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CHAPIER lWO 

Working on Problems 

Problems of one kind or another stand between us and the achievement of 
anything of value in church and community work. Avoiding them contributes 
to theirdestructivepower; owning thembegins theprocess ofcontrolling them; 
tackling themstarts to give us powerover them; dealing with thempurposefully 
enables us to seize the opportunities they block off. Moving from the 
avoidance ofproblems to dealing with themis releasing, creative andsatisfying. 
This is illustrated in the fIrst part of this chapter by an experience I had of 
helping a group of people to get on top of a problem which, after a prolonged 
period of avoiding it, they had decided to face. This will lead me to examine 
the generic approach to working on such problems and some of the factors 
involved in using it. Lastly, I shall consider the nature of problems and what 
is involved in orientating ourselves to them in the constructive way to which 
I point in this paragraph. 

I. APROBLEM: COPINGWITH APERSISTENTSENSE OFFAILURE 

Afour-hour seminar on "coping with failure" held in Liverpool attracted an 
ecumenical group oftwentypeople who had not previously met. Most of them 
were working in areas of acute need and deprivation in Aintree, Dawley, 
Liverpool, Oldham. Runcorn or Telford.* 

Adiscursive discussion in the full group showed that everyone agreed that 
the problem that the members of the group wanted and needed to tackle was 
how to copewith continual and persistentfeelings offailing andbeing afailure. 
Having got that clear, we discussed how we were going to examine this 
problem. There was agreement that we should identify and work on the issues 
thatemerged from our various experiences ofthe problem rather than focus on 
one or two specillc examples. By doing this and using sub-groups we would 
draw upon everyone's experience and insights, including those of the three 
seminar leaders. At this stage I stimulated a discussion about whether in our 
analysis we should try to pursue the historical sources and causes of the 

• The members of the seminar comprised one Anglican lay person and four priests; one 
Baptist minister; three Methodist lay people and three ministers; two Roman Catholic lay 
people, three religious and one priest; two YMCA staff members-five women and fifteen 
men. 
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problem orconcentrate on the things that sustain it as a problem in ~e present. 
(I discuss these distinctions later in the chapter.) We were ofone mmd that we 
should concentrate on their experience of the problem in the present and what 
was making it a problemfor them now-unless, that is, ourexamination of the 
problem showed that it was necessary to consider the initiating as well as the 
sustaining causes. We felt that the changes we wanted were more likely to 
come through this approach than the other. Turning from approach to method, 
we felt that tackling the following questions in the given order would help us 
to work: at the subject systematically and a little more objectively than we 
would otherwise do. 

(a) What is the failure with which we have to cope? 

(b) How and why do we classify it as failure? 

(c) Whateffects,positiveand negative, does this haveon me and my work? 

(d) What are the specific changes that would help us to cope better? 

(e) Have we tried to make these specific changes and if so with what 
results? 

(0 What can wen do towards making these changes? 

(g) What are we learning about coping with failure? 

We worked at the flfSt six questions in sub-groups and considered the rmdings 
periodically in thefull group. Thefmal question was tackled in afull group with 
buzzsessions, Le., people talkingfor afew minutes to thosesittingbeside them. 

(a) What is the failure with which we have to cope? 

(b) How and why do we classify it as failure? 

Responses to these two questions were intertwined. Five different areas in 
which the members ofthe group felt that they failed were identified. First, they 
felt that they failed to comprehend the situation in which they were working. 
An intellectual grasp of it eluded them. They knew that they were not getting 
at theheartofthings. Consequently they werenotclearhowto work for change. 
Theyfound thisfrustrating, confusing anddemoralizing. Second, theysaid that 
they failed to contain their work load within .manageable Ii~ts. 1?is led to 
theirnotbeing able tocope and allowing quantity to compronuse quality. Then 
again they said that they were failing to make realistic eval.uations of ~e 

changes in people and their environment that could be attributed to therr 
interventions. They worked on impressions and crude indicators. They simply 
did notknowwhether they wereachieving theirobjectives-nordid theyknow 
how to rmd out. Consequently they could not tell whether persistent feelings 
that they were "not getting anywhere" were reliable guides or not. 
Understandably, these feelings depressed and drained them. 

~elationships v:ere the ~ourth area of failure. They had failed, they said, to 
achieve and sustain the kind of working relationships which they knew that 
they and others needed in order to be able to do the difficult work in which they 
were engaged. They had got people involVed in programmes that undermined 
their self-confidence, already low, and broke down trust between people and 
workers. ~ey felt that they had failed to build up the confidence ofthe people 
to do theJob and to make the relationships to support and care for each other 
in times ~f difficulty. Finally, they said that they had failed to live up to their 
expectations ofthemselves; for instance theysaid theyhad become insensi tive. 
And they had not been able to deal with the unrealistic expectations others had 
of them. 

(c) What effects, positive and negative does this have upon me and my
work? 

The compound negative and positive effects of these failures _the failure to 
~mprehend, ~ control, .to evaluate to build up working relationships and to 
hve up to therr expectations were considerable. Negative effects were that 
they: 

doubted their ability;
 

("I failed to do what I set out to do." "Am I really any good at all?")
 

became alienated, VUlnerable, lonely, disorientated and ambivalent'
 
("Can I face 'them' again?" "Who can I tum toT') ,
 

became drained, frustrated and angry;
 

became caValier;
 

("I ~~h .on regardless." "I case-harden myself, which helps my
 
eqUlhbnum but I become insensitive.")
 

became complacent and cynical;
 
("It's all a waste of time anyway." "What the hel1?!")
 
felt guilty;
 

lowered their targets and "became emphatic about insignificant
achievements"; 

blamed other people and the system indiscriminately; 

engaged in diversionary activities that were more satisfying. 
("I escape to my books." "I take too much time doing things that I 
can do to avoid the things I cannot do.") 

On the positive side, they said that, provided that they drew out the learning 
soon after the events, they learnt more about themselves and their abilities and 
about how to do their work from their failures than from their successes. They 
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felt that they were becoming more gentle and tolerant with others and possibly 
with themselves. And, in spiteofall the negativeeffects, they weredetermined 
to do better and to organize themselves better and get more resources-and 
these were their reasons for attending the seminar. Also, they were becoming 
clearer about what really mattered to them, namely the spiritual growth and 
development of people, individually and collectively. 

(d) What are the specific changes which would help us to cope better? 

(0 What can well do towards making these changes? 

In the event members considered the changes and how to make them at the 
same time, i.e., (d) and (0 rather than (d) and (e). But, as will be seen below, 
aprofound action insightcamelater. By now theproblem was being expressed 
differently: "How to break the hold of a persistent and debilitating sense of 
failure so that our sense of satisfaction is enhanced and our sense of failure 
reduced whatever progress we feel is being made or not". Members of the 
group were now beginning to see that the problem had to do with distortions 
in the interplay between subjective and objective realities. Work performance 
affects feelings and vice versa. Clarifying the problem* helped to identify the 
changes required and to think how to make them. They badly wanted to be 
better able to maintain their psychological and spiritual poise, or as they said, 
their equilibrium. It was too easily disturbed. They wanted to overcome the 
oscillationofmood and morale which they found sopainful, disorientating and 
dysfunctional. Kurt Lewin's· concept of low- and high-force equilibrium 
helped the members ofthe seminar to understand what was happening to them. 
Low-force equilibrium is when people are kept in balance by low internal and 
external forces; high-force when they are high. Lewin represented it as 
depicted in Figure 2:1. 

The disturbanceoflow-forceequilibriumleads to mild adjustments, whereas 
the disturbance of high force leads to violent change because the forces 
released are so much greater. Afamiliar illustration ofhigh-force equilibrium 
is when a barrier holding people back is suddenly released and they surge 
forward out of control. Ireland is experiencing a high-force equilibrium on 
socio- religious issues; England, Wales and Scotland a low-force equilibrium. 
Members felt they were in situations of high-force equilibrium so they were 
easily disturbed by small changes in their energy levels or their circumstances 
such as the loss of one local voluntary helper. 

The forces are dynamic, not static as the diagram might suggest, so the 

• Definitions of problems often contain solutions. That is why defining problems 
accurately is progress towards solving them. Care has to be taken because definitions can 
point to non-solutions. A simple example is: how to get "x" to do "y". Getting "x" to do "y" 
is a solution to some problem or other. But ''y'' possibly should not be done and even if it 
should be done "x" should not do it. And if "x" should do "y" perhaps we should not try to 
get himlher to do it. Definitions of problems can beg all kinds of questions. 
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FIGURE 2:1. WWAND HIGH FORCE EQUIUBRIUM 

equilibrium required has to be dynamic rather than static-more like riding a 
bicycle than holding a dead weight. Support, they felt, from individuals or 
groups independent of them and their situations who could offer disciplined 
and rigorous work-consultancy help of the kind that they were experiencing in 
this seminar would help them to maintain their equilibrium. Such support 
would introduce a counterbalancing force. 

Severalotherchanges, they said, wouldhelp them to maintain theirequilibrium. 
Concentrationwas one ofthem. No matterhow busy they are they need to give 
themselves to people and events and to slow the pace down so that they can 
concentrate: telling others that they are losing their concentration could help to 
regain it. The way in which we describe our experiences and feelings affects 
our equilibrium. Statements express feelings but more importantly they 
engender a particular frame of mind which can break people down or build 
them up. For example anyone of the follOWing responses could be made to 
several unsuccessful attempts to do something: "I cannot do that." "I have 
failed todo that." "SofarIhavebeenunable to do that." "I wonder why Icannot 
do that?" "How could I do that, I wonder?" "I feel I have failed." "I am a 
failure." Some of these statements are factual, others judgemental and seIf­
condemning. Some make one feel bad and ineffectual, others help to explore 
the experience creatively. To say that one is a failure, as some members felt 
inclined to do, inhibits a proper understanding and evaluation of the situation. 
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Even an indefInite number of failed attempts do not necessarily indicate that a 
person is afailure. Many other things need to be taken into account, such as the 
diffIculties inherent in the task, before even beginning to defIne ourselves as 
failures-and in any case what is the reason for and the purpose of doing so? 
To be precise about the reasons for the failure contributes to theproper analysis 
of the problem and obviates spurious feelings of guilt. Members felt that they 
needed to change the way that they describe and explain failure to themselves 
and others because this critically affects its power and effects. They saw that 
it also helps to accept the inevitability ofsome degree offailure without being 
complacent in work with people for human and spiritual development. An 
awareness of it is necessary: a sense offailure is not pathological, a total lack 
of it certainly is. 

This discussion, essentially about understanding the situation and therefore 
about the fIrst area offailure, took up much of the time. Other changes can be 
described more briefly in relation to each of the areas of failure identifIed 
earlier. With reference to the need to comprehend, they said that they needed 
more time for relaxed reflection on their goals, beliefs and the subtleties and 
nuances of their situations and analytical tools such as the ones used in the 
seminar that would enable them to search out the critical factors that they might 
otherwise miss. With reference to control they focused on establishing more 
realistic goals and on accepting work only when they had made a realistic 
assessment as to whether they had time to prepare for and follow through the 
face-to-face work involved: all too often, they said, they took on work only on 
the basis of the face-to-face commitment that it involved. With reference to 
evaluation, theysaid that they needed to defme moreprecisely what constitutes 
"failure" and what constitutes "success" over a given period and to agree this 
with those with whom they worked and also to agree on ways of assessing 
them. With reference to relationships they said that they must do all that they 
could to be open with people about jobs and to ensure that they take up work 
freely and willingly-and especially when they are asking them to do jobs that 
they themselves hate doing! (Job dissatisfaction has bad effects on working 
relationships as well as on the work done and can be a major contribution to 
failure and asense offailure.) Also, to make sure that everyone has the moral, 
spiritual and technical support they need. Combined, all these things helped 
to establish more realistic expectations within and between people. 

(e)	 Have we tried to make these specific changes and, if so, with what 
results? 

This question, a non-sequiturby the time that we came to it, enabled members 
of the seminar to say that the problem offailure had been a constant source of 
worry to them but they had not previously faced it as they had in this seminar. 
They had tried to escape from it or to harden themselves against its effects. 
Some said that they talked to themselves about it and determined to do better 

next time. One person said that she tried to restore her equilibrium by making 
promises to herself. Such devices had enabled them to survive but they were 
no solution. Indeed, they contributed to the problem and strengthened the hold 
it had upon them. 

(f)	 What can well do towards making these changes? 

We turned to this question even though much had been said in response to it. 
It was useful to do so. They said: "Give over wallowing in our failures. 
Internalize that I am notnecessarily afailure because Ifail to do something and 
that a sense offailure is required, it is not pathological. Assimilate all that I am 
learning from this diagnosis. Slow down. Establish criteria for assessing 
failure and success." But the idea that really got them excited emerged when 
we turned to the fmal question. 

(g)	 What are we learning about coping with failure? 

Spontaneous response of the whole group to this question was, "We must get 
this kind of discussion going amongst the people with whom we work!" A 
dramatic change occurred in the group. Everyone was most excited. The 
energylevel soared. Theemotional profileoftheseminarshows thesignifIcance 
of this moment of disclosure. Tackling the problem had not been easy. 
Thinking about it again had had a depressing effect. It evoked memories of 
failure which cast doubt over the exercise on which they were embarking: 
Would this seminar be another failure and therefore compound their sense of 
failure? Thoughts and feelings raised by the very thought of the subject 
palpably debilitated them. To begin with they simply couldnotput theirfmger 
on whatgenerated so much emotion, and intensifIed the feelings offailure. An 
important part of the problem was clearly coping with these feelings. If 
an~thing constructive was to be done about them it was necessary to identify 
therr source and recognize the strong emotions they generated. 

These emotions tended to strangle the ability ofthe members of the group to 
think straight. It took a lot of energy and persistence on the part of the staff to 
get the members thinking the problem through. Our assumption was that the 
difficulties were created by the working situation rather than by psychological 
inadequacies ofthe workers. Whatemergedindicated that this assumption was 
valid and our approach relevant. Morale of the members gradually increased 
as we worked systematically at the questions and structured and summarized 
the material as itemerged. We all felt we were getting somewhere. The insight 
about getting those with whom they worked using the same approach and 
~ethod took us to another plane of feeling and doing. People were deeply 
mvolved in the discussion, totally engaged. Excitement was in the air. Atfrrst, 
I ambound to admit, Iwas abitdisappointed with what seemed an obvious idea, 
because I wanted to get out the criteria for success and failure! What they had 
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seen was that the way we had tackled the problem together was a way of rising 
above it, taking a creative hold of it and generating the ideas and the energy to 
do something about it. The process was as essential to the solution as the 
product of their thinking. They analysed what had enabled them to have this 
kind of discussion, so different from anything they normally experienced, as 
though their lives depended upon it They plied the staff and each other with 
questions as they examined just what we had done to facilitate the discussion 
and read off the implications for themselves. They wanted to clarify the 
questions we asked and particularly the one that led to the breakthrough; they 
wanted to discuss initiating and sustaining causes (see next section); they 
wanted to trace out just what had raised their spirits. All in all, it was a very 
rewarding seminar. 

Now we move from a particular problem to problem-solving generally. 

IL FACILITATING PROBLEM ANALYSIS 

Problems encountered inworking with peoplecomein all shapes and sizes. No 
two are exactly alike even when they are in the same family ofproblems. So, 
dealing in set and standard solutions is a hit and miss affair. Each problem is 
unique and needs to be treated as such. The principles and procedures 
described below enable people to do that and to determine what action they 
themselves are going to take. 

1. Cycles in the Life of a Problem 

The lifeofaproblemhas three stages: the latentperiodwhen thedifficulties are 
incubating; the active and disruptive period; and the post-active period. (The 
ecumenical group were considering theproblemoffailure in its latentandpost­
active stages but were drawing upon experiences ofit in all the stages.) Each 
stage, differing as it does from the others, requires different treatment. My 
experience is that we allhave a tendency towards ignoringproblems when they 
are latent, in abeyance and temporarily resolved, and attending to them only 
when we have to, Le., when they are active or as soon after that as possible. 
Some problems, of course, cannot be foreseen and have to be tackled and 
solved when they are active. Sometimes it is better and more effective to tackle 
human-relations problems when they are active than to store up a series of 
incidents for afuture confrontation. But someproblems cannotbesolvedwhen 
they are active, they can only be contained: tackling them root and branch is 
for another time. Therefore, watching for and acting upon early warning 
signals is an important part of problem-solving. Failure to solve problems 
when they are active often leads people to conclude wrongly that they are 
insoluble; they may be insoluble when active but soluble earlier or later. 
Workers need to follow carefully the life cycles of problems and seize the 

opportunities when they can tackle them to best effect and with least hassle. 
This method and the six basic questions that follow are ways of tackling 
problems at any and all stages of their lIle cycle. Working at and to all the 
stages.in the life cycle of aproblem multiplies the possiblities for containing, 
resolvmg, preventing and curing it 

2. Six Basic Questions 

Six basic questions help workers to examine problems systematically and to 
decide what they are going to do about them. They are: 

1.	 What is the problem? 

2.	 What has been tried so far? 

3.	 What specific changes are required and why? 

4.	 What are the causes and sources of the problem that we need to 
examine? 

5.	 What are we/am I going to do about it? 

6.	 What are we learning from our study of this problem? 

These questions relate to three activities: definition, diagnosis and action 
decisions. Questions 1 to 3 help to define but they also help to diagnose; 
question4helps todiagnose; questions 2 and5are actionquestions, respectively 
about what will not and what will work. The order is not invariable; 2 and 3 
are readily interchanged. What matters is that they are all considered. Now we 
shall look in more detail at what is involved in working through these phases 
using these basic questions and subsidiary ones. 

Basic Question 1: What is the problem? A clear and accurate defmition of 
problems in concrete terms is crucial. Sometimes problems defmed are 
problems solved. Too often we tackle and solve the wrong problem. As Ihave 
already indicated, more often than not "solutions" are implici tins tatements of 
problems. Take, for example, the problem, "How do I get the church council 
~o do aparish audit?" Doing aparish audit is asolution to some otherproblem; 
It mayor may not be the right one. What is the problem behind the problem? 
Is it "How to get the council to examine the ministry of the church in relation 
to the realities of the parish community?" Or is it "How to get the council to 
consider things in a systematic and technical rather than a purely 'spiritual' 
way?" (And that could be about a conflict of approach.) Or is it to get the 
council to be in fashion? Tackling the "audit" problem, therefore, may avoid 
or compound the substantive problems. It is essential to get to the substantive 
problems and that is not always easy. One of the ways of getting to the heart 
of the matter is to approach the basic question from different angles through a 
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range of supplementary questions such as: 

What makes this a problem for you? 

How often does it occur? 

How long does it last?
 

How does it affect you, other people and your work?
 

What does it do to you?
 

What does it prevent you from doing?
 

Why is it important?
 

For whom else is it a problem, and why?
 

What is the nature of the problem? 

How do you nonnally think and talk about it? 

How do you see it now?
 

Is it one of a group of similar problems?
 

Thesequestions clarifythenature, scope, effects, frequency, intensity, duration, 
and the context of the problem and those who suffer from it. 

Gradually, answers to these questions make it is possible to defme the 
problem, i.e., to answer the question, "What is the problem?" 

Basic Question 2: What has been tried so far? Answers to this q.uesti~n can 
help to understand the problemby considering the problem ofdealm~ With the 
problem. They reveal something more ofthe nature ofthe p.roblem,lts depths 
and its intransigence. It helps tolisteach ideatha~haS been tlied ~o!ar and what 
ideas have been thought of but not tried. Havmg done that, It IS helpful to 
examine them in tum to identify how and why they failed and to draw out the 
learning. Supplementary questions that help to do this are: 

Why do you think the idea did not work?
 

To what or to whom did you attribute the failure of the plan?
 

How do you explain to yourself what happened?
 

How do you explain your explanation?
 
Have you had any ideas for tackling the problem which have not yet
 

been tried?
 

Why have they not been tried?
 

What would have to happen before they would be tried?
 
k· ?What would enable them to work or prevent them from wor mg. 

Would you try them and ifso why, how and when? 

Investigating previous attempts to solve the problem before making any 
suggestions is abrilliant ideaput forward byWatzlawick and others.2 Onmany 
occasions I have got into an impasse when each suggestion I and others made 
was countered by statements such as, "I have tried that and it didn't work". 
'''Thatwould simply notwork in my situation". "Ifyou knew the kind ofpeople 
I am dealing with you would know that that simply would not work". Almost 
always the replies were unconvincing. Sometimes, I felt that a parody ofwhat 
was suggested had been tried and predictably found wanting; at other times I 
felt that they simply did not understand the suggestion and/or how to put it into 
effect. Suggestion-parrying builds up defensiveness which kills dead attempts 
to get any further. With hindsight I realize that much of this could be avoided 
by looking first at anything that has been tried or thought of, i.e. by starting at 
the point at which they had arrived in their experience and thinking. Amongst 
other things, this can give valuable clues about the nature of the working 
situation, what the workers are capable of, the intransigence and subtle 
dimensions ofthe problem. orthekind ofsuggestions thatcouldberelevantand 
acceptable. Greater sensitivity in presenting ideas is needed so that they are 
most likely to be accepted if suitable and rejected if not. 

However, important as all this undoubtedly is, dwelling on past failures can 
demoralize and impede the analytical process. A penetrating and profound 
analysis that leaves people devastated is highly undesirable. Maintaining or 
building up the confidence and courage required to tackle difficulties is an 
essential part of working to good effect on problems. People need to be 
afflnnedbynon-judgmentalunderstanding andhelp. Sensitivity andjudgement 
are required to keep morale and analysis in creative tension. In the seminar the 
morale increased as they saw that they were getting somewhere and this 
eventually led to a disclosure experience. As people gain confidence in the 
method it is possible to undertake a more searching analysis because people 
know that any drop in morale is likely to be temporary and that the process will 
lead to insights and possibilities that have good, genuine and trustworthy 
effects. 

Basic Question 3: What specific changes are desired and why? This is 
another defming and diagnosing question. Stating the changes required 
involves contrasting the actual with the desired. It defmes the nature and scale 
of the transition to be realized. It shows up the actualities of the undesirable 
state and therefore may throw new light on the problem. Statements about 
objectives, purposes andbeliefs and needs areproperresponses to thequestion 
"why?" Other reference points are discussed in Chapter 5. This helps to set 
the specific changes in a wider context and to check them out. 

Basic Question 4: What are the causes and sources ofthe problem that we 
need to examine? This question takes us into the diagnosis of the problem.J 

A problem has causes and sources in the past (initiating causes) but it is kept 
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going by causes in the present (sustaining causes}-these can be i~ the 
reactions perceptions and emotions of those involved or they can be m the 
circums~ces in which they live and work. The initiating cause.~a~~ what 
is keeping it going now. On the other hand the links between the 1ll1ti~~.g ~d 
sustaining causes may be more significant than those between.the 1ll1tiating 
causes and the problem. Indeed, the initiating cause ~ay b.e melevant: I 
representthe overall patternofcauses and sources andtheupossibleconnections 
in the following diagram, Figure 2:2. 

1 
e:-. 

1 

The respective effects of these various causes and sources will vary from 
problem to problem and their effects upon a particular problem could change 
from onepartof the life cycle of the problemto another. The sustaining causes 
could be in some issue, difficulty or relationship otherwise unrelated to the 
specific problem-a rogue cause or source. 

The Irish Troubles illustrate these distinctions: undoubtedly economic, 
political, cultural and religious aspects of the faction derive directly from 
historical events which are the initiating causes; present attitudes, feelings and 
actions ofsignificantminoritieskept theconflictdevastatingly active and were 
therefore sustaining causes; those who sustain the problem are diversely 
influenced by historical causes (or, more precisely, by a historical "mythical 
consciousness"· of these causes). So in this case powerful historical, 
psychological and spiritual links between the initiating and sustaining causes 
and the present problems constitute complex problem-sustaining systems. In 
church and community development work in Ireland I have found it best to 
concentrate with priests, clergy and laity on analysing the sustaining causes in 
relation to theirparish work and ministry and deciding with them what they can 
do about them. 

Thus there are critical choices to be made in deciding how to diagnose a 
problem. Is it necessary: 

- to examine the history of the problem and the initiating causes? 
and/or 

to analyse the sustaining causes currently operative, and then, if it 
proves necessary, their initiating causes? 

It might be that the problem cannot be eased without looking at its origins, or 
past attempts to overcome it, or both. If, however, the initiating cause is not 
what is keeping the problem going now, analysing it could distract, at times 
intentionally, from the search for answers, and inhibit fresh thinking.s 

Watzlawick, Weakland and Fisch argue and demonstrate that the "why" of 
a problem, i.e. the explanation and understanding of causes and their source, 
is not necessarily a pre-condition of change. Indeed it can deflect one away 
from resolving the problem. (They claimfor example thateven aplausible and 
sophisticated explanation of insomnia usually contributes nothing towards its 
solution.6) Indeliberateinterventionsintohumanproblemsthemostpragmatic 
approach is not the question why? but what?: What is being donehere and now 
that serves to perpetuate the problem and what can be done here and now to 
effect a change.7 And one thing might well be to tackle initiating causes or 
myths about them. They claim that such an approach is extremely effective in 
promoting change, especially second order or transformational change. Their 
experience is in psychotherapy but what they say is applicable beyond 
psychological problems. I have found it to be relevant to the church and 
community development work in which I am engaged. 
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Some of the questions that help to examine initiating and sustaining causes 

are: 

What effects do they have upon whom and what? 

When are they mostlIeast effective?
 

What brings them into play? When? How frequently?
 

What nullifies them?
 
Where are they located in the scheme of things?
 

What are the main links that fix them in the system? 

So, diagnosis is greatlyhelped by differentiating betw~n initi~ting causes and 
their sources and those that sustain it. Making a good diagnOSIs depends upon 
making an appropriate choice between (a) examining the initia~ng causes and 
their sources; (b) examining the sustaining causes and theIr sou~ces;. (~) 
proceeding directly to what action to take, i.e. to question 5. Someti~es It IS 
clear which course to take. Choice (c) is appropriate when a solutIOn has 
emerged from steps 1 to 3. Deciding, however, can.be tricky. Prolo~ged 
consideration of which route to take can cause frustration. When there IS an 
impasse it is often advisable to decide intuitively or at random .t~ pursue (a~ or 
(b) or (c), to get on with it and to review the choice ifand when I~IS n~tpr.ovmg 
to be helpful or at some other agreed point. Attempts to estabhsh cntena ~~t 
help to make the choice have not been very satisfactory. However, I find It IS 
necessary to explore initiating and/or sustaining causes and sources when 
participants either feel intuitively that they must get to the "bott?m of.the 
problem" or fmd that route (c) does not take them t? ide~ for effective action. 

Also, it is generally unwise to pursue (a) or (b) if domg so 

takes participants further and further awayfrom the immediateproblem 
into a self-contained historical exercise which is not yielding clues 
about how to tackle or solve the contemporary problem; 

takes theparticipants into unhelpful realms ofspeculative thought, into 
diversionary consideration of things about which they can do nothing 
and reveals work they cannot handle; 

engenders paralysis of thought and action. 

Four questions that need to be kept constantly in mind are: 

Is looking at the history and initiating causes helping or hindering us
 
from making progress with this problem?
 

Is examining sustaining causes helping or hindering us from making
 
progress with this problem? In what ways?
 

Why is it helping or hindering? 

What must we now do? 

Note: In the discussion about asense offailure I gave astrong lead, which was 
accepted by the group, that we should concentrate on what in the here and now 
made it a problem for them, Le., on sustaining rather than initiating causes 
because I believed that a historical examination of the sources and causes 
would not have been as profitable. 

Questions, questions, questions ... ! But they are powerful tools! 

Basic Question 5: What are we going to do about it? Now we are into the 
activity that wehavecalled action design. Laterweconsiderthis in moredetail. 
What is important is that the emphasis mustbeupon what!amgoing todo about 
this problem, what we are going to do. It is all too easy to discuss what they 
should do. That is a waste of time unless we decide what we are going to do 
that is most likely to lead "them" to do what they need do. (Even if we have 
thepower to command it islargelyirrelevant to the work being discussed here.) 
A cluster of questions such as those that follow can help people to inch their 
way towards realistic action decisions: 

What can I/we do about it? 

What are the choices? 

What are the pros and cons of each? 
(It is vital to look at both. "SeIling" things involves heightening the 
"pros" and minimizing or obscuring the "cons".)8 

Where is the balance of advantage? 

How can we ameliorate the disadvantages inherent in our choice of 
action? 

What action amI/we going to take, to whatend, why, with whom, how, 
when? 

Attending to minute detail and being specific is on the side of successfully 
completing this step, generalizing and vague decisions are on the other side. 

At the end of the analysis the conclusion may well be to decide not to do 
anything. That is doing something of considerable importance. It is taking 
decisive inner control of the situation/problem. Revising the work on earlier 
stages in the light of the work on the later ones is quite nonnaI. The use of 
reference points is discussed in Chapter 5. 

Basic Question 6: What are we learning from this problem and ourstudy 
of it? Addressing this question caused the group working on the failure 
problem to see just what they must do about it-engage others in the activity 
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in which they had been engaged. The question distanced them sufficiently 
from doing what they had been doing to be able to look at what they had been 
doing. From that perspective they saw the significance of the process, a 
significance that had eluded them whilst they were bus.ily engaged in ~e 
process. By breaking the sequence of a closed analytical sequence, thiS 
question, which I discuss more fully in Chapter 5, enables people to come at 
things from a new angle-always, in my experience, with profit. 

The basic questions are set out in Figure 2:3 
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In. PROBLEM-CONSCIOUS NOT ''PROBLEM-CENTRED'' 

Tackling problems in this way helps to overcome attitudes and feelings that 
prevent us from approaching difficulties in thebestframe ofmind and working 
at them creatively. I have in mind particularly those things that predispose us 
to associate problems with failure and to be negative towards and fearful of 
them. to assumethatpeoplewithproblems are problempeople, to be preoccupied 
with apportioning blame and inducing guilt. Several things in the nature and 
structureof the approach we areconsidering are antidotes to these things which 
debilitate us. Negative feelings and thoughts of failure are displaced from the 
centre of attention by the persistent thrust towards constructive action built up 
by pursuing the problem-solving procedure step by step. In analysis, the 
questions and methods focus on the nature of the difficulties, why they occur 
and what went wrong rather than upon culpability, blame and guilt. In 
designing future action, attention is focused upon finding things that work and 
making things work better and therefore upon success rather than failure. 

Then again, the approach helps us to distinguish between different kinds or 
orders of problems by paying attention to sources and causes. One set of 
problems, for example, results from things in the past thathave not gone to plan 
because of chance factors that could not have been anticipated, things beyond 
the control ofthose most involved or because ofhuman erroror sin. Yet another 
set of problems are the things we need to do but cannot yet do to achieve our 
purposes and to translate visionary thinking into creative action. They mark out 
the difficult ground still to be covered between the actual and the ideal. They 
derive directly not from our fears and failures butfrom our hopes and dreams. 
They are the unanswered "how" of our ambition. 

Thus, the attributes of this approach mean that its use does not induce the 
kind of "problem-centred approach" that rightly receives much criticism. 
On the contrary, facing and tackling problems becomes an integral and 
constructive part of the process of development. The following things help to 
achieve this positive orientation through using this approach: 

First, it is sometimes necessary to avoid using the word "problem" because 
of the negative feelings it can engender. On one occasion, whilst talking to a 
Parish Church Council about the ways of tackling problems described in this 
chapter, the Vicar, who was in the chair, a man of commanding presence and 
well over six feet tall, sprang to his feet in a small crowded room, towered over 
me and bellowed at me, "Dr Lovell, we do not have any problems in this 
parish", and. addressing the members of the Committee, he added "Do we?" 
They meekly agreed. I made conciliatory gestures and said, "But do you face 
any difficulties?" "Yes", he said, and for the next hour or more he and his 
council spoke with deep feelings about one difficulty/problem after another! 

Second, it can help in trying to face up to the challenge of difficulties to 
realize that the scale of the problem is a measure of the disparity between us, 
our ideals and the actualities and complexities of the situations in which we 
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Iwant to achieve them. It is mcreased or reduced by the material. buman and 
ISpiritual resources available to us and the kind of opposition we encounter. 
IAnothercritical factor is theclimate ofopinion within which theproblems have 
Ito be dealt with-it can support or undermine. (Sometimes, of course, a 
Inegative atmosphere can engender very determined action-but at what cost?) 
IPutting all this in a different way, the problems of climbing Everest are of a 
different order from those associated with climbing Ben Nevis. It is one thing 
to climb either when you are healthy, well-resourced and supported; it is 
another when you are unwell or handicapped, ill-equipped and unsupported. 

Third. whilst problems seem to have a life of their own, they are intrinsic 
partsofcomplex systems with many initiating andsustaining causes. Moreover 
the same factors create different kinds of problems for people located at 
various parts of asystem. For instance, the sense offailure experienced by the 
workers in the problem discussed in section one creates different but no less 
acute problems for their spouses, the people with whom they work, their 
bosses, and their spiritual directors. Realistic action results from accepting 
the complexity and working to as much of it as possible. 

Fourth, notwithstanding what has been said above, analysing problems 
inevitably leads to making judgements about human culpability. We are 
inclined to judge and blame ourselves and each other, struggle with feelings 
generated by our incompetence, look for scapegoats, try to excuse ourselves. 
One thing that helps me to work at such feelings constructively is to remember 
that failure is relative: there is simply no way in which people who hold to their 
beliefs and to high purposes and continue tostrugglewith seemingly impossible 
circumstances can be said to fail, no matter what the outcome of their 
endeavours might be. Another thing is that apportioning individual and 
collective responsibility and "blame" for problems in human affairs is an 
extraordinarily complex business-sometimes necessary, but often 
unproductive in tackling problems. It is all too easy to take more or less 
responsibility for problems than it is right for us to do. Identifying, facing and 
accepting our own proper responsibility as far as we are able to do so is 
necessary and productive. Blanketacceptanceofculpability and responsibility 
may appear to be helpful in the short term; it is never so in the long term. Yet 
there is a widespread propensity to see problems as my failure or their failure. 
And, as we have seen in the problem discussed earlier, a sense of personal 
failure easily becomes confused with feeling a personal failure. 

What has been said above about the complex causation ofproblems not only 
helps me to apportion blame more accurately but also engenders in me a much 
healthier frame of mind about blame: 1feel more objective and philosophical 
about it. Analysing problems, whilst it involves identifying what went wrong 
and who and what were responsible, is substantively a development task, not 
a trial. Securing this orientation is vital. 

Fifth, 1try to avoid the words "solve" and "solution" in discussing problems 
because whilst some problems can be solved, others cannot; some problems 
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"go away" without returning, others do not. However, to say that there is no 
soluti?n is not t? say that there is nothing that can and should be done. Always 
there IS somethmg that can be done, even if it is to say, "I must live with this 
problem because there is no other way." Inasmuch as the analysis is correct 
such a decision can have profound effects. ' 

Tackling problems is, in fact, about rmding ways of thinking and acting in 
r~lati?n ~ the~ which have good all-round effects upon people and the 
situations ill which they live and work. 
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