions.  

9 Decide which assertions to emphasize, which to subordinate, and 

which to drop. 

Note. Adapted from "Multiple case study analysis," by R. E. Stake, 2009.
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Trustworthiness 

Validity and reliability are important in order to not only assure the quality and adequacy 

of finding from the cases but also justify why readers can trust findings (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016; 

Simons, 2009). Patton (2001) argued that validity and reliability are two factors which any 

qualitative researcher should be concerned about while designing a study, analyzing results, and 

judging the quality of the study. 

Validity 

Validity in qualitative research refers to the process in which the researcher checks for 

the accuracy of the findings by employing certain procedures (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Gibbs, 

2018; Leedy & Ormrod, 2016; Mason, 2018). In a qualitative case study research, triangulation 

is one of the main strategies to validate findings and experiences (Simons, 2009). Triangulation 

is a cross-checking technique to see if the results or findings are consistent from multiple forms 

of data related to the same research question (Leedy & Ormrod, 2016; McMillan, 2012; Simons, 

2009; Mason, 2018).  

In my study, I can apply data triangulation because I have designed my study as a 

multiple-case study from multiple interview data sources. In addition, for respondent validation, 

I used member-checking to confirm the findings by asking the participants to review 

interpretations and conclusions (Creswell & Miller, 2000). These approaches align with 

McMillan’s (2012) argument that trustworthiness is established by triangulating the data using 

multiple data sources and the member-checking procedure. 

Reliability 

Reliability refers to whether a study can be repeated (Grossoehme, 2014; Kvale, 1996; 

Lee & Baskerville, 2003; Mason, 2018; Yin, 2003). In other words, the essence of reliability for 
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qualitative research lies with consistency (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Leung, 2015). Rowley 

(2002) explained that the reliability of case study can be achieved through thorough 

documentation of procedures and proper record management. Yin (2003) suggested three 

principles of data collection to ensure the reliability and validity of case study as follows: (a) 

multiple sources of evidence; (b) create a care study database; and (c) maintain a chain of 

evidence. 

In order to ensure the reliability of my study, I documented the procedures of the case 

study and as many of the steps of the procedures as possible. In addition, I checked codes with 

other researchers (e.g., my major advisor) for intercoder agreement (Creswell, 2016; Lombard et 

al., 2002). The intercoder agreement is determined by whether two or more coders agree to the 

codes used for the same phrase in the text (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Moreover, I developed 

case study database during the data collection phase. Rowley (2002) pointed out that a case study 

database of the evidence gathered needs to be collected. Therefore, databases can be one of the 

ways to prove that data collection followed the protocol. 

Limitations 

Although I am considering a couple of triangulation techniques, the possibility of 

interpretive validity concern remains. This is because interpretive validity depends on how well 

the researcher’s interpretations of the phenomenon represents the perspective of the participants 

(Maxwell, 2012). In addition, some researchers may argue that the inductive data analysis 

approach is not as strong as some other approaches in the area of theory or model development 

(Thomas, 2006). The inductive data analysis approach may be inefficient due to time-consuming 

work and unpredictable results. However, this analytic approach is more beneficial for 

researchers because it does provide a straightforward approach for deriving findings linked to 
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focused research questions. 

Another potential limitation is sampling bias due to the use of purposive sampling. 

McMillan (2012) explained sampling bias as “a type of sampling error that is often controlled or 

influenced by the researcher to result in misleading findings” (p. 112). Sampling bias is also 

often caused by insufficient knowledge of what is needed and the motivation to prove desired 

results or perspectives (McMillan, 2012). Thus, to reduce researcher’s bias during the sampling 

process and ensure that appropriate participants are selected, I presented an anonymous list of 

demographic information to an expert before finalizing the participants of the study. The expert 

may be a faculty member who has worked in the office administration field for more than 30 

years. The anonymous list of demographic information list was based on the survey results I 

conduct when I ask potential participants for participation in the study. 

Researcher’s Perspective 

One of the purposes of identifying and describing the researcher's background and 

perspectives is that readers can take the researcher’s perspective and find new understandings 

(Fischer, 2009). In qualitative research, the researcher’s perspective is also explained by 

subjectivity. Preissle (2008) defined a subjectivity statement as “a summary of who researchers 

are in relation to what and whom they are studying” (p. 845). A subjectivity statement helps 

researchers reflect on how their personal characteristics, beliefs, experiences, feelings, cultural 

perspectives, and professional predispositions may affect their research (Preissle, 2008).  

This research is at the intersection of problem solving and office administration 

education. My educational background in the field of office administration and the profound 

experiences that I worked as an administrative professional and as a career development 

coordinator in South Korea have inspired my research. Today’s business environment has 
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transformed the administrative professional position to become an extension of the executive 

team as not only tasks become more automated but also administrative work becomes more 

efficient than ever (International Association of Administrative Professionals (IAAP), n.d.). 

Despite the vital role that administrative professionals play in the executive team, little is known 

about their problem-solving experiences including the types of ill-structured and uncertain 

problems they face in performing their work roles and job responsibilities in the workplace 

(Kwon & Choi, 2019). For these reasons, I began to explore (a) research on problem solving 

including Jonassen’s typology of problems, and (b) cognitive task analysis studies focusing on 

Crandall et al.’s critical decision method. As a result, my research topic of the doctoral 

dissertation is formed. Building on my dissertation research findings, I expect that I can 

introduce my findings as not only confirming some of my experience but also helping me 

understand new aspects of those experiences. 

Ethical Considerations 

 All empirical qualitative research should respond to a range of ethical considerations (Lo 

lacono et al., 2016). Plummer (2001) identified a range of ethical considerations including 

informed consent, right to withdraw, intellectual property, confidentiality, and financial gain. I 

followed ethical procedure guidelines (Hewson & Buchanan, 2017; Lincoln, 2009; Wiles, 2012) 

for this study to ensure that the Plummer’s points.  

First, approval was obtained from the University of Georgia Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). Since I have the IRB approval for the pilot study (IRB approval number: 

PROJECT00000824) with the same framework of the study, I only updated online interviews in 

the interview protocol section. In addition, I provided participants with a change to pre-read the 

consent form and informed that the interview recording can be stopped at any time on request. 
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Furthermore, once interview data collected, data was transcribed and be saved as password-

protected files for confidentiality. Thus, all the notes and recording files from interviews were 

kept private, and participants' identity was protected. 

Pilot Study Findings 

 I conducted an IRB approved pilot study from December 2017 to September 2018 that 

exploring administrative professionals’ problem-solving experiences in their workplace. The 

purpose of the pilot study was to explore the types of problems expert administrative 

professionals face in the field and how they solve them.  

For this pilot study, three administrative professionals with more than 10 years of 

experience in supporting top executives in leading domestic corporations and public service 

institute (i.e., law) in South Korea were recruited. Each participant had two two-hour, in-depth 

interview sessions. Since two in-depth interviews per participant accumulate a large quantity of 

rich data, it was necessary to keep the small size to contribute to a deeper understanding. A 

customized interview protocol was developed and used for this study based on the CDM 

(Crandall et al., 2006).  

The results showed that the participants experienced a wide spectrum of problems, 

ranging from well-structured to ill-structured. Most of their problems were categorized as 

strategic performance problem, based on Jonassen’s typology of problems (2010). The 

underlying factors these experienced administrative professionals have applied or considered for 

solving ill-structured, dynamic problems as follows: (a) situational awareness; (b) meaningful 

problem framing; and (c) empathy for their boss. 
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Chapter Summary 

 This chapter has described the overall research process. To conduct this study, a modified 

version of CDM was used. During data analysis, an inductive data analysis approach was 

employed using the coding cycles and code mapping methods. For cross-case analysis within and 

across types of organizations, a modified version of the emerging case findings strategy was 

applied. During data analysis, inductive data analysis approach was employed using the coding 

cycles and code mapping methods. A modified version of the emerging case findings strategy 

was applied for cross-case analysis within and across types of organizations. This chapter also 

provides tables to identify the first- and second-round interview protocols including interview 

questions developed from research questions. Figures are provided including case categorization, 

CDM interview procedures, and overall coding process. A summary of the pilot study conducted 

from December 2017 to September 2019 is provided. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PARTICIPANT AND CASE PROFILES 

This chapter provides information on the profiles of participants and cases. The first 

section presents the profiles of the six research participants whom I interviewed for this study. 

The second section provides a general overview of a total of 23 problem situation cases that I 

collected from each participant through two two-hour, semi-structured interviews. In addition, 

this section reports the overall results of the coding analysis, including main themes and 

categories with the frequency of the cases.  

Overview of Participants 

Participant Profiles 

Six expert administrative professionals with more than 10 years of experience supporting 

top executives in each organization were recruited. The organizations include leading 

corporations in South Korea, foreign-affiliated corporations headquartered in other countries, and 

public service institutions. I reached out to institutions related to law, healthcare, and higher 

education institutions to collect data from various public service sectors. However, with the 

exception of law-related institutions, I learned that administrative professionals are usually 

reassigned to other departments or positions when the leader of the organization changes, like the 

President’s administration. Thus, I could only interview administrative professionals who work 

in law-related institutions was recruitment limited to law-related to fit a specific parameter (e.g., 

more than 10 years of experience supporting top executives). 

Table 4.1 shows the demographics of the participants who took part in two in-depth 
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interviews. All participants were female (100%). They had varying majors of bachelor’s degrees 

(Office Administration 33.3%, Education 16.7%, Media and Communication 16.7%, Languages, 

Literatures, and Linguistics 33.3%), but most participants had a master’s degree in Office 

Administration (66.7%). They had an average of 18.8 years of experience as an administrative 

professional. They assisted the CEO (67.7%) or Chair (33.3%) of the organization. 

Table 4.1 

Participant Demographics (N=6)  

Variable Category n (%) 

Gender Female 

Male 

6 (100.0%) 

0 (0.0%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Education Bachelor’s Degree 

Master’s Degree 

2 (33.3%) 

4 (66.7%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Major Bachelor’s Office Administration 

Education 

Media and Communication 

Languages, Literatures, and Linguistics 

2 (33.3%) 

1 (16.7%) 

1 (16.7%) 

2 (33.3%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Master’s Office Administration 

Business-related majors (MBA, HRD, etc.) 

3 (75.0%) 

1 (25.0%) 

 Subtotal 4 (100.0%) 

Years of Experience 10-14 

15-19 

20-24 

25-29 

More than 30 

2 (33.3%) 

2 (33.3%) 

1 (16.7%) 

0 (0.0%) 

1 (16.7%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Job Title Manager 

General Manager 

Director 

Senior Executive Assistant 

3 (50.0%) 

1 (16.7%) 

1 (16.7%) 

1 (16.7%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Types of Organization Korean Domestic Corporation 

Foreign-affiliated Company 

Public Service (law, healthcare, social services) 

2 (33.3%) 

2 (33.3%) 

2 (33.3%) 
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Variable Category n (%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Boss’s Job Title CEO or equivalent  

Chair 

4 (66.7%) 

2 (33.3%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

Industry Manufacturing 

Financial, Banking 

Professional Services (Attorney, etc.) 

3 (50.0%) 

1 (16.7%) 

2 (33.3%) 

 Subtotal 6 (100.0%) 

 TOTAL 6 (100.0%) 

 

Brief Participant Descriptions 

 Alice D. Kim is a manager of a Korean domestic corporation. She has been working for 

more than 10 years as an administrative professional to the chair. Although she is a perfectionist 

at work, her most difficult and challenging cases were drafting emails to foreign clients and 

business protocol.  

Bella D. Lee is a manager of one of the leading domestic corporations in South Korea. 

Her bachelor’s degree in Office Administration led her to get an administrative professional job. 

She had professional business manners and communication skills. However, she experienced 

problems situations with taking the boss's perspective and reading his thoughts. 

Cindy F. Park is a manager of a foreign-affiliated corporation in manufacturing. She 

started working as an administrative professional on the recommendation of others because of 

her warm and caring personality. She experienced the dilemma associated with human 

relationships in the workplace as the most difficult and challenging situation. 

Daisy F. Yoon is a senior executive assistant to CEO in a foreign-affiliated corporation. 

Her cheerful, positive, and humorous personality has been the driving force behind her long 

career as an administrative professional. She has assisted several CEOs at one job and watched 

their retirement. Her most challenging cases were business protocol-related as well as 
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unpredictable situations that occurred despite the various preparation for the problem scenarios. 

Eileen P. Yoon has more than 30 years of experience and is currently a director and an 

office manager in charge of her office. Her most challenging problem situations were related to 

Human Resources (HR) at work. When she faced other varied problem situations, her problem-

solving mindset was ‘I will definitely solve this problem.’ 

 Fiona P. Yim is a general manager of a global law firm. She explained that her 

extroverted, versatile, and confident personality made her feel best suited to successfully 

performing her job as an office manager. When she experienced challenging situations, she tried 

to resolve them with appropriate procedures and regulations and make a data-driven decision. 

Overview of Case Analysis 

Overview of the Problem-Solving Cases (Problem-Solving Episodes) 

The six expert administrative professionals have experienced various problem situations 

while assisting their bosses for a long time. Although the participants of the study have 

successfully solved most problems while working as administrative professionals, they have also 

made mistakes and experienced failures during their problem-solving activities. During the 

interviews, the participants were asked to share their problem-solving episodes that were difficult 

and challenging.  

Table 4.2 shows the number of collected cases from each participant along with each in-

depth interview time. A total of 23 problem-solving episodes were collected as cases after the 

work of determining only the cases suitable for research analysis. These are cases that the 

participants described as difficult and complex problems they experienced at work. A total of 12 

interviews, including first- and second-round interviews, took a total of 18 hours 11 minutes. 

Each participant had an average of three hours and one minute of interviews. I used appropriately 



 87 

  

pseudonyms in Table 4.2 due to protecting the confidentiality of participants. 

Table 4.2 

The Number of Collected Cases from Each Participant 

Participant 
Types of 

Organization 
Years of 

Experience 
Boss 
Title 

No. of  
Cases 

Length of Interview Time 

 First Second  Total 

Alice D. Kim Korean Domestic 10-14 Chair 5 1:30:44 1:55:58 3:26:42 

Bella D. Lee Korean Domestic 10-14 Chair 4 1:25:21 1:52:18 3:17:39 

Cindy F. Park Foreign-affiliated 15-19 CEO 3 1:49:09 1:42:31 3:31:40 

Daisy F. Choi Foreign-affiliated 20-24 CEO 5 1:38:10 1:16:31 2:54:41 

Eileen P. Yoon Public Service More than 30 CEO 4 1:26:33 1:24:09 2:50:42 

Fiona P. Yim Public Service 20-24 CEO 2 1:11:42 58:33 2:10:15 

The Number of Collected Cases  23 Total Time 18:11:39 

 

Development of Procedures for Identifying Problem Types 

 In order to develop case profiles and identify each case’s problem type based on 

Jonassen’s (2000, 2010) Typology of Problems, I designed a three-phase case analysis (see 

Figure 4.1). First, I organized the entire transcript files of each participant into case files by 

dividing it into unique problem situations. The file name applied a consistent format such as 

“OrganizationType_YearsOfExperiences_ParticipantNo_CaseNo_CaseTitle” so that the file 

name alone could be identified what was about. By using NVivo Version 12, I also used 

classifications to store descriptive information about participant demographics as well as 

compare them by attribute. Second, I identified what type of problem each case corresponds to 

by referring to Table 2.4 ‘A Description of Typology of Problems’ in this study. Finally, in order 

to enhance validity of the case profile results, I used triangulation with an expert researcher who 

has extensive experiences in problem-solving research. I explained each case briefly and the 

reason why I identified it as a certain problem type(s) to the expert researcher. Then the expert 

researcher reviewed the cases and Table 2.4 together. Through negotiation and agreement, we 
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finalized the problem type(s) of each case. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 

Procedures for Identifying Problem Types 

 

Case Profiles and Descriptions 

Table 4.3 presents the basic description of the collected cases. First, it provides each 

participant’s demographic information, followed by a series of the person’s problem-solving 

episodes.  Each episode serves as a case that provides information about the nature of the 

incident, situation, and problem types (from Jonassen’s Typology of Problems, 2000, 2010). 

Table 4.4 shows a brief definition of each problem type that Jonassen (2000, 2010) defined. 

 

Phase 2 Phase 1 Phase 3 

 Organizing the entire 

transcript files of each 

participant into each 

case file by dividing it 

into unique problem 

situations 

 Applying a consistent 

format to file names 

 Using classifications to 

store descriptive 

information in NVivo 

Activity  Identifying a type of 

problems each case 

corresponds to by 

referring to Table 2.4 

‘A Description of 

Typology of Problems’ 

 Triangulation with an 

expert in problem-

solving research 

 Negotiation and 

agreement 

 Finalizing the problem 

types(s) of each case 

 

Outcomes  29 case files, including 

23 unique problem 

situation cases and 6 

general overviews of 

each participant 

 Draft version of case 

profiles and 

descriptions 

 Final version of case 

profiles and 

descriptions (see Table 

4.3) 
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Table 4.3 

Case Profiles and Descriptions 

Participant #01 Alice D. Kim 

Job Title Manager 

Years of Experience 10-14 

Type of Organization Korean Domestic Corporation 

Case No. Participant01-Episode01 

Episode Title Drafting an email to a foreign client I 

Episode Summary This case is about a situation where the administrative professional 

had to draft an email to a foreign client on behalf of her boss. 

Although writing a draft email is one of her routine tasks, she said 

this task needs detailed attention, such as to review all historical 

backgrounds and to think from her boss’s perspective what he wants 

to say in the email. 

Problem Type Design problem 

Case No. Participant01-Episode02 

Episode Title Preparation for company’s 50th anniversary 

Episode Summary This case is about the entire preparation process for the company’s 

anniversary. In this case, Alice explained how to coordinate and 

arrange event details in a situation where variables (e.g., scheduling, 

booking, event participants’ preferences, etc.) constantly arose.  

Problem Type Design problem, Strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant01-Episode03 

Episode Title Greeting the Very Very Important Person (VVIP) 

Episode Summary This case is about dealing with a high-level guest when they visited 

the company. This situation required extreme attention to detail as 

well as VIP protocol. This case also tells that the administrative 

professional had to put forth every effort to ensure the VVIP is 

pleased from the moment they arrived at the company. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant01-Episode04 

Episode Title Mediating two executives’ conflicting perspectives 

Episode Summary The case is about a challenging situation as a mediator when there 

was a disagreement between the chair and the vice-chair. 

Problem Type Dilemma 

Case No. Participant01-Episode05 

Episode Title Handling an irate customer 

Episode Summary This case is about dealing with an irate customer on the phone. 

Problem Type Diagnosis-solution problem 
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Participant #02 Bella D. Lee 

Job Title Manager 

Years of Experience 10-14 

Type of Organization Korean Domestic Corporation 

Case No. Participant02-Episode06 

Episode Title A call from a non-identified client who turned out a very important 

client 

Episode Summary This case is a situation in which the administrative professional 

made a mistake. The caller was an important client of the boss. She, 

however, did not immediately transfer the call to the boss because 

there was no prior information about the caller. 

Problem Type Decision making, strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant02-Episode07 

Episode Title A delicate meeting arrangement 

Episode Summary In this case, the boss had to meet two candidates ahead of the 

election. Since there was only one day available for meetings due to 

the boss’s busy schedule, the administrative professional tried to 

schedule them in such a way that two candidates would not 

encounter each other.  

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant02-Episode08 

Episode Title Drafting an email to a foreign client II 

Episode Summary This case is about a situation where the administrative professional 

had to draft an email to foreign client on behalf of her boss. The 

administrative professional explained that this task was difficult 

because, unlike a normal correspondence, it had to be drafted using 

advanced business English. 

Problem Type Design problem 

Case No. Participant02-Episode09 

Episode Title Sending holiday gifts to VIPs 

Episode Summary This case is about sending holiday gifts to hundreds of the boss’s 

business partners, clients, friends, etc., according to the current’ 

business network of the boss. Although the administrative 

professional performs this task every year, the boss's business 

relationships constantly change, which makes this task complex and 

difficult. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 
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Participant #03 Cindy F. Park 

Job Title Manager 

Years of Experience 15-19 

Type of Organization Foreign-affiliated Corporation 

Case No. Participant04-Episode10 

Episode Title Dilemma between my role at work and friendship 

Episode Summary This case is a challenging situation experienced in HR work. When a 

close colleague of the administrative professional’s close colleague 

was asked to resign, and he filed a lawsuit against with the company. 

The administrative professional described her experience of 

preparing legal documents for the company and communicating with 

the colleague. 

Problem Type Dilemma 

Case No. Participant04-Episode11 

Episode Title The printer is broken 

Episode Summary This case is about an experience the administrative professional had 

when she was a novice in which she acted in a way she now 

considers to be unprofessional. The boss had told her, "The printer is 

not working," to which her response was confusion on what she was 

expected to do about the problem since she was not a technician. 

Problem Type Decision making 

Case No. Participant04-Episode12 

Episode Title Customized coordination for foreign VIP visitors 

Episode Summary This case is about detailed preparation and coordination throughout 

each stage of the event planning and execution while paying special 

attention to individual preferences when 25 foreign VIP visitors 

came. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem, design problem 

Participant #04 Daisy F. Choi 

Job Title Senior executive assistant 

Years of Experience 20-24 

Type of Organization Foreign-affiliated Corporation 

Case No. Participant05-Episode13 

Episode Title Booking a flight for the wrong date 

Episode Summary This case is about the administrative professional's experience in 

solving the problem urgently when she noticed that her boss's flight 

ticket was incorrectly booked by the travel agency a day before his 

business trip. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem, troubleshooting 
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Case No. Participant05-Episode14 

Episode Title Arranging urgent international meetings 

Episode Summary This case is about an urgent situation where global meetings among 

local, regional, and headquarters should be arranged within 24 hours 

in consideration of the time difference and essential attendees. The 

administrative professional had to identify the key persons to attend 

the meetings. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant05-Episode15 

Episode Title Last-minute schedule rearrangement 

Episode Summary This case is about a challenging situation in which the administrative 

professional urgently changed the boss’s schedule because he 

suddenly changed his mind to attend another conference instead. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant05-Episode16 

Episode Title Preparation for Asia-Pacific executive conference 

Episode Summary This case is about detailed preparation and coordination throughout 

each stage of the event planning while paying special attention to 

individual preferences when Asia Pacific executives came. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem, design problem 

Case No. Participant05-Episode17 

Episode Title Could you drive around the building so that the boss could arrive 

closer to the meeting time? 

Episode Summary The case is about when the boss was likely to arrive earlier than 

expected at the meeting. The administrative professional contacted 

the driver in real-time to find the boss’s current location and asked 

the driver to drive around the building in order to arrive on time. Her 

decision was due to a deep understanding of the importance of being 

on time as a business protocol. 

Problem Type Strategic-performance problem 

Participant #05 Eileen P. Yoon 

Job Title Director 

Years of Experience More than 30 

Type of Organization Public Service Institution 

Case No. Participant09-Episode18 

Episode Title Mediating conflict resolution 

Episode Summary This case is about the experience of the administrative professional, 

who is an office manager, being a mediator in a conflict between the 

boss and another administrative professional. The administrative  
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professional identified the problem situation from a neutral position 

and listened to both sides’ opinions before making the appropriate 

decision. 

Problem Type Diagnosis-solution problem (repairing relationship) 

Case No. Participant09-Episode19 

Episode Title Multiple stakeholders and perspectives on preparation for the Asia 

region-wide company retreat  

Episode Summary This case is about dynamic event preparation with multiple 

stakeholders. Based on multi-stakeholder feedback, the 

administrative professional prioritized a couple of conditions and 

determined the optimal venue that would satisfy all stakeholders. 

Problem Type Decision making, strategic-performance problem 

Case No. Participant09-Episode20 

Episode Title Inconsistent policy application 

Episode Summary This case is about a miscommunication situation. This situation 

caused confusion due to slightly different leave of absence 

regulations between the headquarters and the local company. 

Problem Type Policy-analysis problem, dilemma 

Case No. Participant09-Episode21 

Episode Title Issuing a corporate credit card with a proactive problem-solving 

attitude: Making impossible possible 

Episode Summary This case is about a situation in which the administrative 

professional made an effort to get approval for issuing corporate 

credit cards when a number of international law firms were 

established in Korea. Through her exceptional efforts, the approval 

was granted for the first time in the international law firm industry in 

Korea. 

Problem Type Policy-analysis problem 

Participant #06 Fiona P. Yim 

Job Title General manager 

Years of Experience 20-24 

Type of Organization Public Service Institution 

Case No. Participant10-Episode22 

Episode Title Expense settlement process  

Episode Summary This case is about a challenging situation regarding the expense 

settlement process in a gray area (i.e., it is difficult to judge what is 

right and wrong) for a middle-level executive. The administrative 

professional had to consider company policies and de facto 

procedures (i.e., what really happens in practice). 

Problem Type Rule-using problem 
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Case No. Participant10-Episode23 

Episode Title Ensuring employee safety and gaining clients’ trust by handling 

pandemic crisis 

Episode Summary This case is about how the administrative professional managed the 

COVID-19 pandemic crisis at the company level. By sharing her 

opinion confidently to her boss, she kept her colleagues safe and 

gained clients’ trust as an office manager. 

Problem Type Decision making 

 

Table 4.4 

A Description of Jonassen’s (2000, 2010) Typology of Problems 

Problem Type Description 

Logic Problems Related to find the most efficient (least number of moves) sequence 

of action.  

Algorithms Require number comprehension, number production, and 

calculation to solve. 

Story Problems Present a set of variables embedded within a shallow story context.  

Rule-using/ 

Rule-induction Problems 

Have correct solutions but multiple solution paths or rules 

governing the process. 

Decision Making Require that problem solvers select a solution from a set of 

alternative solutions. 

Troubleshooting Attempts to isolate fault states in a system and repair or replace the 

faulty components in order to reinstate the system to normal 

functioning. 

Diagnosis-Solution Problems Are quite similar to troubleshooting; however, the goal in trouble 

shooting is to repair the fault and to get the system back as soon as 

possible, so the solution strategies are more restrictive. 

Strategic Performance Entails real-time, complex activity structures where the performers 

apply a number of tactical activities to meet a more complex and 

ill-structured strategy, usually under significant time pressure. 

Policy-Analysis Problems Tend to be complex, ill-structured decision-making problems that 

normally are not time pressured. Policy-analysis problems require 

the solver to articulate the nature of the problem and the different 

perspectives that impact the problem before suggesting solutions. 
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Problem Type Description 

Design Problems Have vaguely defined or unclear goals with unstated constraints. 

Design problems possess multiple solutions with multiple solution 

paths. 

Dilemmas May be the most ill-structured and unpredictable, because there is 

no solution that will ever be acceptable to a significant portion of 

the people affected by the problem. Dilemmas are often complex, 

social situations with conflicting perspectives, and they are usually 

the most vexing of problems. 

Note. Adapted from Jonassen, D. H. (2010). Learning to solve problems: A handbook for designing 

problem-solving learning environments. Routledge. 

 

 

The Results of Coding 

 Qualitative codes were manually assigned, categorized, assembled and organized into 

hierarchical landscapes and formats for content analysis and pattern detection using NVivo 

version 12 which is a qualitative data analysis software. Thematic coding was conducted to find 

themes in text by analyzing the meaning of words and sentence structure for all 23 cases. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2013), thematic data analysis is “A method for identifying 

themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset in relation to a research question...” (p. 175). 

Thus, “the process starts with specific data that is then transformed into categories and themes. 

The conclusions are drawn based on observations from the transformed data” (Ngulube, 2015, p. 

139).  

Through the data analytic coding process, 474 codes emerged from the text units. Then, 

the codes were reduced to 77 categories with some of the subcategories being merged with 

similar allied categories. Finally, a total of 12 major themes were derived from the 77 categories 

(see Table 4.5). The case and coding frequency in the table mean the number of cases and 

references in which the content reported.  
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In Table 4.5, the frequency of higher-level concept (e.g., Main Theme or Category) 

means counting all the coding from the lower-level codes (e.g., Category or Subcategory) into 

the higher-level concept rather than the sum of the lower-level codes. For instance, the case 

frequency ‘7’ of the ‘TYPES OF PROBLEMS’ means seven cases were coded in each category 

(e.g., Challenging Situations, Difficult Tasks, Relatively Easy Tasks) and it was created a 

hierarchy with ‘TYPES OF PROBLEMS’ as the main theme (i.e., higher-level concept). In the 

same way, the case frequency ‘6’ of the ‘Challenging Situations’ means six cases were coded in 

each subcategory (e.g., Unexpected situations, …, Unclear expectation of tasks), resulting in a 

hierarchy with ‘Challenging Situation’s as a category. The details of Table 4.5 will be addressed 

in Chapter Five. 

Table 4.5 

The Results of the Thematic Coding Process 

Main Theme · Category · Subcategory 
Frequency 

Case Coding 

TYPES OF PROBLEMS 7 40 

Research Question 1: What kinds of ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems do 

administrative professionals face in their workplace? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

 

 

 Perceived Challenging Situations 

  Unexpected situations 

  Urgent and emergency situations 

  Complex situations (multiple perspectives & multiple criteria) 

  Context- and agent-dependent situations 

  Lack of control  

  Lack of Knowledge 

  Overwhelming workload 

  Unclear expectation of tasks (misinterpretation of the task, goal, or boss's  

 intention) 

 Perceived Difficult Tasks 

 Perceived Easy Tasks 

6 

3 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

6 

4 

15 

3 

3 

2 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

 

13 

12 
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Main Theme · Category · Subcategory 
Frequency 

Case Coding 

MOST CHALLENGING SITUATIONS; EMERGED SITUATIONS 18 43 

Research Question 1: What kinds of ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems do 

administrative professionals face in their workplace? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Pressure of Responsibility 

 Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure (VIP protocol) 

 Invisible Tasks 

 Dynamicity of Tasks 

 Urgency of Tasks 

 Lack of Experience and Expertise 

 Role Conflict 

 Non-routine Tasks 

 Multiple Stakeholders 

 Lack of Information 

 Miscommunication 

 Emotion Labor 

6 

5 

5 

4 

4 

3 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

1 

7 

6 

5 

10 

4 

4 

7 

4 

3 

2 

2 

1 

STRESS 5 6 

Research Question 1: What kinds of ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems do 

administrative professionals face in their workplace? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Causes of Stress 

 Stress Management 

2 

3 

3 

3 

ORGANIZATION CULTURE 2 2 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

ILL-STRUCTURED PROBLEM-SOLVING STRATEGIES 23 213 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Thinking from Their Boss's Perspectives; Perspective Taking 

  Considering boss’s working conditions 

  Understanding Boss’s intentions 

 Situational Awareness 

  Mental simulation 

  Ongoing and real-time update 

 Communication Skills 

  Task-oriented effective communication 

21 

14 

12 

17 

13 

11 

12 

7 

56 

34 

22 

39 

18 

21 

22 

12 
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Main Theme · Category · Subcategory 
Frequency 

Case Coding 

  Empathy in communication 

  Assertive communication 

 Situation Assessment 

  Information gathering 

  Information interpretation 

  Observation 

 Prioritization 

  Important 

  Urgent 

 Incident Management Strategies 

 Saving Boss's Face 

 Double Loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making 

 Reframing Given Role, Tasks, or Situations in More Meaningful Way 

 Developing and Using Standardized Procedures (manuals) 

 Adaptive Expertise; Adaptation 

 Maintaining Human Network 

5 

3 

16 

7 

4 

1 

8 

7 

3 

7 

5 

4 

4 

3 

3 

3 

7 

3 

36 

14 

10 

1 

13 

10 

3 

12 

7 

4 

6 

7 

6 

5 

STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE GENERAL TASK PERFORMANCE 15 56 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Following Guidelines and Company Policies 

 Detailed Coordination 

 Factors Influencing Expertise 

 Double Checking 

 Teamwork 

 Documentation 

 Setting Constraints Before Start to Work 

 Customized Arrangement 

 Mutual Engagement to the Conflict 

 Developing Standardized Protocol, Procedures  

 Evidence-based Persuasion 

 Preparation before to Report 

5 

4 

3 

2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

8 

25 

3 

3 

3 

2 

2 

4 

3 

1 

1 

1 

CAUSES OF MISTAKES NOVICES MAKE 21 53 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Lack of Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values 

 Lack of Attention to Detail 

 Lack of Work Ethics, Unprofessional Behaviors and Attitudes at Work 

 Lack of Understanding of Context and Importance 

 Too Much Boss-oriented Work Style 

 Lack of Understanding of Their Boss and Boss' Perspectives 

9 

5 

4 

4 

3 

3 

14 

7 

7 

5 

5 

4 
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Main Theme · Category · Subcategory 
Frequency 

Case Coding 

 Lack of Knowledge and Experience 

 Lack of Communication Skills  

 Lack of Projecting Possible Scenarios, Failure to Project Situation into the Future 

 Lack of Prioritization 

 Lack of Information Sharing, Situation Updates 

 Lack of Quality Control 

3 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

3 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

PERCEIVED ROLES 11 20 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Aide to Top Executives 

 Mediator 

 Office Mom 

 Unsung Hero 

 Advisor 

 Guardian of Company's Reputation 

 Irreplaceable Person 

6 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

6 

5 

3 

3 

1 

1 

1 

PERSONALITY TRAITS, ATTITUDES 23 55 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Big Five Personality Traits 

  Openness (curiosity) 

  Conscientiousness (thoughtfulness) 

  Extraversion (sociability) 

  Agreeableness (cooperativeness) 

  Neuroticism (sensitivity to stress) 

 Solution-oriented 

 High Level of Emotional Intelligence (“Nunchi”1) 

 High Level of Responsibility 

 Leadership 

 Patriotism 

 Versatility 

19 

6 

11 

4 

6 

2 

5 

4 

3 

1 

1 

1 

36 

6 

16 

4 

8 

2 

9 

4 

3 

1 

1 

1 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY 4 4 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Reframing Given Role, Tasks, or Situations in More Meaningful Way 4 4 

                                       
1 “Nunchi” is a Korean word that literally translated means “eye-measure.” It is a speedy gauge how people are 

thinking and feeling in order to create connection, trust, and harmony (Hong, 2019). 
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Main Theme · Category · Subcategory 
Frequency 

Case Coding 

FACTORS ENHANCING JOB SATISFACTION 12 28 

Research Question 2: How do they solve those problems? 

Research Question 3: What commonalities and differences emerge across the types of 

organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches? 

  

 Accomplishment (of my role or tasks) 

 Praise, Appreciation 

 Empowering Others 

9 

7 

3 

12 

13 

3 

OTHER 7 10 

 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter presented participants and case descriptions. The participants who are expert 

administrative professionals had an average of 18.8 years of experience. A total of 12 interviews, 

including first- and second-round interviews, took a total of 18 hours 11 minutes to collect the 23 

challenging situation cases. The cases focused on the most challenging stories based on six 

expert administrative professionals experienced in the workplace. Each of the case profiles 

utilized the following format: participant no., job title, years of experience, type of organization, 

case no., episode title, episode summary, and problem type. The last section in this chapter 

reported the overall results of the coding analysis. The next chapter, Chapter Five, provides the 

results derived from the 23 cases.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the current study. The results are organized according 

to the three research questions of this study. Specifically, the first section reports the types of 

problems and their key features that administrative professionals face in the workplace. The 

second section reports how the expert administrative professionals solve those problems. Finally, 

the third section reports the commonalities and differences that emerge across the organization 

types in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-solving approaches. 

Representative quotes from the interview data to answer the research questions are also provided.  

Research Question One: 

What Kinds of Ill-Structured, Complex, and Uncertain Problems Do  

Administrative Professionals Face in Their Workplace? 

This section provides the data analysis results, which led to the categorization and 

identification of the problem situations (i.e., incidents) expert administrative professionals have 

faced in the workplace. Table 5.1 presents the overall map of this section, along with detailed 

interview questions that were asked to derive the results in line with Research Question One. By 

applying the inductive analytic approach, data analysis yielded the themes, categories, and 

subcategories identified the critical incidents the expert administrative professionals faced. 

Representative quotes from the interview data to answer the research questions are provided. 

For the first phase of the Critical Decision Method (CDM) interview procedures, I asked 

each participant about their everyday tasks to identify administrative professional’s tasks in the  
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Table 5.1 

Structure Map for Research Question One Section 

CHAPTER 5. RESULTS     

Level 1 Heading Level 2 Heading Level 3 Heading Interview Round / Interview Questions 

I. Research Question One: What Kinds of Ill-Structured, Complex, and Uncertain Problems Do 

Administrative Professionals Face in Their Workplace? 
 

 
A. Perceived Easy Tasks 

 
1st - What are your everyday tasks in your workplace?; Can 

you tell me your daily routine tasks?  

- Would you please categorize the tasks that you have 

listed? 

- Which of these tasks were relatively easy to do? And 

why? 

- Which of these tasks were relatively difficult? And why? 

B. Perceived Difficult Tasks 
 

C. Comparison of Traditional and 

 Perceived Task Difficulty 

   

D. Perceived Challenging Situations 1. Complex Situations  1st - Which of these tasks were relatively difficult? And why?  

2. Context- and Agent-dependent Situations 

3. Lack of Control 

4. Lack of Knowledge 

5. Overwhelming Workload 

6. Unclear Expectation of Tasks 

7. Unexpected Situations 

8. Urgent and Emergency Situations 

E. Most Challenging Situations* 

 

* Emerged situations from data 

   analysis  

1. Pressure of Responsibility 1st - What were the most difficult tasks or events you have 

experienced as an administrative professional so far? 

Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ task, from 

beginning to end of the task in detail?  

- Would you share some tasks or events you felt that you 

have accomplished most successfully? 

Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ task, from 

beginning to end of the task in detail?  

2. Dynamic Relationships based on 

Hierarchical Structure (VIP protocol) 

3. Invisible Tasks 

4. Dynamicity of Tasks 

5. Urgency of Tasks 

6. Lack of Experience and Expertise 

7. Role Conflict 

8. Non-routine Tasks 

9. Multiple Stakeholders 

10. Lack of Information 

11. Miscommunication 

12. Emotion Labor 

F. Comparison of Perceived and 

 Emerged Situations 
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workplace. Then, I asked them to categorize the difficulty of tasks from easy to difficult. The 

interview questions used are as follows: What are your everyday tasks in your workplace?; Can 

you tell me your daily routine tasks?; Would you please categorize the tasks that you have 

listed?; Which of these tasks were relatively easy to do? And why?; Which of these tasks were 

relatively difficult? And why?  

The following questions were used as closing questions to conclude the first-round of the 

interview: What does an administrative professional mean for you?; What do you think was the 

special know-how that was possible because you were yourself?; As an administrative 

professional, what were the rewarding experiences, or what makes you feel worthwhile for what 

you do?; As an administrative professional, what were the rewarding experiences, or what makes 

you feel worthwhile for what you do? 

The categories were identified as follows: a) Perceived Easy Tasks; b) Perceived Difficult 

Tasks; and c) Perceived Challenging Situations. The perceived easy and difficult tasks were 

drawn from the responses of interview questions that asked why these tasks were relatively easy 

or difficult. Meanwhile, the results of challenging situations emerged from the analysis of 

interview data where the participants explain why a particular situation or task is challenging to 

solve. The subcategories list the types of problem situations that occurred in each category. 

Perceived Easy Tasks 

Research participants stated the following tasks as relatively easy tasks: Answering 

phones, sorting mail, greeting visitors, organizing meetings, managing workplace productivity 

systems, and performing minor accounting duties. They explained that these tasks occur 

routinely, are less critical, or do not require detailed reporting to their boss (see Table 5.2). 
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Table 5.2 

Reasons for Easy Tasks  

Reason Example Quote Participant Info. 

Routine and 

Familiar 

“The tasks that happen daily, so these tasks are familiar 

to me.” 

Bella D. Lee (P02)  

Manager; 

10-14 yrs of experience; 

Korean domestic corp. 

Less Important “The importance is relatively low, and there is no 

pressure because the consequences of making 

mistakes are not threatening.” 

Alice D. Kim (P01)  

Manager;  

10-14 yrs of experience; 

Korean domestic corp. 

Not Necessarily 

Report 

“I do not have to report it to my boss, so I can take care 

of and handle it.”  

 

 

“It does not require any particular report …” 

 

 

 

Alice D. Kim (P01)  

Manager;  

10-14 yrs of experience; 

Korean domestic corp. 

Fiona P. Yim (P10)  

General manager; 

20-24 yrs of experience; 

Public service inst. 

 

Perceived Difficult Tasks 

Participants stated that difficult and challenging tasks include drafting emails to foreign 

clients on the executive’s behalf, greeting VIP visitors/foreign clients, coordinating travel 

arrangements (both domestic and international), and event planning operations. Two participants 

(Eileen P. Yoon and Fiona P. Yim) who hold an additional position related to human resource 

management or work as an office manager stated that HR-related tasks such as employee 

recruitment/selection/orientation/training/evaluation are also difficult. Based on these difficult 

and challenging tasks they identified, a total of 23 episodes related to the experience of 

challenging or problem situations were collected. Table 5.3 shows the classification of 

administrative professionals’ tasks according to difficulty level perceived by the participants.  
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Table 5.3 

Level of Perceived Tasks Difficulty  

Job Responsibilities and Tasks 
Participant Info. 

Easy Difficult 

 General office operation 

(e.g., answering phones, sorting 

mail, greeting visitors, etc.) 

 Scheduling 

 Managing workplace productivity 

systems 

 Drafting emails to foreign clients 

on the executive’s behalf 

 Event planning and operation 

Alice D. Kim (P01) 

Manager; 

10-14 yrs of experience;  

Korean domestic corp. 

 Ordering supplies 

 Managing workplace environments 

  

 General office operation 

(e.g., answering phones, sorting 

mail, ordering supplies, greeting 

visitors, etc.) 

 Managing workplace productivity 

systems 

 Drafting emails to foreign clients 

on the executive’s behalf 

 Greeting VIP visitors/foreign 

clients 

Bella D. Lee (P02)  

Manager; 

10-14 yrs of experience; 

Korean domestic corp. 

 Providing administrative assistance 

 Developing and preparing business 

documents 

 Performing minor accounting 

duties 

 Organizing meetings 

 Planning exhibitions 

 HR-related tasks (e.g., employee 

recruitment, selection, orientation, 

training, evaluation, etc.) 

 Annual budgeting 

 Greeting VIP visitors/foreign 

clients  

 Coordinating travel arrangements 

(domestic/international) and 

creating trip itineraries 

Cindy F. Park (P04) 

Manager; 

15-19 yrs of experience; 

Foreign-affiliated corp. 

 Scheduling 

 Performing minor accounting 

duties 

 Organizing meetings 

(internal/external, 

region/headquarters) 

 Coordinating travel arrangements 

(domestic/international) and 

creating trip itineraries 

 Preparing meeting materials  

(e.g., comprehensive and accurate 

corporate records, reports, and 

documents) 

Daisy F. Choi (P05) 

Senior executive assistant; 

20-24 yrs of experience; 

Foreign-affiliated corp. 

 General office operation 

(e.g., answering phones, sorting 

mail, greeting visitors, ordering 

supplies, etc.) 

 HR-related tasks (e.g., employee 

recruitment, selection, orientation, 

training, evaluation, etc.) 

 Event planning and operation 

Eileen P. Yoon (P09)  

Director; 

More than 30 yrs of 

experience; 

Public service inst. 
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Job Responsibilities and Tasks 
Participant Info. 

Easy Difficult 

 General office operation 

(e.g., answering phones, sorting 

mail, greeting visitors, ordering 

supplies, etc.) 

 Employee recruitment 

 Organizing business cards 

(accuracy required) 

Fiona P. Yim (P10)  

General manager; 

20-24 yrs of experience; 

Public service inst. 

 

Comparison of Traditional and Perceived Task Difficulty 

 A number of studies have identified key tasks of administrative professionals based on 

their importance, difficulty, and frequency (e.g., Kim & Choi, 2010; Hwang & Choi, 2011; Sun 

& Choi, 2010). In order to enhance the validity of the data analysis results in task difficulty 

classification, cross-checking technique was applied to the traditional classification of 

administrative professional’s task difficulty. 

 A review of the literature (e.g., Kim & Choi, 2006; Hwang & Choi, 2011; Sun & Choi, 

2010) revealed the top 10 most difficult tasks cited by administrative professionals to top 

management (i.e., executive assistants) identified (see Table 5.4). In the case of the top 10 easiest 

tasks, the interview results of the current study were consistent with 90% of the previous study 

classification. In addition, a comparison analysis of difficult tasks between literature review and 

interview data shows that approximately 57% of tasks are overlapped (see also Table 5.4).  

The results of the comparison analysis suggest a gap exists between the tasks traditionally 

accepted as difficult and those perceived to be difficult by expert professionals in this study. 

Although the difficult tasks do have some degree of consistency with the previous classification, 

a potential reason for why consistency is not as high as the easy tasks is that previous job 

analysis studies focused only on task-oriented analysis. Previous studies in the office 

administration education field were unable to explain why the tasks were difficult and identify in 

what specific contexts administrative professionals felt challenges. This is due to conducting job 
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Table 5.4 

Comparison of Top 10 Easiest and Most Difficult Tasks 

Tasks of Administrative Professionals to  

Top Management (Sun & Choi, 2010) 
Interview Response 

Top 10 Easiest Tasks Perceived Easy Tasks 

1. Ordering refreshments  General office operation 

2. Managing employee ID cards and parking tickets 

3. Sending and receiving fax 

 General office operation 

 General office operation 

4. Organizing a reception room  General office operation 

5. Sorting mail  General office operation 

6. Managing meeting rooms  General office operation 

 7. Preparing coffee and tea with paying attention to individual preferences  General office operation 

8. Managing workplace environments  Managing workplace environments 

9. Managing workplace productivity systems  Managing workplace productivity systems 

10. Organizing business cards  [One participant stated as a difficult task personally due to simple 

repetitive work] 

Percent Similarity: 90% 

Top 10 Most Difficult Tasks Perceived Difficult Tasks 

1. VIP protocol  Greeting VIP visitors/foreign clients 

2. Making simultaneous interpretation  [Not collected] 

3. Translating documents (English, Japanese, Chinese)  Drafting emails to foreign clients on the executive’s behalf [closely 

similar to the task on the left] 

4. Business travel with boss to help them attend to immediate matters  [Not collected] 

5. Writing and editing boss’s speech   Drafting emails to foreign clients on the executive’s behalf [closely 

similar to the task on the left] 

6. Event planning and choosing an event venue  Event planning and operation 

7. Understanding company’s overall issues and core business  [Not collected] 

8. Organizing an event schedule  Event planning and operation 

9. Recruiting an external guest speaker  [Not collected] 

10. Developing promotional materials  Developing and preparing meeting materials [closely similar to the 

task on the left] 

 Percent Similarity: 57% 

Note. Adapted from “A study on the job contents and key tasks of secretaries to the top management of large Korean corporations,” by H. B. Sun & A. K. Choi, 2010. Journal of 

Secretarial Studies, 24(4), pp.249-251. 
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analyses based on importance, difficulty, and frequency of the tasks. Therefore, I analyzed each 

challenging situation episode that expert administrative professionals shared in order to 

understand the fundamental principles of the problem situations more in-depth. Based on the 

results of the case data analysis, the following section reports the workplace challenges focusing 

on the characteristics of problems as well as the context of the problems to understand the nature 

of administrative professionals’ challenging situations in the workplace. 

Perceived Challenging Situations 

 Challenging situations in the workplace refer to “unusual problems to solve, difficult 

obstacles to overcome, and risky decisions to make” (Yukl, 2013, p. 379). Managing challenging 

situations requires “immediate actions, suspension of ordinary procedures, decision making 

under uncertainty and coordinated action” (Granåsen, 2019, p. i). Thus, the main feature of the 

problems administrative professionals encounter in the workplace can be discovered through 

analyzing challenging situations. 

  One of the main themes, ‘Perceived Challenging Situations’ was the result of analyzing 

the reasons for the tasks they listed as relatively difficult. To be more specific, eight types of 

perceived challenging situations were identified: Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives and 

multiple criteria), Context and Agent Dependent Situations, Lack of Control, Lack of 

Knowledge, Overwhelming Workload, Unclear Expectation of Tasks (Misinterpretation of the 

task, goal, or boss's intention), Unexpected Situations, and Urgent and Emergency Situations. 

The section below follows a basic format for each description of the challenging situations to 

provide a detailed explanation of data results of each challenging situation: 1) key findings or 

claims, 2) definition or short description and c) quotes or excerpt from participants with the 

corresponding case number. 
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Complex Situations 

The administrative professionals tended to perceive challenges in complex situations. A 

complex situation that administrative professionals experienced refers to a situation in which 

multiple stakeholders are involved or multiple variables need to be considered in solving 

problems. Complex situations are when they should consider a number of issues and variables 

and when a number of issues and variables were involved in the problem situation. Daisy F. Choi 

stated that “when the interests of many people are intertwined [Case Participant05-Episode13]” 

is a complex situation. Also, Bella D. Lee described that 

while sending holiday gifts to VIPs, selection criteria for the recipients and customized 

holiday gifts based on the recipients' status and relationship with the boss are 

complicated. [Case Participant02-Episode09] 

 

Context- and Agent- Dependent Situations 

Administrative professionals tended to struggle with handling situations where (a) there 

are no right answers or goals, (b) outcomes vary depending on how to respond to, and (c) the 

original guidelines from the headquarters' regulations must be customized with local context and 

emerging issues. For example, Cindy F. Park stated that 

a situation with no right answers or goals … a situation where results/outcomes vary 

depending on how I do it … When guidelines should be made or presented in accordance 

with the local situation, unlike the headquarters regulations… [Case Participant04-

Episode10] 

 

As a result, context- and agent-dependent situations tended to be difficult because they 

were the process of finding solutions while having the degree of freedom to solve the problem. 

Lack of Control  

 Daisy F. Choi experienced a delayed situation caused by another coworker in a project. 

She said, “It is difficult because it happens regardless of my will [Case Participant05-

Episode13].” Even if the administrative professional prepares everything and proceeds according 
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to the procedure, it is difficult because if a coworker or colleague delays the work, the entire 

schedule will be disrupted. Cindy F. Park explained the lack of control situation that “if there are 

no right answers or goals … a situation where results/outcomes vary depending on how I do it… 

[Case Participant04-Episode10].” In addition, Eileen P. Yoon stated, “unlike the headquarters 

regulations, it is challenging when guidelines should be made or presented in accordance with 

the local situation [Case Participant09-Episode19].” 

Lack of Knowledge 

The administrative professionals’ lack of knowledge in the workplace can lead to anxiety. 

Cindy F. Park said that she finds performing certain tasks, such as preparing a draft legal 

document, difficult because she has to study additionally due to a lack of domain knowledge 

(e.g., law, finance, tax, etc.) [Case Participant04-Episode10]. 

Overwhelming Workload 

 Unlike other teams where multiple people can divide the workload on a single project, 

administrative professionals often have to work from beginning to end by themselves. Alice D. 

Kim stated, “When all relevant procedures must be carried out alone, it is a challenging task to 

me [Case Participant01-Episode01].” 

Unclear Expectation of Tasks 

 One of the challenging situations is when the boss's goal for the task is unclear and 

uncertain. The administrative professionals explained that these situations can be difficult 

because if a mistake it made by misinterpreting the task, goal, or boss's intention, the result could 

have a negative effect on the task performance. For instance, Alice D. Kim stated that “when 

there is a high possibility to misrepresent my boss's intentions [Case Participant01-Episode01],” 

it makes her feel confused and uncertain.  
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Unexpected Situations 

The administrative professionals experienced unanticipated problem situations even 

though they felt they were as well-prepared as they could be to take immediate action while 

performing their duties. Bella D. Lee, Daisy F. Choi, and Fiona. P. Yim described “unexpected 

situations [Cases Participant02-Episode06, Participant05-Episode13, and Participant10-

Episode22]” as challenging situations in the workplace. 

Urgent and Emergency Situations 

 The administrative professionals tended to perceive challenges in urgent and emergency 

situations. Examples of urgent situations that they stated include as follows: a) an urgent 

situation that must be handled right away during boss's business trip (e.g., Case Participant02-

Episode06); b) an urgent situation that must be handled right away during boss's sickness 

absence (e.g., Case Participant02-Episode06); and c) last-minute schedule rearrangement. For the 

last-minute schedule rearrangement, Daisy F. Choi stated that “last-minute schedule 

rearrangement… It always happens [Case Participant05-Episode15].” 

Most Challenging Situations 

In order to identify and collect what expert administrative professionals perceive to be 

challenging situations in the workplace, I asked them to describe 1) the most difficult tasks or 

events they handled in the past and 2) situations in which they handled challenges successfully. 

A probing question was used after each question was used a probe to develop a timeline of the 

situation that includes detailed information. The interview and probing questions used are as 

follows: What were the most difficult tasks or events you have experienced as an administrative 

professional so far?; Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ task, from beginning to end of 

the task in detail?; Would you share some tasks or events you felt that you have accomplished 

most successfully?; Probe: Can you explain the process of ____ task, from beginning to end of 
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the task in detail? 

Data analysis of narrative information yielded the ‘Most Challenging Situations’ theme 

with categories and subcategories from the 23 cases. Based on the data analysis, the categories 

were identified as follows: Pressure of Responsibility, Dynamic Relationships based on 

Hierarchical Structure (VIP protocol), Invisible Tasks, Dynamicity of Tasks, Urgency of Tasks, 

Lack of Experience and Expertise, Role Conflict, Non-routine Tasks, Multiple Stakeholders, 

Lack of Information, Miscommunication, and Emotion Labor. The results showed to depict the 

challenging situations experienced administrative professionals faced (see Table 5.5). 

Table 5.5 

Most Challenging Situations 

Challenging Situation Example Quote Participant & Case No. 

Pressure of 

Responsibility 

“The important thing is that if there is a legal 

problem, I have to take responsibility 

because I filled out the document. I felt 

psychological pressure about it.” 

Cindy F. Park, 

Participant04-Episode10 

Dynamic Relationships 

based on Hierarchical 

Structure (VIP 

protocol)  

“In fact, the VIP protocol is strictly 

hierarchical. … There are implicit rules in 

the business world. Nothing should go 

against the rules or VIP protocols. …  

Daisy F. Choi, 

Participant05-Episode17 

 “I think it is a difficult task when VIP guests 

visit. Client visits happen routinely but when 

VIPs come, the preparation process is 

different from ordinary clients. So, we have 

to pay more attention. Moreover, I think it's 

a difficult task because mistakes are not 

allowed.” 

Alice D. Kim, 

Participant01-Episode03 

Invisible Tasks “I thought about it [solutions] but, as you 

know, I can't see it [boss’s business network 

and human relationship]. It's something I 

can get only when I feel it and experience 

it.” 

Bella D. Lee,  

Participant02-Episode06 
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Challenging Situation Example Quote Participant & Case No. 

Dynamicity of Tasks “They change their RSVP so many times that 

it's rare to confirm plans just once. Some 

said they would come to the 50th 

anniversary, and others said they would not 

come. People kept changing their attendance 

until the event began.” 

Alice D. Kim, 

Participant01-Episode02 

Urgency of Tasks “I called the travel agency right away to find 

out if I could make a reservation. I said we'd 

talk about our mistakes later because I have 

to proceed with the next plan somehow.” 

Daisy F. Choi, 

Participant05-Episode13 

Lack of Experience and 

Expertise 

“It [the situation] did not always happen, so I 

didn't experience the process of reporting 

those things in advance.” 

Alice D. Kim, 

Participant01-Episode04 

 “To be honest I don't know everything about 

Korea, right? But I received a lot of 

questions [from foreign visitors] like “How 

can I get there, DMZ [demilitarized zone]?” 

But I haven't been to the DMZ before. So I 

could not answer (laughter)” 

Cindy F. Park, 

Participant04-Episode12 

Role Conflict “The secretaries say that they want me to solve 

something from their perspective as if I were 

the union leader. On the other hand, lawyers 

[bosses] say, ‘This is our position, so you 

should talk about it for us.’ It's hard for me 

to do the role in the middle. So this role 

itself is lonely. I can’t talk to anyone else.” 

Eileen P. Yoon, 

Participant09-Episode18 

Non-routine Tasks “I did not expect it at all back then. Most of the 

time, there was a consensus between the two 

of them (two bosses), and I'd never honestly 

imagined it to be such a completely different 

opinion.” 

Alice D. Kim, 

Participant01-Episode04 

Multiple Stakeholders "During events like this, there are a lot of 

stakeholders involved. One person asked me 

to change it this way...  When many people 

give different feedback and comments, 

being on the receiving end of them in the 

middle I think is one of the most difficult 

parts" 

Eileen P. Yoon, 

Participant09-Episode19 

Lack of Information “He usually called my boss directly. That is why 

I did not have any information.” 

Bella D. Lee, Participant02-

Episode06 
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Challenging Situation Example Quote Participant & Case No. 

Miscommunication “That's actually a difficult part. … It should be 

expressed in very appropriate words so that 

my comments about middle-level executives 

are not misleading.” 

Fiona P. Yim, 

Participant10-Episode22 

Emotion Labor “When the angry customer called me, I could 

not work because I talked on the phone for 

10 to 20 minutes. … I had been suffering 

from emotional labor.” 

Alice D. Kim, 

Participant01-Episode05 

 

 Table 5.6 depicts the most challenging situations for administrative professionals 

identified as a result of the case analysis. The first column in the table lists the workplace 

challenges found in the expert administrative professionals’ narratives (see Table 5.5). The 

columns second to 24th (i.e., case numbers) indicate the collected cases and it shows how each 

theme of challenging situations is drawn from each case. 

Comparison of Perceived and Emerged Situations 

In order to enhance the validity of the research findings related to the challenging 

problem situations that administrative professionals encounter in the workplace, the result of 

challenging situations’ theme, categories, and subcategories was triangulated with Perceived 

Difficult Situations and Most Challenging Situations which were emerged from the case analysis 

(see Table 5.7). The comparison results confirmed the research participants’ reliability of their 

response about the challenging situations and tasks. For example, for certain situations such as 

Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives)/Multiple Stakeholders, Non-routine Tasks/ 

Unexpected Situations, Urgency of Tasks/Urgent and Emergency Situations, and Dynamic 

Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure were challenging problem situations verified by 

both interview responses and case analysis. 
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Table 5.6 

Most Challenging Situations: Results of Multiple Case Analysis 

Challenging Situation (Case 

Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Pressure of Responsibility (6)  X X        X  X          X X 

Dynamic Relationships 

based on Hierarchical 

Structure (VIP protocol) (5) 

  X      X     X   X     X  

Invisible Tasks (5) X     X  X X  X             

Dynamicity of Tasks (4)  X             X X   X     

Urgency of Tasks (4)      X       X X X         

Lack of Experience and 

Expertise (3)  
   X        X         X   

Role Conflict (3)          X        X    X  

Multiple Stakeholders (3)            X  X     X     

Non-routine Tasks (3)    X   X      X           

Lack of Information (2)     X X                  

Miscommunication (2)                    X  X  

Emotion Labor (1)     X                   
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Furthermore, from the case analysis, there were newly discovered challenging situations 

from the case analysis that participants did not explain as follows: Dynamicity of Tasks, Emotion 

Labor, Invisible Tasks, Lack of Experience and Expertise, Lack of Information, 

Miscommunication, Pressure of Responsibility, and Role Conflict. 

Table 5.7  

Comparison of Challenging Situations between Interview Responses and Case Analysis 

Data Category 

Challenging Situation 

Interview Response 

(Total 6 Participants) 

Case Analysis 

(Total 23 Cases) 

Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives), Multiple 

Stakeholders 

4 3 

Non-routine Tasks, Unexpected Situations 4 3 

Urgency of Tasks, Urgent and Emergency Situations 2 4 

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure  2 5 

Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives), Multiple 

Stakeholders 

4  

Non-routine Tasks, Unexpected Situations 4  

Urgency of Tasks, Urgent and Emergency Situations 2  

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure  2  

Context and Agent Dependent Situations 2  

Lack of Control Situations 2  

Lack of Knowledge 2  

Overwhelming Workload 1  

Unclear Expectation of the Task (Misinterpretation of the 

task, goal, or boss's intention) 
2  

Pressure of Responsibility  6 

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure   5 

Invisible Tasks  5 

Dynamicity of Tasks  4 

Urgency of Tasks, Urgent and Emergency Situations  4 

Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives), Multiple 

Stakeholders 
 3 

Non-routine Tasks, Unexpected Situations  3 

Lack of Experience and Expertise  3 

Role Conflict  3 

Lack of Information  2 

Overwhelming Workload  2 

Emotion Labor  1 
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Typology of Problems that Administrative Professionals Experienced 

In order to identify administrative professionals’ problem types using Jonassen’s (2000) 

typology of problems, I conducted a consensual analysis with an expert who has more than 20  

years of experience in the field of real-world problem solving. In the process of consensual 

analysis, varied materials were utilized for review as follows: case profiles and descriptions (see 

Table 4.3 for more details), a coding list with references, timeline development sheets which are 

the results of the first-round interview data analysis, and a description table of the typology of 

problems (see Table 2.4 for more details). 

The results showed that the research participants experienced a relatively broad spectrum 

of problems, ranging from well-structured to ill-structured. Based on Jonassen’s (2000) typology 

of problems, Table 5.8 provides matching results for 23 challenging situations that correspond to 

the 11 kinds of problems, such as decision making, strategic performance, dilemmas, etc. Most 

of the problems were mainly strategic-performance problems (case frequency: 12) and also 

classified as types of decision making (case frequency: 6), design problems (case frequency: 3), 

and dilemmas (case frequency: 3). Moreover, their challenging situations tended to be 

accompanied by a mixture of problem types rather than occurring as only one problem type. 

Table 5.8 is developed to depict the types of problems identified as a result of the data analysis. 

The first column in the table lists the types of problems Jonassen discovered. The columns 

second to 24th (i.e., case numbers) indicate the collected cases and it shows how each problem 

type is drawn from each case. 



 118 

  

Table 5.8 

Problem Types: Results of Multiple Case Analysis 

 

 

Participant 
  

Problem Type (Case Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Alice D. Kim 
Korean domestic Corp. 

Bella D. Lee 
Korean domestic corp. 

Cindy F. Park 
Foreign-affiliated 

corp. 

Daisy F. Choi 
Foreign-affiliated Corp. 

Eileen P. Yoon 
Public service inst. 

Fiona P. Yim 
 Public 

service inst. 

 
Logic Problems (0)                        

Algorithms (0)                        

Story Problems (0)                        

Rule-using/Rule-induction 

Problems (1) 
                     X  

Decision Making (6) X X    X     X        X    X 

Troubleshooting (1)             X           

Diagnosis-Solution 

Problems (2) 
    X             X      

Strategic  

Performance (12) 
 X X   X X  X   X X X X X X  X     

Policy-Analysis Problems 

(2) 
                   X X   

Design Problems (3)        X    X    X        

Dilemmas (3)    X      X          X    
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Research Question Two: 

How Do They Solve Those Problems? 

 This section provides the analysis results of each challenging episode, which led to how 

expert administrative professionals solve ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems. In 

order to provide at a glance of this section’s structure, Table 5.9 presents the overall map of this 

section, along with detailed interview questions that were asked to derive the results in line with 

Research Question Two. By applying the inductive data analysis approach, data analysis yielded 

the themes, categories, and subcategories identified problem-solving strategies the expert 

administrative professionals used. 

 In the second-round of interviews, I focused on deepening my understanding of their 

decision making in each challenging situation case. Furthermore, during the interviews, I focused 

on knowledge elicitation (e.g., judgements, strategies, knowledge, and skills that underlie 

performance; Klein, 2017) to obtain information about what expert administrative professionals 

know and how they know it. The interview questions used are presented in Table 5.9. The 

themes were identified as follows: a) Approaches to Problem Solving, b) Significance of 

Strategies, c) Problem Solver, and d) Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable. In 

particular, the approaches to problem solving were categorized as a) specific strategies in ill- 

structured problem solving, and b) strategies to enhance general task performance. In addition, 

the problem solver theme was categorized as a) perceived roles, b) professional identity, and c) 

personality traits and attitudes. 



 120 

  

Table 5.9 

Structure Map for Research Question Two Section 

CH5. RESULTS 

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Interview Round/ Interview Questions 

II. Research Question Two: How Do They Solve Those Problems?  

 

 

2nd 

 

 

 

[Situation Assessment]  

1. What was the first thing you thought of when you 

were instructed to do the task X?  

 Probes: 

- What does that mean?; What else did you try to 

find or search?; Why did you want to find more 

information like that? 

- How did you interpret this situation as a whole?; 

How did you interpret the problem? 

2. What were the specific goals you set to solve this 

situation? 

[Solution]  

1. Why did you have to find a solution in a given 

situation? 

 Probe: What happens if you leave the situation as 

it is? 

2. What solutions did you set up?  

3. What is the basis for the solution? 

 Probe: What was the rationale? 

[Outcomes]  

1. How was the result? 

 Probe: What if Y?  

2. What were the unexpected results? 

 Probe: What if Z? 

[Reflection] 

1. Was there a special strategy that only you could 

have done? 

2. What do you think you learned from this 

experience? 

 A. Approaches to Problem Solving 

  1. Specific Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving 

   a. Thinking from Boss's  

Perspectives 

 

1) Considering Boss’s Working  

Conditions 

2) Understanding Boss’s Intentions 

   b. Situational Awareness 

 

1) Mental Simulation 

2) Ongoing and Real-time Update 

   c. Communication Skills 

 

1) Task-oriented Effective  

Communication 

2) Empathy in Communication. 

3) Assertive Communication 

   d. Situation Assessment 1) Information Gathering 

2) Observation  

3) Information Interpretation 

   e. Prioritization 1) Important 

2) Urgent 

   f.  Incident Management Strategies  

   g. Saving Boss's Face  

   h. Double-loop Reflection in  

Prioritization Decision Making 

 

   i.  Reframing Given Roles, Tasks, or  

 Situations in a More Meaningful Way  

   j.  Adaptive Expertise (Adaptation)   

   k. Developing and Using  

Standardized Procedures 

(Manuals) 

 

   l. Maintaining Human Network  

  2. Strategies to Enhance General Task Performance 

   a. Following Guidelines and 

Company Policies 

 

   b. Detailed Coordination  

   c. Factors Influencing Expertise  

   d. Double Checking  

   e.  Teamwork  



 121 

  

CH5. RESULTS 

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Interview Round/ Interview Questions 

   f.  Documentation  

   g. Setting Constraints before Start to  

Work 

 

   h. Customized Arrangement  

   i.  Mutual Engagement to the Conflict  

   j.  Developing Standardized 

Protocol and Procedures 

 

   k. Evidence-based Persuasion  

   l.  Preparation before to Report  

 B. Significance of Strategies 2nd [Situation Assessment]  

2. What were the specific goals you set to solve this 

situation? 

 Probe: In this situation, what mistakes can 

beginners/ novices make easily? 

[Reflection] 

1. Was there a special strategy that only you could 

have done? 

2. What do you think you learned from this 

experience? 

[Overall]  

1. Are these situations frequent? 

2. What were some unexpected things in this 

situation? 

3. What do you think was the special know-how that 

was possible because you were yourself? 

4. Overall, what mistakes can new employees (or 

novices) make easily? 

  1. Lack of Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values 

  2. Lack of Attention to Detail 

  3. Lack of Work Ethics, Unprofessional Behaviors and Attitudes at Work 

  4. Lack of Understanding of Context and Importance 

  5. Too Much Boss-oriented Work Style 

  6. Lack of Understanding of Their Boss and Boss's Perspectives 

  7. Lack of Knowledge and Experience 

  8. Lack of Communication Skills 

  9. Lack of Projecting Possible Scenarios, Failure to Project Situation into the Future 

  10. Lack of Prioritization 

  11. Lack of Information Sharing, Situation Updates 

  

12. Lack of Quality Control 

 C. Comparison of 24 Strategies to Prevent or Compensate for Mistakes   

 D. Problem Solver   

  1. Perceived Roles  1st What does an administrative professional mean for 

you?    a. Aide to Top Executives  

   b. Mediator  

   c. Office Mom  

   d. Unsung Hero  

   e. Advisor  

   f. Guardian of Company's Reputation 

   g. Irreplaceable Person  
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CH5. RESULTS 

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Interview Round/ Interview Questions 

  2. Professional Identity  1st - What does an administrative professional mean for  

you? 

- What do you think was the special know-how that 

was possible because you were yourself?  

Probe: If so, what was it, and how did it form? 

   a. Framing Problems and Tasks Meaningfully  

  3. Personality Traits and Attitudes 

 a. BIG FIVE Inventory 

 1st - As an administrative professional, what were the 

rewarding experiences, or what makes you feel 

worthwhile for what you do? 

- What do you think was the special know-how that 

was possible because you were yourself?  

Probe: If so, what was it, and how did it form? 

E. Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable  1st - As an administrative professional, what were the 

rewarding experiences, or what makes you feel 

worthwhile for what you do?  

- What do you think was the special know-how that 

was possible because you were yourself?  

Probe: If so, what was it, and how did it form? 

  1. Accomplishment (of my role or tasks)   

  2. Praise, Appreciation   

  3. Empowering Others   
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The coding results report the main themes and categories along with the frequency of the cases. 

Representative quotes from the interview data to answer the research questions are provided. 

Approaches to Problem Solving  

In terms of the approaches to problem solving, two kinds of categories were created. One 

was specific strategies in ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problem solving, and the other 

one was strategies for general task performance.  

Specific Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving 

 Data analysis yielded 12 specific strategies in solving ill-structured, complex, and 

uncertain problems from 23 cases. The emerged 12 strategies include Thinking from Boss' 

Perspectives, Situational Awareness, Communication Skills, Situation Assessment, 

Prioritization, Incident Management Strategies, Saving Boss's Face, Double-loop Reflection in 

Prioritization Decision Making, Reframing Given Role, Tasks, or Situations in a More 

Meaningful Way, Developing and Using Standardized Procedures, Adaptive Expertise, and 

Maintaining Human Network. The most essential strategies frequently used by expert 

administrative professionals in challenging situations in the workplace were the following four 

strategies; Thinking from Boss' Perspectives (case frequency: 19), Situational Awareness (case 

frequency: 17), Communication Skills (case frequency: 12), Situation Assessment (case 

frequency: 11). 

 Thinking from Boss's Perspectives.  Perspective-taking refers to “the process of 

imagining the world from another’s vantage point or imagining oneself in another’s shoes 

(Galinsky et al., 2005, p. 110). Parker et al. (2008) explained perspective-taking as an active 

process that ‘‘occurs when an observer tries to understand, in a nonjudgmental way, the 

thoughts, motives, and/or feelings of a target, as well as why they think and/or feel the way they 
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do” (p.151).  

The data indicated that the research participants’ perspective-taking strategies followed 

two patterns. The first pattern was always to consider their boss’ working conditions, such as 

their boss’ age and busy schedule while assisting their boss. Another pattern was that they tried 

to understand and read the boss’ intentions of each particular request by observing his/her facial 

expressions, words, and behaviors. 

Considering Boss’s Working Conditions.  The analysis results indicated that most of the 

research participants perform their tasks considering their boss’s working conditions, so that they 

tried to help manage their boss’s time efficiently. Case Participant01-Episode01 provided 

multiple examples of the strategies for how to consider their boss’ working condition. Alice D. 

Kim stated, “My boss is old, so I always make the font size bigger [so that it is easier to read].” 

In addition, she used strategies to save her boss time in a way that gives the boss non-verbal 

signals. Alice stated, “When putting documents on his desk, I put them in the order from the high 

to low priority.” 

Understanding Boss’s Intentions. Bella D. Lee stated that “it is the most important to 

understand the boss’s intentions, but at the same time, it is the most difficult task itself [Case 

Participant02-Episode09].” When sending holiday gifts to hundreds of the boss’s business 

partners, clients, and friends, she should consider the current network of her boss to prepare the 

gifts properly. Therefore, she tried to “observe boss’s daily life and read their thoughts” since 

there is no standardized way to read other people’s intentions. 

Situational Awareness.  Situational awareness refers to “the product of an individual’s 

perception and comprehension of the available information and expectations towards the future 

course of the procedure (Graafland et al., 2015m p. 17). For instance, situational awareness is 
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associated with “activities as Air Combat and Air Traffic Control because of its obvious 

criticality to the successful performance of those functions” (Gilson et al., 1994, p. 3). Thus, 

situation awareness requires “immediate access to the procedures required to accomplish a task 

as well as the information required” (Endsley & Garland, 2000, p. 34). The Situational 

Awareness category was created from Mental Simulation and Ongoing and Real-time Update 

subcategories to a higher-level category through inductive analysis. 

Mental Simulation.  The data analysis results of the research participants indicated that 

the majority of research participants prepared for and successfully performed challenging tasks 

or situations by developing various scenarios that may occur using mental simulation strategies. 

In particular, expert administrative professionals utilized mental simulation as a critical strategy 

when performing dynamic tasks such as planning events and operations. For instance, Daisy F. 

Choi performed detailed preparation and coordination throughout each stage of event planning 

and execution according to dozens of developed tens of scenarios that may occur during Asia 

pacific executives' visit. In terms of the benefit of using mental simulation strategies, she 

explained that it makes, “a big difference on the day of the event. If it is pre-prepared like this 

[using scenarios], all procedures definitely go smoothly [Case Participant05-Episode16].” 

Mental simulation refers to “the ability to imagine people and objects consciously and to 

transform those people and objects through several transitions, finally picturing them in a 

different way than at the start” (Klein, 2017, p. 45). In other words, mental simulation is “a 

scenario that is constructed on the fly by the problem solver about the consequences of various 

actions” (Jonassen, 2010, p. 111). 

Daisy F. Choi’s interview data support Klein’s (2017) explanation of the functions of 

mental simulation in nonroutine decision-making. Klein addressed that mental simulation helps 
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us explain the cues and information we received to interpret a situation and diagnose a problem. 

In addition, mental simulation also helps to generate expectations by providing a preview of 

events that can unfold and allowing us to go through a course of action in our minds to prepare 

for it. Finally, by searching for pitfalls, mental simulation lets us “evaluate a course of action to 

decide whether to adopt it, change it, or look further” (Klien, 2017, p. 89). 

Ongoing and Real-time Update. Bella D. Lee tried to update their boss’s human network 

relationships since “[boss’] business and friendships change from time to time.” She also stated, 

“identifying the overall issues of the company can help me update the boss’s business 

relationships [Case Participant02-Episode06].”  

In addition, she updated real-time situations using tools while she was answering a call. 

She stated, 

When I get a call, I use my custom phone database. I always update my business contact 

information. I screen calls based on who is calling, and what they want to talk about. This 

is the first round of screening. If he or she is important and has frequent interactions, I 

immediately transfer the call to my boss. However, if the person is someone I do not 

know, I refer to my phone database and then I figure it out in real time. [Case 

Participant02-Episode06] 

 

Communication Skills.  For administrative professionals, communication skills are 

critical to their success in the workplace. “The ability to communicate effectively with 

customers, coworkers, subordinates, and supervisors may be the determining factor” (Stulz et al., 

2013, p. 153) in administrative professional’s career success or job advancement. The data 

reported the following three types of communication skills of expert administrative 

professionals: Task-oriented effective communication, empathy in communication, and assertive 

communication. 
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Task-oriented Effective Communication.  Case Participant05-Episode13 provided Daisy 

F. Choi’s example of why she always communicates through email with a travel agency. She 

stated, 

After that experience [the travel agency incorrectly booked her boss's flight ticket], I 

always reply by e-mail, and I did not communicate with them verbally. It has become a 

culture of documenting each other by replying to each other via e-mail. … This is to leave 

evidence behind like ‘Yes, I confirmed.’ [Case Participant05-Episode13] 

 

Empathy in Communication.  Eileen P. Yoon reported that she utilizes empathic 

communication in the workplace. She stated, “Rather than saying ‘no’ at first, I am using a 

[communication] skill that does not break the trust and can make feel less offended. … I am 

using ‘softening’ language even when I have to say no to something [Case Participant09-

Episode23].” 

Empathy is essentially the emotional and cognitive reactions that an individual has to 

another's observed experiences (Davis, 1983). According to Newhill et al. (2019), empathic 

communication involves “the accurate perception of and the ability to clearly communicate with 

the client about his or her inner feelings and emotional state at the moment, with respect and 

without judgment” (p. 42). 

Assertive Communication.  Assertive communication is “the ability to speak and interact 

in a manner that considers and respects the rights and opinions of others while also standing up 

for your own rights, needs and personal boundaries” (Pipas & Jaradat, 2010, p. 649). 

 Cindy F. Park was in a dilemma between her role in Human Resources (HR) work and 

friendship with a colleague who was asked to resign and filed a lawsuit with the company. When 

she had to make a phone call to the colleague to schedule a meeting, she thought it is 

inappropriate to be too friendly as before or talk about the company’s situation because of her 

duties as an employee and work ethic. Therefore, Cindy decided before calling, “I will give him 
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the only official information I can tell him [Case Participant03-Episode10].” 

 Situation Assessment.  Situation assessment (also known as sensemaking) allows people 

to diagnose how the current state of affairs came about and to anticipate how it will develop in 

the future through the deliberate, conscious process of fitting data into a frame (Crandall, Klein, 

& Hoffman, 2006, p. 138). The participants of this study relied on situation assessments to 

deepen their understanding of dynamic context. An initial assessment assisted in understanding 

the problem situation’s context through information gathering and its interpretation. Subsequent 

situation assessments were utilized throughout the decision-making process. The Situational 

Assessment category was created from Information Gathering, Observation, and Information 

Interpretation subcategories to a higher-level category through inductive analysis. 

Information Gathering.  Case Participant10-Episode23 provided an example of what 

kinds of information and materials the expert administrative professional collected when the 

COVID-19 pandemic arose in 2020. Fiona P. Yim stated, 

First of all, I investigated the same industry [as our company]. There are many companies 

in Korea, but each company has different standards and policies. ... What I can consider 

and what I can compare to is the same industry as us. So, I collected information about 

how the co-work group is doing and how our clients are doing. ... Also, the government's 

policy. The most important thing is the government's policy [in the pandemic situation]. 

[Case Participant10-Episode23] 

 

Observation.  Bella D. Lee carefully observed “who the boss was in contact with and how 

he was doing with others [Case Participant02-Episode06]” to diagnose how the current state of 

the boss’s human relationships came about and anticipate how it will develop or change in the 

future. She also stated, “There' no fixed way to figure it out. I think the most important part of 

reading the boss's thoughts is to first observe his daily activities.”  

Salas et al. (2017) explained that “observations provide insight into what attitudes, 
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behaviors, and cognition” (p. 21) play an integral role in situation assessment. 

Information Interpretation.  Eileen P. Yoon acted as a mediator in a conflict between the 

boss and another administrative professional. When the boss raised the conflict issue, she 

identified whether “the conflict pattern was one-off or several times [Case Participant09-

Episode18].”  

When drafting an email to a foreign client task, Bella D. Lee conducted a historical review 

on the given task. She stated, 

… I should review the history. As I read the previous email exchanges, I need to 

understand the relationship between my boss and that client, what he or she has been 

talking about recently with my boss, and then go to my boss to report. [Case 

Participant02-Episode08] 

 

Prioritization.  Prioritization is a decision-making activity in which an individual decides 

what to do next in given activities and allocates time and resources for the chosen activity 

(Barabasi, 2005). Lake et al. (2009) argued that prioritization implies “choice of imperatives 

among options, also inferring an ability to recognize these options” (p. 376). 

Eisenhower (1954) suggested Urgent-Important Principle for planning and decision 

making based on the concepts of urgency and importance. It includes four quadrants as follows: 

a) important and urgent (it leads to do); b) important but not urgent (it leads to schedule); c) 

urgent, but not important (it leads to delegate); and d) neither important nor urgent (it leads to 

eliminate) (Ghoushchi & Khazaeili, 2019).  

The results of data analysis show that expert administrative professionals’ prioritization 

strategies followed Eisenhower’s Urgent-Important Principle. They classified tasks into the 

categories of important and urgent and implemented appropriate time management strategies 

accordingly. For example, Daisy F. Choi stated that “[If an unexpected incident occurs and needs 

to be resolved urgently,] it is better to find a solution immediately than to find a detailed reason 
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for the incident [Case Participant05-Episode14].” She also introduced her prioritization strategy 

in the urgent situation that  

[when my boss urgently demanded me to arrange global meetings among local, regional, 

and headquarters within 24 hours] I asked him to tell me ‘who is the key person who 

must attend the meeting.’ Only those key people needed to attend the meeting and sent 

the document to the rest of them via email. [Case Participant05-Episode14] 

 

Incident Management Strategies.  When mistakes occurred, expert administrative 

professionals immediately reported and apologized to their boss. Bella D. Lee stated “I 

apologized to my boss immediately if I made that mistake [Case Participant02-Episode06]” 

Then, they reacted immediately to resolve the issue. Furthermore, in an unexpected situation, 

they executed ‘Plan B’ based on the scenario they had prepared in advance. Bella stated that “… 

the candidate arrived earlier than the appointment time, so I executed ‘Plan B.’ I went down to 

the lobby and greeted him. [Plan B is that] to give him a place to sit and wait for a while... [Case 

Participant02-Episode07].” 

Saving Boss's Face.  Saving face refers to avoid having other people lose respect for 

oneself (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In other words, it means to give or pay someone an opportunity 

to avoid embarrassment, humiliation, or shame. Expert administrative professionals tended to 

save their boss’s face to prevent frustrating situations. For instance, Alice D. Kim provided 

examples of the strategies, such as refusing a request on behalf of their boss:  

… clients who visit our company without an appointment with my boss cannot meet him. 

However, [since they are clients and will meet my boss again sometime] I said, ‘he is not 

in the office right now’ rather than 'you can't meet him.' [Case Participant01-Episode05] 

 

Another example Daisy F. Choi used in Case Participant05-Episode15 was that 

I wanted to emphasize … that his decision didn't change on a whim. I had to save my 

boss’s face, like framing the situation in a positive way... [so, I said] he originally could 

not attend this conference due to a schedule conflict, but fortunately the other meeting 

was canceled so now he is able to attend. [Case Participant05-Episode15] 
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Double-loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making.  Expert administrative 

professionals constantly revisited their earlier decision on the prioritization if their decisions 

were still good but when the situation was heading in the wrong direction. For example, Alice D. 

Kim stated that 

if someone’s decision was completely wrong, we have to come up with the next best 

solution and make adjustments. However, I thought it is right to follow the higher-level 

person’s [chair] decision because an organization is a hierarchical society. [Case 

Participant02-Episode04] 

 

It is obvious that Alice is questioning the previous decisions, which is not common for the 

staff members who are supposed to implement boss’s decisions. It is highly related to what we 

called, double-loop reflection in Schön’s (1987) reflection category. When they face unexpected 

results, instead of keeping their original plan, they often revisit their previous decision critically 

and reprioritize their tasks.  

When double-loop reflection (or double-loop learning) occurs, an individual critically 

reviews fundamental values or messages and makes a change in their action and dominant 

variables (Schön, 1987). Double‐loop reflection in the organization environment may include as 

follows: “questioning the mission of the business, evaluating the leadership of the organization, 

deciding whether strategy, structure, and leadership in the organization fit with the business’ 

competitive environment, threats, and opportunities” (Kate & Robertson, 2004, p. 419). 

Reframing Given Roles, Tasks, or Situations in a More Meaningful Way.  It was 

observed that expert administrative professionals consistently reframed their given roles, tasks, 

or challenging situations in a more meaningful way. They gave meaning to the value of their 

work because what they do is what they can help someone. For example, Bella D. Lee stated that 

Sending holiday gifts [on behalf of my boss] is a difficult and important task because it 

involves relationships. Even if someone was an important person at the beginning of the 
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year, the relationship may have changed by the end of the year. Or someone may have 

become a new important person due to my boss’s business. When I send gifts [on behalf 

of my boss] before the holidays, I am not just sending them merely a gift, I am managing 

the relationships of my boss. … If I get stressed from this [a challenging task], I cannot 

be an administrative professional. Shouldn't we just enjoy it? (laughter) It is just one 

thing to enjoy. [Case Participant02-Episode09] 

 

Adaptive Expertise.   Expert administrative professionals came up with their own ways 

with minimal guidance along with utilizing their existing knowledge to fill the gap. Adaptive 

expertise refers to “utilize the knowledge they obtain and apply it to new, innovative procedures 

and unexpected problems” (Burke & Bailey, 2020, p.58). Adaptive expertise involves “complex 

decision-making and exceptional performance within the context of unexpected findings, 

unusual circumstances, complex systems” (Sachdeva, 2020, p. 787) and the rapidly changing 

environment. Eileen P. Yoon explained how she handle and solve a challenging problem 

situation that 

in the manuals [employee handbooks], I received minimal guidelines and solved the 

problem by applying or adding my previous experience or thoughts appropriately. [Case 

Participant09-Episode18] 

 

Developing and Using Standardized Procedures (Manuals).  The research participants 

pointed out the importance of developing standardized procedures and using manuals (e.g., 

employee handbook) to efficiently perform administrative tasks and reduce confusion among 

colleagues about regulations or procedures in dynamic tasks. Daisy F. Choi stated that 

If there are manuals [employee handbooks] or standardized procedures, things go 

efficiently without confusion. … If there are five people who involved this [event 

preparation] and we follow the different manuals with different background knowledge, 

uh, that situation is really chaos. [Case Participant05-Episode16] 
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In addition, Eileen P. Yoon stated that 

I thought that we should make regulations suitable for the local office in addition to the 

headquarters regulations because this could happen again. And we actually made specific 

regulations. [Case Participant09-Episode20] 

 

Maintaining Human Network.  It was identified that expert administrative professionals 

build positive and favorable working relationships with people. They were eager to help others 

and, sometimes, they were helped by others (e.g., colleagues, professionals) when they were in 

trouble. Through positive working relationships, they handled conflict effectively with mutual 

respect and goodwill while maintaining the human network. Eileen P. Yoon stated that “the key 

to success in solving the problem was to maintain a favorable relationship with a colleague I 

knew at my previous job and got his help [Case Participant09-Episode21].” 

 

In summary of this section, Table 5.10 is developed to depict the strategies in ill-

structured, complex, and uncertain problem solving identified as a result of the data analysis. The 

first column in the table lists the strategies found in the expert administrative professionals’ 

narratives. The columns second to 24th (i.e., case numbers) indicate the collected cases and it 

shows specific strategies in ill-structured problem solving are drawn from each case.
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Table 5.10 

Specific Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving: Results of Multiple Case Analysis 

Strategy (Case Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Thinking from Boss’s 

Perspectives (Perspective 

Taking) (19) 

X X X X X X  X X X X X X X X X  X  X  X X 

Considering boss’s working 
conditions (13) 

x x  x x x  x  x x x x x x x        

Understanding boss’s 
intentions (10) 

x  x   x   x x   x     x  x  x x 

Situational Awareness (17) X X X X  X X  X X  X X  X X X X X   X X 

Mental simulation (13)  x x    x  x x  x x   x x x x   x x 

Ongoing and real-time update 
(11) 

x  x x  x   x   x   x x x     x x 

Communication Skills (12)  X   X  X   X  X X X  X  X X  X X  

Task-oriented effective 
communication (7) 

 x     x     x x x  x   x     

Empathy in communication (5)     x        x      x  x x  

Assertive communication (3)          x   x     x      

Situation Assessment (11)  X X  X X  X  X         X X X  X X 

Information gathering (7)  x x  x     x         x x   x 

Information interpretation (4)        x  x        x    x  

Observation (2)   x   x                  

Prioritization (8) X     X   X X   X X X    X     

Important (7) x     x   x x    x x    x     

Urgent (3) x            x x          
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Strategy (Case Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Incident Management 

Strategies (7) 
  X   X X     X X  X        X 

Saving Boss's Face (5) X  X  X  X        X         

Double-loop Reflection in 

Prioritization Decision  

Making (4) 

   X          X    X    X  

Reframing Given Roles, Tasks, 

or Situations in a More 

Meaningful Way (4) 

      X  X X   X           

Adaptive Expertise 

(Adaptation) (3) 
     X            X   X   

Developing and Using 

Standardized Procedures 

(Manuals) (3) 

               X    X   X 

Maintaining Human  

Network (3) 
      X         X     X   
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Strategies to Enhance General Task Performance 

At the end of each episode the participant explained, two additional questions were 

asked: Was there a special strategy that only you could have done? and what do you think you 

learned from this experience? Thus, this section reports the findings of the analysis of the 

participants’ direct reports on their general strategies.  

The results of the 23-episode cases analysis yielded 12 specific strategies to enhance 

general task performance. The strategies include: Following Guidelines and Company Policies, 

Detailed Coordination, Factors Influencing Expertise, Documentation, Double Checking, Setting 

Constraints Before Start to Work, Teamwork, Customized Arrangement, Developing 

Standardized Protocol and Procedures, Mutual Engagement to the Conflict, Evidence-based 

Persuasion, and Preparation before to Report. Quotes from the narratives supporting the results 

are provided. 

 Following Guidelines and Company Policies.  The data reported that administrative 

professionals' decisions and behaviors of the day-to-day work were influenced by the company's 

or organization's policies and guidelines. It was observed that policies, procedures, and rules 

affected expert administrative professionals’ sense of identification with the organization and its 

objectives. For example. Eileen P. Yoon stated that 

one of the things I feel most as an office manager is that everything should be carried out 

according to [company’s] policies or guidelines. … Too many exceptions on a case-by-

case basis can undermine the original purpose of making regulations. [Case 

Participant09-Episode20] 

 

Detailed Coordination.  One of the expert administrative professionals' most dynamic 

tasks was reported to be planning and operating events. Four of the 23 challenging cases were 

related to this task. In these cases, the commonly derived strategy was detailed preparations and 
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coordination throughout each stage of the event planning and execution to support event 

attendees (e.g., domestic/foreign VIPs, clients, etc.). For example, the expert administrative 

professionals first identified a venue (i.e., a place where an organized event happened), each 

attendees’ itinerary, handling lodging arrangements according to individual preferences, 

arranged pick-up services paying attention to attendees’ flight schedules and hierarchical 

positions, and developed a detailed guidebook considering event sequences and movement. 

Regarding searching for the venue, Daisy F. Choi stated that 

the most important thing is the venue [a place where an organized event happens]. It is 

important to secure the venue because many people will come and gather. The location is 

connected to various expenses, so I searched for a place where we can have a meeting 

efficiently even though it is at a reasonable cost. [Case Participant05-Episode16] 

 

Factors Influencing Expertise.  The data indicated that the following factors influenced 

expert administrative professionals’ expertise as follows: a) content of the experience (rather 

than time of the experience); b) a macro perspective learned from their boss; and c) improvement 

of the ability to solve problems by their boss’s mentoring. As one of the examples related to the 

content of the experience, Eileen P. Yoon stated that 

I think it was more important where I got my experience than how many years I had. … I 

learned a lot from the company I worked for before [and the experience influenced my 

expertise]. [Case Participant09-Episode21] 

 

Double Checking.  Double checking is “a careful checking to determine accuracy, 

condition, or progress especially of something already checked” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Double-checking helps “reduce the errors that still occur” (Alsulami et al., 2014, p.21). The 

expert administrative professionals pointed out the importance of double checking for enhancing 

the quality of the task and raising completion of the work. For instance, Alice D. Kim stated that 
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… wrote a wrong title, Ms. instead of Mr…. or I wrote down the country name as the US 

because of his name, but it turned out that the country was Canada or another country… I 

found mistakes or typos by double-checking. [Case Participant01-Episode02] 

 

 Teamwork.  According to Odgers (2005), “by combining the resources and skills of 

interdependent work-group members with the high energy and motivation created through 

effective teamwork, employees and supervisors can attain extraordinary levels of achievement 

through teams” (p. 309). In order to coordinate the details of a large meeting or conference, 

expert administrative professionals formed committees that include a meeting or event planner. 

They then worked with the planner to explore ways to meet their company’s needs. In addition, 

when the expert administrative professionals needed specific domain knowledge (e.g., law, tax, 

etc.), they sought advice from professionals on given tasks. For instance, Eileen P. Yoon stated 

that 

it was not within the scope of being able to do it alone, so I needed the opinions and 

experiences of professionals rather than recognizing it alone. So, I hired them and 

discussed it with them. [Case Participant09-Episode19] 

 

Documentation.  The data indicated that expert administrative professionals documented 

their work after dynamic and heavy work-loaded tasks, such as planning and operating events. 

They said that documenting work enables them to archive their unique know-hows and save their 

time in preparing events in the future. For example, Eileen P. Han shared her know-how in terms 

of documentation after Asia-Pacific executive conference that 

it is important to organize it [procedures and records] in documents after finishing the 

event. I, however, don't think it is meaningful to document the content in a big frame 

because I can remember that later. I put in the details of what I prepared and organized 

the new things I added for the event. This is because these contents can be reapplied 

when preparing other events. [Case Participant09-Episode19] 
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Effective documentation assures the quality of task performance, saves time, and 

minimizes the risk of errors (Yocum, 2002). Thus, documenting improves the consistency of the 

process and sets standards. 

Setting Constraints before Start to Work.  Cindy F. Park stated “my boss told me to do 

it [draft a legal document] in a day, so I thought it could not be perfect. … I only had one day.. I 

just thought ‘I will do my best [in a given situation.] [Case Participant04-Episode10]” Cindy 

debated the quality of the task versus limited time, so she made realistic expectations or goals by 

acknowledging the given constraints. Another example is from Eileen P. Yoon’s episode. She 

stated, “[The first thing I thought of when I was instructed to do the task was] to set boundaries 

of the task like from where to where I should be in charge of the task [Case Participant09-

Episode19].”  

Identifying constraints involves “setting any limits that there may be on the solution” 

(Knippen & Green, 1997, p. 99). Peters and O’Connor (1980) identified situational constraints, 

including job-related information, budgetary support, equipment, supplies, time availability, and 

physical aspects of the work environment. The data indicated that when expert administrative 

professionals encountered challenging problem situations, they identified the constraints, such as 

recognizing and acknowledging the limits of their abilities or setting their work boundaries.  

Customized Arrangement.  Expert administrative professionals tried to meet clients' or 

event attendees’ needs through the customized arrangement while paying special attention to 

individual preferences when they planned and prepared events or meetings. For example, Alice 

D. Kim stated 

I reserved hotel rooms according to the number of people we invited. I didn’t exactly 

know who is coming but I got dozens of blocks of rooms just in case … some rooms in 

case the whole family are coming or another room type in case couples are coming….  

[Case Participant01-Episode02] 
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Anderson et al.’s (1997) study revealed that customer satisfaction is relatively more 

dependent on customization. Jain & Jain (2006) also discovered that “customers feel happier 

when their need for uniqueness is properly satisfied” by the service provider. 

Mutual Engagement to the Conflict.  Difficult situations may occur at work in the form 

of conflict because people have different interests, goals, and priorities. Expert administrative 

professionals also experienced and mediated various conflicts from the perspective of a third 

party. Their approach to conflict resolution was compromising that “involves finding expedient, 

mutually acceptable solutions that partially satisfy both parties” (Odgers, 2005, p. 316). 

Furthermore, they took the position of a third party with minimal intervention in the conflict 

between the parties. For example, Eileen P. Yoon stated 

I did not think it was my job to point it [the fault] out on behalf of someone and scold 

someone for doing something wrong. I thought it would be better not to play that kind of 

role. … I did a minimal intervention. [Case Participant09-Episode18] 

 

Thus, their entry as a third party may “change the conflict structure and allow a different 

pattern of communication, enabling the third party to filter or reflect back the messages, attitudes 

and behavior [sic] of the conflicts” (Ramsbotham et al., 2011, p. 21). 

Developing Standardized Protocols and Procedures.  Expert administrative 

professionals, who were in an office manager position, stated the importance of developing 

standardized protocol and procedures for work. For instance, Eileen P. Yoon stated that 

I thought that we should make regulations suitable for the local office in addition to the 

headquarters regulations because this could happen again. And we actually made specific 

regulations. [Case Participant09-Episode20] 

 

She also emphasized that the set of protocols or procedures should ultimately be built into 

the company’s system. She stated, “I could not handle it anymore within my authority, so I 

decided to [develop standardized procedures and] build this as a system (laughter) [Case 
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Participant09-Episode20].” 

De Casanove (2019) explained that “companies use internal policies [standards] to 

harmonize their internal practices, so as to facilitates interaction across and among their 

departments. Even if these policies are internal, they have a huge impact on company’s external 

image” (p. 16). 

Evidence-based Persuasion.  Fiona P. Yim stated that “I decided to show the reality of 

our company with numerical data to persuade my boss [Case Participant10-Episode21]” as 

evidence-based persuasion. Persuasion has been defined as “human communication designed to 

influence others by modifying their beliefs, values, or attitudes” (Simons, 1976, p. 5). Expert 

administrative professionals sometimes used a strategy of fact- or evidence-based persuasion 

approach when they needed to persuade executives about problem situations. Redding’s (2015) 

findings showed that evidence-based (i.e., empirically demonstrated to be effective in rigorous 

scientific studies) persuasion is an effective communication strategy support this. 

Preparation before to Report.  Expert administrative professionals stated that they 

should be fully equipped with a notepad or voice recorder before reporting to their boss or taking 

the boss’s instructions. Alice D. Kim stated  

I always take my notepad before entering the executive’s office for instructions. I also 

prepare a voice recorder as needed because my boss speaks faster than usual when he is 

upset or in a bad mood. [Case Participant01-Episode01] 

 

In summary of this section, Table 5.11 displays the strategies used to enhance general 

task performance identified as a result of the case data analysis. The first column in the table lists 

the 12 strategies found in the expert administrative professionals’ narratives. The columns 

second to 24th (i.e., case numbers) indicate the collected cases and it shows strategies to enhance 

general task performance are drawn from each case. 
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Table 5.11 

Strategies to Enhance General Task Performance: Results of Multiple Case Analysis 

Strategy (Case Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Following Guidelines and 

Company Policies (5) 
           X       X X  X X 

Detailed Coordination (4)  X          X    X   X     

Factors Influencing Expertise 

(3) 
         X   X        X   

Double Checking (2)  X           X           

Teamwork (2)        X           X     

Documentation (2)                X   X     

Setting Constraints before 

Start to Work (2) 
         X         X     

Customized Arrangement (1)   X                     

Mutual Engagement to the 

Conflict (1) 
                 X      

Developing Standardized 

Protocol and Procedures (1) 
                   X    

Evidence-based Persuasion 

(1) 
                    X   

Preparation before to Report 

(1) 
X                       
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Significance of Strategies  

 In order to understand any significant strategies, the participants were asked the 

following: What mistakes can beginners/ novices make easily?; Was there a special strategy that 

only you could have done?; What do you think you learned from this experience?; Overall, what 

mistakes can new employees (or novices) make easily? These questions could identify what 

mistakes can be occurred and how to prevent them because these allow inferring why or causes 

of mistakes.  

Data analysis yielded 12 causes of mistakes that novices would make at work when they 

face situations similar to the 23 cases. Based on the data analysis, the causes of mistakes were 

identified as follows: Lack of Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values, Lack of Attention 

to Detail, Lack of Work Ethics, Lack of Understanding of Context and Importance, Too Much 

Boss-oriented Work Style, Lack of Understanding of Their Boss and Boss's Perspectives, Lack 

of Knowledge and Experience, Lack of Communication Skills, Lack of Projecting Possible 

Scenarios, Lack of Prioritization, Lack of Information Sharing, and Lack of Quality Control. 

Quotes from the narratives supporting the results are provided.  

Lack of Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values 

Most expert administrative professionals pointed out that novices tended to make 

mistakes at work because they lacked an understanding of their work roles and job values. That 

is to say, critical mistakes may occur when novices do not have a deep understanding of their 

career, such as what the nature of this job is and why this job exists. As a result, their mistakes 

resulted in either the boss’s dissatisfaction with what they did or failure to perform their tasks.  

Cindy F. Park shared her experience when she was a novice that 

[when I was a novice,] I lacked the attitudes that I should have as an administrative 

professional. At that time, … I did not understand what role the administrative 
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professional should play ... If I could go back to that time, I never would do that [react 

unprofessionally]. [Case Participant04-Episode11] 

 

In addition, Alice D. Kim emphasized the importance of understanding their work roles and job 

values as follows: 

They [novices] only focus on the translation task. In fact, one of the critical tasks for an 

administrative professional is to reduce time the boss spends [on the relatively 

miscellaneous work] so that he can focus on his work [important decision making for the 

company] as much as possible. … I think my role is to help my boss move smoothly to 

the next stage [when he works]. I always put my goal like that but they [novices] did not. 

[Case Participant01- Episode01] 

 

Work roles refer to “a distinct set of activities within a work’ similarly as the work’ is a 

distinct set of activities in a broader scope of human life-world” (Huvila, 2006, pp. 22-27). Lim 

(2003) argued that work roles are important because they shape professional identity.  

Job values refer to “conceptions of what is desirable that individuals hold with respect to 

their work activity” (Kaleberg, 1977, p. 129). Job values influence “work behavior, with 

implications for job performance, commitment, and tenure” (Johnson, 2001, p. 297). Most 

research on job values has identified two types of rewards derived from working: intrinsic 

rewards (e.g., the interest in the work itself, personal development, and using one’s abilities) and 

extrinsic rewards (e.g., income, advancement opportunities, and prestige rewards) (Daehlen, 

2008; Johnson, 2001; Marini, 1996). In terms of two types of rewards, the data of the present 

study was observed that the job values mentioned by expert administrative professionals mean 

intrinsic rewards. 

The lack of understanding of work roles and job values might be prevented and/or 

complemented by the strategies of Thinking from Their boss’s Perspectives (i.e., perspective 

taking), Reframing Given Roles, Tasks, or Situations in a More Meaningful Way, and Saving 
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Boss’s. 

Lack of Attention to Detail 

 The data indicated that novices made mistakes because they often overlooked the details 

when performing tasks or did not double-check their work. Stulz et al. (2013) argued that 

“attention to detail is very important. Documents that are properly formatted and proofread, 

names and titles that are spelled correctly and used correctly, and papers that are clean and 

folded evenly all indicate the level of professionalism that I appreciated by your employer and 

your clients” (p. 31). For example, Daisy F. Choi stated, 

Even if administrative professionals do not do anything as great for the company as the 

executives, they can screw up something. … So, I think it is important to pay more 

attention to the details, even for small things. [Case Participant05- Episode13] 

 

 The lack of attention to detail might be prevented and/or complemented by the strategies 

of Double Checking, Detailed Coordination, Customized Arrangement, Incident Management 

Strategies, and Preparation before to Report. 

Lack of Work Ethics, Unprofessional Behaviors and Attitudes at Work 

  A work ethic is “A set of values based on the merits of hard work and diligence. It is also 

a belief in the benefit of work and its ability to build a person’s character” (Stulz et al., 2013, p. 

28). Regarding work ethics and unprofessional behaviors and attitudes, expert administrative 

professionals provided examples that novices can make as follows: giving or sharing confidential 

information to others, abusing their boss’s position, power, and authority, and evading or 

ignoring problem situations. 

 Confidentiality refers to “the ability to receive and keep certain information private” 

(Stulz et al., 2013, p. 19). Administrative professionals must think carefully about what they say 

to others within and outside the organization about confidential information because they have 
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available to them. They are responsible for maintaining confidentiality of company information 

that they learn from their work. For example, Daisy F. Choi stated that 

the biggest mistake administrative professionals make is to tell someone about 

confidential information like ‘it’s a special piece of information that I only give you.’ It is 

not a bribe, but it is a little bit of a problem to build a relationship that way. [Case 

Participant05-Episode13] 

 

 Cindy F. Park shared her experience when she was a novice. Her boss had told her, "The 

printer is not working," to which her response was confusion on what she was expected to do 

about the problem since she was not a technician. However, she considered to be unprofessional 

that 

[when I was a novice,] I lacked the attitudes that I should have as an administrative 

professional. At that time, … I did not understand what role the administrative 

professional should play ... If I could go back to that time, I never would do that [react 

unprofessionally] [Case Participant04-Episode11] 

 

A lack of understanding of work ethics or unprofessional behaviors and attitudes at work 

might be prevented and/or complemented by the strategies of Situational Assessment, Incident 

Management Strategies, Double-loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making, Developing 

and Using Standardized Procedures, Following Guidelines and Company Policies, Double 

Checking, Mutual Engagement to the Conflict, and Developing Standardized Protocol and 

Procedures. 

Lack of Understanding of Context and Importance 

Expert administrative professionals pointed out that novices made mistakes because they 

tended to not focus on the context information while solving problems. They stated novices have 

a tendency to not understand those pieces of information that identify the ultimate goal of tasks, 

identify core issues of the problems, understand context, and the importance of forming a 
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committee. For instance, Alice D. Kim stated that 

it's actually better when my boss only tells me the overall context [rather than detailing 

what he wants one by one] so that I can draft within that context to match what he needs. 

Since he is almost eighty years old, he doesn't communicate in a clear and good way. … 

To have to dictate to the novices what he needs one by one can be quite bothersome to 

him. [Case Participant01-Episode01] 

 

Consequently, their mistakes appeared as either the boss’s dissatisfaction with what they did or 

failure to perform their tasks. 

The lack of understanding of context and importance might be prevented and/or 

complemented by the strategies of Thinking from Boss’s Perspectives (i.e., Perspective Taking), 

Situational Awareness, Situation Assessment, Prioritization, and Double-loop Reflection in 

Prioritization Decision Making. 

Too Much Boss-oriented Work Style 

 The data reported that some novices tended to have too much boss-oriented work style. In 

other words, some novices did not understand the hierarchical structure of the organization and 

made the mistake of not being able to flexibly rearrange their boss’ schedule even when a senior 

executive called a meeting. Moreover, even in critical situations where executives had to decide 

something for the company’s overall goal, novices only confirmed that their boss’ schedule was 

not available and reported that their boss could not attend the meeting. For example, Daisy F. 

Choi stated that 

the CEO who is the chief of the company called a meeting. …because there is a hierarchy 

in the organization and the importance of work. … but, for her [the novice], only her boss 

[executive director] was important [whatever the situation was]. [Case Participant05- 

Episode14] 

 

 Novices’ too much boss-oriented work style might be prevented and/or complemented by 

the strategies of Situational Awareness, Situation Assessment, Prioritization, and Double-loop 
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Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making. 

Lack of Understanding of Their Boss and Boss's Perspectives 

 Expert administrative professionals pointed out that novices made mistakes because they 

had a lack pf understanding of their boss and/or boss’ perspectives. They stated that these 

mistakes occurred when novices did not identify their boss’ personality type or work style. Alice 

D. Kim stated, 

[When novices are given the task of translating Korean into English,] They [novices] 

focus on providing a literal translation [i.e., translate words or phrases even knowing that 

the boss used blunt language that may not be appropriate to use in a professional 

document]. … I think the difference occurred because they had translated without 

understanding the boss’s intentions. … As a result, my boss was not satisfied with the 

results they had brought. [Case Participant01-Episode01] 

 

In addition, expert administrative professionals said that the mistakes occurred when novices 

were not concerned about their boss’ business network. 

 The lack of understanding of their boss and boss's perspectives might be prevented and/or 

complemented by the strategies of Thinking from Boss’s Perspectives, Situational Awareness, 

Communication Skills, Situation Assessment, Prioritization, Incident Management Strategies, 

Saving Boss’s Face, Double-loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making, Reframing Given 

Roles, Tasks, or Situations in a More Meaningful Way, Mutual Engagement to the Conflict, and 

Factors Influencing Expertise. 

Lack of Knowledge and Experience 

 Expert administrative professionals provided a couple of examples that may be caused by 

a lack of knowledge among novices as follows: guidelines of the formal business document 

(letters, report, etc.), unfamiliar terminology, and various personal preferences of foreign clients 

(e.g., types of milk, types of sugar substitutes, regular/decaf coffee, etc.). For example, Daisy F. 
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Choi stated, 

There are so many things I would not have known about the things [e.g., types of milk, 

types of sugar substitutes] foreigners would have requested or wanted if I had not done 

such an event. Actually, novices do not really know much about that. [Case 

Participant05-Episode16] 

 

 The Lack of Knowledge and Experience might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Thinking from Boss’s Perspectives, Situational Awareness, Communication Skills, 

Situation Assessment, Incident Management Strategies, Adaptive Expertise, Maintaining Human 

Network, Detailed Coordination, Factors Influencing Expertise, Documentation, Teamwork, 

Customized Arrangement, and Setting Constraints before Start to Work. 

Lack of Communication Skills 

 For administrative professionals, “communicating effectively is essential to successful 

business operations” (Stulz et al., 2013, p. 152). Expert administrative professionals stated that 

communication without empathy makes the problem situation more difficult. For example, Alice 

D. Kim stated, “when novices get a call from an angry customer, they usually reveal their 

unpleasant feelings. However, in my case, I talk to them as if I understand their perspective and 

convey the message that I will try my best to help [Case Participant01-Episode05].” Expert 

administrative professionals emphasized that novices must develop their verbal communication 

skills to be an effective administrative professional.  

 The lack of communication skills might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Communication Skills, including task-oriented effective communication, empathy 

in communication, and assertive communication, Incident Management Strategies, and 

Evidence-based Persuasion. 
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Lack of Projecting Possible Scenarios 

 Cindy F. Park stated that novices tended not to develop various scenarios to prepare for 

unexpected (problem) situations. She stated, “I think there must be a difference [between novices 

and experts] in their ability to prepare for unexpected situations [Case Participant04- 

Episode12].” Klein (1995) explained the reason that novices have difficulty imagining a world 

different from the one they are seeing. It was observed that expert administrative professionals 

who participated in the study had excellent ability to project situations and develop a number of 

scenarios to prepare appropriately and immediately.  

A projection is “a probabilistic statement that it is possible that something will happen in 

the future if certain conditions develop” (MacCracken, 2001, p. 1). In contrast to a prediction, a 

projection allows for significant changes in the set of boundary conditions that might influence 

the prediction, creating ‘if this, then that’ types of statements. Projections in situational 

awareness are critical because situational awareness requires the comprehension of the elements 

in the environment, their meaning, and the projection of their status in the near future (Fore & 

Sculli, 2013). 

 The lack of projecting possible scenarios might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Situational Awareness, Situation Assessment, Incident Management Strategies, and 

Adaptive Expertise. 

Lack of Prioritization 

 In order to minimize the risks involved in goal setting, “prioritization should be viewed 

as a multi-criteria, decision-making problem” (Shahin & Mahbod, 2007, p. 226). Fitzpatrick et 

al. (2016) explained that novices struggle with prioritization when they focus on completing 

tasks. Eileen P. Yoon explained that when prioritizing, novices make mistakes while trying to 
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satisfy everyone’s feedback.  

They [novices] probably could not handle the various comments. … There was a 

possibility that they did not think about the essentials to consider in advance. They would 

have spent a lot of time handling all the feedback since they are a novice group. [Case 

Participant09- Episode19] 

 

The lack of projecting possible scenarios might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Situation Assessment and Prioritization, including important and urgent, Factors 

Influencing Expertise. 

Lack of Information Sharing 

 Mesmer-Magnus and DeChurch (2009) stressed that “information sharing is a central 

process through which team members collectively utilize their available informational resources” 

(p. 535). Information sharing influences the ability to solve problems by facilitating joint 

problem-solving activities among exchange parties (McEvily and Marcus, 2005). 

 Expert administrative professionals recommended that novices should share information 

consistently and rapidly update with the key members who need to be informed. That way, even 

if a problem occurs, it can be solved together. For instance, Alice D. Kim stated that  

…[novices] have to keep sharing information with the people involved because it is not a 

task you I do alone. … Don't keep the problem in your hands, share the information, and 

make sure you keep updating immediately with the people who need to know it. [Case 

Participant01- Episode02] 

 

 The lack of information sharing might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Teamwork, Communication Skills, and Situation Assessment. 

Lack of Quality Control 

 The data indicated that novices tended to have difficulty producing high-quality results 

from a high volume of work that was given urgently. Cindy F. Park stated,  
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… to produce the results of the company’s expectations in a given time of one day. I do 

not think it would have been easy for a novice. If I were a novice, I would say, ‘I can’t do 

that.’ (laughter) [Case Participant04- Episode10] 

 

The lack of information sharing might be prevented and/or complemented by the 

strategies of Situation Assessment, Prioritization, Teamwork, and Setting Constraints Before 

Start to Work. 

Comparison of 24 Strategies to Prevent or Compensate for Mistakes 

In summary of this section, Table 5.12 displays the causes of the mistakes that novices 

make identified as a result of the case data analysis. The first column in the table lists the 12 

mistakes found in the expert administrative professionals’ narratives. The columns second to 

24th (i.e., case numbers) indicate the collected cases. 

In order to identify the significance and value of 24 strategies (i.e., 12 strategies from ill-

structured problem solving and 12 strategies from general strategies to enhance task 

performance) that expert administrative professionals utilized in challenging situations in the 

workplace, I cross-checked the strategies with the theme, Causes of Mistakes Novices Make. 

Novice (see Table 5.13). The results identified that the 24 proposed strategies could prevent or 

compensate for novices’ mistakes in solving ill-structured problems and enhancing task 

performance. 
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Table 5.12 

Causes of the Mistakes Novices Make: Results of Multiple Case Analysis 

Mistake (Case Frequency) 

Case No. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

Lack of Understanding of  
Work Roles and Job Values (9) 

X         X X  X X  X X X X     

Lack of Attention to Detail (5) X X X          X   X        

Lack of Work Ethics, 
Unprofessional Behaviors and 
Attitudes at Work (4) 

         X   X   X  X      

Lack of Understanding of 
Context and Importance (4) 

X      X       X     X     

Too Much Boss-oriented Work 
Style (3) 

             X        X X 

Lack of Understanding of 
Their Boss and Boss's 
Perspectives (3) 

X     X      X            

Lack of Knowledge and 
Experience (3) 

       X        X   X     

Lack of Communication Skills 
(2) 

    X       X            

Lack of Projecting Possible 
Scenarios, Failure to Project 
Situation into the Future (1) 

           X            

Lack of Prioritization (1)                   X     

Lack of Information Sharing, 
Situation Updates (1) 

 X                      

Lack of Quality Control (1)          X              
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Table 5.13 

Comparison of 24 Strategies to Prevent or Compensate for Mistakes 

Strategies (Prevention 

Frequency) 

Mistake Type 
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Thinking from Boss’ 

Perspectives (Perspective 

Taking) (4) 

X   X  X X      

Situational Awareness (7)   X X X X X  X   X 

Communication Skills (4)      X X X   X  

Situation Assessment (7)    X X X X  X X X  

Prioritization (5)    X X X    X  X 

Incident Management 

Strategies (5) 
  X   X X X X    

Saving Boss's Face (2) X     X       

Double-loop Reflection in 

Prioritization Decision  

Making (4) 

  X X X X       

Reframing Given Roles, 

Tasks, or Situations in a 

More Meaningful Way (2) 

X     X       

Developing and Using 

Standardized Procedures 

(Manuals) (1) 

  X          

Adaptive Expertise 

(Adaptation) (2) 
      X  X    



 155 

  

Strategies (Prevention 

Frequency) 

Mistake Type 
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Maintaining Human  

Network (1) 
      X      

Following Guidelines and 

Company Policies (1) 
  X          

Detailed Coordination (2)  X     X      

Factors Influencing Expertise 

(3) 
     X X   X   

Double Checking (2)  X X          

Teamwork (3)       X X    X 

Documentation (1)       X      

Setting Constraints Before 

Start to Work (2) 
      X     X 

Customized Arrangement (2)  X     X      

Mutual Engagement to the 

Conflict (2) 
  X   X       

Developing Standardized 

Protocol and Procedures (1) 
  X          

Evidence-based Persuasion 

(1) 
       X     

Preparation before to Report 

(2) 
X X           
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Problem Solver 

In the previous section, the major themes related to problem solving strategies were 

reported. While analyzing the 23 episodes on how they solved ill-structured, challenging, and 

uncertain problems and what they believed were the important factors for successful 

performance, another major theme along emerged is related to the administrative professionals 

themselves as problem solvers emerged. The results of the data analysis show that expert 

administrative professionals tended to define or reshape their roles during their problem-solving 

process. The observed role-defining patterns include (1) defining their roles in the relationship 

with their boss and (2) defining their roles within a company/organization and in a given task. 

This result can be explained that work role identity consists of two components: work content 

and context (Ashforth, 2001; Ramarajan, 2014). Quotes from narratives supporting the results 

are provided. 

Perceived Roles 

Seven types of perceived roles were discovered through the analysis of six research 

participants’ interview data. These types include as follows: Aide to Top Executives, Mediator, 

Office Mom, Unsung Hero, Advisor, Guardian of Company's Reputation, and Irreplaceable 

Person. 

Aide to Top Executives.  The expert administrative professionals defined themselves as 

an aide to top executives. This role-defining directly or indirectly influenced their overall task 

performance. Furthermore, it was observed that their self-esteem improved and professional 

identity was shaped positively through the deeper understanding of their profession and role-

defining. For instance, Bella D. Lee stated, “an administrative professional is someone who can 

secure the maximum working hours of the boss and handle everything else… [Case 
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Participant02-Episode06].” In addition, Alice D. Kim stated that 

…[administrative professional] should prepare the report from the boss’s perspective, not 

focus on completing the task of preparing reports itself… All the tasks of the 

administrative professional are centered on the boss. I think about whom I assist [when I 

work]. [Case Participant01-Episode01] 

 

Mediator.  The expert administrative professionals played a mediator role between top 

executives and employees or between the executive and the other executive. They, as a mediator, 

are expected to encourage communication between the parties. Sybblis (2006) pointed out that 

mediation facilitates and enables “creative problem solving to produce inventive solutions that 

can benefit both parties in a dispute” (p. 493).  

The data of this study indicated that despite administrative professionals served as a 

neutral third-party mediator. For instance, Fiona P. Yim stated that  

The important thing for office managers to do is to ensure that all employees get along in 

harmony. … and the office manager is in the middle of the staff and management. … 

because I am a bridge in the organization… [Case Participant10-Episode22] 

 

However, some viewed them as more biased toward employers or biased toward employees 

depending on organizational culture. 

Office Mom.  Two expert administrative professionals (Eileen P. Han and Fiona P. Yim) 

who were office managers in organizations had in common to both defined their work role as ‘an 

office mom.’ According to an article in Forbes (2009), ‘office mom’ behavior can range from 

generosity (e.g., mentoring a young employee) and team-building (e.g., organizing monthly 

brainstorming sessions) to being sweet (e.g., baking cookies) and friendly (e.g., inviting 

employees home for dinner with the family). The data reported that they felt strongly responsible 

for taking care of their colleagues and office environment, from trivial stuff to critical issues at 

work. Eileen P. Han and Fiona P. Yim stated, 
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After all, the office manager job is to ensure that the office operates smoothly. … It is 

like a mother at home because mother always takes care of everything about the family. 

[Case Participant09-Episode18] 

Older mothers and mothers-in-law give wisdom to things we do not think of. That is the 

role of a highly-skilled office manager. [Case Participant10-Episode22] 

 

Unsung Hero.  An unsung hero is “a person who has achieved great things or committed 

acts of bravery or self-sacrifice, yet is not celebrated or recognized” (Grammarist, 2014). 

Although the administrative professionals play important roles in their organization and have 

excellent business skills, they tend to not be celebrated or recognized well by other employees 

(except their boss’ praise). Rather, the expert administrative professionals stated that if the 

existence of the administrative professionals stands out in organizations, it means that a critical 

mistake has occurred. Daisy F. Choi stated that 

it is not surprising matter that the administrative professional did a good job. However, it 

is a problem when there are mistakes made by them or things that do not work out. [Case 

Participant05-Episode013] 

  

Advisor.  Daisy F. Choi stated that after a long-standing trust relationship with her boss, 

she was able to provide insight and advice as follows: 

You can give advice to your boss when a deep trust relationship with him has been 

established. But new employees should say ‘yes’ and do the task right away. (laughter) 

[Case Participant05-Episode15] 

 

International Association of Administrative Professionals (IAAP) (n.d.) explained that 

administrative professionals provide insight that executives and team leads cannot see 

themselves because administrative professionals are connected to the business in such a unique 

and multifaceted way.  

Guardian of Company's Reputation.  Daisy F. Choi explained that the administrative 
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professional’s performance could affect their company’s overall reputation: “If there is a 

deadline and I can't do it on time, he will lose faith in us. It could be a little trivial ... It could be a 

reputation crisis for the entire company [Case Participant05-Episode14].” This is because 

administrative professional’s work is often required to work with important stakeholders not only 

within the organization but also outside of the organization. Therefore, they said that if 

administrative professionals did not resolve problem situations appropriately, it may lead to a 

crisis in the company's reputation. 

Irreplaceable Person.  Alice D. Kim stated that administrative professional’s position 

could become irreplaceable at work.  

It does not make much difference if you change your team members, but the executives 

have a high level of dependence on the administrative professional, so compared to other 

professions, it is definitely not replaceable. [Case Participant01-Episode01] 

 

In other words, when top management appreciates and relies heavily on an administrative 

professional, it is not easy to replace him or her with someone else. 

Professional Identity 

 Linton (2016) argued that “individuals need to define professional identity both in terms 

of the professional values they have adopted and the extent to which they can apply these values 

to the roles they are asked to play” (p. 416). Developing professional identity is strongly 

influenced by environmental and contextual factors (van der Zwet et al., 2010). Holden et al. 

(2012) pointed out that professional identity is formed from numerous experiences that are 

handled through each individual’s unique filters. 

 The results of data analysis revealed that expert administrative professionals define and 

redefine their everyday tasks in more meaningful ways (as they gain more experiences or from 

what they have been usually considered) according to their perceived roles. They understood the 
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values of their work and job, and they also valued their work. Consequently, it led them to make 

better and more professional or meaningful decisions. Quotes from narratives supporting the 

results are provided. 

Bella D. Lee, Case Participant02-Episode9 

Manager; 10-14 yrs of experience; Korean domestic corp. 

Sending holiday gifts [on behalf of my boss] is a difficult and important task because it 

involves relationships. Even if someone was an important person at the beginning of the 

year, the relationship may have changed by the end of the year. Or someone may have 

become a new important person due to my boss’s business. When I send gifts [on behalf 

of my boss] before the holidays, I am not just sending them merely a gift, I am managing 

the relationships of my boss. … If I get stressed from this [a challenging task], I cannot 

be an administrative professional. Shouldn't we just enjoy it? (laughter) It is just one 

thing to enjoy.. 

 

Cindy F. Park, Case Participant04-Episode10 

Manager; 15-19 yrs of experience; Foreign-affiliated corp. 

It is a routine but I think it can be a new task every day depending on how I do it. Even if 

it is the same client, this is a different meeting from the last time he came. After working 

with that in mind, I never thought I was tired of this job. So I think this job fits well with 

me. … I think all my previous experiences have been connected. All of my experiences 

have helped me. 

… 

My attitude toward the [trivial] task [(preparing lunch boxes)] is to start acknowledging 

that executives have been working all day before they have lunch, so I do my best to 

prepare their lunch boxes. If I know their preferences, I customized the menu 

accordingly. So they can enjoy and recharge their energy for an hour and focus on the 

next session. So, I hope other administrative professionals have that kind of mindset. 

 

Daisy F. Choi, Participant05-Episode13 

Senior executive assistant; 20-24 yrs of experience; Foreign-affiliated corp. 

Top management can only take the initiative in making decisions about the company but 

other things [like getting a new credit card, booking a restaurant by using an app, etc.] are 

not easy for them to do. It is not that they do not have enough abilities or skills. It is 

because they do not have time ... In a way, I can say that I make ‘a day’ for my boss. My 

role is that I plan how he will spend his time and also help him spend it efficiently. 
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Personality Traits and Attitudes 

 In order to understand the attributes of administrative professionals as problem solvers, I 

analyzed their personality traits through their narratives. I tried to categorize individual attributes 

into the Big Five Inventory (BFI) developed by John et al. (1991). The five personality 

dimensions (e.g., openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) 

have been related to a wide range of behaviors (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2005).  

 The narratives of administrative professionals in the interviews were categorized 

according to the dimensions of BFI, and the data analysis results identified several 

characteristics. First, in terms of openness (i.e., curiosity), the expert administrative professionals 

of the present study tried to learn about what they did not know. Second, in terms of 

conscientiousness (i.e., thoughtfulness), the expert administrative professionals emphasized the 

importance of confidentiality and a sense of work ethics. Some experts showed a tendency 

toward perfectionism. Third, in terms of extraversion (i.e., sociability), they generally had 

relationship-oriented personalities. Fourth, in terms of agreeableness (i.e., cooperativeness), the 

expert administrative professionals took their boss's feedback positively and constructively, 

regardless of whether it was good or bad, and further developed their work or themselves. 

Finally, in terms of neuroticism (i.e., sensitivity to stress), they tried to think positively even in 

difficult or stressful situations. In addition, they did not expose uncomfortable or embarrassing 

feelings to others in unexpected or mistake situations. 

 The results of data analysis indicated other personal traits and characteristics as follows: 

solution-oriented problem-solving attitudes, high emotional intelligence (e.g., Nunchi), high level 

of responsibility, leadership, patriotism, and versatility. According to Hong (2019), “nunchi” is a 

Korean word that literally translated means “eye-measure.” It is a speedy gauge how people are 
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thinking and feeling in order to create connection, trust, and harmony. It is related to concepts of 

high level of emotional intelligence and situation awareness. Furthermore, most expert 

administrative professionals tended to solve problems actively, efficiently, and immediately. 

Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable 

All the participants have been very successful in their career and highly motivated to 

continue their high performance. It is important to understand the key drivers to make expert 

administrative professionals maintain their highest performance and continue to improve their 

performance. Under the major theme of problem solver, a sub-theme that emerged is related to 

the drivers of their sustained high performance. Three key drivers were found: satisfaction over 

their own accomplishments, compliments received from others on their work, and their roles in 

empowering others (see Table 5.14). 

Table 5.14 

Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable 

Driver Example Quote Participant & Case No. 

Accomplishment (of 

my role or tasks) 

“The administrative professional’s work is usually 

carried out on a routine basis. But the conference 

is project work. There is a process from 

beginning to end, and finally, it comes out as a 

result. We were swamped but it was fun.” 

Daisy F. Choi,  

Participant05-Episode16 

 “I kept looking for things that no one will care 

about when something becomes standardized, 

and then I have systemized it. I was grateful 

when I work on producing results.” 

Eileen P. Yoon, 

Participant09-Episode18 

 “If I think that I drafted the right email according to 

my boss's intention, my job satisfaction 

increases.” 

Alice D. Kim,  

Participant01-Episode01 

 “I am very satisfied when I play a role in reducing 

the company's expenses. I am very happy when I 

negotiate with a vendor and make a very efficient 

contract at a better price.” 

Fiona P. Yim,  

Participant10-Episode22 
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Driver Example Quote Participant & Case No. 

Praise, Appreciation 

 

“My boss is good at giving great feedback. He often 

says, ‘Perfect, you did a great job.’ Then, I feel 

confident that I am doing my job properly.” 

Alice D. Kim,  

Participant01-Episode01 

 “There was a compliment from my boss that I 

cannot forget in my 10 years of administrative 

professional life. [That was,] ‘I think my 

company would be ruined without you.’” 

Bella D. Lee,  

Participant02-Episode06 

 “He [VIP] said to me, ‘Thank you for helping my 

family and I make such great memories while we 

were in Korea.’ … There are many things that 

make administrative professionals feel 

worthwhile. But most directly, it is the boss's 

compliment. … a compliment from my boss to be 

the standard for judging myself like, ‘Oh, I did a 

great job.’" 

Cindy F. Park,  

Participant04-Episode10 

 “My boss's business relationship with me is all 

related to interaction. Furthermore, the 

compensation for that is recognized by my boss. 

It may not be visible to others. But I think that is 

very rewarding.” 

Fiona P. Yim, 

Participant10-Episode22 

Empowering Others “When I helped someone and then saw him do well. 

That was a great pleasure and success. I think I 

realized that as I got older.” 

Daisy F. Choi,  

Participant05-Episode13 

 “When I do something, the other person is happy 

with it. I think it is a reward for me to see that.” 

Cindy F. Park, 

Participant04-Epiosde10 

 “It is most rewarding when I am good at helping 

people with their needs while working at the 

company and empowering them to make them 

happier.” 

Fiona P. Yim, 

Participant10-Epiosde22 

 

Research Question Three: 

What Commonalities and Differences Emerge Across the Types of Organizations in 

Administrative Professionals’ Problem Types and Problem-Solving Approaches? 

 This section reports the results of commonalities and differences in the research questions 

one and two across different types of organizations (e.g., Korean domestic corporations, foreign-
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affiliated corporations, and public service institutions). The benefits of identifying commonalities 

and differences are as follows: a) the commonalities tell us what information is salient regarding 

the topic (i.e., theme) in the data; and b) the differences tell us what is unique about each type of 

organizations. Table 5.15 presents the overall map of this section, along with detailed interview 

questions that were asked to derive the results in line with Research Question Three.  

Table 5.15 

Structure Map for Research Question Three Section 

CHAPTER 5. RESULTS 

Lv1. Lv2. Lv3. 

III. Research Question Three: What Commonalities and Differences Emerge Across the Types of 

Organizations in Administrative Professionals’ Problem Types and Problem-Solving Approaches? 

 A. Types of Problems 

 B. Approaches to Problem Solving 

  1. Specific Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving 

  2. Strategies to Enhance General Task Performance 

  3. Causes of Mistakes Novices Make 

 C. Perceived Roles 

 D. Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable 

 E. The Overall Interpretation of the Differences Across the Types of Organizations 

 

Types of Problems 

To answer Research Question Three (i.e., what commonalities and differences emerge 

across the types of organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-

solving approaches?), 17 challenges identified in Research Question One (See Table 5.7 in the 

previous section) were classified according to the types of organizations to which the research 

participants belong. 

Table 5.16 depicts a total of 17 challenging problem situations that were identified across 

the types of organizations. Out of a total of 17 challenging problem situations that the expert 

administrative professionals experienced, six challenging situations were identified in all three 
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types of organizations. The six challenging situations are as follows: Complex Situations, 

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure (VIP protocol), Dynamicity of Tasks, 

Pressure of Responsibility, Lack of Experience and Expertise, Non-routine Tasks, and 

Unexpected Situations. 

Table 5.16 

Comparison of Challenging Situations by Organization Types 

Type of Organizations 

 

Challenging Situation 

Korean 

Domestic 

Corp. 

Foreign-

affiliated 

Corp. 

Public 

Service 

Inst. 

Complex Situations (Multiple perspectives), Multiple 

Stakeholders 
X X X 

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure  X X X 

Dynamicity of Tasks X X X 

Pressure of Responsibility X X X 

Lack of Experience and Expertise X X X 

Non-routine Tasks, Unexpected Situations X X X 

Invisible Tasks X X  

Urgency of Tasks, Urgent and Emergency Situations X X  

Role Conflict  X X 

Emotion Labor X   

Lack of Information X   

Overwhelming Workload X   

Unclear Expectation of Tasks (Misinterpretation of the task, 

goal, or boss's intention) 

X 
  

Context and Agent Dependent Situations  X  

Lack of Control  X  

Lack of Knowledge  X  

Miscommunication   X 

 

On the other hand, several challenging situations were only reported in a single type of 

organization. In the type of Korean domestic company, expert administrative professionals 

experienced Emotion Labor, Lack of Information, Overwhelming Workload, and Unclear 

Expectation of Tasks. In the foreign-affiliated corporation, three challenging situations (i.e., 

Context and Agent Dependent Situations, Lack of Control, Lack of Knowledge) were identified. 
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The challenging situation of miscommunication was only reported in the public service 

institution. 

In addition, I compared the data results, administrative professionals’ problem types by 

the types of organizations, to Jonassen’s (2000) typology of problems (see Table 5.17).  

Table 5.17 

Comparison of Problem Types by Organization Types 

Type of organizations 

 

Problem type 

Korean 
Domestic 

Corp. 

Foreign-
affiliated 

Corp. 

Public 
Service 

Inst. 

 Logic Problems    

Algorithms    

Story Problems    

Rule-using/Rule-induction Problems   1 

Decision Making 3 1 2 

Troubleshooting    

Diagnosis-Solution Problems 1  1 

Strategic-Performance 5 6 1 

Policy-Analysis Problems   2 

Design Problems 1 2  

Dilemmas 1 1 1 

 

 According to Jonassen’s typology of problems, the results of the present study identified 

the problem types of strategic-performance (frequency: Korean Domestic Corp.=5, Foreign-

affiliated Corp.=6, Public Service Inst.=1), decision-making (frequency: Korean Domestic 

Corp.=3, Foreign-affiliated Corp.=1, Public Service Inst.=2), and dilemmas (frequency: Korean 

Domestic Corp.= 1, Foreign-affiliated Corp.=1, Public Service Inst.=1) in all three types of 

organizations. The four problem types (i.e., logic problems, algorithms, story problems, and 

troubleshooting) were not identified in the three organizational types. 

Based on the data analysis results, the commonalities in six challenging situations and 

Jonassen’s typology of problems confirmed that administrative professionals’ problem situations 
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in the workplace have ill-structured, complex, and uncertain characteristics, regardless of the 

types of organizations. Furthermore, the commonalities in six challenging situations can be 

explained by when or under what circumstances this profession’s cognitive abilities can be used 

the most or maximized to solve problems. 

Approaches to Problem Solving 

Specific Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving 

To answer Research Question Three (i.e., what commonalities and differences emerge 

across the types of organizations in administrative professionals’ problem types and problem-

solving approaches?) the 12 specific strategies in ill-structured problem solving identified in 

Research Question Two (See Table 5.10 in the previous section) were classified according to the 

type of organizations to which the research participants belong (see Figure 5.1).  

 

 
Figure 5.1 

Comparison of 12 Strategies in Ill-structured Problem Solving by Organization Types 
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The most common strategies used by expert administration professionals in three types of 

organizations were Thinking from Their Boss’ Perspectives, Situational Awareness, Situation 

Assessment, and Communication Skills. It is salient that administrative professionals in Korean 

domestic corporations reportedly used strategies of ‘Thinking from Their Boss’s Perspectives’ 

and ‘Saving Boss’ Face more than other types of organizations. In contrast, administrative 

professionals in public service institutions used strategies such as ‘Adaptive Expertise’ and 

‘Developing and Using Standardized Procedures’ more than other types of organizations. 

Meanwhile, the strategy of ‘Situation Assessment’ appears at a similar frequency level across the 

three types of institutions. 

Strategies to Enhance General Task Performance  

Twelve general strategies to enhance general task performance identified in Research 

Question Two (See Table 5.11 in the previous section) were classified according to the type of 

organization to which the research participants belong (see Figure 5.2).  

Figure 5.2 

Comparison of General Strategies to Enhance Task Performance by Organization Types 
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Causes of Mistakes Novices Make 

Twelve causes of the mistakes that novice administrative professionals make identified in 

Research Question Two (See Table 5.12 in the previous section) were classified according to the 

type of organizations to which the research participants belong (see Figure 5.3). The most 

common mistakes in three types of organizations were Lack of Understanding of Work Roles 

and Job Values. Expert administrative professionals at foreign-affiliated companies more stated 

this type of mistake than other types of organizations as a mistake that novices should be careful 

about. 

 

Figure 5.3 

Comparison of Causes of the Mistakes Novices Make by Organization Types 

Perceived Roles 

 Figure 5.4 shows administrative professionals’ perceived roles that were identified across 

the types of organizations. The most common perceived roles were an ‘Aide to Top Executives.’ 

This role was reported as the only common role perceived by four out of six participants in three 
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types of organizations. In public service institutions, all two administrative professionals 

perceived their role as ‘Office Mom.’ It can be inferred that this is not only because of their job 

position in institutions (e.g., office manager) but also as a senior with more than 20 years of work 

experience. 

 

Figure 5.4 

Comparison of Perceived Roles by Organization Types 
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Figure 5.5 

Comparison of Drivers of Sustainable Motivation by Organization Types 
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Based on Jonassen’s (2000) typology of problems, most of the problems that expert 

administrative professionals experienced were mainly identified as strategic-performance 

problems. Furthermore, other problem types (e.g., decision making, design problems, and 

dilemmas) were identified along with the strategic-performance problem type in problem 

situations. 

Data analysis identified 24 strategies (e.g., 12 specific strategies from ill-structured 

problem solving and 12 strategies to enhance general task performance) that expert 

administrative professionals utilized in challenging situations in the workplace.  

Additionally, data analysis identified the commonalities and differences in problem types 

that expert administrative professionals faced and their problem-solving approaches across the 

types of organizations. Two types of problems (e.g., strategic-performance and decision making) 

were identified in all three types of organizations. The most common strategies used by expert 

administrative professionals in three types of organizations were Thinking from Their Boss’s 

Perspectives, Situational Awareness, Situation Assessment, and Communication Skills. Some 

key differences that emerged among the three types of organizations imply the differences in 

their cultural atmospheres reflecting the types of organizations. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and 

dynamic problems that experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and 

examine how they solve those problems. This chapter consists of three major sections, including 

a summary of findings, discussion, and conclusions of the study. In this section, I discuss the 

following five issues based on the results of this study: 1) Four Most Challenging Situations; 2) 

Problem-Solving Approaches; 3) Mismatch between Outcomes of Office Administration 

Education and Required Competencies in the Workplace; 4) Reciprocal Relationship among a 

Problem Solver, Strategies, and Drivers; and 5) Problem Solving and Culture. I also discuss 

implications for theory and practice and recommendations for future studies, in line with each 

section of the key findings.  

Summary of Findings 

Problem Types 

The most dominant type of problems the administrative professionals face at their 

workplace was revealed to be the Strategic-Performance Problem Type. This strategic-

performance problem type is considered a type of ill-structured problem as multiple alternatives 

or strategies must be considered in real-time performance. The second most common problem 

types were Decision Making, Design Problems, and Dilemmas among the 23 problem-solving 

episode cases. Interestingly, 9 out of 23 cases included at least two types of problems, while 8 

out of the 9 cases included strategic-performance problem type along with decision making, 
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design problems, and dilemmas. This finding indicates that some real-world problems may have 

two or more problem types in nature instead of being classified by a single problem type that was 

implied by Jonassen’s problem typology model (2000). 

Most Challenging Situations 

I discovered various challenging problem situations administrative professionals 

encountered in the workplace. Through the interview data analysis, the four most challenging 

situations commonly identified in ‘perceived difficult situations’ and ‘emerged challenging 

situations’ were identified as follows: 1) Complex Situations; 2) Unexpected Situations; 3) 

Urgent and Emergency Situations; and 4) Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical 

Structure.  

Approaches to Problem Solving  

Expert Administrative Professionals’ 24 Strategies in Solving Problems 

I found a total of 24 strategies, including 12 specific strategies in ill-structured problem 

solving and 12 strategies to enhance general task performance, that expert administrative 

professionals used to solve challenging situations. The 12 strategies used in ill-structured 

problem solving include: Thinking from Boss’s Perspectives, Situational Awareness, 

Communication Skills, Situation Assessment, Prioritization, Incident Management Strategies, 

Saving Boss's Face, Double-loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making, Reframing Given 

Roles, Tasks, or Situations in a More Meaningful Way, Adaptive Expertise, Developing and 

Using Standardized Procedures, and Maintaining Human Network. In addition, the 12 strategies 

used to enhance general task performance include: Following Guidelines and Company Policies, 

Detailed Coordination, Factors Influencing Expertise, Documentation, Double Checking, Setting 

Constraints Before Start to Work, Teamwork, Customized Arrangement, Developing 
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Standardized Protocol and Procedures, Mutual Engagement to the Conflict, Evidence-based 

Persuasion, and Preparation before to Report. 

Significance of Strategies  

Data analysis yielded 12 causes of mistakes that novices would make at work when they 

face situations similar to the 23 cases. The causes of mistakes were identified as follows: Lack of 

Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values, Lack of Attention to Detail, Lack of Work Ethics, 

Lack of Understanding of Context and Importance, Too Much Boss-oriented Work Style, Lack 

of Understanding of Their Boss and Boss's Perspectives, Lack of Knowledge and Experience, 

Lack of Communication Skills, Lack of Projecting Possible Scenarios, Lack of Prioritization, 

Lack of Information Sharing, and Lack of Quality Control. 

Problem Solver with Perceived Roles 

This study revealed seven types of perceived roles in which expert administrative 

professionals defined or reshaped their roles in the problem-solving process. These types include 

the following: Aide to Top Executives, Mediator, Office Mom, Unsung Hero, Advisor, Guardian 

of Company's Reputation, and Irreplaceable Person. Furthermore, based on their perceived roles, 

I discovered that expert administrative professionals define and redefine their everyday tasks in 

more meaningful ways from what they have been usually considered or to gain more 

experiences. 

Key Drivers to Keep Their Motivation Sustainable 

I discovered key drivers to make expert administrative professionals maintain their 

highest performance and continue to improve their performance. Three key drivers were found: 

satisfaction over their own Accomplishments, Praise/Compliments received from others on their 

work, and their roles in Empowering Others. 
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Commonalities and Differences Across the Types of Organizations 

With regard to the problem types and problem-solving approaches across the types of 

organizations, not only common results but also differences were found among the three types of 

organizations (i.e., Korean domestic corporation, Foreign-affiliated corporation, and public 

service institution).  

Commonalities Among Organization Types 

Three types of problems (e.g., strategic-performance, decision making, and dilemmas) 

were identified in all three types of organizations. The most common strategies used by expert 

administrative professionals in three types of organizations were Thinking from Their Boss’s 

Perspectives, Situational Awareness, Situation Assessment, and Communication Skills.  

Differences Among Organization Types 

Depending on the organization type and culture, several differences were discovered. For 

instance, administrative professionals working at public service institutions tended to frequently 

use the strategy, Following Guidelines and Company Policies, in solving problems; however, 

none of the administrative professionals working at Korean domestic corporations emerged the 

strategy during the interviews. Moreover, all two administrative professionals tended to perceive 

their roles as ‘Office Mom’ in public service institutions, and this perceived role did not find in 

other organizations. Likewise, administrative professionals working at foreign-affiliated 

corporations tended to emphasize the Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values more than 

other organization types. Lack of Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values was the most 

frequently mentioned as one of the causes of the mistakes that novice administrative 

professionals of foreign-affiliated corporations make. 
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The conclusion to be drawn here is that these findings are somewhat different from the 

general understanding reflected in the office administration curriculum that the administrative 

professionals may perform various routine works (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020; 

CareerOneStop, 2020). It is true that they perform routine and well-defined tasks, but it is also 

important to acknowledge the dynamicity, complexity, urgency, and uncertainty were also 

discovered in the problems that administrative professionals must deal with at their workplace.  

The findings of this study revealed that administrative professional’s tasks in the top 

management division are often dynamic and complex, full of unexpected risks, and occurring 

under the time pressure of the modern business environment. In this context, administrative 

professionals are not only expected to cope with these unexpected problems effectively but also 

required to possess flexibility, adaptability, and creativity. 

Discussion 

Most Challenging Situations that Expert Administrative Professionals Faced 

The four most challenging situations that expert administrative professionals faced in the 

workplace were identified as follows: 1) Complex Situations (e.g., multiple perspectives and/or 

stakeholders); 2) Unexpected Situations (e.g., non-routine tasks); 3) Urgent and Emergency 

Situations; and 4) Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure (e.g., VIP protocol). 

Complex Situations 

 This study discovered that the expert administrative professionals felt encountering 

complex situations, such as multiple perspectives and/or stakeholders related in the workplace, to 

be most challenging. Here the term ‘stakeholders’ highlights that people involved in the 

decision-making process have a stake in the outcomes of decisions. Kreuter et al. (2004) argued 

that “problems become wicked when stakeholders hold diverse perspectives and do not agree on 
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what the problem is” (p. 443). The complexity of situations that arises from multiple feedbacks 

from multiple stakeholders might cause time delays (Van Wassenhove & Besiou, 2013). Thus, 

Jonassen (2010) explained that “complex problems impose more cognitive load on the problem 

solver. The more complex a problem, the more difficult it will be for the problem solver to 

actively process the components of the problem” (p. 9). 

Unexpected Situations  

 Although expert administrative professionals felt they were as well-prepared as they 

could be to take immediate action while performing their duties, there were times when they still 

experienced unusual and unanticipated situations. According to Apostol (2017), when people 

encounter non-routine problems, they are “apprehensive and extremely uncomfortable because 

they are not able to recall and apply learned procedures in a straightforward” (p. 338).  

Ducheck and Klaußner (2013) identified two dimensions of the unexpected having: 

temporal (i.e., when) and content-related (i.e., what). They described that the purely temporal 

unexpected is the least problematic because it can be reacted by drawing on reserves and rapid 

access to resources. However, the unexpected in content-related dimension allows initiating an 

analysis procedure. Unexpected situations that expert administrative professionals experienced 

were identified by both a temporal and a content-related dimension. Therefore, it is important for 

administrative professionals to develop and/or enhance their ability to rapidly construct views of 

reality in unexpected situations because the views allow them to recognize and respond flexibly 

and creatively to unexpected challenges. 

Urgent and Emergency Situations 

 Expert administrative professionals stated that urgency in a company refers to a situation 

that entails an immediate and real risk. In such a situation, Canetti and Catinaud (2014) 
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explained that if people do not react sufficiently quickly to resolve, this situation has the 

potential to jeopardize the survival of the company. The ability to resolve urgent situations 

depends on a sufficient understanding of the context to formulate action strategies, given the 

available resources and existing constraints (Weick, 2001). Sapateiro and Antunes (2009) argued 

that the existing emergency-handling models provide few insights about the actual unfolding of 

an emergency situation since the models have been based on only identifying stages, events, 

actions, and the respective time frames. Thus, administrative professionals may need an 

emergency-handling model tailored to their work environment capable of maintaining in real-

time the multiple interdependencies between contexts, plans, and any other factors involved in 

the process. 

Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure 

 In assisting top management, administrative professionals are always mindful of business 

protocols, defined as “the integrated set of unwritten codes of business conduct governing extra 

organizational client [sic] relations interactions” (Cortes, 2000, p. 140). I discovered that 

business protocol that account for hierarchical relationships is a critical aspect of forming 

relationships within a company and between companies. Administrative professionals are 

required to be aware of this set of high-level codes and procedures of conduct that rule business 

interactions, especially in interactions with the company's and/or boss’s Very Important Person 

(VIP) and the internal hierarchical relationship of the organization. The reason why expert 

administrative professionals found their work surrounding these business protocols, including 

hierarchical relationships, challenging can be attributed to the need to utilize implicit knowledge 

and invisible experience depending on the context. 
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Although there are various trainings of business protocols for administrative 

professionals, these are usually limited to a basic level of business etiquette and manners because 

the level of business protocols is all depending on the organization type and context. For 

instance, when comparing a private company with a foreign embassy, the level and extent of 

business protocols between two organizations can significantly differ. Thus, it may be necessary 

to develop business protocol training that applies at different levels and/or different 

organizational types for administrative professionals. 

To summarize this section about the most challenging situations that expert 

administrative professionals faced, administrative professionals are expected to effectively cope 

with these four most challenging situations (e.g., Complex Situations, Unexpected Situations, 

Urgent and Emergency Situations, and Dynamic Relationships based on Hierarchical Structure) 

in flexible, adaptable, and creative ways. However, the four most challenging situations have 

been relatively ignored in research of the office administration education field or little attention 

has been given in curriculum development. For example, some literature about curriculum 

development in the office administration field did not indicate them (Lee & Cho 2015; Paek et 

al., 2020). Hence, further research is needed to understand the nature of challenging situations 

and challenging parameters of administrative professionals and apply them to the curriculum of 

office administration education. 

Problem-Solving Approaches 

 This study discovered varied problem-solving approaches (i.e., 24 problem-solving 

strategies) that expert administrative professionals used in the workplace. These approaches can 

be categorized into five main concepts as follows: 1) Problem Identification, 2) Workplace 

Relationships, 3) Solution Generation Strategies, 4) Reflection/Identity/Flexibility, and 5) 
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Technical Skills.  

Problem Identification 

 Expert administrative professionals used four strategies (i.e., Situational Awareness, 

Situation Assessment, Prioritization, and Setting Constraints before Start to Work) when they 

faced challenging situations or detected potential problems in the workplace. These strategies 

can be categorized into the concept ‘Problem Identification.’ Problem identification is a very 

important first step in the problem-solving process, as a number of researchers argued that 

problem solving begins with problem identification (Chakravorty et al., 2008; Macmann et al., 

1996). Problem identification involves recognizing the existence of a problem when tasks are 

simply recognized but not operationally created (Runco & Dow, 1999) and/or finding contextual 

problems through selective comparisons between problems (Sak, 2011). Expert administrative 

professionals in particular tended to make exceptional efforts to situational awareness and 

situation assessment through their cognitive process. The reason for their efforts can be 

explained by Chakravorty et al.’s (2008) claim that it is important for one to attempt “to identify 

the correct root causes prior to developing (alternative) solutions” (p. 46). 

Workplace Relationships 

 I discovered expert administrative professionals promoted positive working to avoid 

conflict and dealt with challenging situations more effectively and smoothly. Accordingly, the 

concept of workplace relationships includes the following: Communication Skills, Saving Boss’s 

Face, Maintaining Human Network, Teamwork, and Mutual Engagement to the Conflict. 

Relationships in the workplace are particularly important and consequential interpersonal 

relationships. In general, the term ‘workplace relationship’ refers to “all interpersonal 

relationships in which individuals engage as they perform their jobs, including supervisor-
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subordinate relationships, peer coworker relationships, workplace friendships, and customer 

relationships” (Sias, 2008, p. 2).  

Solution Generation Strategies 

 Since ill-structured problems possess multiple solutions and sometimes lead to alternative 

solutions (e.g., ‘Plan B’), it is important for them to have effective strategies to generate 

solutions. The four strategies that expert administrative professionals used in the problem-

solving process were drawn as the concept of solution generation strategies. The key strategies 

for solution generation expert administrative professionals used include: Thinking from Boss’s 

Perspectives, Prioritization, Incident Management Strategies, and Developing and Using 

Standardized Procedures. 

The process of generating solutions is a creative process that relies on not only prior 

experiences but also thoughts and emotions (Sinnott, 1989). At the solution generation phase, a 

problem solver interprets the results of testing, analysis, and synthesis results to select, 

recommend, and present a solution(s) to the problem (Hassan et al., 2012).  

Reflection 

I discovered that expert administrative professionals tended to cope with and shape 

change and uncertainty by interpreting and responding to the challenging situations they faced in 

a more meaningful way through reflection and/or as part of reflection activity. Sub-themes under 

the concept of ‘reflection’ include: Double-loop Reflection in Prioritization Decision Making, 

Reframing Given Roles, Tasks, or Situations in a More Meaningful Way, and Adaptive 

Expertise.  

Reflection refers to “a generic term for those intellectual and affective activities in which 

individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new understandings and 
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appreciation” (Boud et al., 2013, p. 3). This study revealed that expert administrative 

professionals consistently attached meanings to their work roles and job value. Furthermore, 

expert administrative professionals tended to learn from their successful accomplishments and 

lessons learned from the failure of the challenging problem situation. Mezirow (1990) explained 

that “learning may be defined as the process of making a new or revised interpretation of the 

meaning of an experience, which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation, and action.” 

Thus, reflection should be considered as a part of the problem-solving process.  

Technical Skills 

 Expert administrative professionals utilized various technical skills to enhance task 

performance. Technical skills the expert administrative professionals have used to compete for 

challenging tasks include: Following Guidelines and Company Policies, Detailed Coordination, 

Double Checking, Documentation, Developing Standardized Protocol and Procedures, and 

Preparation before to Report. Some strategies, such as Following Guidelines and Company 

Policies, Double Checking, and Preparation before to Report, are not newly discovered because 

the strategies have been covered in office administration education.  

However, some strategies have not been sufficiently explained focusing on “how” in the 

current curriculum which is developed based on job task analysis and functional job analysis. For 

instance, although ‘Detailed Coordination’ is always emphasized in the office administration 

curriculum, expert’s strategies or know-how on how to do it have not been addressed. This 

finding provides an important foundation to address the needs to revisit the current curriculum of 

office administration education. 

Problem solving often used to refer to technical skills or strategies from a narrow 

perspective. However, it is also important to consider problem solving as a broader concept 
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beyond the strategies as I discovered that problem solving in real-world also related to their 

reflection for constant meaning-making and their professional identities (Dahl, 2020; 

Steenekamp, van der Merwe, & Mehmedova, 2018). A broader definition of problem solving, in 

particular, for the real-world ill-defined situations will be needed for preparing a more 

appropriate curriculum of office administration education. 

Administrative professionals are relied on to play a critical role in varied responsibilities 

at work; for instance, facilitating communication across the organizations, organizing tasks, 

contributing to efficient and effective management of the organization, and engaging in activities 

that further overall organizational goals (American Society of Administrative Professionals, 

2020). Thus, problem solving defined from a broader view is different from having a broad 

concept of problem solving. It is key that problem solving understood from a broader view will 

be needed for better curriculum design because this perspective will promote pedagogical efforts 

embracing reflection, identity, etc. beyond simple technical skills and strategies. 

Implications for Problem-Solving Research 

It can be supposed that people in similar jobs likely face similar types of challenges in 

their work. CareerOneStop (2020) and the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) provide similar 

occupations to administrative professionals by career cluster and job family. Career clusters 

contain “occupations in the same field of work that require similar skills” so it helps “focus 

education plans towards obtaining the necessary knowledge, competencies, and training for 

success in a particular career pathway” (O*Net, 2021). Job families are “groups of occupations 

based upon work performed, skills, education, training, and credentials” (O*Net, 2021). The 

followings are the career cluster and job family which are closely related to administrative 

professionals suggested by O*Net: bookkeeping/accounting/auditing clerks, court/municipal/ 
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license clerks, court reporters/simultaneous captioners, health unit coordinators, and medical 

records and health information technicians, etc.  

This study can be a starting point to further understand how these professions solve ill-

structured, complex, and uncertain problems and what strategies are effective. Furthermore, the 

results of this study can provide varied strategies and methods that can be applied to not only 

administrative professionals but also professions or people dealing with ill-structured problems. 

It is important to research problem-solving approaches of different professions and discover 

different content about the problem types and problem-solving approaches. Through comparative 

studies across different occupations, it is expected that a number of researchers can contribute 

and leverage an integrated understanding of the relationship between the development of 

professional identity and the experiences of problem solving in a variety of fields. In line with 

these studies, I also suggest quantitative research to confirm problem types and problem-solving 

patterns depending on professions as future research. 

Mismatch Between Outcomes of Office Administration Education and Required 

Competencies in the Workplace 

The findings of this study provide important educational implications as they demonstrate 

the gap between what is taught and what is expected by the workplace. The results of this study 

reveal that administrative professionals have to deal with various ill-defined dynamic tasks 

beyond routine tasks. Yet, the current administrative professional curriculum (e.g., Fulton-

Calkins et al., 2010; Stulz et al., 2013; Stroman et al., 2014) in higher education focuses on duty- 

or task-oriented content related to the job descriptions. 

Moreover, even though current curriculums of office administration partly cover the 

dimensions of administrative professionals’ tasks and competencies, they still do not fully 
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encompass all the dimensions of the uncertain nature of administrative professionals’ duties, 

tasks, or competencies. This study revealed that students need to be prepared to successfully 

perform their work in the real world, and thus, it is vital for curriculums to include training 

students to flexibly adapt to and handle uncertain situations as a core part of their training. Also, 

a comprehensive set of solutions for challenging situations, strategies, and problem-solving 

patterns found in this study should be considered as part of become the core competency for this 

profession. 

In addition, the findings of the study revealed that there is a conceptual gap between 

previous and/or present understanding of this profession and the actual characteristics of their 

tasks. For instance, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) described the duties of this profession 

as “… perform routine clerical and administrative duties. They organize files, prepare 

documents, schedule appointments, and support other staff.” Another occupation profile example 

on CareerOneStop (2020) described this profession as follows: 

Provide high-level administrative support by conducting research, preparing statistical 

reports, and handling information requests, as well as performing routine administrative 

functions such as preparing correspondence, receiving visitors, arranging conference 

calls, and scheduling meetings. May also train and supervise lower-level clerical staff. 

 

These task-oriented descriptions may not be enough to explain this profession. Moreover, 

the gap between the descriptions and the actual task characteristics may lead to 

misunderstandings by students preparing for the profession or by the general public. 

Meanwhile, with regard to office administration education, the description below shows 

the aims of education from one of the largest and top office administrative departments in 

college in Korea. 
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… aims to develop administrative professionals equipped with the professional 

knowledge and skills for office administration, Information/System Management, 

Convention Management, and Business Communication Management needed in a 

globalized business environment.  

Students acquire professional job competence and develop a positive attitude to 

successfully perform the job duties; Students acquire communicative competence to 

make them effectively and successfully interact with others in a global work 

environment; Students acquire information management skills to organize, manage, and 

secure important business information, and; Students acquire competence to plan, 

organize, and manage diverse projects, events, and conventions. 

 

These aims may not be sufficient to describe this profession since they appear to describe 

multidisciplinary and domain-based educational objectives rather than educational objectives 

based on the in-depth task analysis for training graduates. Ariyawansa (2008) argued that one of 

the main objectives of university education is “to improve the skills of students to face the 

challenges in external society” (p. 92). However, the above description of education aims may 

lead to misunderstandings or expectation gaps because it does not present an accurate description 

of the field and profession to students who are currently attending school and high school 

students who want to apply for the department. 

The mismatch between outcomes of office administration education and required 

competencies in the workplace may be due to the following reasons: 1) lack of understanding of 

the typology of problems and 2) limitation of traditional approaches for task job analysis and 

functional job analysis. The current office administration education has been mainly focused on 

well-defined problems developed by task and functional job analysis despite the fact that ill-

structured problems exist in the workplace. Consequently, students graduate with insufficient, 

moderate, or a low level of problem-solving skills and have difficulty performing challenging 

problem-solving activities (i.e., ill-defined and ill-structured problem situations I discovered in 

this study) in real-world problems. 
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To sum up, the following recommendations can be made. First, we need to enhance 

office administration education by developing curricula related to challenging situations that 

administrative professionals encounter in the workplace and including problem-solving strategies 

of expert administrative professionals tailored to each challenging situation. Second, the learning 

outcomes of office administration education should be selected in consideration of the problems’ 

uncertainty. Current learning outcomes based on job task analysis and functional job analysis are 

limited, requiring alternative needs assessment methods such as the Critical Decision Method 

(CDM). 

Critical Decision Method as an Alternative Needs Assessment Tool 

CDM applied in this study can be an example of effective tools for analyzing the learning 

objectives and designing curriculum to meet the needs of our dynamic and complex society. 

Task analysis methods using critical incidents can be especially useful in eliciting hidden 

expertise in ill-structured problems. Thus, this method may be used in future research to 

understand further the complex interactions between challenging or critical problem situations 

that administrative professionals faced and the strategies for solving those problems. 

Implications for Practice 

 With regard to practice implications, the results of this study can provide guidelines or 

direction on what work roles and competencies are required for administrative professionals who 

assist top management of the organization when employee recruitment. The more job description 

of this profession can become clearer so that it sets clear expectations for both candidates and 

employers. Understanding the importance of defining roles and responsibilities clearly will help 

companies and organizations be more cost-effective and efficient. Therefore, based on the results 

of this study, the appropriate candidate profile can be redefined to develop and recruit 
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administrative professionals equipped with the expertise and skills to handle required dynamics 

and complexity. 

Reciprocal Relationship among Problem Solver, Problem-solving Strategies, and Drivers 

Research Question Two of the present study was concerned with how expert 

administrative professionals solve ill-structured, complex, and uncertain problems in the 

workplace. The findings can be classified into three main categories. The findings revealed that 

expert administrative professionals tended to define their roles in solving problems and/or 

reframe their roles in a more meaningful way. This study also discovered that expert 

administrative professionals solve those problems using varied 24 strategies. Several drivers, 

such as accomplishing their role or tasks, appreciation from others, and empowering others, were 

indicated to motivate them to solve challenging problems and also strengthen their professional 

identity.  

These results can be combined to represent a reciprocal relationship among three entities: 

‘Problem Solver,’ ‘Problem-Solving Strategies,’ and ‘Drivers (to keep administrative 

professionals’ motivation sustainable).’ Figure 6.1 shows a reciprocal relationship among the 

three entities. The conceptual framework of this study (see Figure 2.3) was formulated based on 

the literature review and the reciprocal relationship model is the refined version based on the 

data. 
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Figure 6.1 

Reciprocal Relationship among Problem Solver, Problem-solving Strategies, and Drivers 

 

Problem Solver 

 The concept ‘Problem Solver’ in the reciprocal relationship refers to an agent that 

resolves identified or anticipated problems. This concept includes ‘Perceived Roles,’ 

‘Professional Identity,’ and ‘Personality Traits and Attitudes’ that can be described by the 

problem solver with a self-perceived belief as an administrative professional, their identity as a 

professional, and their characteristic patterns and thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

Problem-Solving Strategies 

 The concept ‘Problem-Solving Strategies’ in the reciprocal relationship refers to a set of 

problem-solving skills, plans, methods that expert administrative professionals use in not only 

solving challenging problem situations but also enhancing general task performance. This 

concept includes expert administrative professionals’ problem-solving approaches: in particular, 

‘Problem Identification,’ ‘Workplace Relationships,’ ‘Solution Generation Strategies,’ 

‘Reflection,’ and ‘Technical Skills.’  

Problem-Solving 
Strategies 

Drivers Problem Solver 
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Drivers 

 The concept ‘Drivers’ in the reciprocal relationship refers to one that provides sustainable 

motivation and encourages problem solver’s (i.e., administrative professional’s) highest possible 

performance. This concept includes ‘Accomplishment (of administrative professional’s role or 

tasks),’ ‘Praise and Appreciation (from others),’ and ‘Empowering Others.’ 

 To summarize this section about the reciprocal relationship among a problem solver, 

problem-solving strategies, and drivers, I would like to emphasize that problem solving is a 

phenomenon that occurs in the three concepts of a reciprocal relationship. Thus, when all three 

are considered, problem solving can be fully understood. With regard to the reciprocal 

relationship among three concepts, holistic research is needed rather than narrow or peripheral 

research.  

Problem Solving and Culture 

I discovered that there are commonalities and differences in problem types that expert 

administrative professionals faced and their problem-solving approaches across the types of 

organizations (see Figure 6.2). For instance, two types of problems, such as strategic-

performance and decision making, were identified in all three types of organizations (i.e., Korean 

domestic corporation, Foreign-affiliated corporation, and public service institution). The most 

common strategies used by expert administrative professionals in three types of organizations 

were ‘Thinking from Their Boss’s Perspectives,’ ‘Situational Awareness,’ ‘Communication 

Skills,’ and ‘Situation Assessment.’ Thus, these strategies can be called key strategies for 

administrative professionals that can be applied universally regardless of the type of 

organization. 
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Figure 6.2 

Comparison of Problem-Solving Approaches Across the Types of Organizations  

 

Some differences that emerged among the three types of organizations imply the 

differences in their cultural atmospheres reflecting the types of organizations. For example, 

administrative professionals working at public service institutions tended to frequently use the 

12 strategies in ill-structured 
problem solving in black;  
12 strategies to enhance general 
task performance in green 

• Thinking from Their Boss’s 
Perspectives 

• Situational Awareness 
• Communication Skills 
• Situation Assessment  
• Prioritization 
• Incident Management Strategies 
• Double-loop Reflection 
• Maintaining Human Network  
• Detailed Coordination 

• Developing and Using 
Standardized Procedures, 

• Following Guidelines and 
Company Policies 

• Factors Influencing 
Expertise  

• Documentation 
• Setting Constraints 

before Start to Work 

• Adaptive Expertise 
• Teamwork 

• Saving Boss’ Face 
• Reframing Given 

Roles/Tasks in a 
More Meaningful 
Way 

• Double Checking 

• Customized Arrangement 
• Preparing to Report 

• Mutual Engagement 
to the Conflict 

• Developing 
Standardized 
Protocols/Procedures 

• Evidence-based 
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strategy ‘Following Guidelines and Company Policies’ in solving problems. Likewise, 

administrative professionals working at foreign-affiliated corporations more tended to emphasize 

the ‘Understanding of Work Roles and Job Values’ than other organization types. According to 

Stulz et al. (2013), every business has “its own organizational culture, which reflects the key 

values, beliefs, and attitudes that describe the organization and the way it conducts business” (p. 

10).  

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (2001) may help explain the differences among the three 

types of organizations of the present study. Hofstede (1980, 2001) identified five-dimensional 

measures of cultural values including power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism vs. 

collectivism, masculinity vs. femininity, and long-term vs. short-term orientation. Specifically, 

uncertainty avoidance is “the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by 

uncertain or unknown situations.” Individualism “pertains to societies in which the ties between 

individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her 

immediate family.” Masculinity represents the dominant male sex role pattern in the vast 

majority of both traditional and modern societies. Finally, long-term orientation refers to long-

term versus short-term orientation toward the future. Thus, in terms of workplace organization 

settings where cultures differ, Hofstede’s culture dimensions can be employed to discover more 

details of differences among the types of organizations. 

This can be evidence to assume that differences derived from different types of 

organizations vary depending on the culture of the organization. For example, the strategy 

‘Perspective Taking’ (e.g., reading boss’s intention) was more used in Korean domestic 

corporations. However, in public service institutions, ‘Too Much Boss-Oriented Work Style’ was 

indicated as one of the causes of mistakes novices make, and ‘Following Guidelines and 
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Company Policies’ was more frequently used. Although this phenomenon is difficult to 

generalize due to the small number of research participants in this study, career coaching will be 

possible for students in consideration of cultural dimensions and differences. Although the 

present study offered a piece of evidence concerning problem solving and cultural dimensions, 

more research is needed to be linked to theories. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the types of ill-defined, challenging, and 

dynamic problems that experienced administrative professionals face in the workplace and 

examine how they solve those problems. Six expert administrative professionals with more than 

10 years of experience supporting top executives in each organization were recruited. A total of 

23 problem-solving episodes were collected as cases. These are cases that the participants 

described as difficult and complex problems they experienced at work. 

The results of the study identified that 24 strategies that expert administrative 

professionals used in challenging problem situations in the workplace. The 24 strategies revealed 

from this study should be taught to future administrative professionals as essential skills so that 

they can prepare to pursue their careers in different organizations. However, as I mentioned 

above, current curriculums of office administration education only partly cover the dimensions 

of administrative professionals’ tasks and competencies. Then, it may be questionable as to how 

well the current curriculum and courses in college teach their graduates to meet the qualifications 

of this profession and to become more competitive candidates. It is also questionable whether 

there is suitability between current instructional methods and learning outcomes because the 24 

strategies and skills are difficult to acquire from lecture-based learning. 

This study has theoretical and practical implications of instructional design, along with 
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the methodological implication of the task analysis method being required when developing a 

problem-based learning curriculum.  

First, in the field of Learning, Design, and Technology, ADDIE (an acronym for the 

Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation) is regarded as a major 

instructional systems design model process (Morrison et al., 2017). However, there has been 

mainly focusing on ‘Design’ and ‘Development’ research (Baydas et al, 2015). Although 

innovative pedagogical approaches with technology have been consistently emphasized, 

‘Analysis’ areas have less researched that can share the directions of the remaining DDIE 

process. Therefore, understanding the nature of tasks and how people gain expertise in different 

kinds of problems will inform us how to further design pedagogical innovations that can make 

meaningful impacts on societal and educational needs. 

Second, there are limited task analysis methods that can be used in ill-structured problem 

solving and training tasks in traditional instructional design. For instance, job task analysis can 

fail to identify cognitive demands of tasks since it sets “the observable behavior of the job 

incumbent that sets the goals for the training program” (Jonassen, 1998, p. 55). On the other 

hand, by using the Critical Decision Method, researchers can “elicit information about cognitive 

functions such as decision making, planning, and sensemaking (i.e., situation awareness) within 

a specific challenging incident” (Crandall et al., 2006, p. 73). Researchers’ efforts are needed to 

review and develop additional task analysis methods. It is meaningful that the feasibility of the 

task analysis method used in this study has been indirectly verified and introduced. However, 

research and experiments on 1) various instructional models that teach ill-structured, 

challenging, and uncertain problem-solving skills through verification and 2) practical 

development of content and methods discussed in this study are needed. 
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 Third, it is not easy to acquire 24 strategies and skills through the conventional 

instructional method (e.g., lecture-based learning). For this reason, it is important to develop 

instructional methods and materials for teaching ill-structured problem solving tailored to the 

administrative professional job. For instance, problem-based learning (PBL), case-based learning 

(CBL), project-based learning, and place-based learning could be effective instructional methods 

in the office administration education field because these methods engage students and support 

them in developing and enhancing their ill-structured problem-solving abilities and skills. Kwak 

and Kim (2001) suggested that several teaching-learning methods (e.g., web-based learning, 

role-playing, module method, audio-visual teaching-learning method, and evaluation/feedback 

methods) reinforce secretarial procedures and administration. However, most colleges in office 

administration education have mainly provided a lecture-based curriculum to students.  

 Finally, this study is expected to be helpful when different types of institutions (e.g., 

universities, community colleges, professional associations, etc.) try to provide training courses 

using varied instructional methods (e.g., PBL, CBL, etc.) tailored to their target learners and 

education aims. In conclusion, integrated understanding through the results of this study will 

allow making practical contributions to designing and improving problem-solving learning 

environments for administrative professionals. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a summary of the present study’s findings, a discussion focusing 

on the interpretation of the findings, implications for research and practice, and conclusions. The 

study's findings revealed a conceptual gap between previous and/or present understanding of this 

profession and the actual characteristics of their tasks. In addition, this study can be a starting 

point to further understand how these professions solve ill-structured, complex, and uncertain 
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problems and what strategies are effective. Furthermore, this study has theoretical and practical 

implications of instructional design, along with the methodological implication of the task 

analysis method required for the development of a problem-based learning curriculum. 

Integrated understanding through the results of this study will allow making practical 

contributions to designing and improving problem-solving learning environments for 

administrative professionals. 
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