‘Practical Problem Solving’ and ‘Being Assertive’
Two workbooks created for the University of Leeds student mental health, based with approval and guidance from Chris Williams on two sections of his book Overcoming Depression: A Five Areas Approach (2001) Arnold Publishers.

Available on and downloadable from the University of Leeds website at: www.leeds.ac.uk/ahead4health/workbooks.htm

The workbooks are both very clear, approachable, and interactive so that you learn the techniques and strategies by practising on yourself, using the sequence of questions and tasks provided. They are short and very manageable in scope – you can flip through them in 20 minutes, and they are designed to be worked through and used over a few weeks. They are designed to be ‘self-help’, so you can do them on your own, in your own time. They have case-examples which are easy to relate to, and reading these can encourage you to remember that many of the problems you are having are shared by other people too.

‘Practical Problem Solving’ clearly and simply explains the rationale for the approach it takes. It is based on the premise that ‘it is not the events themselves that upset a person, but rather it is how they think about the events.’ The workbook guides you in learning how to notice and challenge the parts of your own thinking which are being unhelpful. It breaks this down into a one-step-at-a-time process, so the problem stops seeming so overwhelming and begins to be managable. It takes you through a case example, then gives you a turn at practising the technique on your own problems. It emphasises the importance of practice and the need to change habits over time. It teaches you how to make a workable plan, and to analyse your plan against ‘questions for effective change’ to check if it helps understanding, is achievable and clear.

Cons: The workbook relies on self-mobilisation, including mobilising oneself to seek help when appropriate. It could be dispiriting and undermining if you are very stuck and you are also in a self-critical mood at the time. In some situations and moods (often triggered by internal or external stressors) some people may need to approach their stuckness the other way round. Sometimes unburdening to another person one’s feelings of despair and helplessness has to happen before one can begin to tackle things either rationally or independently, so there are times when people need others (e.g. counsellor, friend or tutor) first, and then build the confidence to do things more systematically and independently. It may also be very useful to use this workbook in tandem with something such as counselling or groupwork.

Some people will find the cartoonish illustrations rather patronising and off-putting: they don’t do justice to the clarity and helpfulness of the text.

‘Being Assertive’

This workbook is also very approachable. The workbook springs from an awareness of the profound importance for emotional health and wellbeing of the relationships we have, and of how we behave within our relationships with those we are close to or need. It uses example situations to illustrate some of the difficulties, which are easy to relate to and reassuringly familiar to most of us. It gives a very clear explanation of passive, aggressive and assertive styles of behaviour, and of the causes, elements and effects of each on you and on others. It helps you to identify your own behaviour, and explains clearly how your own confidence and self-image can be reinforced by your patterns of passive, aggressive, or assertive behaviour in relation to other people.

The workbook gives a clearly structured way of looking at what you actually do, and useful strategies for beginning to make changes to the aspects that are not working well. It provides a useful list of ‘rules of assertion’ which one can get into the habit of checking oneself against. The questions help one to be more forgiving of oneself, and at the same time help one to be aware of why some of one’s normal responses may be ineffectual, and how to go about making changes for the better.

Cons: The workbook identifies that in passive or aggressive states we are either under- or over-estimating our own importance relative to another person’s importance. In these states we are not good at holding both ourselves and others proportionately in mind simultaneously. The workbook does not address the blocks to being able to do this. In some moods we can understand very well in principle things such as the ‘rules of assertiveness’ at a rational level but still find our emotional world tugging us into frightened and irrational responses to other people. When analysing things for yourself and, for example, practising scripts is not enough even with the structured guidance of such a workbook, you may find yourself continuing to ruminate in a circular and self-critical way, in which case a better approach is to work with someone like a counsellor, so that you can explore your interpersonal responses to others in action in a safe context. Many people find that this can ‘kick-start’ their capacity to work on their own at things more effectively. This workbook could work very well in tandem with something such as counselling or groupwork.
