
Tools for Positive Change

Murray Nickel


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Preface

Introduction

Methods

Partnerships

From the field

Sign up for Murray Nickel's Mailing List

Further Reading: Rhythms of Poverty: What Congo taught me about compassion

Also By Murray Nickel

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright



[image: ]


Tools of Positive Change: A brief review of practical ways to express compassion in community

Copyright © December, 2025 by Murray Nickel  

Book Cover and all photos by Matt Smith 

Published by 5n2Concepts 

Print ISBN:  978-0-9920209-4-1  

E-book ISBN:  978-0-9920209-5-8  

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that neither the author nor the publisher is engaged in rendering legal, investment, accounting or other professional services. While the publisher and author have used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional when appropriate. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, personal, or other damages.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface







[image: ]


The measure of a society is found in how they treat their weakest and most helpless citizens.

Jimmy Carter, 39th president of the United States

***
[image: ]


Are you concerned about the issue of poverty?  If you care deeply for those in need, figuring out how to make a meaningful impact among the impoverished can be challenging.  How can you promote positive change?  How do you find an effective strategy?  This book is not intended for experts.  It is meant as a brief overview of various methods I've encountered for tackling poverty.

I have dedicated a significant amount of time and effort during my travels abroad to exploring how I can better show compassion to those in need.  I deliberately pursued a career I hoped would equip me with the necessary tools to make a difference.  By immersing myself in marginalized communities, I sought to understand contexts different from my own and forge connections with like-minded individuals worldwide.  Even so, I feel I have only scratched the surface of a complex and nuanced subject.

What follows is a glimpse into my discoveries and experiences.  It turns out, unravelling the complexities of how to express compassion is far from simple.  Although this overview is not exhaustive, I hope it will offer fresh perspectives to those pressed for time but eager to consider how to show compassion for the impoverished. 

The booklet is organized into an introduction and three sections. The introduction focuses on the need for our tools to be adaptable rather than static. Then the first section discusses a variety of methodological tools, the second section focuses on partnership tools, and the final section is an appendix containing quotes from several of my mentors in methodology from the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
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I have no methods; all I do is accept people as they are.

Joan Rivers

***
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Let's be clear at the outset, articulating methods for expressing compassion is no simple challenge.  At times it feels like compassion and coherent methods fit together like a square peg in a round hole.  People and their problems are multifaceted, and there's no universal way of showing compassion.  Compassion doesn't adhere to a rigid plan. It cannot be contained neatly within a protocol. We should be careful not to assume that our strategies communicate compassion, even if we feel they are divinely inspired. In fact, squeezing compassion into a method can sometimes work against us. 

Have you ever wondered why so many methods exist to solve certain problems?  It's because no single method works great.  How-to books have a disappointingly short shelf life.  Time passes, people age, and culture evolves.  The methods we once considered valuable become irrelevant.  I have a collection of method books on my shelf that I should have recycled long ago.  Even though they are no longer helpful, I still cling to them, perhaps out of nostalgia or resistance to change.  

You know, it's really easy to look back and criticize the methods of past generations, thinking that we have better ones now.  Take the Belgians in colonial times, for example.  Why didn't they train more Congolese managers and offer more higher education opportunities?  And later after independence, what was the deal with the global north throwing money at grand infrastructure projects?  We can make assumptions, but to fully understand the context of their actions we need to be in their shoes.  No matter how innovative and cutting-edge our methods are today, future generations will definitely challenge them, just as we've questioned methods from the past.

Some methods have stood the test of time.  For example, a knife and a wheel have proven their worth.  Still, even the most reliable tools should be regularly assessed as time and circumstances change.  Let's remind ourselves here that a method is not a principle.  While principles remain constant through time and space, methods change.

If compassion for the impoverished is a virtue, think of it as a box of random Lego pieces. Lego pieces themselves don't change, and when playing with others, they are free to be searched for, discovered, and shared by everyone. Similarly, compassion is a constant; it can be shared freely and is found through the effort to seek it out. 

In contrast, methods are what you create with those Lego pieces. They relate to how compassion is expressed. I can draft an instruction booklet on how I believe the pieces should best be assembled. While my approach may be effective for a time, it will eventually require adjustments. Our environment and culture change, and what works or does not work evolves over time. We often overvalue methods, asserting ownership of them when it suits us and reluctantly letting them go when they are no longer effective. With this understanding, we are now ready to discuss methods. 

***
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Methods








[image: ]


Take a method and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly, and try another. But by all means, try something.

Franklin D. Roosevelt

***
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A common method of compassion for the impoverished is the needs assessment.  Helping those in need starts with understanding their needs.  Understanding requires knowledge, which is gained through education, experience, and listening to experts.  When we have knowledge, we can reason out our approach instead of relying only on emotional reactions when assisting others.   

Supporting a cause based on a passionate response may sometimes be effective, but it's essential to also support our emotions with knowledge gained through more than just a brief encounter.  Wrapping our heads around the culture and politics in a remote village in the middle of Africa takes time and effort.  Even understanding the culture and politics in our local homeless community would be limited if our experience was limited to just one evening volunteering handing out soup and sandwiches.  

Sometimes we hit it right.  Having a background understanding helps.  For example, I am well-informed about our local food bank.  I know people who work there, read articles about it, and am familiar with the politics and culture surrounding it.  While I may not fully know the food bank's inner workings, the learning curve isn't steep.  An emotion-inspired, knee-jerk reaction inspiring me to support my local food bank will likely be reasonably close to a thought-out response. 
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When it comes to understanding the challenges faced by malnourished children in a remote African village, we are in a whole different ball game. Most of us don't know the lay of the land, the local culture, or the political scene—let alone the local language. An impulsive response will not cut it. A compassionate method that grasps the complexities of impoverished situations calls for a serious effort on our part.Insert: image original but content taken from Edward T Hall Beyond Culture (1976) and Paige, Michael R., ed. Cross Cultural Orientation: New Conceptualizations and Applications. Landham,MD: Gary R. Weaver, (1986) 
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It's so much easier to suggest solutions when you don't know too much about the problem.Malcolm Forbes - The Sayings of Chairman Malcolm: The Capitalist's Handbook (1978)
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Needs Analysis

The most common problem-solving method for gaining knowledge is a needs analysis. Embarking on a needs analysis begins with a passionate team of experienced individuals who become dedicated to a project through their connections to a non-governmental organization (NGO), church, or community leader in the field.  Together, they brainstorm an approach, outline pertinent questions, and gather essential information to create effective problem-solving solutions.  

The journey begins with a visit to the community and establishing genuine connections.  Initial contact often occurs at the highest level of existing community hierarchies, such as the community council, church leadership, or government office.  While it usually starts in an office, the endeavour should swiftly transition to a more vibrant environment, such as under a tree, in a community center, or even a church.

Having established connections, the team dives into asking thought-provoking questions
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Appreciative Inquiry
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Results-Based Management


[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]











[image: ]



[image: ]





[image: ]









[image: ]







[image: ]


Survey
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Participation
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Participatory Rural Appraisal
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SWOT
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Asset Based Community Development
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Community Centred Development
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