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Solution Focused Practice
Delivered by First Contact Clinical

The next two days…
Change Conversations  
Solution Focused Approach
Constructing Solution Talk
The Solution Focussed Process 
Five Common Challenges 
Working close to the problem
Closing and Following Up 

Putting it all together
Next Steps – how does this fit in your world?

???

Roadblock Exercise
Playing the “expert” role

Directing, warning or threatening
Giving advice, making suggestions or providing solutions

Persuading with logic
Telling clients what they ‘should’ do

Disagreeing, judging, criticising or blaming
Colluding with problems / inviting problem talk

Labelling
Analysing

Distracting, humouring or changing the subject

A: Ambivalence

No Change Change 

Ambivalence

Reason not to 
Change 

Reason to Change 
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B: Beware Roadblocks

No Change Change 

Ambivalence

No Change Change 

Ambivalence

C: Change Conversations

“People talk themselves into change 
by voicing pro-change arguments” 

The Spirit Of Change Conversations

Collaboration

Compassion Acceptance

Evocation

Spirit

Change Conversation Tree

Freud: Doctor/Patient

Rogers: Person-Centred

CBT

Goal 
setting

MI

Solution 
Focused

Action 
planning
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Solution Focused Practice

“It seems quite clear that one cannot solve 
the problem with the same kind of thinking 

that has created the problem”.

(Berg and de Shazer, 1993)

Solution Focused Practice
• Originally developed in the US in 1980s and 1990s by a group of 

people including Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg
• The solution-focused approach was developed in an inner city 

outpatient mental health service setting in which clients were 
accepted without previous screening

• Future focused
• Goal directed
• All therapy is a form of specialised conversations

Solution Focused Practice
• Distinguishes itself from other more traditional forms of therapy as 

the change that is sought is located in an imagined future
• The task of solving problems or behaviour change is approached by 

seeking to move towards what is wanted instead of trying to move 
away from what is unwanted

• Practitioners are guided by a number of key assumptions and 
principles

• Continues to evolve 

Solution Focused Assumptions 
1. All people have expertise about their own lives 
2. All people have the motivation for something 
3. Understanding of the problem is not necessary 
4. A problem doesn’t happen all the time – people are already doing 

what is useful
5. There is not always a direct relationship between the problem and the solution
6. Language used to describe problems and solutions is different 
7. Change is constant and inevitable 
8. Small change leads to bigger change 
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Solution Focused Principles

1. If it isn’t broke – don’t fix it

2. If it’s working keep doing it 

3. If it is not working stop doing it and do something else

The Fundamental Shift

From To

What I don’t want What I do want

When things go wrong When things go right

Forces beyond my control Forces within my control

I’m stuck I’m progressing 

More troubles to come Positive possibilities 

Generating problem talk
What is difficult about 

now?
Why do you think that is?

How are your relationships 
making things worse?

Why is your family 
impacting badly on your 

health?
What’s stopping you ?

Why are things not 
working out?

Generating Solution Talk 
What are your best 
hopes?
What would you want 
more of?

How is that helpful?
What would your part be 
in change?

How is change already 
happening?
What good comes from 
that?

Skills: OARS
O = Open questions
A = Affirmations 
R = Really listening 
S = “Say it back”

Constructing Solution Talk 

Constructing 
Solution Talk

“Say it back”

Zoom In Zoom Out
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Constructing Solution Talk
• Details

• How did you manage to do that? (note: indirect compliment)

• Amplify 
• What difference has that made? 
• What else? 

• Widening
• What else have you noticed? 

• Relationships
• How have other people played a part?
• How have they benefited?

“Say it 
back”

Zoom In 
Zoom 
Out

Practice 

Practice
Opening Questions (The Keys to Co-operation)

What do you enjoy doing? What are you good at? 

How does that show up? 
What is good about that?

How have others benefited?

Constructing 
Solution Talk

“Say it back”

Zoom In Zoom Out What else? 

MECC Possibilities 
Mrs J had been a patient of mine for a few months. Previous appointments have 
been very teary as she used the appointment as a chance to talk freely to 
someone who would (willingly) listen to the chaotic stresses in her life. 
At our most recent appointment I used a solution focused approach to explore 
her latest attempt to stop smoking. 
We looked at the good things she is noticing :“I feel better”, “how does that 
show up?”, “I don't get so short of breath”, “what difference has that made?” “I 
breathe more easily”, “what else?”, “the grandchildren no longer say 'stinky' 
when they come to my house”, “what else?” “I have more money, that's a 
biggie” “what else?”…. 
By the end of the appointment she talked enthusiastically and with confidence 
about continuing with her no smoking journey.
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Rich, Concrete, Behavioural Detail 

“Say it 
back”

Zoom In 
Zoom 
Out

The Solution Focussed Approach Map

The Solution Focused Approach

(Opening Questions)

Best Hopes

Preferred Future

Instances

Signs Preferred Future Instances SignsBest HopesOpening 

Think of a Change…
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Best Hopes

Purpose: 
State where do you want to get to? A direction of travel…

Fundamental Solution Focused assumption: 
If someone is talking they must want something to come out of it 

vs
Problem focused assumption: 

There must be something wrong – a problem that needs to be solved or alleviated 

“Common Project”

1. Something important to the client – something they want?
2. Realistic in their current life situation
3. Ethical – within the legal/professional remit of the worker 

Prompts

Supposing this conversation today 
was useful, even just a little bit, what 

difference would it make?

What are your best hopes from our 
conversation today?

Best Hopes (1)
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Common Scenarios 
1. “I don’t know”
2. “I want less of”
3. “He needs to do more” 
4. “The problem is” 
5. “I want to be younger” 

I want less
He needs to 

do more 
The problem isI don’t know

I want to be 
younger  

Best Hopes (2)

Preferred Future
Purpose: 
Describe in rich concrete detail how the client knows that they have 
arrived and the difference arriving will make. 

“The practitioner’s aim is to elicit various possibilities, 
rather than to fix with the client a predetermined path 
to a specified target” 

“Telling a story”

Storytelling 
• Context: the “best hopes” are realised
• Setting: “tomorrow, when you wake up at home” 
• Plot: the main events detailed in an inter-related sequence

“What’s the first thing you would notice?” 
“Details that you can see in your mind’s eye” 
“Scenes of a film or a cartoon strip” 

• Characters: the lead and the supporting cast

Say it back
Zoom in – Zoom out 

Widen 
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Preferred Future: Miracle Question
"I have a strange, perhaps unusual question, a question that takes some 
imagination...
Suppose . . .
After we finish here, you go home tonight, watch TV, do your usual chores, etc., and 
then go to bed and to sleep . . .
And, while you are sleeping, a miracle happens . . .
And, the problems that brought you here are solved, just like that! . . .
But, this happens while you are sleeping, so you cannot know that it has happened.“
"Once you wake up in the morning, how will you go about discovering that this 
miracle has happened to you?"

Steve de Shazer

Preferred Future

Follow Up Question Sequences
• Familiar patterns of how the person responds = common scenarios
• Familiar patterns of follow up questions = sequences
• “Special Questions”

Preferred Future 
Alternatives
• Letter from the Future  “older wiser self”
• Newspaper Article 

Plot Twist 
Triggers 
• Planned and Opportunistic 
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Homework

Have a Solution Focused conversation with someone this evening, 

alternatively have a Solution Focused conversation with yourself, 
on paper!

Instances

If it’s not broken, don’t fix it

If it’s working, do more of it

If it’s not working, stop doing it

Instances
Purpose:

Noticing times when the Preferred Future is already happening 
and considering signs of further progress.

Big problems don’t need big solutions!

Instances
Prompts:
1. Listen with a constructive ear
2. Ask
3. Use Scaling Questions

Are there times, 
even now and even 

just a little bit, 
when the future 
you have been 
talking about 

already happens?



1 

11

Scaling Exercise Scaling Questions: creating possibility

0 104

Their score 
now 

Their 
Preferred 

Future 

Instances Signs

5 8

Good 
enough 

As bad as it 
gets 

A possibility, 
not a target!

Scaling Questions
Explore difference between your current scale (x) and 0

• What tells you that you are at (x) and not 0?
• What are noticing about yourself now that you are at (x) and 

not at 0?

Good Enough
Sometimes, a 10 might seem unachievable, and a sense that 
the outcome can be achieved can be established by a ‘good 
enough’ point:

“While you aspire to a 10, where might be a good enough 
point to get to, on the way there?”
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Following Up  
• Checking: 

• Is that something you wish to continue? 
• Was that difficult? 

• Details
• How did you manage to do that? (note: indirect compliment and change of tense)

• Amplify 
• What difference has that made? 
• What else? 

• Widening
• What else have you noticed? 

“Say it 
back”

Zoom In 
Zoom 
Out

Scaling Questions 

MECC Possibilities 
At previous clinic appointments with Mr A I had experienced a (repetitive) cycle of 
remain and change talk, always returning to remain. There was a negative tone to our 
conversations. Recently I used a solution focused approach. Using the 'miracle 
question' we explored how his current daily routine might be different. Mr A identified 
"I would have more energy to go out and not require a sleep in the afternoon". The 
positivity continued when using the scaling question where he placed himself at 2. We 
explored what made him “2 and not zero”: "well I currently do some Thai-Chi, and take 
day trips out with my wife". Without prompting Mr A then started to talk about how he 
could improve his diet, exercise and general well-being through self-hypnotism, a 
technique that had previously helped him. He was enthusiastic when leaving the 
appointment and even spoke with the practice manager saying "I'm going to give this a 
go".

Signs
“What might you notice that tells you that you have moved from this 
score to just a little bit higher?”

“What would the next small but meaningful sign be…?”
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Instances
• Identity Questions
“What does it say about you that you were able to do that?” 

• Lists
• Magic Moments  
• Triggers 

Listing
List 10 things that you have learned, or are doing well since starting the 
training.
In pairs, use your “really listening” skills and solution focused questions 
to:
• Say it back
• Zoom in
• Zoom out

Working Close to the Problem

Purpose: responding to “rock bottom” scenarios: 
• “0” on scale – there is no difference to explore
• “What’s better?” “ nothing” 

“Both And” Position 

Working Close to the Problem
Do: Listen with a constructive ear

Acknowledge how bad things are in general terms:
“so things are incredibly tough at the moment” 

Ask Coping Questions 
Try Relationship Questions
Enquire about “exceptions”:
“when was the last time you were higher up on the scale?”

Follow Up any “Glimpses of light”

“Say it 
back”

Zoom In 
Zoom 
Out
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Coping Questions 
• How are you keeping going?
• What is it that is helping get through? 
• How are you managing to hang on in there? 
• How have you stopped things getting even worse? 

“Say it 
back”

Zoom In 
Zoom 
Out

Working Close to the Problem
Don’t: Be Solution Forced! (being a positive cheerleader)

“things can’t be that bad, look on the bright side”

Invite problem talk (but don’t shut it down if it emerges).
Create a false difference (introduce negative numbers)
Go too fast 

Working Close to the Problem
• Going into the Past
• Going into the Future 

Past Present Future 

Past Wins 

 
Acknowledgement and Possibility 

Coping Questions 
Exceptions 

Older Wiser Self 

 

Closing
CLOSING
Three steps: 
1. Summarising
2. Agreeing if there is to be a next time
3. Negotiating “Noticing” Homework 
“between now and next time I’d like you to notice times when your preferred 
future is happening – make a list of as many things as you can”
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MECC Possibilities 

“I went with asking the Miracle Question with David this morning and him 
describing how he’d feel fitter and not grasping for breath from rushing 
about. It made him think that instead of just being a spectator, and 
watching the football match on a Saturday, that he could play in the game. 
Next Tuesday he is booked to play walking football at the Outer West 
Pool.”

Following Up

Positive Response 

1. Explore what’s better with 
Constructing Solution Talk 
skills 

2. Re-do Scaling 
3. Use other special questions as 

appropriate

“What’s better?”

Negative Response

1. Listen and Acknowledge 
2. Coping Questions 
3. Identify Exceptions 
4. Go into past/future 
5. Follow Up any “glimpses of 

light” with Constructing 
Solution Talk skills. 

6. Use other Special questions as 
appropriate

Tag Teams

Closing circle


