
Solution Focused Approach

 Strength-based approach developed by 

Insoo Kim Berg, Steve deShazer & others 

at the Brief Family Therapy Center in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin.  



Basic Tenets

 Positive, solution building approach

 Replace the focus from problems to client 

strengths

 Client is the expert of the problem

 Basic attending skills are important

 Focus on the client

 Compliments



Compliments

 Should not be motivated by a desire to be kind to 
clients.

 They should be reality-based, in the sense that it 
is derived from what the client communicates to 
you through words or client process.  

 Initially used at the end of the session, but 
gradually became used throughout the sessions 
because it helps clients grow more hopeful and 
confident.



Direct Compliments 

 A positive evaluation or reaction by the 
practitioner in response to the client.  

 Example “You seem to be a child who 
cares about succeeding in school.”

 Ex – “Wow!  I’m sure that must have been 
difficult!”  

 Works best when used to reflect what the 
client values. 



Indirect Compliments

 A question that implies something positive about 

the client.  Often through asking more 

information about a desired outcome stated by 

the client.  Example - “How have you managed 

to stay so calm?”

 Imply something positive through a relationship 

– “If your teacher was here and I asked here 

what you do to be a good student, what do you 

supposed she would say?”  



Self Compliments

 When a student says something like, “I 

decided that since I was going to school, I 

might as well do some studying”.  

 Counselor needs to recognize self 

compliments and reinforce them with 

“Has it been difficult” or “Is that 

something you can continue to do?”  



Getting Started 

 Be not-knowing

 Use client’s language – weave into next 

questions

 Notice something positive about the client

 Listen for what the client might want different

 Accept what the client wants as valid and 

reasonable



Getting Started – Con’t

 Assume the client wants to cooperate

 Ask for client’s understanding of the situation

 Listen for who and what are important to the 

client

 If expectations for others seem unrealistic, 

ask:   “How do you know he/she can do this?”



Basic Solution Focused Protocal

 Role Clarification

 Problem Description

 Goal Formulation

 Miracle Question

 Moving Toward a Solution

 Ending



Role Clarification

 After the paperwork, introductions, & brief 

rapport building, clarify how you work.  For 

example, taking a break after approximately 

40 minutes to “think about what you told me.” 



Problem Description

 How can I help?

 How is this a problem for you? (Get 
problem description; if more than one, 
which is most
important to work on first?)

 What have you tried? (Was it helpful?)



Goal Formulation

 What would have to be different as a 

result of our meeting today for you 

to say that our talking was 

worthwhile?



Solution – Building Questions

 Tell me about the times when this problem is a 

little bit better.

 Tell me about the most recent times when this 

happened.

 How did you do it?

 What are you doing differently during those times 

when things are a little bit better?

 What would your best friend say you do when 

things are going a little bit better for you?  



Scaling Questions

 What tells you that you are at 6?

 What would it take to move 1 point higher?

 How long did it take you to get to 6?

 What do you need to do to keep your 6?

 How come it’s not –1?



Exceptions to Problems 

 When I focus on what’s good today, I have 

a good day, and when I focus on what is 

bad, I have a bad day.  If I focus on a 

problem, the problem increases;  if I focus 

on the answer, the answer increases –

Alcoholics Anonymous



Exceptions

 Those past experiences in a client’s life 

when the problem might reasonably have 

been expected to occur but somehow did 

not.



Interviewing for Exceptions

 First – find out whether they are aware of 

any exceptions.

 Recent exceptions are most useful to 

clients.

 Once an exception is identified, ask for 

details and then how they did it.



Deliberate vs. Random Exceptions

 Deliberate exception – when a shift in the 

clients behavior caused the exception.

 Random exception – no known cause of 

the change.



Client Successes and Strengths

 Exploring exceptions helps clients become 

more aware of their current and past 

successes in relation to their goals.

 After exceptions are identified, interest in 

solution-building picks up.

 When a client makes an exception happen, 

that becomes a strength.



Miracle question

 (Once asked, focus on what will be different 

when the miracle happens.)

 Regarding client: What will you notice that's 

different? (What will be the first thing that 

you notice?  What else?)

 Regarding significant others: Who else will 

notice when the miracle happens?



Moving Toward a Solution

 (Use when client can answer the miracle 

question)

 If you were to pretend that the miracle 

happened, what would be the first small 

thing you would do?

 How might that be helpful?



Ending

 1. If client is concrete, give compliments and 

suggest: 'in the next week, pick one day and 

pretend that the miracle has happened and look 

for what a difference it makes.

 2.  If the client is not concrete, give compliments 

and suggest: "Think about what’s happening in 

your life that tells you that this problem can be 

solved.  And I'll do some thinking too”

3.  Observational tasks are common.



Session # 1 Protocal

 Role Clarification

 Problem Description

 Goal Formulation

 Miracle Question

 Moving Toward a Solution

 Ending



Session # 2 Protocal

 What’s better?

 Doing more 

 If nothing is better – How are you coping?

 Scaling Progress

 Compliments

 Tasks



Later Sessions

 Focus is on finding, amplifying, and 
measuring client progress

 Opening and sustaining a dialogue around 
what’s better for the client

 EARS

 Elicit exceptions

 Amplify exceptions

 Reinforce successes

 Start again



Quotes

 He that complies against his will is of the same 

opinion still – Samuel Butler (1612 – 1680)

 The greatest good you can do for another is not to 

share your riches, but to reveal to him his own –

Benjamin Disraeli

 Insanity is doing the same thing over and over 

and expecting a different result – Albert 

Einstein/Bill O’Hanlon



Research

 Gingerich, W. J., & Eisengart, S. (2000). Solution-
focused brief therapy: A review of the outcome 
research. Family Process, 39, 477-498. 

 Overall Summary:

 17 of 18 studies reported client improvement; it was 
statistically significant in 10 studies 7 of the 11 
studies that compared SFBT to a standard treatment 
reported SFBT > = standard treatment

 http://www.utexas.edu/ssw/faculty/franklin/



Resources

 Interviewing for Solutions by Peter DeJong

and Insoo Kim Berg.

 Children’s Solution Work by Insoo Kim Berg 

& Therese Steiner.

 Resolving Sexual Abuse by Yvonne Dolan. 

 Clue’s by Steve deShazer.  



More Resources

 The Therapists’s Notebook for Families by 

Bertolino & Schultheis

 The Therapist’s Notebook for Children & 

Adolescents by Ford Sori and Hecker

 Creating Solutions – a  Therapeutic Strength-

based Counseling game by Trenhaile



More Resources  

 Parenting Toward Solutions by Linda Metcalf

 One Small Step by Yvonne Dolan

 Do One Thing Different by Bill O’Hanlon



Children’s Solution Work 

 Insoo Kim Berg & Therese Steiner

 Power Hands Activity 

 Draw an outline of each activity finger

 Have the child name an activity that they 

are good at for each finger.

 Have the child color in or write in the 

activity.

 Child should do all 10 fingers.



Resolving Sexual Abuse

 Yvonne Dolan

 Letter to the Future

 Pick a time in the future (5 – 20) years from 

now.  Date the letter with the imaginary date 

and write a supportive friend.  Imagine that 

you have resolved or coped with whatever is 

bothering you at the present time.  Describe 

what helped you.  Describe how you are 

spending your time and the joyous things you 

are enjoying.



Goal Wheel

 The objective of this activity is to have the student 

identify a goal and describe what they will do each 

day during the week to reach that goal.

 First the student selects a goal.

 Second, the student draws a wheel with 5 sections 

(Monday – Friday).

 The student then illustrates their goal in the middle of the 

wheel and writes words to describe it.

 On the sections for each day, the student uses words 

and/or drawings to show steps to achieve goal attainment.  



The Time Machine

 The goal of this activity is to help the student identify 

how they will know when things are better in their lives 

and to increase their motivation (Bertolino & Schultheis, 

2002):

 Imagine that there is a time machine sitting in the room 

with you.  This time machine can propel you into the 

future to a time when things are going the way you’d like.  

What is happening?  How did you do it?

 After some time for reflection, write down five things that 

you could do right now or in the next few days, weeks, or 

months to begin to move toward the future that you’ve 

envisioned and to make it a reality.



Success Inventory

 Your life is a chronicle of successes, one after the other, 

year after year.  The things you’ve accomplished could fill 

a book.  Look back now at the child you were and the 

young adult you have become and answer the questions 

below:

 Five skills I mastered before the age of 5 were:

 Four things I accomplished between the ages of 5 and 8 were:

 Four of my achievements between the ages of 8 and 11 were:

 Three major things I accomplished between the ages of 11 and 

13 were: 

 Three of my successes from the age of 13 to now are:



Searching for “Counter” Evidence

 This activity is designed to help students to look for 

exceptions between sessions (Bertolino & 

Schultheis, 2002):
 What was different before the problem began to have such an 

influence in your life?

 Describe a time in the recent past (a few days, weeks ago) when the 

problem wasn’t as dominating or disruptive in your life.  What 

specifically happened?  

 If things have been a challenge recently, what was happening when 

things were just a little better in regard to your problem?  

 What did you learn from your answers to the previous questions that 

might be helpful to you in the present?  What might you do 

differently?  



Those Who Know Me Best

 This activity is to identify those who support the student and 

the qualities of the individual who are most helpful (Bertolino

& Schultheis, 2002):

 Who have you met in your life who would understand exactly what you’ve 

been going through?

 How is that helpful for you to know?

 If you could speak with that person, what would he or she suggest that you 

do?

 When things were going better for you, who was around to help you out and 

make a difference in your life?  What did that person say or do?

 Whom do you look up to?  How come?

 When you’re struggling, who knows exactly what to say/do to help you get 

back on track?  What might that person suggest that you do now to get back 

on track?

 What would it take for you to follow that suggestion a little bit now?



Creating Solutions
 Based on strengths and exceptions

 Cooperative

 Used with a multitude of issues

 Individual or small group use

 Therapist can role model responses

 FUN



Other Applications

 Strength-based Meetings

 Parent-Teacher Conferences

 Judicial Meetings 

 Conflict Resolution 



Solution Focused Crisis 
Counseling

 Most clients stabilize and make progress as they 

participate in solution-building progress.  

 Clients improve by focusing on past successes and 

strengths.  

 Coping questions are helpful including scaling.  

 Scaling questions are helpful in assessing crisis 

situations.  



Meeting with a Student – the Client is the Expert

 Can be either the student or parent.

 Include them in the conversation -

talk as though they are there.  



Starting The Meeting – Stage One

 Discuss purpose

 Allow the child and parent to talk first

 Nonverbal attending skills are 

important

 Allow teachers/school personnel to 

comment briefly

 Total time should be 10 - 15 min.



Investigation Of Exceptions -

Stage Two

 Question # 1 - Exceptions - “What 

are some things that we know 

Johnny does well?”

 Follow up with - “What classes does 

Johnny get passing grades and what 

is his behavior in these subjects?”



Stage Two - Con’t

 Question # 2 - elicit a strength-based 

perception of a potentially problematic 

behavior - “What activities do we know 

that Johnny does, but he needs to do 

them more often?”

 Answers to Question # 2 often become 

short-term goals



Stage Two - Con’t

 Scaling questions to help determine 

confidence and identifiable steps toward 

goal attainment.

 “On a scale of 1 to 10 with 1 being not at 

all and 10 being good enough, how 

confident are you that progress toward 

these goals will be made?”

 “What would make you more confident by 

1 point?”



Stage Two - Con’t

 Long term goals

 “What do we need to see Johnny do 

that we are unsure if he has the 

ability to do?”



Closure – Stage Three

 Finish positive

 Student and parents must feel heard

 Signatures and other tasks



Follow Up Meetings

 Start with “What’s Different?”

 Use of scaling questions - what 

would it take to get another point 

higher and how would things be 

different then?



Judicial Meetings Protocol - Initial 

Meeting

 Students are asked:  

 1)  Clarify the problem 

 2)  Times when they didn’t violate 

policy.  How did they do that?



Judicial Meetings Protocol - Initial 

Meeting Con’t

 Miracle Question is posed

 Follow up to miracle question 

includes:  

 What will be different when miracle 

happens

 Who else will notice when the miracle 

happens and what will they notice



Judicial Meetings Protocol - Initial 

Meeting Con’t

 Continued follow up to miracle 

question.

 Students are asked:

 Students are asked to identify what 

the referring person would need to 

see different for them not to refer the 

student to the office in the future. 



Judicial Meetings Protocol - Initial 

Meeting - Con’t

 “On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident are you 

that you won’t get referred to the office 

again?”

 “What would make you more confident by 1 

point?”



Judicial Meetings Protocol - Initial 

Meeting - Con’t

 If the student has expressed ideas 

which make sense and seem plausible -

recommend doing more of what works

 If the student has not suggested 

reasonable ideas, ask them to think 

about things to help the situation and 

return for another meeting



End of a successful judicial meeting

 Student receives consequences of 

violating school policy as determined by 

the code of conduct



Second Meeting

 Encourage the student to consider what 

the referring adult will need to see 

different so there are no additional 

referrals.



Second Meeting - Con’t

 At the end of the meeting, there are two 

options:

 1)  The student has successfully completed the 

process.      

 2)  The student lacks for reasonable ideas, thus 

the administrator develops a plan for the student 

or the process is continued.  A plan may or may 

not involve signing an agreement.  



Parent-Teacher Conferences 

 Write a letter to parents prior to 
conferences including:

 Times in which the student does better in 
class

 What worked for the student in class this 
week

 Have the student write what they are doing 
well



Parent-Teacher Conferences – Con’t

 How do you think school is going for Johnny?

 Johnny does well in these areas – here are some of 

his strengths….

 Sometimes Johnny does these activities, but he needs 

to do them more often (short-term goals)

 I would like to see Johnny do these activities (long-

term goals)

 Finish with compliments and what Johnny needs to 

do more of… 


