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PREFACE

Those intending to enter one of the helping professions will find a profes-
sional landscape that has been drastically altered over the past decade. Man-
aged care for both physical and behavioral problems has become the norm.
The number of psychologists in private practice has steadily declined as man-
aged-care group practices have grown. Some helpers readily embrace man-
aged care, others see it as a political and economic reality, and still others
condemn it as “immoral” (see Broskowski, 1995; Fox, 1995; Fraser, 1996;
“Managed Care,” 1996, 323-325; Miller, 1996; Patricelli & Lee, 1996;
Rosenberg, 1996). Furthermore, third-party payers are demanding that
helpers improve the quality of their psychological services and make them-
selves more accountable for results (Steenbarger & Smith, 1996).

The practical helping model outlined in the pages of this book — prob-
lem management and opportunity development—can help human-service
providers meet these challenges. There are many reasons for using a helping
model based on problem solving:

¢ Problem solving is one of the most highly researched paradigms in psy-
chology. It is not fad. It is not based on an unsupported theory.

¢ Problem management and opportunity development constitute key dy-
namics underlying every form of helping. The reason for this is that the
process focuses on the client’s needs, not the assumptions of a theory.

¢ The basic problem-solving process or model is universal; therefore, it
crosses cultures easily and is easily adapted to cultural differences.

e It is practical. Since it deals with individuals and focuses on results, it is
useful in managed-care environments. Each case is a study in itself; goals
are set and progress toward those goals is plotted.

¢ Clients recognize, understand, and can use the problem-management

process, once it is shared with them. A mutual understanding of the
helping process allows clients and helpers to become partners.

* Once the helping process is mutually owned, then helping sessions be-
come “labs” in which clients learn how to become better problem man-
agers and opportunity developers in their everyday lives.

¢ Helpers can use the problem-management framework to organize a wide
range of helping methods to serve their clients. The framework becomes

Xv



xvi Preface

a tool in helping them spot and integrate the best of research and the
best of new methods into their pracrice.

Therefore, no matter what approach to helping a helper ultimately adopts,
the problem-managing and opportunity-developing framework together
with the communication skills and methods that make it work provides a
valuable foundation and adds substance to the practice of any approach to
helping.

As you will see, the approach espoused here focuses not just on problems
but also on unused opportunities. At its best, it is abour strengths rather than
weaknesses. In helping clients, helpers (and [ include myself) tend to focus
most of their attention on problem situations rather than missed opportuni-
ties. Problems are center stage; they grab our attention. Missed opportunities
languish in the shadows; they are too easily overlooked. Certainly problems
cannot be ignored because of their “in your face” character. Nor should they.
However, clients can often manage or even transcend problems by focusing
on opportunities.

In our society, prevention, like unused opportunities, gets short shrift.
The problem-management and opportunity-development framework would
provide much greater benefit to individuals, indeed to society itself, if it were
more widely used in the interest of prevention. The economics of prevention
are well known. Many studies demonstrate that prevention “works,” even
though there is disagreement on how to go about doing it (Albee & Ryan-
Finn, 1993; Cole, Watt, West, Hawkins, Asarnow, Markman, Ramey, Shure,
& Long, 1993; Heller, 1993; Humphreys, 1996; Landsman, 1994; Lieberman,
1997; Perry & Albee, 1994). Resources spent on preventing social-emotional,
physical, family, workplace, and societal problems provide a “return” that is
much greater than the return from resources spent on cure. Despite this, the
institutions of society continue to underspend on prevention. It isn’t sexy.
The helping professions keep talking about prevention, but in the end it is
not personally, socially, or politically compelling. Indeed, the world’s indif-
ference to prevention is one of the reasons for the current crisis in both phys-
ical and social-emotional health care.

The problem-management process and skills outlined in this book are
even more valuable when used preventively. When I ask parents how im-
portant— on a scale from 1 to 100 — interpersonal communication skills and
competency in problem-management are for their children, they rate both
near 100. But when I ask them how their children learn these skills, the hem-
ming and hawing begin. After a while, I summarize what I am hearing. “We
live in a society,” I say, “in which these basic skills are extremely important,
but we leave their development to chance.” The development of these skills
is too important to be left to any one social setting. Ideally, they would be
taught, modeled, and reinforced in all social settings— family, peer groups,
school, church, and community. We have the belief that these skills are es-
sential for our children, but we do not have the social or political will to do
much about it.



Preface xvii

When and how are we to find the common sense, courage, and politi-
cal will to put such things as competency in interpersonal communication
and problem management and other forms of prevention on the national
agenda? Certainly pockets of excellence already exist— this or that individ-
ual, this or that family, this or that school, this or that church, this or that
community, this or that government program. But these do not add up to a
national commitment. We don’t need prevention and skill development
shoved down our throats the way managed care is today. We do need a move-
ment that is so appealing that a critical mass of citizens would like to partic-
ipate in it because of the benefits. Do we live in a society that can market
almost anything except things that count the most?

For offering their comments and suggestions for this edition of The
Skilled Helper, 1 would like to thank the following reviewers: Jean F. Ayers,
Towson State University; Dale Blumen, University of Rhode Island; John
Bowers, Northwest Missouri State University; Diane H. Coursol, Mankato
State University; and Tracey Manning, The College of Notre Dame of
Maryland.

Gerard Egan
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