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Praise for the Third Edition


‘The Solutions Focus showed me that when people focus on problems, they become world-class experts on the problem. When they focus on solutions, they can become world-class experts on the solution. Wouldn’t the world be a truly amazing place if people focused on solutions and not problems? Wouldn’t it be incredible if we could create together rather than tear things down? This book shows you how to start doing that right now.’

Dr Ivan Misner, BNI Founder and New York Times bestselling author

‘This new edition of The Solutions Focus is full of distilled wisdom, expressed in sharp, clear prose. In essence, the argument the authors make is that you should focus on solutions rather than problems, use imagination as well as problem-solving and generate creativity through collaboration rather than depending purely on expertise. The world has never needed rapid change for the better than it does now; for anyone looking for solutions to the problems that surround us, this book is a great place to start.’

Sir Michael Barber, author of Accomplishment: How to Achieve Ambitious and Challenging Things

‘I was blown away by The Solutions Focus the first time I heard about it. I love the way it helps people rapidly shift their focus and move forward. The tiny signs and small steps make for such energizing progress. Mark and Paul’s work has stood the test of time – because it works!’

Raymond Aaron, New York Times bestselling author

‘It’s easy to spend hours discussing what went wrong and who is to blame. A much more practical way of looking at teams and organizations is to see what’s working well and do more of that. From that simple premise, this brilliant book, far from sombre in tone and packed with many case studies showing the worth of this approach, will make you see things differently. Its insights and applications will mean you will return to it again and again.’

Neil Mullarkey, Comedy Store Player, creative communication coach and author of In the Moment

‘Upon becoming a fully qualified sport psychologist two decades ago, one of the first things I did was register on Paul and Mark’s Solution-Focused course. It was life-changing, and their book The Solutions Focus has been a constant go-to resource for me. This third edition is packed with new ideas, approaches, and techniques to add to my coaching toolbox’

Dan Abrahams, best-selling Sports Psychology author

‘Asking the Miracle Question opened us to a breakthrough that changed our business. The process is simple, and I believe it can be transformative for any challenge. That’s a miracle.’

Pete Bissonette, CEO, Learning Strategies, Minnesota USA

‘This book is truly a game changer for anyone who wants to create solutions and positive change in any situation involving people and organisations. Mark McKergow and Paul Z Jackson have managed the trick of making the solutions focused approach very accessible and easy to apply for anyone new to these ideas or wanting new inspiration. The Solutions Focus is a must read for anyone who wants to create change with more speed, more elegance, more use of existing resources, and much more engagement.’

Niklas Tiger, senior manager Advania, Sweden

‘The Solutions Focus is a masterclass in practical, solution-oriented strategies, perfectly aligned with the dynamic world of high-performance sports. Its insightful principles and models are invaluable for any coach or athlete aiming for excellence by creating unique solutions for unique people.’

Dr Steve Ingham, Director of Supporting Champions, Performance Scientist

‘Perhaps the hardest thing to teach about the Solution Focused Approach is that it is just as much a way of thinking as it is a technique. In this book about coaching, I think the authors take the readers on a journey that is sure to impact the way they view the work they are doing with clients, and even themselves. For me, that makes this book a massive success and one that I hope all coaches will add to the reading list.’

Elliott Connie, Solution Focused Universe



Praise for the Second Edition


‘All good coaches focus on potential, affirmation, and solutions. This book is a must. It is simple, easy to read, and filled with illustrative examples.’

Sir John Whitmore, author, Coaching for Performance

‘A focus on solution construction is the core of great coaching. This is a beautifully crafted, elegantly simple approach to applying the power of solutions to organizations—a must-read for coaches and consultants looking for truly effective tools.’

Anthony M. Grant, Director, Coaching Psychology Unit, School of Psychology, University of Sydney, Australia

‘I look for a book to in some way help improve my personal performance. The great thing with The Solutions Focus is that every time I picked it up it caused me to momentarily stop and think about how I operate and in particular how I could take a more solution-focused approach in my work. Great value from a small book.’

Mick Cope, author, The Seven Cs of Consulting

‘The clearest and most well written of the numerous solutions-focused books I’ve read.’

John M. Littrell, Ed.D., Department of Educational Leadership & Policy Studies, Iowa State University, author, Brief Counselling in Action

‘The book gives a rationale and confidence for letting go of ‘problem analysis.’ Now I can see how to do things even better.’

Peter Ackroyd, Principal Inspector at Office for Nuclear Regulation

‘I can think of no better introduction to how solution-focused principles may be applied in organizations. Jackson and McKergow have written a very readable book that draws upon their own practical experiences in turning complex problems into simple solutions that work. This is the sort of book that managers and administrators will keep close at hand, regularly consulting it in dealing with the many challenges that face them. I recommend The Solutions Focus to anyone who is interested in fostering positive organizational change.’

Gale Miller, Emeritus Professor, Department of Social and Cultural Sciences, Marquette University and former in-house researcher, Brief Family Therapy Center

‘This book is both culture changing and life changing. The thinking that Mark and Paul present is in their own words ‘SIMPLE.’ And it is what they claim it to be but it is also profound. If we can learn to adopt this solutions-focused way of approaching everyday situations we will transform our work and our lives in elegant and powerful ways. The book is packed with thought-provoking case studies. I love it.’

Sue Knight, author, NLP at Work

‘Before I saw this eminently useful and inspiring book for solution-focused work in organizational contexts I’d not have believed that there are sometimes even easier approaches than those already developed by the Milwaukee practitioners. Although ‘simple’ doesn’t mean ‘easy,’ Jackson and McKergow manage to provide a usable approach for everybody doing practical work in and with organizations.’

Matthias Varga von Kibéd, University of Munich Institute for Philosophy, Logic and Epistemology, SySt Institute for Systemic Training and Research

‘The Solutions Focus introduces a concept that is both elegant and powerful in its simplicity. For too long, business has wasted time focusing on the blocks to progress rather than finding the routes to success—The Solutions Focus gives you the opportunity to find the routes to success. Don’t be fooled, this process is simple but it is far from simplistic!’

Chris Howe, Owner, ChangeMaker Group

‘Just applying and reapplying the messages and learning from The Solutions Focus has helped me to live my life ‘on purpose’ and have phenomenal success (both financial and emotional) ever since I first got my hands on a copy.’

Dr Emma Langman, director, Bakerfish

‘Paul Z Jackson and Mark McKergow have effectively captured a sweet new way to solve problems in complex systems of human interaction. Their clearly articulated and easily practiced Solutions Focus will assist individuals within the chaos of business organizations to pare problems down to size. This entertaining newcomer to the business professional’s library makes interesting reading for anyone who fancies being part of the solution instead of part of the problem. Because the ideas contained in it are so immediately transferable to everyday issues (both small and large), the book becomes its own natural reinforcer, encouraging the reader to greater know-how and success with each chapter.’

Paul R. Scheele, CEO, Scheele Learning Systems, Minnesota

‘The Solutions Focus provides a fascinating look at a system that can help people and organizations find answers to the most complex questions. Using numerous enlightening stories and examples from those who have used this type of system to solve some of the most complex problems people and businesses face, the authors have tapped into a plan that can make problem resolution a simpler process for anyone. The organizational process they describe seems to be the guiding principle behind the formatting of the book itself too, because its contents are well designed and thoughtfully focus on clear language, smart thinking, well-refined ideas, and constant summarization of the key facts that can help readers make use of its carefully conceived strategies.’

Soundview Executive Book Summaries
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Preface to the Third Edition

When it appeared, The Solutions Focus was the first book to introduce solutions-focused (SF) ideas to the worlds of coaching, management, and organizational change. During the past two decades change makers have applied SF around the world in settings from schools to city authorities, hotels to hospitals, personal development to industrial reorganization. The SOLWorld network, founded around the initial publication, has organised over 50 international events. Our OSKAR coaching framework, introduced in the second edition, has galvanized the coaching world.

We have radically updated this third edition to reflect international applications, new developments in the SF community, and the greater appreciation overall for engaging emergence (rather than fighting it), working with difficult and “wicked” problems and the growth of dialogic (as opposed to diagnostic) methods. It feels like the world has been catching up with SF since 2002, and we are happy to reaffirm the value and the values of this work. We’ve made changes on almost every page, added many new case studies, and tweaked the questions and tools to make them even more effective. For the first eight chapters, this is their first and long overdue revision.

The new subtitle, Transforming Change, works on different levels. You can use this book to transform your work as a change agent, coach, consultant, leader, manager, or facilitator. And we propose (again) a new view of change itself, working with complexity, invoking imagination, focusing on details, and using small steps to foster impactful and lasting change. This has been our view all along. We may have been guilty in the earlier editions of leaving it somewhat unsaid, expecting that readers would discover it for themselves. Many did. Others may have missed the overarching message in their enthusiasm for miracles and scales. And countless more, mistaking the title for positive thinking, appear to have bypassed it completely.

Of course, you can initiate useful change by simply using SF questions on their own. As our friend and SF colleague Elliott Connie says, you are just one question away from making a difference. And the more you use these questions and other methods with awareness of the bigger frame of SF, the more difference you will make.

We are thrilled that The Solutions Focus has gained classic status. Read it, put the pieces together, and enjoy the energy and engagement you create. Learn as you go and keep going. Search out an SF event to meet like-minded practitioners. There are many online opportunities with SOLWorld, SF in Organisations (SFiO), SF24, and more. SF is more joyous and more effective when you’re learning and reflecting with others.


What is the Solutions Focus?

The Solutions Focus is a powerful, practical, and proven approach to positive change with people, teams, and organizations.

With this approach of radical simplicity, you sidestep the often fruitless search for the causes of problems, take the direct route forward, and use small steps to build toward the better future—the “solution.” The focus on solutions (not problems), strengths (not weaknesses), and what’s going well (rather than what’s gone wrong) leads to a positive and pragmatic way of making progress.

What is so radical about it? Focusing on solutions (that is, defining and acting on what is wanted and what is better) rejects conventional approaches that share the widespread assumption that focusing on problems (by analyzing, reacting to, and talking about them) is the best way to solve them. This reflects the difference between a complex problem (with many unknowns, fuzzy boundaries, and interconnections) and a complicated problem (where analysis and experience can be helpful).

William James, the father of modern psychology, said, “The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.” The art of the coach, manager, or consultant using a solutions-focused approach is as much about the disciplines of what you don’t do—delving into problems that are more productively overlooked, for example—as it is about the solutions that you do focus on.

This book reveals how you—as a coach, leader, facilitator, or manager—can apply a set of fundamental principles and an elegant box of tools to transform how you approach and deliver change.

Whether you are dealing with difficult people at work, aiming to get the best from a team, or unraveling tricky strategic issues within your organization, the book will show you how to:


	Redefine projects and problems so that you can make pragmatic progress.

	Notice and harness valuable events and resources around you.

	Avoid major pitfalls and obstacles along the route.

	Define and take small steps with the maximum chance of success.

	Keep things as simple as possible, but no simpler.



Change is happening all the time, our role is to identify useful change and amplify it. Drawing on the systems heritage and its development in complexity theory and social constructionist thinking, The Solutions Focus presents a new wave of change technology—truly transforming change.



Solutions that fit

This book offers you a bespoke method of finding made-to-measure ways forward with people and organizations. Whether you are already tackling a major problem or are merely vaguely aware that things could be better, you can start to make progress. And just like a Savile Row tailor, you’ll be relying on careful observation and adjustment to ensure the right fit for your particular situation.

Making positive changes with a Solutions Focus (SF) is simple:


	Don’t fix what isn’t broken.

	Find what works and do more of it.

	Stop doing what doesn’t work and do something else.



This may appear simple, but it is not always easy. Organizations and people are complex and dynamic, and identifying what works is a subtle business requiring careful action and observation. As you will see from the many examples drawn from around the world in this book, involving organizations from a great variety of sectors and sizes, this means taking a systems view and recognizing the multiple and interlinked means by which people interact.



Fundamentals of the Solutions Focus

Here are the fundamental assumptions and principles that underpin solutions-focused work:


	Change is happening all the time: Our job is to identify and amplify useful change.

	There is no one “right” way of looking at things: Different views may fit the facts just as well.

	Detailed understanding of the “problem” is usually little help in arriving at the solution.

	No “problem” happens all the time: Direct routes lie in identifying what happens when what you want happens (even a tiny bit) or when the problem does not happen.

	Clues to solutions are right there in front of you: You need only recognize them, and this book will enhance your detective skills to do just that.

	Small changes in the right direction can be amplified to great effect.

	It is important to stay solutions focused, not solutions forced.



You may be surprised by aspects of these principles at first glance. The idea that detailed understanding of a problem is of little help in making progress goes against the grain of much modern thinking, for example.

Conventionally, in many fields a huge amount of time and effort is spent on analyzing problems and often this is rewarded with success. A software engineer improving an app may parse faulty code to sort out the bugs; a mechanic typically employs problem-solving skills, looking to replace a defective part to fix a machine.

Much of the success of modern medicine is founded on the great problem-analysis method known as diagnosis. If you have a painful leg, you expect the doctor to search for the cause and apply the appropriate treatment: a cast for a break, bandages and rest for a sprain.

In fact, a problem focus has been so successful in so many arenas that it is the automatic response for many experts when faced with any difficult situation. You may think that detailed understanding of a problem is essential to work out what to do next. The more certain you are of this, the more you are likely to be locked into this traditional problem-focused mode of thought.

Yet while this problem focus has its place in many domains, it is less productive when the issue involves interactions between people. SF offers a more direct route to what works and what fits—for you and your clients.

Paul Z Jackson and Mark McKergow

August 2023



Chapter 1

Small Details—and a Big Idea

There are three simple, elegant, and radical ideas at the heart of any solutions-focused change:


	One is to be as clear and detailed as possible about what’s wanted (as opposed to what’s wrong)—this is the “solution” on which we focus.

	Another is to harness what is already in place and build on these existing useful forces to influence the emerging future in the direction of the solution.

	The third is to overlook pitfalls and excursions, such as delving into what’s not working, thus freeing a more direct route to iterate step by step toward a better future.



If you prefer change in your workplace to be as simple and straightforward as possible, then this book invites you to join a growing worldwide community who are enjoying great results from these pragmatic notions.

If you are keen to do more with less and make the most of your resources, this book offers you a fundamental reshaping in how best to engage with the people you meet.

Be warned: SF can transform your thinking. At first sight, the ideas may seem obvious. Who would rather be problem focused than solutions focused, given the choice? Yet many people are, without even recognizing it.

Others mistake the principles for simplistic positive thinking. SF involves much more than thinking, such as new skills for questioning or acting in adversity, and a rigorous process for developing precisely what to do, in often mind-bogglingly tricky circumstances.

It takes skill and practice; change is happening all the time, and deliberate progress needs a combination of space to acknowledge and a commitment to act. But if you are willing to master it, then SF allows you to devise steps that involve you and your colleagues or clients in changing your setup as little as necessary. It means being absolutely clear about what you want, discovering what is already working well, then taking small steps to create and maintain useful momentum. This approach is now being used by many companies and organizations in North and South America, in the UK and across Europe, and in Africa, the Middle and Far East, and Australasia as the basis for change and progress in challenging situations.

When asked which force he thought had the greatest power to shape history, Theodore White said, “The idea.” You will engage here with ideas capable of delivering an immense amount of progress—fast. From proven roots in psychiatry and health through to developments in education, organizations, and social settings, these ideas are transforming ways of working with people and their problems.

In contrast to the “big ideas” of the past decades, such as business process reengineering and system design, with their grand plans and attendant disruptions, the Solutions Focus is a big idea about small steps.

It’s a sophisticated approach to the kinds of complexity that we face in an era of climate change and pandemics, radical shifts in working patterns, and an increased reliance on technologies such as the saturation of smartphones and inflection points of Artificial Intelligence.

Problem focus or solutions focus?

What are the most important differences between a problem focus and a solutions focus?




	PROBLEM FOCUS
	SOLUTIONS FOCUS





	What’s wrong
	What’s wanted



	What needs fixing
	What’s working



	Blame
	Progress



	Control
	Influence



	Causes in the past
	“Counters” in the past



	The expert knows best
	Collaboration



	Deficits and weaknesses
	Resources and strengths



	Complications
	Simplicity



	Definitions
	Actions





The Solutions Focus model

In Figures 1.1 and 1.2, you’ll see the crucial contrast between a problem orientation and a solutions approach. In Figure 1.1, with our horizonal timeline, the dot in the middle stands for the current situation poised between past and future. The diagonal problem axis goes from the “P” at the top left, representing the origin of the problem, to the “No Entry” sign at the bottom right, representing the “Dreaded future.” This axis stands for all the conversations you might have about the problem at different points in time, from discussions about its causes in the past to theories about how it persists and speculation about the damage it may create.

[image: A horizonal timeline with a dot in the middle at the present, between the past and future, pointing toward the sun.]

Figure 1.1 The Solutions Focus model: notice what works and do more of it

[image: Four-quadrants: top left Problematic past; top right Desirable progress; bottom left Resourceful past; bottom right Dreaded future.]

Figure 1.2 The Solutions Focus model: four categories of conversation

By contrast, the solutions axis includes the sun on the top right representing the Future Perfect—a detailed description of an ideal state in which best hopes are realized and relevant current problems have vanished. You also find on the solutions axis the arrow of the past that points in the direction of the desired future, and the small arrowhead in the near future which is the next step toward what we want.

There is a powerful traditional assumption that learning about a problem will help toward a solution. But here we see that the problem axis and the solution axis are different and independent. Finding out about the problem makes us experts on the problem, which may be better overlooked. We can spend time instead on being clear about what we want and how to get there from where we are now by drawing on our relevant experiences, skills, and resources.

Figure 1.2 reveals the four quadrants implied in Figure 1.1, displaying four categories of conversation: problematic past, dreaded future, resourceful past, and desirable progress.

These first two quadrants are manifested in the world as problem talk. You can recognize a problematic past conversation when you hear someone mention “the causes of the problem,” suggestions that we “need to understand the problem” or share stories of what went wrong and who is to blame. A dreaded future conversation will be about how bad things could become if they run on unchecked.

Problem talk is easy to recognize yet difficult to escape, given our problem-saturated media and conventional approaches to change. The art of SF in practice is most often about creating a conversational shift from problem talk to solutions talk.

Solutions talk is expressed in our other two quadrants. The desirable progress sector contains the detailed description of a Future Perfect and the discussion of a well-chosen immediate tiny sign or next step. In there, too, go the considerations of who might be recruited to help your project, speculations about useful knock-on or ripple effects of your proposed actions, significant milestones you can expect along the way.

Of course, the idea of knowing where we want to be is familiar to any strategist who takes an interest in where we are now and where we want to go (usually in that order). So, while the conventional strategist devises a plan to get us from here to there, the SF practitioner takes an opposite route, knowing that any long-term plan is likely to be out of date before sunset, a prime candidate for derailment by unexpected events.

Instead, we reverse the order and first make a detailed description of what we want—what good looks like. Then we delve into the remaining quadrant, the Resourceful past, investigating what has been happening in the organization that is already taking us in the direction we want to go. This is an oft-neglected rich body of experiences, skills, resources, and examples. Conversations in this sector provide the fuel, the encouragement, the motivation, and the sense of possibility to make a wise choice of a next small step.

That step is represented by the triangle in Figure 1.1 pointing toward the Future Perfect and can be described as doing more of what we already know works. When we take that step, we can notice its impact. That provides fresh information to discuss as time moves along and we improvise guided by the clear direction-setting provided by the range of elements in the desirable progress quadrant.

The following example from our practice illustrates how a challenging workplace problem was handled by some smart solutions-focused conversation.


The Solutions Focus in action: “An Inspector Calls”

The chemical site had a problem and it was looming larger—a threat of closure from a new safety inspector. The plant had seen plenty of change over the years, with old machinery decommissioned and new processes brought on stream. Safety, which had always been a key issue, was now managed by a plant safety team in conjunction with the safety regulator’s site inspector.

The inspector had a great deal of power: He could go wherever he wanted on site, enforce improvement notices (potentially at great expense), and ultimately stop operations and close down the plant. In the past, working relations with successive inspectors had been reasonable. But now the new inspector was proving uncooperative when presented with the plant team’s latest plans to improve the site’s safety culture.

The team members had been expecting support from the regulator and were surprised by his officious attitude: He wanted to see every piece of paper and was reluctant to engage in the customary informal exchanges with managers.

The team tried all the regular good tactics for getting along, but to no avail. As stories spread—“You can’t get a straight answer out of him”; “He’s not interested in anything except the paperwork”; “He’s out of his depth, you know”; “He won’t stop till he’s found something wrong”—a sense of despondency gripped the site.

The safety team knew the essence of the problem: The inspector was stopping them from making progress with their safety culture plans and a worsening impasse would threaten the very future of the site, with appalling knock-on effects for the parent company.

Traditional problem-focused approaches to the situation might include:


	an examination of why the inspector wouldn’t see sense

	a “barrier analysis” of what was impeding matters

	a psychological profile of the inspector, to establish the cause of his behavior

	attacking the inspector through official complaints to his seniors

	a workshop with the inspector to clarify the nature of his concerns

	writing off the time and money invested in the safety culture project and starting again.



The safety team brought us in to help, perhaps suspecting that we would begin by setting up mediation between them and the inspector. Instead, we applied a solutions focus, asking them to rate their encounters with him on a scale of 0–10. One manager quickly snorted, “Zero!” We paused and waited. “Apart from once, when it was a 3 for 20 seconds …”

Suddenly there was a glimmer of hope. The crux of the solution, we figured, would be in those few seconds, not in any of the traditional approaches, and not even requiring conscious action from the inspector. The solution was not going to center on him as an individual, with all his “flaws, failings and difficulties,” but on the interactions between him and the safety team. We needed to know more about this exceptional moment.

When we asked the manager what he had done to bring about this dramatic, if brief, improvement, he said, “I suppose I stopped pushing him for a moment and gave him time to think.”

The mood of the meeting palpably changed. The team outlined the parts they had individually played in their own best exchanges with the inspector and from these strands drew out a list of 14 actions they could take quickly, simply, and cheaply to move one point up the scale. These included bringing fewer people to meet the inspector, wearing name badges at meetings, and giving him more notice of impending questions and issues. The individual who had most contact with the inspector was given the task of noticing what was working best.

Instead of gloom at their lack of options, the managers now felt refreshed to be analyzing what was going well instead of what was going badly.

When we followed up some weeks later, matters were much improved. The threat of an improvement notice had been lifted and the project was back on track. One manager said she knew they were making real progress when the “impersonal” inspector inquired about her recent holiday!



Benefits of SF

Discovering what works and doing more of it is generally a positive, enjoyable, and empowering activity for all concerned. Whether you are a manager with problems to solve, a coach, leader, consultant, or facilitator, you will reap benefits from the Solutions Focus for your clients, your colleagues, and yourself.

By cultivating what is already happening as the seeds of change, you nurture growth through small, initiating events. Changing as little as possible has benefits in time, cost, and effort. This form of change takes the path of least resistance.

Asking “When does success happen already?” generates a different kind of conversation from “When and how do we go wrong?” Energy, enthusiasm, and cooperation are frequent and welcome side effects. The problem focus on what’s wrong wastes a lot of time if instead you can go straight to how to get things right.

These benefits—along with many measurably improved results in sales, customer satisfaction, work attendance, processes, and staff satisfaction surveys—account for the rapid growth of solutions-focused approaches in organizations ranging from blue-chip companies to campaigning pressure groups. From the mid-1980s onward, the solutions-focused approach has proved itself many times over and chimed intuitively with forward-thinking managers, coaches, and business leaders. The work takes various guises, including solutions-focused strategy interventions, team-building sessions, problem-solving training, stress management, phone and online counseling, and coaching programs for entire workforces.

Change agents around the world are deploying these ideas as an important ingredient in their work with public- and private-sector organizations, accountants and consultancies, local authorities, government institutions, hospitals, educational establishments, and banks.

The benefits are now widely acknowledged. Dr Ivan Misner, founder of networking giant BNI, which has 10,000 chapters worldwide, states the value of SF:


One of the things I learned from The Solutions Focus book was that when people focus on problems, they become world-class experts on “the problem.” When they focus on solutions, they can become world-class experts on “the solution.” Wouldn’t the world be a truly amazing place if people focused on solutions and not problems? Wouldn’t it be amazing if people could disagree without being totally disagreeable? Wouldn’t it be incredible if we could create together rather than tear things down?

One of the keys to this is to “hold the vision, not the obstacles.” By focusing on solutions, it is easier to hold the vision. Success in the new century, especially lasting success, will be based on our ability to develop co-creative approaches and solutions. These solutions connect us with one another as individuals, and they connect us to our biggest fans and most valued customers. Ultimately these co-creative solutions have the power to bring the world closer and help us deal with the challenges of our times in intelligent and innovative ways.



How the Solutions Focus has been applied in the world of coaching and organization change

Here is a small selection of well-documented cases and places where SF ideas have made a dramatic difference since the appearance of the first edition of The Solutions Focus. There are many more.


	Dramatic productivity improvements in tackling major projects at Highways England, taking on 200 percent more projects with only 15 percent more staff, plus improved staff engagement and feedback from external partners.1

	Boosting growth from 3 percent to 52 percent per year and sustaining it over a five-year period, along with other benefits including engagement, faster decision making, and project completion at Swedish IT consultancy Hi5.2

	Improved sales, attracting new corporate clients, staff communication and mutual support, and young staff engagement at Japanese bank Sumitomo Mitsui.3

	Building motivation, enthusiasm, and program completion in doctoral students at United States universities through remote coaching.4

	Improved performance, communication, and mutual support in the Art-Handling team at London’s famous Tate Gallery.5

	Successfully implementing a tricky reorganization at a silicon wafer manufacturing fab (factory) in the UK.6

	Implementing a solutions-focused approach to risk management in a German multinational software company, with greater participation, compliance, and cooperation.7

	Improved results and a better working environment in a Swedish employment office, without the usual drudgery of action plans.8

	Greater confidence in management and leadership skills, looking to the future in tough times, at John Laing Integrated Services group.9



There are more cases building up all the time. The Solution Focus in Organizations group (SFiO, sfio.org) has a growing library and holds regular online and face-to-face events to share know-how and experience, as does the SOLWorld community (solworld.org).

We’ve also encountered the application of explicitly SF techniques by sports coaches, such as Morgan Lewis’ programs with English Football League academy players, and professional tennis (and executive) coach Rob Rave’s near-miraculous revival of Paul’s faltering game!

While our attention is mainly on organizational applications of SF, it’s notable too how the approach is gaining traction as self-help. This is packaged in worksheets, apps, and such books as Rayya Ghul’s The Power of the Next Small Step and Haesun Moon’s Coaching A to Z. Many sessions during the annual global 24-hour online SF24 conferences are on this theme.

How to use SF

If you are a leader and want to improve results in your organization, you can implement the Solutions Focus as your change methodology of choice, reworking every aspect of culture from strategy to performance management.

If you are a business owner and want your enterprise to grow, instead of buying books of other people’s solutions, inspirational though they may be, use this book to develop your own. There are undoubtedly unique properties of your ideas or situation that mean others’ moves won’t work as well for you. With SF, you’ll find a perfect fit for how you best conduct yourself, applying your knowledge in your particular setting.

As a manager, your quest for solutions will also need to account for the peculiarities of your colleagues. Instead of grappling with a complicated theory that’s difficult to relate to today’s issues, you can take one of the SF tools from this book and apply it immediately to enjoy a more constructive conversation with a team member to get something done now.

If you are a coach, you’ll know already the limitations for both you and your clients of applying “best practice” or even “modeling,” which consists essentially of finding top performers and copying their methods. The differences between each individual’s makeup and that of other top performers may be just significant enough to make it harder to replicate their results than to produce your own.

As a consultant, you will discover how to combine the ideas in this book with real, complex, and tough organizational challenges. You’re never going to be stuck again.

So, while this isn’t a recipe book, nor a guarantee of everything working out as you wish, it will encourage you to focus with more confidence on your own practices, identifying the aspects of you, your team, and your organization that will speed your progress.

There’s huge satisfaction to find in discovering your own solutions that fit—even if they aren’t in the textbooks. Or on the curriculum at business school. Or known to you—yet.


Chapter 2

Staying SIMPLE

While problems may be complex, the solution-focused approach to solving them is simple. The SIMPLE model encompasses all the ideas that account for the unique effectiveness of this way of working. It has been said that things should be made as simple as possible but no simpler. We agree; while simplicity offers clarity, over-simplicity can be misleading.



	Solutions not problems

	Inbetween—the action is in the interaction

	Make use of what’s there

	Possibilities—past, present, and future

	Language—simply said

	Every case is different





In this chapter we introduce the SIMPLE principles and the full set of solutions tools, noting why it is advantageous to aim for simplicity. Along with a robust definition of positive change, this sets the scene for expanding and illustrating these ideas through the rest of the book.

SIMPLE is a distillation of countless hours of practical experience and some radical breakthroughs in how people have understood the workings of the world. Grasping each element of SIMPLE will give you the grounding you need to practice the Solutions Focus in almost any circumstances:

Let us look in a little more detail at the propositions that make up this approach.

Solutions not problems

Amazing as it may seem, there is not necessarily a logical connection between the problem and the solution. By focusing on what’s wanted, we avoid wasting time on problem talk. This may sound easy and perhaps even obvious, but it is rare for managers—or anyone else—to maintain an intensive, exclusive solutions orientation. In the chemical factory example in the previous chapter, the problem talk was all about the difficulty—or even the impossibility—of dealing with the safety inspector. By focusing instead on how the inspector worked (or might work) constructively, all sorts of possibilities appeared.

Inbetween

Many aspects of a solution are most helpfully thought of as being inbetween the people involved rather than isolated or belonging only to one party. Empowerment, for example, is not something you give me or I give you—we construct it between us by the actions each of us takes. This interactional view develops the systems thinking insight that a system has properties manifested beyond the individual components.

Organizations are complex interactional systems, subject to some of the same phenomena as ants in a nest, cars in a traffic system, and the molecules of air that make up the weather. The findings from complexity—the study of such systems—throw light onto many of the issues facing organizations.

Make use of what’s there

The seeds of the solution are almost always present in the form of various Counters, parts of the solution that have been happening occasionally before, or in part or embryonically. These help make up the Platform for the solution that is going to emerge (there is more on Counters and Platforms later in the chapter). This search can be forensic and in stark contrast to methods that examine what’s missing or what “ought” to be there.

Possibilities

We mine the past, present, and future for resources and possibilities that will take us toward the desired outcome. Any learning experience from the past, explanation of what is happening in the present, or vision of the future will contain possibilities—the skill lies in recognizing and applying them. Unhelpful stories, explanations, or predictions are often notable for their absence or denial of possibility.

Language

Big words can make matters more complicated. To stay simple it is better to keep the language simple. Use $5 words rather than $500 words. Reflecting a customer’s language in preference to an expert’s jargon is also preferable: These words are already defined by the person who needs them.

Every case is different

SF is an approach to change, not a set of prefigured methods to fit every case. It offers a pragmatic route to find out what works in this instance, with these people, with this problem. Start afresh every time and construct new, bespoke solutions that custom fit each situation.

It is a flexible practice, unlike many change disciplines in which the same methodology is applied to organizations irrespective of their differences. We are guided to any interventions by the different characteristics and quirks of each case.

The power of simplicity

Each individual facet of SIMPLE matters, but the choice of acronym is clearly not accidental. There is a cutting power to simplicity itself.

Why is it important to be simple? And what is simple enough? Our quest is for what works. If we discover a particular means to make something work, then it’s pointless to adopt any more complicated method.

Yet there are many complicated ways in which people and organizations do go about trying to make changes. Perhaps they are seduced by impressive-sounding models or led astray by customs and habits. The fact remains that it is both possible and desirable to be more direct, more simple, and more effective in many instances.

Occam’s razor

The quest for simplicity has a distinguished history. William of Occam, a figure from fourteenth-century Surrey, England, railed against fellow philosophers who were building more and more complicated explanations to account for the circumstances of their world. It appeared that whoever came up with the most complicated was deemed the cleverest and therefore spoke the truth.

Occam’s most famous statement is:


Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem. (Entities ought not to be multiplied except from necessity.)



He was saying that it is vain to assume more in philosophical matters when it is possible to assume less. In his quest to assume no more than he had to, he dissected every issue as if with a razor.

The vanity to which Occam refers applies in both meanings of the word. It is vain in the sense of futile: The extra elements add nothing to our understanding or to our ability to change matters. And it is vain in the sense of conceited: Elaborate models—in instances when simpler ones apply—are sustained only by puffery or hype.

There are three areas where it is worth taking particular care to stay simple:


	Theory—setting aside theories and assumptions that are not confirmed or applicable in this particular case.

	Language—tackling vague language that obscures valuable details.

	Imagination—we avoid imagining hidden (and unhelpful) facets beyond those we observe.



When we do anything more complex than is necessary, we may be serving an interesting theory, but we are doing a disservice to the people involved in the issue.

We prefer straightforward words, stories, and viewpoints that illuminate what works in a particular case. The rest is ignored. This drive for simplicity is far from common practice—and, as the following story reveals, is probably not even our natural inclination.


Bewitched by the complicated: the Bavelas experiment

In a classic psychological experiment first conducted by Dr. Alex Bavelas,1 sets of two volunteers are asked to work out the differences between healthy cells and sick cells. They go to separate rooms and volunteer A—let us call him Adam—is shown slides of cells, with the instruction that he must learn to distinguish the sick from the healthy by trial and error. After each guess, the experimenter gives Adam a signal, letting him know whether the guess was right or wrong.

Adam receives true feedback: The signals from the experimenter correctly tell him how he is doing. After a while, Adam (and the other As) learns to distinguish the cells and generally score about 80 percent.

Meanwhile, in the other room, volunteer B, whom we shall call Brian, is also guessing whether each cell is healthy or not. But his feedback is independent of his guesses since he receives exactly the same signal as A—that is, his feedback depends on A’s guess. This means that B cannot discover the order he seeks.

A and B cannot see each other’s trials and they are unable to communicate with one another until they are eventually invited to discuss their findings.

A’s rules are simple, based on his sensory observations and the feedback he receives. B, however, offers a much more complicated theory based on his tenuous and contradictory hunches. At this point something curious occurs.

A does not shrug off B’s ideas as unnecessarily complicated or plain absurd. He is impressed by the subtlety and complexity of B’s theory and evaluates his own as naïvely simple and inferior by comparison. Before taking a second test with new slides, the subjects are asked to say who will improve most over the first test results. All Bs and most As say that B will.

In fact, B shows hardly any improvement, while A, who has taken on at least some of B’s complicated theories, performs significantly worse the second time around.

This experiment not only shows how simplicity can be preferable, it also demonstrates the attraction of complication. While aiming to keep to the direct track of SF, you will encounter many lures to make your task bewildering.

One strong temptation is to adopt an “expert mind,” choosing from a few possibilities with a pretty sure idea in advance of what will be effective. This is often how organizational experts work, with disappointing results when they miss the significant differences in the particular cases.

There is no one “right” way of looking at organizations: Different views may fit the facts just as well. To discover what works in complex territory, it helps to adopt a beginner mind so as to entertain a wider
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