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would be traveling to Bern in the next week. I could
call Western Union and wire the money. I could get a
cashier’s check from a bank. I could go to my automobile 
club, purchase a traveler’s check in Swiss francs, and mail
it. The first four options, as it turned out, wouldn’t work 
or were much too expensive. The fifth one met my crite-
ria of being possible, working within a week’s time, and
being (relatively) affordable, so that was the one I chose.

The process that I used in solving this problem is a good
example of the generate-and-test technique. As the name 
suggests, it consists of generating possible solutions (e.g.,
“Let’s call people at American Express and see if they 
can help”) and then testing them (e.g., “Hello, American 
Express? Can you help me with the following prob-
lem . . . ?”). The tests didn’t work for the first four possibil-
ities but did for the fifth possibility (it would work, the cost
was reasonable, and the money would get there in time).

You may have used the generate-and-test technique to 
solve the problem of listing 10 words that begin with c 

When I worked on this problem, some names came 
c but don’t (e.g., ketchup [unless you spell it 

c but aren’t edible or 
 the process used was thinking of possible solutions 

(generating) and then seeing whether those possibilities met all the criteria (testing).

The generate-and-test technique loses its effectiveness very rapidly when there are many 
possibilities and when there is no particular guidance for the generation process. If you
forget the combination to your locker, for instance, the technique will eventually work,
but your frustration level by that time might exceed your willingness to persevere with 
the task. Moreover, if you don’t have a way to keep track of the possibilities you have tried, 
along with the ones you have yet to try, you might be in real trouble. There’s a joke in the
movie UHF in which a blind man working on a Rubik’s cube puzzle sits next to a sighted 
man. The blind man twists the Rubik’s cube into a particular pattern, thrusts it in front of
the sighted man, and asks, “Is this it [the correct pattern]?” “No,” says the latter. The inter-
change is repeated, rapidly, several times. The joke is that this method of problem solving 
is all but doomed to failure given the large number of possible configurations and the
lack of any systematic way of trying them. The generate-and-test technique can be useful, 
however, when there aren’t a lot of possibilities to keep track of. If you’ve lost your keys 
somewhere between the cafeteria and your room and you made intermediate stops in a 
classroom, the snack bar, and the bookstore, you can use this technique to help you search.

MEANS–ENDS ANALYSIS

Suppose you want to visit a friend who lives in Summit, New Jersey, and you are 
currently residing in Pomona, California. There are several possible means of trans-
portation: walking, bicycling, taking a taxi, taking a bus, taking a train, driving a car, or 
taking a plane or helicopter. The most practical means might be to fly on a commercial 
airline; it’s the fastest and fits your budget. However, to board your flight, you need 
to get to the nearest airport, which is 5 miles east of your residence. Again, you could 
walk, bicycle, take a taxi, and so on. The most efficient and cost-effective means to get 
to the airport is to drive your car. However, the car is parked in the garage, not where 

 Photo 11.2: Here are some 
examples of foods that begin 
with the letter c.
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