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Preface 
 

 

According to some, the nature of genius is being able to take two 

conflicting positions and hold both as true at the same time. Others 

suggest that genius is being able to synthesise the two conflicting 

positions to develop something new.  

 

Paradox management allows you to see the real issue, to see both 

sides of the equation and handle the whole thing rather than just one 

side or the other. Impossible problems are often a ‘mess of 

paradoxes’ where there are, for example, vicious circles within 

dilemmas that create their own contradictions and no-win 

situations. Herein you will find methods for recognising, mapping 

and resolving these multi-layered problems. The main aim of this 

book is to provide a methodology than can be applied to any 

paradox with a view to moving through it. 

 

Solving Impossible Problems draws from a range of 

interconnected business disciplines including management and 

leadership theory, organisational development and change 

management. These business disciplines interweave with influences 

from social psychology, neuro-linguistic programming and 

transactional analysis. You will also find traces of philosophy 

thrown in for good measure. 

 

Here you will find a book written for managers, management 

theorists, students, business owners, consultants and OD, HR & 

L&D practitioners. I would like to think that you hold in your hands 

the first guidebook and textbook for the new field of ‘Paradox 

Management’. My goal for you is that in reading this book you will 

probably, like Charles Handy (1994), see paradoxes everywhere. 

You will begin to see and feel the movement/dynamics of paradox 

as people describe situations to you. You will be able to map out the 



Solving Impossible Problems 

 

x 

 

process of the problem and the layers/levels. And then you will see 

a ‘mess of paradoxes’ becoming a manageable ‘shape’. 

 

For those who wish to explore further, I have referenced other 

literature and where material has come from. This will be useful for 

my fellow researchers. To balance this, wherever possible I have 

given real world examples to demonstrate the concepts, models and 

tools. 

 

Solving Impossible Problems is ‘game of two halves’: identifying 

the problem and then resolving the problem. These halves in turn, 

break down as follows: 

 

Chs. 1 – 4 Understanding organisational paradox 

Chs. 5 – 6 Deeper understanding 

Chs. 7 – 12 Approaches to solving and resolving 

Chs. 13 – 14 Applications for handling uncertainty and conflict 

 

 

The Route Planner 

 

Sometimes it is useful to have an overview of where you are going. 

This book is, in effect, a process... a set of steps with information 

designed to deepen your understanding and appreciation of the 

process you are using.  

 

Here is an overview of the process of managing paradox with the 

associated chapter numbers: 

 

Process Chapter 

Understanding the nature of polarity, tensions and 

paradox 

• Recognising the dynamics and types of paradox 

• Mapping the problem  

 

 

1 & 2 

2 
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Understanding symptoms 

• Recognising that there is a paradoxical problem 

• Unpicking the layers of the paradoxical problem 

 

Understanding causes  

• Establishing the organisational context and 

source of the problem 

 

Understanding the thinking that gets us into and out of 

paradox 

• Recognising the thinking that causes paradox 

• Getting into a mindset/thinking patterns for 

solutions 

 

Understanding approaches to generating solutions: 

• Maintaining the paradox 

• Polarity management 

• Seeing the continuum 

• Seeking a synthesis: Dilemma integration, AMBO 

analysis 

• Shifting perspectives: Reframing, denominalising 

 

Putting other solutions in place 

• Managing and preventing uncertainty 

• Managing conflict and disagree 

 

Implementing a paradox management intervention 

• Using paradox management as part of an OD 

intervention 

• Measuring the intervention 

 

 

3 

4 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

 

6 

7 & 8 

 

 

 

9 

9 

10 

11 

 

12 

 

 

13 

14 

 

 

15 

 

15 
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Tools, Techniques and Useable Models 
 

Throughout the book, you will find a set of practical tools that 

can be used alone or in a group setting. Here are a list of the 

main tools and techniques presented (those marked with * 

have been developed solely by the author and those marked ** 

are further developments/applications of existing models): 
 

Tools & Techniques Useful for Chapter 

1) Paradox Health Checker* Helping people identify 

symptoms of potentially 

paradoxical problems. 

Forward 

(2020) 

 

2) Paradox Mapping** Creating a diagram of a complex 

problem, in order to explore it 

more easily. 

2 

3) Layers of Organisational 

Defences** 

Identifying the layers or levels of 

a problem. 

3 

4) McKinsey 7S Model Understanding where issues sit 

within an organisation. 

5 

5) Organisational Hierarchy 

of Concern* 

Understanding at which 

organisational levels an issue 

might sit. 

5, 7 

6) The Buffer Zone* Eliciting the expectations on and 

of management and where 

conflicts may be hiding. 

5 

7) Dilts’ Logical Levels Exploring layers/levels of an 

issue, to establish if certain layers 

are out of alignment and where 

conflicts may be occurring. 

5, 13 

8) Polarity Management  Driving strategic change through 

moving back and forth between 

both sides of a polarity over a 

period of time. 

9 

9)  The Continuum*  Seeing a range of solutions 

between the polarities and also 

exploring ethical dilemmas. 

10 
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10)  Dilemma Integration 

Technique* 

Dissolving a dilemma and 

generating ‘best of both worlds’ 

ideas/solutions. 

11 

11)  AMBO Model* Analysing a dilemma to get a 

strong understanding of both 

sides. 

11 

12)  Dialectic Constructs** Create your own models from a 

polarity/dilemma. 

11 

13)  Reframing Shifting perspective on a problem. 12 

14)  Sleight of Mouth** Gaining a range of different 

perspectives on a problem with a 

view to resolving it. 

12 

15)  Impact Point* Focusing on what aspect of a 

problem we can control and 

resolve. 

13 

16)  Problem Mapping** Gaining a broader/bigger picture 

understanding of a problem by 

exploring causes and 

implications. 

13 

17)  Problem-Outcome-

Solution* 

Prevent going round in circles 

when problem solving. 

13 

18)  Modelling nature* Generating new ideas and 

solutions. 

13 

19)  ARC Ripple Effect* Exploring the knock-on effects of 

an action or decision. 

13 

20)  Planning in Uncertainty* Planning when the future is 

uncertain. 

13 

21) Handling Option 

Overload* 

Making decisions when there are 

too many options. 

13 

22)  Contingency Diagram** Understanding and problem-

solving risks associated with 

implementing solutions. 

13 

23)  Contracting Levels** Creating stronger agreements 13 

24)  Conflict Resolution 

Process* 

Resolving conflicts 14 
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Chapter 14 

  

Managing Uncertainty  

and Ambiguity 
 

 

In This Chapter... 

 

In this chapter you will deepen your understanding about the 

nature of uncertainty and ambiguity in organisations and how to 

handle and prevent them where possible. This will give you a set of 

tools to use for yourself and others when there is a lack of 

information and clarity.  

 

We will be exploring the following questions: 

• What is uncertainty and what is ambiguity? 

• How is uncertainty useful? 

• What are some of the types of uncertainty and how might you 

handle them? 

• How might you prevent uncertainty? 

 

 

Handling Uncertainty and Ambiguity 

 

Uncertainty could be defined simply as 'not knowing'. This might be 

about the 'what', the 'where', the 'when', the 'who' the 'why' and/or 

the 'how'. We tend to experience uncertainty when we cannot 

predict what will happen. We might also experience uncertainty 

when there is information missing or if there is too much 

information. Ambivalence (from the Latin 'ambi' meaning 'both' and 

'valent' meaning 'strong') can also cause uncertainty as we are not 
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sure which way to go since both sides seem compelling in some 

way. 

 

Ambiguity is a special form of uncertainty that could be equated to 

'not understanding'.  When something is ambiguous, we will tend to 

be unsure of its full meaning, again perhaps because detailed 

information is missing. Instructions like “we must communicate 

better” or “change the system” do not give us enough detail to 

allow us to satisfy that instruction. What do these really mean? As 

they stand, they are too broad, too big-picture and open to 

interpretation.  

 

The problem with uncertainty and ambiguity is that we end up with 

what people have described as a gap, a void, empty space, grey 

areas, nothing to hold on to and no familiar reference points. Being 

uncertain can create a sense of doubt which at best may knock our 

certainty and confidence, but at worst may for some people cause 

severe anxiety and worry. 

 

In the first part of this chapter, we will be looking at different types 

of uncertainty with some strategies for moving through the 

uncertainty or at least feeling in control again. However, before we 

do, are there any positive consequences of uncertainty? 

 

 

The Positive Side of Uncertainty? 

 

It seems that there is a place for uncertainty and when handled 

effectively, it can lead to new innovative solutions. Ellen Langer in 

her book Mindfulness (1989, p121) suggests that uncertainty results 

in more creative solutions than certainty. This is because certainty 

causes the mind to take the same old roads and the brain to fire the 

same old neural networks. Uncertainty provokes us to learn, to 

make new connections and to innovate. Uncertainty takes us 

outside our safety/comfort zone and off our 'map' of what we know 

already. For some people, being off their map means 'here be 
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monsters'; for others, it is an opportunity to create a bridge back, 

hence expanding their map. Consider walking in a forest each and 

every day. Some people will walk the same path, ignoring the side 

routes. However, they would be easily lost if they ever found 

themselves off that main path. Of course, they are also missing some 

of the wonderful features of the forest. Other people find out where 

the side routes go and begin to expand their map of the forest. Over 

time, it becomes harder for them to get lost as they have so many 

reference points. Time for them to check out another forest perhaps! 

There is of course a third way and that is to model where others 

have been, to buy a map, to use a compass.  

 

In the face of uncertainty there are at least three overarching 

positions or attitudes, the third being a synthesis of the first two: 

 

1) The Stabiliser: Stay with what we know. If we are faced with 

the unknown, we will wait and see what happens. We can 

then make informed decisions. 

2) The Pioneer: Innovate and set trends. Explore where others 

have not been, particularly when times are easy. Take the 

lead and develop new approaches so we are unlikely to be 

affected by the unknown. If we are faced with the unknown, 

we are already ahead of the game. 

3) The Modeller: Watch where others go and follow the path 

that best suits the situation. If we are faced with the 

unknown, we have plenty of role models to draw experience 

from. 

 

Since it is the Stabiliser who struggles the most with uncertainty, the 

following strategies are based mainly on the approaches of the 

Pioneer and the Modeller.  
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1. Uncertainty of Problem 

 

Often, an impossible problem is a problem of uncertainty because it 

is seemingly outside the control of the people involved. Perhaps the 

Government makes a decision, the market takes a downturn or 

senior management instigates organisational change. The people 

affected cannot control or influence these situations. They may feel 

trapped or become a ‘victim’ to their environment. They believe 

they cannot do anything about the issue and so they might give up 

and label it an ‘impossible problem’. 

 

In reality, everyone has a sphere of control and influence (i.e. things 

they can make happen by themselves and things they can make 

happen with the support of others). The reason a problem may seem 

‘impossible’ is because it appears to be beyond the person’s 

‘boundary of influence’. However, in order for it to be a problem for 

the person, it must directly affect them (and impact on them) in 

some way. The answer here is to move the focus of where the 

problem can be solved. 

 

When working with a 

person who has a 

problem outside their 

control, ask: “How 

does that affect you 

directly?” This usually 

elicits the ‘real’ 

problem for the person 

(i.e. how the ‘outside 

world’ problem is an 

issue for them 

personally). I call this 

the ‘impact point’ 

between them and the 

outside world. 
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The reason the ‘outside world’ problem is an issue for us is because 

there is a mini chain of cause and effect that then impacts on us in 

some way. If it didn’t impact on us, it wouldn’t be a problem for us. 

Indeed, there are lots of problems ‘out there’ that are not problems 

for us (although they may be for someone else). 

 

If we cannot control the situation ‘out there’, then we will need to 

deal with it at the ‘impact point’ (which will invariably be an impact 

on our resources and/or feelings). Often, dealing with the ‘impact 

point’ is straightforward. We might need to introduce a solution or 

system to handle the resource issue or we may need to address how 

we feel about it.  

 

 

2. Uncertainty of Clarity/Direction 

 

Within organisations, staff often suffer from a lack of clear direction 

and expectations. This can come in the form of vague goals, 

objectives, targets and priorities. Under these circumstances, there is 

a sense of puzzlement and frustration. What do they want? Where 

am I meant to be going? What is expected of me? 

 

a) No Clear Outcome 

A significant problem of problem solving is trying to solve 

problems where the outcome has not been clearly established. 

Whilst there are definitely problems out there that are seemingly 

impossible to resolve, sometimes the impossibility comes about 

from the way we are trying to solve the problem. In this instance, it 

is not the problem that is the real problem; it is the way we are trying 

to solve the problem. 

 

Have you ever experienced the following (or something along these 

lines)? In a group scenario, someone raises an issue or problem. 

Others react by throwing in ideas and solutions. Then you begin to 

hear phrases like: “The problem with that is…” or “the difficulty 

there is…” or “yes, but…” or “the trouble with that is…” Any new 
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solution is immediately rejected with a ‘yes but’ of some sort. The 

group goes round in circles often reaching a frustrating impasse. 

 

The reason for the above scenario is reactive problem solving (or 

what we might call the ‘Solution Reflex’). When we encounter a 

problem, our first response seems to be ‘fix it’. Whilst this may be 

the result of a cultural mindset, I believe it be a human response. 

When faced with a problem, what do we tend to look for? Solutions. 

Those that have been trained or conditioned in problem solving 

protocol may first analyse the problem (i.e. look for root causes). 

Others may look for someone to blame! However, our reactive 

mindset is often:  

 

Problem – Solution. 

 

The trick here is to move to responsive problem solving. When a 

problem is raised, by all means seek to understand the problem 

(and root causes) first; then shift to outcome. The mindset needs to 

be:  

 

Problem – Outcome – Solution. 

  

Imagine that there is a hole in the floor and your manager says: 

“we’ve got a problem here... so sort it out”. If you don’t know the 

desired outcome, you might spend ages coming up with solutions 

(e.g. fill it in, cover it, put a barrier round it or put water in it). Even 

with all your possible solutions you may or may not get the desired 

answer. This may seem to be an odd example, but it is the kind of 

thing going on in organisations every day. The system is down, fix 

it. The photocopier doesn’t work, mend it. This member of staff is 

under-performing, sort it out. We are losing business, come up with 

ideas to solve this. Without a clear desired outcome, we are still in 

the realms of uncertainty and ambiguity. 
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When faced with a problem, seek to understand the problem and 

then determine an outcome. What outcome are we looking for here? 

What specifically do we want (or want to achieve)? How will we 

know we have achieved it? What will that outcome look/sound/feel 

like? 

 

As an aside, an outcome is usually a noun (a thing or destination)… 

a ‘what’ or a ‘where’. A solution is a verb… a process… a ‘how’. 

Sometimes, we invite the ‘verb’ by asking: “what are we going to do 

about it?” or “how are we going to fix it?” or “sort it out!” In this 

instance, we need to backtrack to identify and then agree the 

outcome. Indeed, some group issues (and lack of ability to reach 

solutions) are because the people have different unexpressed 

outcomes. If different people are all pulling in different directions, 

no amount of ‘solving’ will fix it.  

 

Working towards an outcome is significantly easier and more 

productive that working away from a problem. We need a 

destination point before we begin the journey. The problem is the 

current ‘origin’ state (i.e. where we are now). The outcome is the 

desired ‘destination’ state (i.e. what we want/where we want to be). 

The solution is then the process/steps/plan/route (i.e. how we get 

from here to there). When faced with an impossible problem, ask 

yourself: What outcome am I looking for here? What do I want 

instead of the problem? Where do we want to get to? Thinking 

about this another way, how can we possibly find a route ('how') 

until we know the destination ('what'/'where')?  

 

b) No Decision or Clear Expression of Permission 

Earlier in this chapter, we described the difference between the 

approaches of the Stabiliser, the Pioneer and the Modeller. When 

dealing with a lack of decision making (usually from above), the 

Stabiliser wants to know what the decision/permission is before 

they take any action. They will tend to work with the risk-averse 

philosophy of “I can't until I'm told I can”. 
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The Pioneer, on the other hand, has a strategy to handle a lack of 

clarity and direction. If they are not yet given permission, they will 

work with the philosophy of “I can until I'm told I can't”.  

Obviously, if they simply go off in their own direction without a 

thought for the consequences, this 'maverick' approach could lead 

the Pioneer into trouble. 

 

The Modeller seeks a third way, a risk-averse method of taking 

action: 

• Consider the situation and the bigger picture, then do any 

research that seems appropriate, 

• Decide upon a reasoned direction and approach, 

• Inform relevant parties (e.g. the manager) of the proposed 

direction and approach, outlining the purpose of the action 

(i.e. in order to achieve what?), 

• Take action. 

• If the party who is not making decisions or giving 

direction/permission doesn't like the approach, they will 

soon respond. If not, the modeller has given fair warning. 

 

 

c) Negative Commands 

One other important thing about setting an outcome is to make it 

positively stated. What do you want (as opposed to what do you not 

want)? Whilst it is perhaps helpful to know what you don’t want, 

this could become an infinite list! In addition, it gives us no-where 

to go, nothing to head towards. Indeed, it usually brings us straight 

back to the problem. A business owner who says: “I don’t want this 

business to go down the pan” is still focussed on the problem rather 

than the outcome.  

 

Sometimes, a lack of direction can be in the form of a negative 

command. A manager who tells a member of staff not to use the 

blue forms is not giving clear direction. Perhaps it is obvious if there 

is only one other type of form, e.g. a red one, but does the manager 

mean, “use the red form instead” or “don't use a form”? Here we 
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have an example of ambiguity where the meaning is unclear. This 

carries a (usually) straightforward solution... ask the manager: “Do 

you mean use the red form or don't use any form?” This could be 

considered a simple form of 'contracting' which is explored later in 

the chapter. 

 

With some management styles, a lack of direction is cunningly 

disguised. When a senior manager says to their staff: “If you don't 

hear from me, you are doing okay,” what does this mean? Perhaps 

it sounds reasonable on one level... at least staff know where they 

stand. Or do they? Unpacking that communication suggests: “If you 

are doing well, I will ignore you. But if you do something wrong, I 

will be having words with you.” And what are the consequences? 

Whenever the senior manager is around, everyone hopes that they 

are ignored! In addition, why would anyone be proactive, take a 

risk or go the extra mile? If it goes well there is no 

acknowledgement or reward. If it doesn't go well, there is trouble. 

How motivational is that? The end result of this style of 

management is no-one taking leadership, responsibility or 

ownership of issues/opportunities unless they are told to do so! 

 

d) Lack of Priorities 

Lack of clarity can also be due to a reluctance to prioritise. Any 

manager who tells their staff that everything is a priority is creating 

uncertainty. I worked for a manager years ago who wrote “Urgent” 

on every document he passed on to me. Being young and cheeky, I 

pointed out that since everything was urgent, it meant that nothing 

was urgent (compared to everything else!) He then began to write 

“Very Urgent” on some documents and then escalated to “Top 

Priority” and “Critical” and then “Emergency”. At least he had a 

sense of humour!  

 

The problem of no priorities means that it is impossible to 

determine what is more important relative to everything else. There 

is nothing to start with, nothing to focus on, nothing to hold on to. 

Someone once described this experience to me as like swimming in 
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water with no edges, floats or platforms. Decisions become arbitrary 

and action becomes rather meaningless. So, what can you do?  

• Seek 'purpose'. This might be at the immediate level of 

'purpose of my job'. If you know the purpose of your job (“I 

do what I do in order to what?”), then you can ask: “How 

well does this task, activity or project help me to achieve the 

purpose of my job?” Take whichever task most fulfils the 

purpose of your job and put that to the top of the priority 

list.  

• Take a 'bigger picture' perspective and ask: “What is the 

purpose of this organisation? What is its overall desired 

outcome?” Then follow the same process. Take the actions 

which best fulfil the purpose of the organisation and treat 

them as the highest priority.  

• Agree the priority levels of your objectives when you set them. 

Either rank them in order or weight each objective by 

allocating percentages (so they add up to 100%). 

• Apply 'damage limitation'. For each item on the list, ask: 

“What would happen if this didn't get done?” Treat the one 

that has the worst consequences as the highest priority. 

 

 

3. Uncertainty of Future 

 

In ‘Uncertainty of Problem’, we looked at 'impossible' problems that 

seem outside our control. This led to the question: “How 

does/will/might this affect me directly?” However, when we do not 

know what is, will be or might be happening, it is hard to answer that 

question. When an office is told that they will be moving premises, 

but are not being given information about where or when (perhaps 

because the management have not yet decided), it is difficult for the 

staff to make any decisions and plans of their own. 

 

When someone says they don't know what is going to happen they are 

experiencing uncertainty about the future. Staff going through 

organisational change will often worry about what is ahead. They 
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become troubled by potential problems, problems that they cannot 

predict. Faced with a future, particularly one that seems 'out of their 

control', many people will experience the 'anxiety of the unknown'. 

In these times, they tend to forget that the future is usually 

unknown; no-one can really predict with certainty what will 

happen. The further into the future we look, the less certain we can 

be. It is as if the further we seek, the more chaotic the future 

appears. Normally, we don't think about what might happen, but if 

the concept of the future is brought into our awareness the problem 

then appears to be knowing that something might happen but not 

knowing what it is. 

 

When faced with an uncertain future, some people go into a 

viciously circular argument: “If I knew what was going to happen, I 

could plan for it. I cannot plan because I don't know what will 

happen.” Since this leaves them feeling 'out of the driving seat’, 

what can they do to feel differently? 

 

No matter the situation, there will always be a limited range of 

likely possible scenarios the future may present us with. It could be 

seen as a case of possibilities and probabilities. So, consider: 

 

1. Write down what could happen. What are the possible future 

alternatives or the likely consequences of the change 

(including worst case scenarios)? 

2. Then take each alternative, one at a time, and plan how you 

would handle it. If x happens then I will do a, if y happens 

then I will do b etc. 

 

Sometimes, the future uncertainty is about not knowing the result of 

an action or decision. When faced with uncertain consequences, 

some people do not act or decide as they feel it is not safe to do so. 

Until they know what will happen if they act, they will maintain the 

status quo. When this entails remaining passive and not speaking 

up, the results of this 'no action' can be devastating for an 

organisation. Issues and faults are not raised and may only be 
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discovered when problems come to a head. An example of this 

would be 'groupthink' where people do not speak up because no-

one else is speaking up. 

  

Most projects and activities will carry risk. Things might go wrong, 

but this is no reason to avoid taking on the project. Being too risk 

averse would mean never getting out of bed. However, we can 

predict risks and then decide both how we might prevent specific 

risks and/or how we will deal with them if they happen. This is 

known as 'contingency planning' and is outlined further on in this 

chapter. 

 

4. Uncertainty of Knowledge 

 

For some people the problem is not having enough knowledge, 

information or data. They don't know the details, perhaps not 

having the experience, expertise and know-how. Here are some 

examples: 

a) A project manager who is managing a technical project 

without full knowledge of the technicalities.  

b) A manager whose people do a job they don't have the full 

knowledge of. 

c) A member of staff who is new to the organisation and new 

to their job so is still unclear of their role.  

d) A buyer who is unaware how much the item they are buying 

is worth or how much it costs the seller. 

e) A consumer who doesn't know their rights. They don't know 

what is 'allowable' and what is unacceptable. They don't 

know what is 'normal' or if they are being 'wronged'. 

 

On one level, the answer to all of these is 'find out'. Take time to 

prepare, investigate, seek out bodies of information. Make friends 

with specialists and talk to others who have dealt with these kinds 

of situations. Build a list of contacts. Keep track of what you are 

learning and write yourself some aide memoires and check-lists. 

Challenge people who say it cannot be done. 
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Another perspective is that you cannot be expected to know 

everything. This is why you have people around you. As a manager 

(or project manager) it is useful to learn some top-level information 

about the technicalities. How long should things take? What are the 

consequences of mistakes or delays? What are the positive 

consequences if it goes well? What is the purpose of a particular 

technical activity... it is done in order to what? 
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Aristotelian logic, 115, See 

logic:formal 

Bakan, Joel, 83, 132 

both/and thinking 

vs either/or, 175 

change, 18, 193 

chunking 

up or down, 278 

cognitive linguistics, 114 

conflict resolution, 274, 290 

mediation, 296 

process, 291 

contingency planning, 261 

contracting, 262 

delegation, 265 

Dilts' neurological levels, 264 

ground rules, 267 

co-opetition, 181 

culture, 75, 81, 84, 87, 103 

and sociopaths, 231 

and time/cost/quality, 158 

blame, 89 

Eastern, 159 

long-hours, 227 

of self interest, 136 

toxic, 228 

Western, 155, 157 

decision trees, 178 

defensive routines, 226, 232 

depression 

and learned helplessness, 51 

dialectic 

both/and thinking, 175 

construct, 187, 188, 275 

model making, 186 

dilemma, 42, 178 

definition, 27 

either-or thinking, 175 

ethical, 171 

vs decision, 153 

dilemma integration technique, 

178, 290 

Dilts, Robert, 75, 101, 206 

distorted thinking, 242 

double bind, 51, 72, 210 

definition, 29 

double loop learning, 88, 125, 

160, 163 

vs single loop learning, 88 

ecology, 133, 253 

checking, 224 

levels of, 224 

either/or thinking, 22, 115, 155, 

168 

and negation, 116 

vs both/and, 175 

vs from/to, 171 

embodied cognition, 114 

empowerment, 157 

espoused theory vs theory in use, 

22 

ethics 

and unconscious bias, 231 

checking, 225 

unethical behaviour, 222, 227 



Solving Impossible Problems 

 

30 

 

expectations 

conflicting, 98 

forcefield analysis, 178 

Gottman, John, 57 

groupthink, 2, 3, 40, 81, 325 

Hegel, G.W.F., 145 

hierarchy 

organisation as, 131 

organisational concern, 96, 132 

removing, 135 

holon, 145 

innovation and problem solving, 

18, 221 

integrity, 223 

Johnson, Barry, 161 

knots 

definition, 36 

Koestler, Arthur, 154 

language 

linguistic indicators, 61 

non-verbal, 66 

use of metaphor, 64 

leadership and management, 17 

learned helplessness, 50, 70 

and learned hopelessness, 51 

depression, 51 

logic 

dialectic, 145, 175 

formal, 141 

fuzzy, 144, 167 

trialectic, 149, 199 

types, 140 

logical levels, 128 

Dilts' neurological levels, 75, 

84, 101, 264 

logical paradox 

definition, 39 

logical types. See logical levels 

managerial grid, 191 

Maslow, Abraham, 71 

McKinsey 7S model, 92 

tensions, 94 

mental health, xi 

Merton, Robert, 35, 38, 253 

meta, 123 

layers, 126 

mindfulness, 238 

negation, 116 

negotiation, 23, 116, 120, 189, 274, 

279 

golden rules, 288 

process/stages, 281 

neuro-linguistic programming 

NLP, 22, 63, 124, 152, 200, 250 

metaprograms, 22 

nominalisation, 117, 118 

denominalising, 200, 216 

Occam’s razor, 143 

organisational defences, 69 

and Dilts' neurological levels, 

75 

and double binds, 72 

and hierarchy of needs, 71 

behaviour, 84 

defensive behaviours, 79 

layers, 74, 81 

organisational effectiveness, 17 

paradox 

conflicting frames, 215 

definitions, 7 

dynamics, 24 

forms, 10 

holding open, 154 

layers, 68 

mapping, 42 

potential vs manifest, 301 

signs & symptoms, 48 

stages, 9 



Index 
 

 

 

 

system vs individual, 40 

typology, 26 

paradox management 

and organisational 

development, 304 

challenges, 299 

measuring success, 308 

principles, 317 

process overview, 315 

risk, 226 

paradoxes 

Abilene, 40 

groupthink, 40 

liars, 25 

manageable manageable vs 

not manageable, 301 

of choice, 259 

Peter principle, 41 

rational vs irrational, 105 

Sorites, 172 

stupidity, xvi 

subject vs object, 112 

personality clashes 

between working styles, 54 

team dynamics, 57 

Peter Principle, 41 

polarity, 22 

definition, 27 

polarity management, 161 

problem solving 

and outcomes, 246 

problem mapping, 243 

reactive vs responsive, 245 

psychopath and sociopath, 226, 

229 

psychopathic behaviour, 229 

recursion 

definition, 32 

reframing, 200, 201 

content & context, 203 

sleight of mouth patterns, 206 

right and wrong, 116 

scope of problem, 99 

self-fulfilling prophecy 

definition, 35 

self-reference 

definition, 30 

Seligman, Martin, 50 

situational leadership, 192 

sociopathic behaviour, 231 

stress, 15, 16, 49 

symptoms 

individual, 49 

organisational, 48 

synergy, 60 

system diagrams, 43 

tensions, 9, 22, 23 

thesis-antithesis-synthesis, 145, 

176 

time-cost-quality triangle, 28, 158 

transactional analysis 

working styles/drivers, 54 

uncertainty 

and mindfulness, 238 

attitudes towards, 239, 247 

definition, 237 

types, 240 

unconscious bias, 231 

unintended consequences, 133, 

254 

definition, 38 

vicious/virtuous circle 

definition, 34 

win/win, 277, 278 

Chinese contract, 15 

working styles, 54 

yin/yang symbol, 121, 169 



 

32 

 



 

33 

 

About the Author 
 

Joe Cheal 

 

Joe is the Lead Imaginarian and Trainer for Imaginarium 

Learning & Development. He has been involved in the field of 

management and organisational development since 1993.  

 

Also known as 'The Paradox Man', he helps businesses and 

teams to resolve the unresolvable... dissolving dilemmas and 

converting conflicts into practical innovations. 

 

He holds an MSc in Organisational Development and Neuro 

Linguistic Technologies (his MSc dissertation was an 

exploration into ‘social paradox’), a degree in Philosophy and 

Psychology and diplomas in Coaching and Psychotherapy. 

 

Joe is an NLP Master Trainer who enjoys learning new 

things… by exploring diverse fields of science, philosophy 

and psychology and then integrating these ‘learnings’. He is 

the author of ‘Solving Impossible Problems’, ‘Who Stole My Pie?’ 

and the co-author of ‘The Little Book of Resilience’, ‘The Little 

Book of Persuasion (Updated)’ and ‘The Model Presenter.’ He is 

the creator and editor of the ANLP Journal: Acuity and the 

editor of Powered By NLP (Vols 1&2). 

 

He is a regular speaker at conferences, symposiums and 

groups. 

 

He can be contacted at: joe@imaginariumdev.com. 
 

 



Solving Impossible Problems 

 

34 

 

 
 

an imaginarium is a place of wonder… 

a safe place to learn and to update our maps…  

to test out and develop practical ideas for application 

‘back in the real world’. 

 

Imaginarium Learning & Development is a consultancy that 

specialises in inspiring the imagination and potential of 

organisations, leadership, management and individuals 

through OD, L&D, Facilitation and Executive Coaching. 
 

We work with clients from a broad range of sectors and aim to 

work in partnership with our clients, enhancing the profile of 

leadership, learning and development in our client's 

organisation. 

 

Our focus is development, engagement  

and psychological wellbeing. 

 

Imaginarium offers a range of consultancy services including:  

• Learning & development / training courses 

• Executive coaching, skills coaching and mentoring 

• Facilitation and team development 

• Strategic engineering and paradox management 

• Change management and organisational development  

• Myers Briggs profiling and emotional intelligence testing 

 

imaginarium: engineering for the mind 
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Why work with Imaginarium? 

 

Here are 4 things that make us special… 
 

Experience 
 

Imagine tapping into a wellspring of experience to help your people 

become more effective, more efficient and even more resourceful. 
 

We have been involved in the learning & development 

environment for a quarter of a century! In the training and 

coaching environment, we have encountered and understood 

the majority of problems and challenges that human beings 

can face. We are able to draw from a wealth of practical 

resources, solutions, examples, models, hints, tips and ideas to 

help get people unstuck (and to help them ‘unstick’ 

themselves!) As individuals, we continue to learn and 

develop, keeping what we do fresh and engaging. We ‘get’ 

people! 
 

Credibility 
 

Imagine working with a company who regard  

your success and credibility as highly as their own. 
 

We value not only our own credibility but also the credibility 

of the company we work with. We know that when we are 

training and coaching in your company, we represent 

“learning & development”. We are passionate about 

advancing the reputation and culture of people development 

in organisations. We have worked with a vast range of 

organisational sectors and cultures giving us the ability to 

adapt from one company to another. We have also worked 

with some highly multicultural organisations, from people 

from all across the globe. 
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Humour & Enjoyment 
 

Imagine your staff… keen to develop themselves  

to become even better at what they do. 
 

We love what we do! People who train with us enjoy 

themselves. We’ve been told that some people laugh and smile 

more in one day than they normally do in a week! We believe 

that enjoyment and light-heartedness are one of the most 

important keys to learning. Wherever we have embedded into 

an organisation’s culture, people want to attend courses! 

 

Return on Investment 
 

Imagine working with people who care that  

their service adds measurable value. 
 

It is important to us that whatever we do, it adds value for 

your company. Sometimes this can be realised in terms of 

financial profits and savings. Sometimes return on investment 

is subtler in terms of staff motivation, efficiency and improved 

communication. Whether the returns are tangible or intangible 

we are keen to make sure that we are worth our weight in 

gold! 
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By Joe Cheal 

 

How to manage priorities, 

boundaries and expectations 

 

Walter’s lunch... and his time are being eaten into. 

 

Fortunately, ‘real-world’ help is at hand to help him manage his 

time... and inadvertently, his pies! 

 

Join Walter in learning how to manage priorities, 

boundaries and expectations... 

 

Make your life easier and more fulfilling! 

 

 

Who Stole My Pie is packed with powerfully simple models, 

tools, tips and techniques. If you want to gain greater control 

over your time then this book is for you! 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Solving Impossible Problems 

 

40 

 

Other Books from GWiz Publishing 

 

 

 
 

By Joe & Melody Cheal 

 

Develop your Resilience skills! 
 

The Little Book of Resilience is full of practical tools, tips and 

techniques  

that will help you to… 

 

Bounce Back from Life’s Challenges 

Get Back in the Driving Seat 

Shift Your Perspective - The Way You See It 

Discover More Meaning, Purpose & Wellbeing 

Change How You Feel 
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By Joe & Melody Cheal 

 

If you were more persuasive... 

 

What would your life be like? 

Where might you be and what might you have? 

Where could you go and what could you achieve? 

 

The Little Book of Persuasion is bursting  

with practical idea for using anywhere.  

Build relationships and get better results  

at home, at work  

and out in the big wide world! 
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By Joe & Melody Cheal 
 

The Model Presenter will show you how to: 

-  Develop the qualities of an exceptional presenter 

-  Create a memorable and logical structure 

-  Deliver presentations and training with confidence. 

-  Engage an audience easily and effortlessly 

-  Deal with a wide range of challenging situations 
 

This ‘how-to’ guide is filled with steps to follow and helpful hints 

and tips modelled on  

the best of the best. 
 

You will discover a host of original material including: 

*  Closing the Gap between yourself and  

the Mind of the Audience 

*  Preparing using the BROADCAST Model 

*  Delivering training sessions using  

the IMPACT Formula 

*  Transforming nerves into confidence 
 

Be remembered for the right reasons… 

As you become the Model Presenter! 
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How would your life be, if you and your partner were always 

on the same side… facing life’s challenges together? 

 

A relationship is a dynamic pattern of advancing and 

retreating ‘energies’. A healthy relationship is a graceful dance 

of balanced and constructive interactions. Indeed, the quality 

of your life is determined by the health of your relationships. 

 

The Relationship Dance is a guide for anyone who wants 

 to improve their ability to relate, communicate and 

share happiness and meaning with a loved one! 

 

In this book, you will discover how to: 

• Create a solid foundation with the Five Relationship Graces 

• Remain balanced and constructive, even when you face 

differences 

• ‘Clean up your own act’ to develop a healthy and 

rewarding relationship 

• Build and maintain a complementary and interdependent 

relationship 

• Communicate assertively and speak your truth with kindness 

• Revivify that ‘honeymoon feeling’ 
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Becoming Happy! 
Lessons from Nature  

 

By Melody Cheal 

 

The search for happiness can often seem elusive and so this 

book provides hope for those wanting help in becoming 

happy. 

Find out how to unlock the best version of you, recognising 

your own sense of worth and value. Melody shares 

experiences from her own journey of self-discovery plus tools 

and ideas she uses in her own practice. 

The combination of pictures drawn from nature plus simple 

easy to apply exercises provides the reader with tools to begin 

transformation. 

 

Are you ready to Be Brilliant? 
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For more information about  

Joe & Melody Cheal, 

Imaginarium Learning & Development 

and GWiz NLP,  

you can contact us at: 

 

E: info@imaginariumdev.com 

E: info@gwiznlp.com 

 

Ph: 01892 309205 

 

W: www.imaginariumdev.com 

W: www.gwizNLP.com 
 


