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About Me

Early adopter of SFBT: In 1985 my supervisor gave 
me Keys to Solutions in Brief Therapy and I was 
hooked

Trained with Insoo Kim Berg and Steve de Shazer
Also trained with Michael White
Day job: Associate Professor/Program Director at 

Athabasca University (thanks!)
Registered Psychologist in Alberta
Small private practice mainly in high-conflict 

divorce



What have you heard 
about solution-focused 

brief therapy?



What works to help 
children and their families 

to navigate grief and 
loss?



You won’t remember much of the 
content today, so….

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FR8hKgzgDNs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FR8hKgzgDNs


Dr. Jeff Chang’s One Day Solution-
Focused Brief Therapy Course

Language constructs reality…
Listen for openings…
Description, description, description
Questioning: Skillful means
Trajectory… general  specific

less personal agency more personal
agency

Receptivity (visiting, complainant and customer 
relationship patterns)



Language constructs reality…

How Language Shapes the Way 
We Think

https://www.ted.com/talks/lera_boroditsky_how_language_shapes_the_way_we_think


Language and Epistemology

Representationalist View of 
Language

Language is transparent; 
there is a one to one 
relationship between 
signifier (word) and 
signified (thing or 

concept). Language is 
representational, i.e., it

represents reality.

Constitutive/constructionist 
View of Language

Rather than being a mere 
representation of reality, 

language is rooted in 
cultural contexts. Meaning is 

fluid and comes forth in 
social interactions. 

Language is constitutive, 
i.e., it constitutes, or 
constructs reality.



Assumptions: “Dominant” vs. 
“Collaborative”

“Dominant”
 Human change models describe a 

knowable reality, which prescribe certain 
therapist behaviors and therapeutic goals.

 Clients are ambivalent about change and 
resistant to therapy.

 Therapists define goals based upon expert 
knowledge. Symptoms have underlying 
causes, and which are important to get ot
the bottom of knowable in objective reality.

 Symptoms serve functions.

 It is important to know what causes
problems or propels people to perform 
problematic behaviors

“Collaborative”
 There is no one "right way" to view things;  

different ways may be just as valid, and 
may fit the facts just as well.

 Social reality is co-created in language

 Clients have resources and strengths to 
resolve complaints.

 Clients define the goal.

 Resistance is not a useful concept.  Clients 
are actually interested in cooperating

 It is more useful to reflect on what 
constrains people from acting in more 
useful ways and to highlight change.



Assumptions: “Dominant” vs. 
“Collaborative”

“Dominant”
 Awareness or insight is necessary for 

change or symptom resolution.
 Amelioration or removal of symptoms is 

useful or shallow at best, or harmful or 
dangerous at worst.

 Real change takes time; brief interventions 
are shallow and do not last.

 The therapist's job is to focus on identifying 
and correcting pathology and deficits

“Collaborative”
 Problems are unsuccessful attempts to solve 

the problem:  more of the same.
 It is unnecessary to know a great deal 

about the complaint in order to solve it.  It is 
not necessary to know the cause or 
function of a complaint.

 A small change is all that is necessary;  a 
change in one part of the system can 
effect change in another part of the 
system.

 Rapid change or resolution of problems is 
possible.

 The therapist's job is to identify and amplify 
change.

 Focus on what is possible and changeable, 
rather than what is impossible and 
intractible. 



Listening….

Wishes, hopes, dreams
“One day I would like…..”
“Once I get out of here, I will do….”
“Things seem to be better….”

Descriptions of difference
“It used to be…. Now it’s….”
“Back then I used to….”
“Things seem to be better….”



Listening for Openings
Relational descriptions
“My mom was really helpful…”
“My teacher was nice to me today.”
“I felt good to be affirmed at work. It’s good to know 

someone notices.”

Attributions
“My boss told me how much he appreciated my 

persistence…”
 “I thought it was pretty clever of me to think of that…”
“My mom told me she thought I was pretty special…”



Listening for Openings

Past successes
“I used to just tell him to take a hike….”
“I was clean for a while back in 1987.”
“That’s something I used to be good at.”

Personal agency (present)
“I just got off my butt and did something…..”
“Well, first I did X, then I did Y…” 
“Yeah, I just made sure that I got it done this 

time….”



Listening for Openings

https://invisiblepeople.tv/videos/arien-homeless-woman-los-angeles/

https://invisiblepeople.tv/videos/arien-homeless-woman-los-angeles/


Just Listening….
Speakers

Describe a situation after a life transition that you think you 
have successfully navigated, such as:
 starting grad school
newlywed life
becoming a parent
 recovering from an injury or illness
getting through bereavement
 starting a new job 

Tell your partner about the experience. 



Just Listening….

Listeners
Don’t ask questions. Nods, smiles, eye contact, 
and minimal verbal encouragers allowed. 
Listen for the six things above (make notes):
Descriptions of difference
Wishes, hopes, dreams
Past successes
Personal agency (present)
Relational descriptions
Attributions



Description, description, description

Micro-description…
W-4 (H-1)
Sequence of events (narrative)
What? Who? When? Where? (NOT Why?)
Optional: How? 

A volunteer?



Micro-description: The Hug Exercise

One speaker, one interviewer, and one 
observer/recorder

Some time after you leave work today you will go 
home and hug someone. The speaker will 
describe the actions leading up to the meeting 
with the first person you will hug after you get 
home

The interviewer will ask the speaker questions 
about this to elicit more detail about who, what, 
where, and when….

by taking at least 5 minutes to help the speaker 
describe the 5 minutes leading up the hug.



Questioning: Skillful means



Relationship Patterns

Visitor-Host
Client does not think there is a problem 
… therefore does not think there is need to 

change
No homework: Compliments



Relationship Patterns

Complainant-Listener
Perceives there is a problem, but does not see 

that they have any role in solving it
Homework: Tasks of observation or prediction,

usually something like, “Notice what’s happening 
when things are better in some way.”



Relationship Patterns

Customer-Seller
Discussing exceptions actively 
Coaching, planning for change
Homework: Tasks of action -- usually something 

like, “Keep doing what you’ve been doing.”



Listen for openings…

Trajectory…
… general  specific
… less personal agency more personal 
agency

Active voice vs. passive voice
How would that look?
How will that look?
What will you be doing?
What will you do to make that happen?



Overview

Trajectory…
… general  specific
… less personal agency more personal 
agency
Instead of focusing on asking questions in a 

particular way…
… listen for openings



Overview

Instead of a focus on learning questions...
… focus on micro-description
Tailoring intervention to client receptivity…
… visiting, complainant, and customer 
relationships



Listening for Openings

Descriptions of difference
“It used to be…. Now it’s….”
“Back then….”
“Things seem to be better….”

Wishes, hopes, dreams
“One day I would like…..”
“Once I get out of here, I will do….”
“Some day I will be able to…”
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