The 7 Steps of PST-PC
Okay, so let me explain how PST-PC works.  PST-PC has seven steps:  One, define the problem; two, decide the goal you want to achieve; three, brainstorm a lot of different possible solutions; four, look at the pros and cons of each possible solution; five, pick the solution that seems the best; six, put the solution into action; and seven, review how it worked out.  By the end of today’s first session, we will have worked through all of these steps together and you will have identified a real problem and solution for yourself to work on in the coming week.

The first step is to define the problem.  Here you want to pick a problem that’s feasible to solve, meaning a problem that’s manageable, a problem that you, yourself, can exert some control over.  You’ll need to explore the different aspects of the problem, to understand the details, to separate the facts from the assumptions, and to clarify where the sticking point really is.  You should break down big or complex problems into smaller, more manageable pieces.  And you’ll want to define the problem in a way that’s easy to measure your progress toward solving.  For example, “I feel crummy” could mean a lot of things, but “I’m not doing enough fun things in my life” is clear and measurable.  The more clearly and precisely you can state the problem, the better your chance of solving it successfully.  

The second step is to set a goal.  The goal should be the way you would like to see the problem change.  It should also be realistic and achievable; something you can really do or make progress on between now and our next visit.  And, you’ll want to state the goal in such a way that you can easily measure the progress you make toward it, so that you’ll know when you’ve achieved it, or how you’re doing.  It’s much easier if the goal can be stated in terms of something you did or didn’t do, or something that happened or didn’t happen.  For example, if you state your goal as: “I want to have more fun;” that’s kind of vague.  How will you know when you’ve done what you had in mind?  On the other hand, if you state that same goal as “I will do two fun things this week,” you can actually measure how you did, you’ll know easily if you did it or not.  Does this seem clear?  Does it make sense?
The third step is brainstorming.  Have you heard that term before?  What does “brainstorming” mean to you?  We’re going to use brainstorming here to mean coming up with as many different possible solutions that you can think of or imagine, being just as creative as possible, considering every conceivable possibility.  The more ideas you come up with here, the better.  It’s really important at this step not to prejudge anything, not to rule anything out.  The reason, of course, is that the more potential solutions you have to pick from, the better the chance you’ll have of finding a successful solution to the problem.  And I want to remind you that these need to be your ideas, your solutions, they need to come from you, because you know your situation best.  After all, it is going to be your problem that you’ll be working on and you’re going to be the one doing it.

The fourth step is to consider all the pros and cons.  And we’ll do this for each possible solution you came up with.  We’ll go through each solution, one by one, and I’ll ask you to think of all the advantages and disadvantages for each, and to write them down for each, so we can then go back and compare.  What I mean by advantages and disadvantages is identifying what are the aspects of each solution that would make it easy to do, and what would make it hard to do.  What are the facilitating factors for each solution, and what are the obstacles and barriers?  Usually these kinds of things involve time, money, effort, and cooperation needed from others.  In other words:  How much time will it take?  Do I have enough time for it?  How much will it cost?  Do I have the extra funds?  How much effort will it take?  Can I do it?  And, finally, will I need to get others involved, or can I do this on my own?  What impact will my solution have on others?  As we make a list of all the pros and cons for each solution we’ll compare them to the others so we can pick the one that’s the best and that has the least negative impact on you and others.  This can sound kind of complicated but the most important thing here is to suspend your judgment of the solution until you’ve had a chance to consider all the pros and cons.  What is your idea of what I just described to you?

Step five is to choose the solutions that appeal to you the most from reviewing the pros and cons; the ones that seem to offer the best chance for success-all things considered; the ones that limit the negative impact on you and others; and something you feel that you would really be able to do.

Then you’ll need to develop a Plan of Action.  That will be the sixth step.  Here you need to plan out all the individual steps that you’ll need to take in order to achieve the solution.  The who, what, where, when, and how.  You know, who will I need to get involved?  What, specifically, am I going to do?  When will I do it?  Where will I do it?  And, how, exactly, will I go about it?  Are there any impediments that might get in the way?  The more the specific your plan is, including all the necessary details you can think of, the better the likelihood of your following through with it and being successful.  [Part of this step will be to make sure the patient does not develop a Plan of Action that has potentially insurmountable obstacles or pitfalls.  Here the therapist can be more involved to make sure the plan is viable].  When this step is finished, you’ll be ready to go and to put your plan into action.
The last step, step seven, is evaluating how it went.  That step will actually come next time we meet.  Your task for between visits will be to put your plan into action.  At our next visit we’ll start by seeing how it worked out but you can review your progress on your own as well if you like.  We’ll start by asking how did it go?  Were you successful in your plan of action, or did something come up to interfere with it?  If something got in the way we will try to figure out what that was.  We’ll look at how you feel about having made the effort and how making the effort affected your mood.  Making the effort is the key.  Even if it turns out not working out the way you want, you can always make some adjustments based on the experience you’ve gained and try again.

There, now we’ve reviewed all the seven steps for problem solving.  I know it sounds like a lot of work and maybe a little confusing, but believe me, it really works quite well and easily once you get a little used to it.  But first I’d like to answer any questions about all this that you might have in mind.

Activity Scheduling

So far we’ve focused a lot on problems, but it’s also important to have a little fun in your life, to have some pleasurable activities you like to do.  When people get depressed they tend to stop doing things they enjoy, either because they lose interest or energy or both.  Unfortunately, when you stop doing enjoyable things you get even more depressed.  The more depressed you get the less you do, and so on in a vicious cycle that takes you even further down into a depression.  Does this make sense to you?  Have you stopped doing things you once enjoyed?
So, one of the things we will be emphasizing is finding ways for you to get involved in potentially enjoyable or pleasant activities on a regular basis, just about every day.  It doesn’t have to be something really big or expensive or that requires a lot of time.  It can be something as simple as enjoying a cup of tea, or watching a favorite movie, or going for a walk.  The important thing is to get these things into your life on a regular basis so you can interrupt the downward spiral and start to reverse the depression cycle.  So, what kind of things do you enjoy doing or have you stopped doing?  For example, is there a hobby that you have been interested in beginning or trying?
