
Revision

Impossible situations come up all 
the time in parenting. An impossible 
situation is when a parent is torn 
between two different ways of acting 
because there is no easy way to  
decide which to do. They often arise 
when trying to implement changes 
(do what is familiar and easy vs do 
something strange and difficult). The 
key for helpers is to recognise when 
these situations arise, and to address 
what is missing: the means to take  
back control and change how the 
decision gets made. 

For more information on  
the key concepts and findings  
relating to this worksheet see: 
creating-better-futures.org/

To claim a certificate on completed 
worksheets see: https://www.
creating-better-futures.org/claim-your-
certificate/
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FRAMING IDEAS FOR 

Impactful Partnership

Diverse impacts

Small things with big effects

Mind-expanding

Intimate outsiders

Evolving art

Concept How it relates to my practice
Conflict of messages

Conflict of motives

External signposts 
and action tools

2. Linking ideas to practice
Now you have the concepts in mind, the next step is to connect them to  
your practice:

1.  Key concepts – check your understanding
In your own words, explain what each aspect of double stimulation (see key concept 
box) involves, and make connections to the framing ideas for impactful partnership 
where you can:

Conflict of messages:

Conflict of motives:

External signposts and action tools:
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3. Understanding the diagram
The diagram below represents the 
technique and tools helpers use to 
diagnose the cause of parents getting 
stuck and provide a means for them 
to escape dilemmas in impactful 
partnership. The technique involves 
recognising conflicting messages and 
motives, and then using tools such as 
ideas, actions or household objects.  
If this diagram doesn’t make sense to 
you, draw something that captures the 
ways in which impactful partnership 
helps families escape impossible 
situtations on a separate sheet.

5. Enhancing your practice 
On a separate sheet:
1.  Choose two of the Questions  

for reflective practice (see right) and 
write your answer on a separate 
piece of paper. If they don’t quite 
work you can adapt them.

2.  Look at the Questions to adapt and 
ask with parents (see right). Think 
of a family you are working with 
or have recently finished working 
with. Choose two questions you 
think you could use or adapt to ask 
the parents, and explain why these 
might be important, and what you 
think they might say in response.

What conflicting messages and motives have I noticed that  
create impossible situations in this family?
What worked well as action tools to resolve similar situations  
in the past?
How can I identify other impossible situations with this family  
in the future?
What are the tricky moments for you when it’s hardest to  
know what to do?
How have you made the decision what to do in the past?
What tricky moments would you like us to work on together.

QUESTIONS TO  
ADAPT AND ASK  

WITH PARENTS

QUESTIONS 
FOR REFLECTIVE 

PRACTICE

4. Working with the diagram
Think of your last interaction with a 
family. 
1. Write down what happened in an 

instance where you completed the 
three steps.

2. If there was something you 
noticed but didn’t develop through 
significance and attributing agency, 
write down what you could say  
next time this comes up, to complete 
the sequence.

Message 1. My baby’s  
hands smell bad

Message 2. Mittens stop dirt 
getting into the baby’s mouth

Parent is pulled between 
two important motives

Situation impossible 

Neither motives  
nor messages tell  

the parent what to do

Parent is trapped

Helper diagnoses  
what is missing: parents’ 
control over her actions

Parent picks up 
contradictory messages

Helper hears  
the messages and 

notices the conflict

Helper understands 
parents’ reasons

Motive 1. I want  
to stop the smell

Motive 2. I want to protect  
my baby from germs

External signposts  
and action tools

Actions to calm down
Noticing others

Empathising with child
Focusing on other things

Parent uses new action tools

Helper offers ways to 
take control of actions

Parent now has means to 
escape impossible situations

Helper works to secure  
the action tools in place

Think of the last time you worked with 
a parent who described a situation 
where they didn’t know what to do, 
or struggled to act in a particular way. 
This could be when they found it hard 
to implement changes even when they 
wanted to.

1. What messages was the parent 
attending to?

2. What motives were linked to  
those messages?

3. What external signposts and action 
tools did you suggest?

4. What did you need to do to 
make the use of these new tools 
acceptable and secure?

4. Working with the diagram

Key concept: double stimulation

Double stimulation explains how 
people escape from situations 
where they are trapped between 
two equally balanced ways of 
acting. In such situations, helpers 
can make an impact by finding 
appropriate second stimuli –  
what we call ‘external signposts 
and action tools’.

See (1) Sannino, A. (2015). The principle 
of double stimulation: a path to volitional 
action. Learning, Culture and Social 
Interaction, 6, 1–15. doi:10.1016/j.
lcsi.2015.01.001;  
(2) Hopwood, N., & Gottschalk, B. (2017). 
Double stimulation “in the wild”: Services 
for families with children at risk. Learning, 
Culture and Social Interaction, 13, 23–37. 
doi:10.1016/j.lcsi.2017.01.003 
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