
“Mental Model of My Life” Guide

What is the benefit of the Mental Model Self-Assessment?
In order for real and sustainable change to take place, our clients must be in the 

driver’s seat. Our clients need to self assess, set their own goals, and create their own 
future stories. Therefore, we must use an assessment form that is understandable and 
concrete, not a linear-middle-class question and answer form. The client will use his or 
her own words to describe life now and dreams of what it could be. Clients are resilient 
problem solvers, and we want to empower them by giving them a voice in their own 
story. This assessment is based on the “Getting Ahead” Theory of Change. This 
assessment is to be used as a guide, not a physical template. It’s important that the 
case worker has memorized the “Mental Model of My Life” and can begin the exercise 
with the client with a blank sheet of paper. The client then can be involved in the literal 
building and creating of his or her mental model rather than filling a template. 

Step 1: “Now”
• This section is for the client to describe his or her life now. Clients can use feelings 

(sad, scared, frustrated,) situations (can’t pay my rent, need food,) or any descriptor 
of their current situation/crisis. It’s important for clients to see positive things as well 
to give perspective and to avoid coloring all of life by the current crisis. 

• Questions  for the caseworker to ask:
• What’s happening in your life?
• How does that make you feel?
• What is not going well? With your job/friends/kids/health?
• What is going well? What are you proud of?

• As the case worker actively listens, he or she can use the lines to the left to 
summarize. The caseworker is not putting words in the client’s mouth, but 
summarizes what the client has said.

• This circle is dotted because it is unsustainable. If nothing changes the “now” will 
become “Someone else’s now for me.”

Step 2: “Someone else’s now for me”
• If nothing changes in the client’s current situation, someone else will dictate the 

client’s life. If kids keep getting into trouble at school, then they might be suspended 
by the school administration. If the client can’t pay his or her rent, then the landlord 
will evict the client, etc. The caseworker uses this time to help the client see that his 
or her lack of action will result in other people making choices that impact the client’s 
life. 

• Examples:
• “If I keep showing up late for work, I might lose my job”
• “If I can’t get food in the fridge, Children and Youth might take my kids.”
• “If I don’t pay my fines, I might go to prison.”

• This section is not to scare the client but to show him or her the result of their current 
“now.”

• Case workers can us the phrase “what will happen if…?” to help clients predict what 
will happen if nothing changes. 
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Step 3: “My new now”
• When individuals are in crisis, it can be extremely difficult to think about the future or 

to dream about what could be. This section is for the client to postpone the crisis of 
the current situation and to think about what he or she wants in life. 

• Examples: “stable housing,” “steady income,” “kids have better behavior,” “better 
friendships,” “take a vacation,” etc. 

At this point, the case worker takes a minute to summarize the three previous sections: 
“My life now,” “Someone else’s now for me,” and “My new now.” This is the time to 
remind the client that these are his or her own words, this (My life now) is what life is 
now, this (Someone else’s now for me) is what will happen if nothing changes, and this 
(My new now) is dreams of what life could be. 

Step 4: “Strengths”
• This section is for clients to identify their strengths. It can be very difficult for some 

clients to answer because of their discouragement in life. Case workers can ask 
questions like: “What are you good at?” “What is going well?"  “What are you proud 
of?” Case workers can also refer back to “My life now” for any positive descriptors of 
the client’s current situation.

• Case workers can also help clients to see strengths from the narrative of the client 
story, “You have been through a lot. You must be strong.” “You really love your friends 
and family. You must be loyal.” “You have had a lot of changes in your life recently, I 
would say that you are flexible and adaptable.”

• Examples of client answers: “I’m a good mom/dad.” “I don’t give up.” “I’m strong.” 

Step 5: “New learning”
• After discussing client’s strengths, the case worker will write down and discuss some 

tools and new learning that the organization/case worker can help the client to grow. 
This is the only section that case workers fill in with their own words. This new 
learning will help the client to address his or her current situation in a new way. It will 
become the client’s tool box to address the situations in their “My life now” section. 

• Examples: Fate vs. Choice, Future Orientation, If you chose, then you’ve chosen, 
Power/Respect, Hidden Rules

Step 6: “Motivation for change”
• This section is pre-filled with the words “willing,” “able,” and “ready.” Clients must be 

willing “I want to change”, able “I have the ability to change”, and ready “I’m ready to 
begin changing.” As Tony Robbins says, “Change happens when the pain of staying 
the same is greater than the pain of change.” 

Step 7: “My plans”
• This section is for the client to identify plans for his or her new now. This is for big 

picture plans. The next step after this self-assessment is for the client to schedule 
another appointment to create and set SMART goals. Do not impose goals or plans 
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onto the client. If the client does not want to identify plans, it could be that the client is 
not ready to change yet. This assessment must be led by the client for the client to 
take ownership in the plans he or she identifies. 

• Examples of client answers: “new job,” “Spend more time with my kids,” “Get my 
GED,” etc. 
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