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Introduction
By now there are several different versions of the story about the origins of this idea. Most 
of them involve a sandwich shop, a young person and Charlie Howard. The young man and 
Charlie talk about problems in his community, and then Charlie asks him what he would do to 
make things better. He thinks about it before replying. ‘We don’t listen to each other enough 
any more. We don’t help each other. What we need is a problem solving booth, right here on 
my street’.

A problem solving booth (PSB). When you want it. Where you want it. That was the starting 
point. There were some other steers in the chat that followed. Someone who can listen to 
you. Not necessarily a person trained in listening, or therapy. But these didn’t leave the same 
residue as three descriptors. Problem. Solving. Booth.

Once the fuse was lit, Charlie pulled together some colleagues from the small team called 
Owls that helps her test out ideas for improving mental health. They sat in a café and mused 
on what the young man had said. Then they got cracking.

On a freezing cold November day they turned up at Camden Lock in north London. They 
brought some old pizza boxes with them. These they turned into signs. On one they wrote 
‘Problem Solving Booth’. On the next ‘Helper’. And on the third ‘Helped’. One chair was placed 
beneath the ‘Helper’ sign and another beneath the ‘Helped’ sign.

And then they stepped back to see what would happen.

It has changed and mutated as an idea. But the core has been constant. This brief publication 
tells of the trying and testing of problem solving booths, of how they adapted and eventually 
formed the foundation of another innovation, Street to Scale.

Getting out of the office
Why would Charlie Howard be asking young people in north London about how to improve 
mental health? She is a psychologist. She spends some time with patients in therapy, but she 
knows there is only so much a clinician can do. She and her colleagues are working to bring 
psychology to the street. The technical term is community psychology. Their passion is shared 
by others in other professions. People who see that public systems don’t have all the answers, 
and maybe sometimes can be part of the problem.

So they get out of the clinic, and they listen, really listen to people. They are building trust. 
A lot of the conversations they have with people facing tough times, young people on the 
edge of gangs for example, come back to trust. The people who psychologists work with are 
challenged not only by mental ill-health, but by their loss of confidence in the world around 
them. The world doesn’t behave as it ought

How can trust be recovered? A psychologist might want to help a young person to consider 
advice and knowledge as reliable, to trust what they are being told and to integrate it into their 
day-to-day calculations. Some refer to this as epistemic trust. Against a backdrop of violence 
and deprivation, it is difficult to build.

Commonly, psychologists take steps to establish themselves as trustworthy, taking off their 
lanyards, stripping themselves of the power that comes with the clinical title and role. It means 
eschewing the instinct honed in years of training to fix, to find a solution. (This sharing of power 
is extremely threatening to many practitioners who find comfort in their ascribed roles).

None of this is new. Frank Riessman was studying what happens when people in need of 
support provide help to others in the mid-1960s. Emory Cowen watched what happens when 
psychological advice was administered by hairdressers, divorce lawyers and bartenders in the 
early 1980s. It isn’t new but nor is it fashionable. Community psychologists are standing against 
three decades of investment in systems and services that too often ignore the role of citizens. 

How the idea developed
Much happened over the 15 or so months that followed. Not all the details matter.  
The important stepping stones are summarised here and in the panels.

As uninviting as two empty chairs parked next to a canal on a cold day may seem, within no 
time there was a queue of people wanting to take part. Working out which seat to sit in, ‘helper’ 
or ‘helped’, didn’t seem to be a problem. The labels do not stop the helper from asking for 
help and the helped from offering advice. When the seats were full, people in line would chat 
standing up. 

This first prototype exposed one of the core components. The people talking to each other 
were strangers. Prior to sitting in the chairs, participants were unknown to each other. The 
conversation ran deep. People talked about their anxieties, struggles to cope with stress, bad 
decisions they had made. A lot of this talk was about mental health.

The next step was to try it with other partners. What would happen if a police officer did it? 
How about a hairdresser? The prototyping team pitched up on the street outside a university. 
A line of chairs filled with students helping teachers, porters helping professors, trainee 
psychologists asking advice – how can I sleep at night – from passers-by. In a library foyer in 
south London, a grandmother advised the head of the local mental health trust how to find 
more time for himself in his over-busy days.

Something different was happening. As a population we have become hesitantly open about our 
mental health. There is a lot of coverage about the levels of ill-mental health in the media. Most
end with a call for more professional help.

But most people don’t have time for, don’t want to bother with, cannot afford or don’t know how 
to access mental health services. Those that do often find the services are overwhelmed and get 
shunted from one informal support group to another, a process called signposting or, with more 
gravity, social prescribing. Could the advice of strangers be as alleviative for some people?

In the early stages the benefits of the booths were unclear. But people’s willingness to 
contribute was beyond doubt. Under the right conditions we will open up to strangers.  

And not only do people like giving advice, they are often good at it. Three five-year-old girls sat 
together in the ‘helper’ chair that we popped down in a London park and effortlessly reeled off 
practical advice to a queue of intrigued adults all in seek of help. Once the chairs were taken 
away, the girls carried on seeking others who might benefit from their wisdom.

Gradually, the innovation got traction. In the spring of 2017, there were booths in City Hall and 
at Hampton Court Flower Show. They were parked outside football grounds on match day. 
Seats were assigned for helpers and helped on a Piccadilly Line tube train. Problem solving 
booths became something like the ‘next big thing’. The idea was initialised. Everyone wanted 
to know about PSBs.

At some point the balance between doing and learning got out of kilter. It became difficult to 
know what was real and what was hype. Sometimes booths were set up but remained empty. 
Other times they were swamped. Why? The idea is as simple as an idea can be, but, even so, 
it could be implemented badly. Again, why? Whatever the set up, some people would walk 
by, clearly intrigued, and is described below. It became clear that, although problem solving 
booths could be successful but for some reason couldn’t bring themselves to stop and chat. 
Hardly anything was known about the variables that stood between success and failure.

Two things changed. First was to increase collaboration with organisations keen to develop 
the idea. One, for example, asked its professional staff to sit in the ‘helped’ chair and take 
advice from service users occupying the ‘helper’ chair. A London council tried placing sofas 
on the streets. The Metropolitan Police, on the advice from a young person given to one of 
their Inspectors in a problem solving booth, invited its police car drivers to take advice from 
adolescents sitting in the passenger seat while cruising around their neighbourhood. And 
much more.

Second, the learning became more systematic, adopting a style of learning that Ratio calls 
Era 3 and were wanted, there were many impediments to scale. Could this idea work without 
becoming a product owned and promoted by an organisation?

THE DEVELOPMENT OF BOOTHS (2016-2018)
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How we learn
Ratio has been trying out what it calls ‘Era 3 learning’ on a range of social innovations. This isn’t 
a method. It is a way of thinking about how to design, test and scale ideas to improve human 
development.

Era 3 is a reaction to a narrow conception of evaluation that took hold from the 1980s onwards, 
with tight evaluations of outcomes under controlled conditions becoming what is thought of as 
the ‘gold standard’.

In the case of problem solving booths, Era 3 became an antidote to another impulse. Many 
social innovators like Charlie Howard are impatient. Their mantra is ‘just do it!’ An idea 
emerges, lets go and try it. If people like it, then it works. If they don’t, let’s go find another 
idea that they do like.

By this measure, problem solving booths neither worked nor failed. On the first trial, people 
loved them. On a bitterly cold day passers-by couldn’t help but sit and occupy one of the 
chairs. Bingo! It worked.

But the further away the idea got from Charlie and her team, the lower the number of ‘bums 
on seat’– the colloquial term we used to describe reach. Quality was variable also. For many 
of the organisations picking up the problem solving booths idea, it was sufficient to have an 
event and make a splash. Filling the booth was an optional extra.

Impact remained undefined. Strangers talking to strangers is something. But what follows? 
Are problems solved? Do they see the world differently? Are they more empathetic to other 
strangers? Does one person receiving help make them more eager to offer help? 

As well as learning about the potential of problem solving booths, the work drew out 
generalisable knowledge about human nature, about people’s innate wariness of strangers, 
about the benefit of granting people permission to interact, and about the nature of empathy. 
Hopefully, this broader learning is relevant to all kinds of other social innovations.

ERa 3 LEaRNING

WE BuILD IT 
WITH THE PEOPLE 

WHO uSE IT

WE MEaSuRE

REaCH > How many people us the innovation?
QuaLITY > Can we improve the innovation?
IMPaCT > are we seeing population level change?

Learning from the prototypes
The ambition was to improve week by week. The learning from 
one prototype informed the next, eventually resulting in 30 
versions, some of which span off into iterations led by other 
groups. 
 
The guidelines were reach, quality and impact. Reach referred 
to how many problem solving booth ‘events’ – gatherings at 
which booths were organised – took place and how many 
people sat down with a stranger in a booth. Quality took in all 
the variables that might influence reach, such as the chairs, 
their arrangement, the sign on cardboard versus the sign on 
cloth, whether to give participants guidance or leave them to 
it, and more. Impact referred to the effect on those that took 
part – was there a resolution of the problems they raised – and 
on those they came into contact with afterwards – did sitting in 
a booth lead them to connect to other strangers, to offer help 
or to be more open to receiving assistance?

Mutual aid
Early testing drew out the core qualities of a problem solving booths. Two strangers potentially 
helping each other. Without renumeration or even any expectation that they would ever meet 
again. (Few people leave the booth grateful to the other. It is as if the exchange is so short and 
uncomplicated, it need not be acknowledged).

It was never the objective -in many ways there was never a stated objective- but the activity in 
the booths turned out to look a lot like what organisational psychologists would call ‘mutual 
aid’, involving exchange for mutual benefit that is voluntary, without financial remuneration or 
power imbalance.

The possibility of mutual aid helped to resolve three challenges associated with problem solving 
booths. There are two chairs. A helper and a helped. First challenge: given a choice, in which 
chair should one sit? Second, does sitting in the helper chair infer some sense of superiority 
(thus violating a tenet of mutual aid)? Third, how does the conversation begin?

The resolution to the third problem was rapidly apparent from early testing. The best way to help 
someone is to ask them to help you. All participants in booths are encouraged to start with the 
simple request: ‘I have a problem that you might be able to help me with...’ This seems to give 
permission to talk openly, a theme explored more below.

But what about the labels, ‘helper’ and ‘helped’? Should they be exchanged for ‘helper/helped’ 
to indicate the interchangeable roles and potential for mutual aid? The answer from the 
prototyping appears to be ‘quite possibly, but it isn’t necessary’. People going into booths appear 
to figure this out by themselves. Sitting in the ‘helper’ chair does not preclude asking for help 
any more than sitting in the ‘helped’ chair gets in the way of offering solutions.

PROTOTYPES
Here we give a flavour of the prototypes tried and tested during 
a part of the development of problem solving booths.

at the core
A guiding principle in the Era 3 approach is to separate out ‘core’ – that which makes it work – 
from the ‘adaptable’ – that which makes people want to use, buy or do it. The idea is to strip the 
core down to the minimum, allowing lots of leeway for the adaptable.

So, what is at the core of a problem solving booth? The strongest candidate is permission. 
As Tim Moore has found, the brain craves connection. But there are many inhibiting factors. 
I have to get to work; I don’t have time. This person wants something; I don’t want to 
disappoint. What if I embarrass myself in public?

The booth is out of place. It is crudely packaged with odd chairs and bits of cardboard. This 
disjunction appears to disorientate potential visitors. It gives them permission to do what they 
want to do, to connect to a stranger and to talk.

The name is another source of permission. To talk about problems. To offer solutions. Both 
appear to encourage participation.

The meeting in the booth is short, off-beat and unscripted. The two people in the booth remain 
strangers to each other. There is nothing to prompt them to meet again, nor do they show any 
desire to do so.

A simple consequence is connection. Two people who have not previously met talk to one 
another. In some cases this leads on to mutual aid, two people helping each other without 
recompense or expectations.

The evidence on what happens next is sketchy. There were few opportunities to find out what 
people did the day after coming into the booth, or what effect it might have had a week later.

The available data we have seems to suggest that sitting in a booth produces a couple of 
awakenings. One, the participants think anew about their problems. The man who gets advice 
from a stranger on how to reduce smart phone dependency hears more or less exactly what his 
wife tells him. But the stranger makes him think. (It doesn’t mean he takes the advice, but his 
mind is open to new possibilities). Two, the participants bring the problem back to themselves. 
The man with the smart phone knows he doesn’t have to reply to emails at midnight. It is up to 
him to leave the phone with his keys at his front door.

Street to scale
Much was learnt, and progress made. The prototyping team could have concentrated on 
scaling problem solving booths, much as James Dyson focused on scaling his vacuum 
cleaner. But the concern was not the product. It was what the product might do, fostering 
connection, building trust, encouraging mutual aid.

Gradually, other routes to this end began to open up. Going back to the story of Charlie, 
the young man, and the conversation in front of a sandwich shop, did the various iterations 
of problem solving booths reflect the young man’s imagination? To an extent, yes. But the 
people -typically psychologists and other therapists – and organisations – usually large, social 
enterprises- who took up the idea quite naturally strayed a long way from the challenges 
facing a potential gang member needing a solution ‘right here and now, when I need it’.

The learning led to a conversation about nurturing ideas produced by citizens in the 
communities in which they lived, bypassing organisations and the helping professions 
altogether. 

When this idea was tested, the obstacles were many. Citizens, young people included, said, 
‘We have lots of ideas, but no way of getting resources to try them out’. ‘Who would trust us?’ 
they asked, and ‘How would they find out whether what we were doing was worthwhile?’
So a new challenge emerged: how to support local people with ideas by trusting them with 
resources at the moment they were needed.

Street to Scale was the response. It began by giving small amounts of money directly to 
citizens, independent of any public system or voluntary organisation. It led onto establishing 
short-term (popping up and down in two months) community banks (governed by local people) 
into which public systems or philanthropic funds are placed on trust. That trust is extended to 
citizens who are given a credit card pre-loaded with small amount of funds to advance their 
ideas. Social media platforms are used to connect these local agents of change and capture 
the learning. A trust index has captured the extent to which funds are disposed ethically.

The early stage testing has led to a position where:
•  Foundations and other investors can trust in Street to Scale to bypass organisations and 

get funds to citizens 
•  Street to Scale can trust in communities of interest to distribute funds using the local 

banking option
•  Communities of interest can trust citizens to use the pre-paid credit cards to invest in 

things that matter in their locality, and 
•  Citizens can trust Street to Scale to capture the learning and help spread great ideas.

Early testing demonstrates a potential to address some of the structural inequalities that 
prevent communities from being heard - one of which is money. It has the potential to 
support, financially and otherwise, individuals and their ideas, putting them before powerful 
organisations and systems.

ratio.org.uk

Why stop and chat?
Modern urban life is cluttered with invitations to busy people 
to engage with the world around them. Most readers will have 
strategies for avoiding chuggers, people employed by charities 
to give money or engage in a cause. Leaflet distributors are 
viewed with suspicion, issuers of free newspapers a nuisance 
and street homeless people asking for money an occupational 
hazard. So why would anybody sit down in a chair and talk to a 
stranger about problems?

Surprisingly, those visiting booths showed little resistance 
to taking part. On the other hand, there was significant 
variation from one event to another, with some producing no 
encounters between strangers and others creating a queue of 
people ready to engage.

At some events people coming into a booth were asked to 
write down a word summarising what they felt. The result 
was a litany of anxiety, doubt and suspicion. There was some 
expectation and even excitement, but most of the words 
expressed a negative sensibility. The process was repeated 
when people left the booth, producing mostly positive words 
covering a sense of connection, stronger agency to act and a 
view of the world as a good place.

Much of this accords with the brain science as summarised 
by Australian colleague Tim Moore1. The human condition 
craves interaction. But during first encounters, the brain 
is working out whether there is a need for fight or flight, 
and safety is to the fore. Once one part of the brain works 
out there is no threat, another part takes over. It seeks 
connection and opportunity.

The adaptations sought ways to get the brain past the threat. 
For example, we noticed that people walking past a booth 
would crane their necks to see what was happening, second 
guessing their decision not to take part. Placing several 
booths in a row meant passers-by had several opportunities to 
consider their options. When we asked those who had decided 
against entering a booth what put them off, many were looking 
for an excuse to do what one part of their brain was urging 
them to do, to stop and chat. So, with the help of Goldsmith’s 
College we started inventing ‘alibis’, reasons to stop: a cup 
of tea, a fortune cookie with a message about helping inside, 
T-shirts, live music and other examples.

Context was a major variable. Placing booths in places where 
there were a lot of people nearly always worked, sporting 
events or railways stations for example. If one person stops, 
others will follow. Finding contexts where the mix created an 
appetite to share problems and help one another, such as 
further education colleges, also bore fruit. The amount of time 
people have on their hands makes a difference, as indicated by 
the success of booths at large festivals. A local impetus also 
helps. In Weston-super-Mare the suicide of an adolescent had 
spurred the community into reflecting on whether more could 
have been done to avert the tragedy. The result was a series of 
beachfront booths.

1   Listen to Tim Moore on the neurobiology of relationships here: https://soundcloud.

com/user-434237982/tim-moore-on-the-neurobiology-of-relationships 

What happens when strangers meet?
Georg Simmel gave a clear description of a stranger in the early 1900s. A stranger is 
someone who is both near, by proximity, and distant by strength of connection. This 
combination, in Simmel’s view, makes a stranger the perfect confidant, not bound by history 
but able to bring a fresh perspective. What we hear and what we heed in a conversation with 
a stranger is different from what we hear and heed in a conversation with a loved one or an 
expert stranger, a therapist.

Most people sitting in a booth have close relatives and friends to talk to, and some can 
afford to pay a private therapist. In a booth they meet complete a stranger, someone with no 
specialist training in the origins of ill-mental health or its remedies. Someone who might or 
might not know about the problem they choose to share but who will be unencumbered by 
their full social history.

A lot of the talk in the booth is about mental health. There was next to no mention of psychosis 
or other major conditions or disorders. The conversations are about anxiety, caused by work or 
exams, or due to the vicissitudes of personal relationships. Stress, nearly always due to work 
or lack thereof, feature strongly. Participants talk about their addictions, to the smartphone for 
example, and how this damages their personal relationships.

The stranger interaction influences the solving part of the equation. It is not loaded with 
judgement. (Judgements do not form quickly enough to influence a 15-minute conversation). 
It is not complicated by expectations about future strategies. The strangers are unlikely to ever 
meet again. The solutions are simple and one-off, frequently reflecting personal experiences. 
Breathing exercises are proposed for exam stress. Making time for oneself a remedy for 
work stress. Leaving the smartphone with the house keys when entering the house a way 
of countering connectivity addiction. Such advice leaves the recipient not so much with a 
prescription but a range of simple, easy to act upon options.

Not all stranger interactions are suited to problem solving booth, as the following panel 
illustrates.

STRaNGER TYPES

Part of the learning involved finding out what kinds of strangers inhabit our lives. Building on 
academic research literature on this topic, the prototyping team classified stranger interactions 
into six categories. This classification of strangers was tested on the streets of London by 
asking citizens about their non-close daily interactions.

Type 1: Not in person – a connection without contact
(When we connect to others by something you have read or seen)
•  ‘I know a lot about people through Instagram. But I don’t connect to them.’ 
•  ‘I used to read the column of this New Yorker columnist. I felt very connected to her.’

Type 2: People we pass
(People we notice on the streets when we are going about our lives)
•  ‘Working on a building site you see different people all the time and give them the nod, 

the heads up. Also on transport in London it doesn’t cost much to say hello, to feel more 
connected.’

Type 3: Fleeting interactions
(People with whom we have a fleeting connection, and the impact of what was said or done stays 
with us)
•  ‘A man on a tube who came and talked about my boots, was really lovely and reminded me 

of how London is more friendly because I am not from here.’

Type 4: SOS Interactions
(When we are stuck and there is no one else around to help)
•  ‘Met a woman who had lost her dog in the woods, she asked for help in finding it. I didn’t 

find it but went on to to see her again some weeks later – she had found her dog. We have 
stopped and talked ever since.’

Type 5: Between a stranger and a friend
(People who are not family, we frequently see them, in certain contexts, and they bring 
something to our lives)
•  ‘The boy at the local shop who smiles every time I do my shopping’

Type 6: Close but seasonal
(People with whom we rapidly become intimate but it’s for a short period)
•  ‘My wife’s obstetrician and her doula were so important. For my wife they were among the 

most important interactions in her life. They were there through the whole thing. Yet now 
they have gone.’

How to scale
A lot of the learning concerned finding the best way to scale problem solving booths without 
it becoming a product owned and promoted by an organisation. Within the world of public 
system innovation, it might have appeared as if the booths were spreading fast. They became 
core to Thrive LDN, the Mayor of London’s focus on mental health and well-being, resulting 
in hundreds of booths popping up across the capital as well as analogous initiatives in 
Birmingham. These events were well covered by conventional and social media. But in reality 
the focus was more process - running and publicising PSB events- than impact -people sitting 
in the booths and engaging in mutual aid.

Other partners picked up on the idea: Accenture, The Metropolitan Police, further education 
colleges, large NGOs and social enterprises like Catch 22. How could the learning from the 
prototypes be effectively shared and spread?

A training programme was devised, probably the single greatest error in the prototyping 
process. But there was demand for the training, not only from partners but from activists.
At first, the training was extensive, taking up half a day. That didn’t work. Few people who signed 
up for training turned up. Few of those who trained ran a booth. It was reduced to three hours. 
More turned up, and few more applied their training. So it was further contracted to an hour 
on the street running a booth with people who had done it before. This was more popular still 
and led to more of those getting trained running a booth by themselves. At the next iteration 
the prototyping team tried a 30-minute call, then an online module and finally just encouraged 
those who were interested to read the materials on the web and ‘just do it!’

In reality, with this kind of innovation, a ‘buzz’ emerges. People and organisations want to be 
associated with the buzz. But the buzz is just buzz. Lots of talk. Too little action.

The most simple and scalable version of the booth came from a simple experiment dreamt up 
by Charlie Howard after she talked to an audience of 100 or so experts. She asked the audience 
to turn around and talk to the person directly behind them (who they were unlikely to know) 
and ask them for help. (Asking members of the audience to talk to someone nearby is not new. 
Asking them for help is). It fulfilled all the potential of mutual aid described above, and it lifted 
the energy in the room, making the talk that followed more enjoyable. This application continues 
to be replicated.

THE CORE IDEa
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The legacy of problem solving booths
Problem solving booths got pushed out of the way by Street to Scale. But they haven’t gone 
away. A steady stream of people grab the available resources to run booths. Reports pop 
up on Twitter, many from abroad, the last one from South Africa. People presenting their 
versions of a booth are reported in conference proceedings. Analogous innovations, some 
of which have clearly drawn on learning about problem solving booths and others that have 
informed their work, have become more common. The Friendship Benches in Zimbabwe, for 
example, involve quasi-health workers being trained to sit on park benches and offer advice 
on mental health.

Much of the learning has been fundamental to the formation of Street to Scale. There is giving 
permission, not just for strangers to connect but for them then to go on and invest resources 
to improve the places where they live, work or learn. As with problem solving booths, there 

is a focus on trust in citizens, young people in particular, to know how best to address local 
challenges. And similar to problem solving booths, Street to Scale is learning with the people 
who use the innovation, in the places where they use it. The objective with Street to Scale is 
to go much further than before, creating an infrastructure that can be taken, adapted and 
applied in a myriad of contexts around the world, an infrastructure that puts people facing 
challenges at the forefront of the effort to resolve those challenges.

The prototype team was led by Nina Browne from Owls and Lisa Clarke from Camden Council.
Harriet Mills, a psychology student, and Dora Humphries from Catch 22 provided support 
along with many volunteers. The work would not have been possible without the Owls Trust 
and the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, or Camden Council that, in addition to seconding Lisa 
Clarke, allowed testing across the Borough.
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