The Miracle Question

by Tracey Naughton, Media Institute of Southern Africa, Namibia 

My experience in community media training has been that trainees arrive with visions about how the community media project they are involved in will develop them and their community.

Usually products of a poor education system, trainees will not have the conceptual skills to envisage how the "development" will actually occur. When this notion is unpacked, it usually transpires that participating in the project and offering a new media service to the community is perceived as an end in itself.

Trainees are often clear that "lack of development" is their "problem" but don't have clear idea of life without "the problem". Those that do often imagine that wearing designer jeans, owning a cell-phone, or fame as a DJ is what will make the difference. All too often we see projects such as community radio stations lose their original development focus (or, perhaps, rhetoric) and become  on-air jukeboxes and dating services for the (usually male) DJ's. who have long forgotten the difference between a DJ and a presenter.

In an attempt to overcome this pattern, I believe that it is important to set aside time in training that is specifically devoted to brining out the qualities that people already have and to focus on matters which people can have control over. These qualities are the cornerstones of people's ability to change themselves and take part in broader change. Revealing and affirming these qualities is an important step in the empowerment process.

The concept behind the following series of exercises is based on a clinical psychology approach known as Solution Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT), (Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg, USA). Put succinctly, SFBT is a mode of conversing with people that helps them bring about the changes they want to see in their lives. I have found that my adaptation can work both in development settings and in groups. It is a challenging approach because it leaves behind a lot of preconceived ideas about problem solving that sound sensible, but may not be as helpful as we suppose. You will need to believe that:

We do not have to analyse a problem I order to solve it. Indeed, focusing on the problem may actually be unhelpful;

Start from a premise that people have all the strengths and qualities they need to solve their difficulties, it is simply a questions of effectively mobilising them;

The solution has nothing to do with the problem -- we do not even need to know what the problem is in order to solve it.

The above can take some getting your head around, but it is actually n incredibly powerful and creative approach to helping people help themselves.

It is important that these exercises are worded in an appreciative manner and not in such a way as to imply that more could or should have been done by the person.

SESSION ONE:

The trainer asks the group the following question:

You go to sleep tonight and a miracle happens. All the advances in your life and your community that you hope to happen have taken place. The miracle happens while you are asleep so you don't actually know that it is happened. 

When you wake up in the morning, what is the first thing that you will notice you are doing that will tell you the miracle has happened? 

What next?

Each person writes words or draws a picture or series of pictures to represent the differences in their actions. Set a time limit -- say, 10 minutes.

Each person feeds his or her ideas back to the group.

EXTENSION EXERCISE:

Other questions can follow this question i.e.:

In what ways are you beginning to perform little parts of the miracle already?

The idea is to get people to envisage life without "the problem". Many people seem to have difficulty with a problem because they do not have a clear idea of life without it. 

Frequently, problems are defined in terms of what others do, situations that we don't feel we have influence over.That is why the emphasis is on what will be different about themselves because we do have the power to change that. Having a clear vision of what will be different, and that we know we have the power to change, is a significant step towards actually bringing it about.

By making the questions as open as the initial "miracle question", it is much more likely that you will get answers from participants which are grounded in their own experience, yet encompass endless possibilities. Notice that the question is specifically not about changed circumstances due to the "miracle", but what participants would be doing differently.

SESSION TWO:

We tend to think of problems / difficulties as being ahead of us, and forget about the problems that have already been solved by our efforts. 

Even if it is only a question of surviving thus far, that alone is evidence of personal strengths and skills which we can mobilise in the future.

Indicating where participants are on a scale of 1-10 (where 1 equals where they were five years ago and 10 equals where they want to be in five years time) helps them recognise how far they have come  already in easy-to-quantify terms.

Question 1:

On the scale of 1-10, where are you today on this scale?

If your answer is four, for example, what makes it a four and not a three?

The direction of the follow up to this question is important. Instead of moving from where someone already is to where they will be if they were up one more on the scale (which seems to be the obvious next question, but in some sense implies that they are not achieving enough), change the emphasis as follows:

How have you managed to get this far?

How did you manage to get from one less?

This is an appreciative approach, eliciting the strengths and qualities of the people you are talking to.

Only once you have fully explored the second question, do you move to the third (perhaps at another session):

What will be different when you move up to five on the scale? (rather than: how will you get to five on the scale?) This is a more inspirational approach, getting participants to focus on the rewards / benefits of taking another step forward, rather than how much they still have to do to get there.

