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Praise for
THE SOLUTION FOCUSED BRIEF THERAPY DIAMOND

This is a love story, a book about love. Love for clients, love for each other and love for solution focused brief therapy.

Elliott and Adam pour out their hearts to each other and to us in this story of a relationship that might change the world.

If anyone has said the solution focused approach is lacking in emotion, they should read this book for within it they will find the heart and soul of the kindest therapeutic model ever created.

Elliott and Adam teach us more how-to-be than how-to-do. The how-to-do solution focused brief therapy is there, but it lies within a more important context of how-to-be.

Chapter by chapter, Elliott “dives deep” looking for the emotional glue that holds the model together, while Adam “ takes a closer look” at the language of solution focused brief therapy and how this, too, holds the model together. Through this process they chart new territory and very new ways of thinking about and doing therapy. It is one of the triumphs of this book that when it comes to the doing or practice of solution focused brief therapy, Elliott and Adam have kept it simple, perhaps the simplest version so far. The “Diamond” is an easy-to-follow guideline for conducting a solution focused therapy session. Though much of what the originators of the approach, Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg, advocated has been uncompromisingly stripped out, Adam and Elliott have stayed absolutely true to its central tenets: that the client is the expert, description is the driver of change, and everything therapists do should be tested for its validity.

Elliott and Adam have created a ‘bible’ for the next decade of solution focused brief therapy. They have gone far beyond yet stayed totally true to technique. It will be a primary text for beginners and a creative challenge to even the most experienced solution focused practitioners. This book represents a new coming-of-age for the entire solution focused field and like solution focused brief therapy itself it is both a labor of great love and a work of art.

— Chris Iveson, SFBT practitioner and trainer and co-founder of BRIEF
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We dedicate this book to all the people who have inspired us to inspire others.

This book is for each of the clients who helped us understand the power of this approach. Thank you for helping us perceive the details and for helping us be in awe of the transformation we are each capable of achieving!
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What outcome do you want from reading this book?

What difference would it make if you could attain it?

How would you notice the change it made in your life?
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Love! This book is a labor of love. This is a book about our love for solution focused brief therapy (SFBT), even to the smallest detail. But more importantly, this book is a book about how doing SFBT must happen from a place of love. We would go so far as to say that we need to love our clients. We know this isn’t a typical way to start a book, nor is this a typical way to frame an entire book. We know we are bucking all the formal teaching about psychotherapy that encourages clinicians to keep a healthy distance between clients and themselves.

Now, we aren’t encouraging clinicians to be unethical or to act inappropriately, but we are encouraging mental health professionals to rethink the way they approach their work. We are asking professionals to reevaluate the stance they take when encountering individuals, couples, and families who are experiencing hardship. We are promising that this book can change your professional life (and potentially your personal life) if you work from the innovative place of love!

This book is divided into four sections. Part I begins by looking at the evolution of SFBT and how we developed the diamond model. This evolution begins with the love story between Steve and Insoo (shared with us by Insoo’s daughter, Sarah). The book then progresses with an ongoing emphasis on overcoming differences to find strength and innovation.

Part I concludes with our own stories and how we came to be leaders within the solution focused field. These stories highlight experiences we’ve had that have taught us the importance of working from a place of love and respect. We highlight how overcoming discrimination and other challenges have paved the way for conceptualizing the solution focused approach in this unique, evolved way.

Part II outlines the stance of effective solution focused clinicians. We cover how SFBT clinicians can ADOPT (stay tuned for more explanation about this) a loving stance of viewing and appreciating others that will change the course of their clinical work. This stance-description is followed in Part III by a detailed description of the SFBT diamond model. The diamond model is outlined in precise detail and is supplemented with actual case examples to bring the nuts and bolts to life. This is the most comprehensive overview of the evolved SFBT approach to date.

Finally, Part IV provides additional tools to help you find success in implementing this approach. There are three appendices as well: The first is a document with 101 SFBT questions, categorized to reflect the diamond model, which serves as a reference guide for all clinicians. The second is a complete session with editorial comments that illustrate the thinking that goes into constructing SFBT sessions. Rarely can you find a session with such detailed analysis in all SFBT literature. The third is a glossary that defines key SFBT terms. We hope these tools provide practical help for all clinicians working within the diamond framework.

Each chapter is structured in an atypical manner. We (Elliott and Adam) are quite different from one another and often have very different perspectives and styles when it comes to the explanation of what we are seeing in solution focused work. To capture our individual styles and voices, we have included smaller sections within each chapter that are entitled “Diving Deep with Elliott” and “A Closer Look with Adam.” These sections aren’t meant to be contradictory or confusing, but rather they are meant to show that we can have different but complementary perspectives that when woven together make our appreciation for the approach even richer. We hope that you will consider both perspectives equally and that you will feel free to add your own perspective. As we mention in the book, it is because of our differences that the SFBT diamond model works so well. We hope your own understanding of the solution focused approach is enhanced because of our unique perspectives.

We encourage you to use this book in any way that is useful to you. You may find that reading the book straight through makes the most sense. We have written the book in a way that builds, chapter by chapter, to create a clear understanding of how we approach our work. However, you will likely find that referencing a specific chapter to gain more clarity and understanding will be useful, as each part and chapter can stand alone. We imagine that some clinicians will want to mark certain things and come back to those over and over. We know in our own work that re-referencing important components or thoughts has been really helpful. We hope this book will be that reference point for you. Finally, it is possible that some people will combine these two approaches, sometimes focusing on the technical components and sometimes looking for encouragement through the personal stories. However you decide to use the book, we hope it will meet your needs, which will likely change over time. Use the book in the way that makes the most sense to you.

In whatever way you choose to use the book, we hope that you walk away feeling inspired. We hope this book increases your ability to view people as strong, capable, and resilient. We hope this book enhances your ability to co-construct solution focused conversations with your clients and with other people in your life. We hope you walk away feeling an increased sense of love for your work, for the solution focused diamond model, and for the people you work with. Of course we hope you feel more competent and capable of having solution focused conversations, but most importantly, we hope you feel the love that we intended to pass to you through these pages. Thank you for allowing us to be a small part of your journey to excellence!
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Chapter 1
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Solution Focused Brief Therapy

An Evolutionary Approach
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Stop the Old Way of Thinking

Clear your mind before you read this book. Within its pages, you’ll learn our unique approach to solution focused brief therapy (SFBT), an evidence-based form of psychotherapy that helps people create change in their lives. But before you do that, we need you to stop thinking like a therapist. We need to engage with you, the individual, not the psychotherapy version of you. The truth is you already know how to practice SFBT. It’s inherent. It’s about agency, something you’re already well versed in.

Think about the parents of young children—parents who are perfectly capable of tying their children’s shoes. The task isn’t difficult. It’s also a more efficient way to get the family out the door on time. But as children get older, parents choose to let them tie their own shoes. They understand that agency is important in terms of skill acquisition. In order to raise children who can accomplish tasks on their own, parents have to refrain from doing tasks for them, even though helping them is the quickest solution in the moment.

That’s solution focused brief therapy in a nutshell. It is connecting with the version of your client (or anyone in your life) that you want to talk to, the version that fundamentally understands the importance of autonomy.

As a therapist, you went to school and learned a collection of techniques that were supposed to assist you in helping a client. But SFBT techniques are completely different. They involve facilitating a conversation that will honor client agency and lead toward change in a different manner.

You can’t learn this approach by thinking in the old way. It’s too different from other methods that define therapists as people whose job it is to change their clients.

Again, clear your mind—even when it comes to preconceptions you may have about solution focused brief therapy. To begin with, it’s not a name that we would have chosen, but it’s the name our field has adopted. Consequently, although misleading, it’s the name we’re stuck with.

Solution focused brief therapy implies we’re meant to solve something and find solutions for our clients. Instead we’re meant to build something and construct change with them.

It’s not our job to fix them. It’s our job to inspire, to connect, and to help them describe the outcomes they desire, then watch what happens in the process.

In this book, we’ll share exactly how to do that.

A Brief History of SFBT

Solution focused brief therapy (SFBT) is a therapeutic approach that is focused on where the client would like to end up, rather than focusing on problem(s) and problem development, as many other therapeutic approaches do. This outcome-focused approach was a paradigm shift at its founding and still challenges the status quo of psychotherapy today. The seeds of solution focused brief therapy started at the Mental Research Institute (MRI) in Palo Alto, California, where psychotherapists Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg met. They dated, subsequently married, and moved to Wisconsin, where they created the Brief Family Therapy Center in Milwaukee in 1978.

Steve and Insoo’s focus was on making therapy briefer. At the time, psychotherapy was synonymous with psychoanalysis, which involved a client coming to therapy two to three times a week for three to five years. Steve and Insoo, along with the MRI team, asked themselves one basic question: Can we make therapy briefer without sacrificing outcomes? The MRI team was able to reduce the average number of sessions down to about 10, a significant decrease from the traditional psychodynamic approach.

Later, from the research conducted at the Brief Family Therapy Center in Milwaukee, Steve and Insoo developed solution focused brief therapy. Using this approach, they were able to reduce the number of times a client came to therapy from even MRI’s standard of 10 sessions, while still being just as effective at impacting a client’s problem.

That’s where the solution focused approach sprouted, and from there it branched out. One large branch developed in London in the 1990s and early 2000s at BRIEF, an independent training, therapy, and consultation agency for SFBT. The BRIEF team in London—Chris Iveson, Harvey Ratner, and Evan George—took the Milwaukee approach, but they wanted to see if they could make it even briefer.

In the same vein, we have taken the BRIEF approach and aimed to make it even briefer, something we refer to as “straightening the line,” or in other words making therapy as efficient as possible. We created The Solution Focused Universe, a worldwide training institute, and developed one of the largest current contributions in our field, the diamond model to SFBT. We believe our diamond model is the straightest line possible with SFBT. So in an evolutionary manner, there’s a connection from MRI to Steve and Insoo to BRIEF to us.

A Perpetually Evolutionary Approach

A Closer Look with Adam

One of the major premises of solution focused brief therapy, which Steve and Insoo established early on, is the concept that, if what you’re doing as a therapist is working, do more of it, and if it isn’t, do something different.

Following that line of thinking, Elliott and I also view our work as open to evolution. Our approach is built on Steve and Insoo’s foundation, but it’s also inherently different, which is the rationale for the diamond model.

In our field, there’s a debate between purists and evolutionists. Should therapists practice SFBT exactly as Steve and Insoo first laid it out 40 years ago, or can we appreciate that they themselves were proponents of change?

They took psychotherapy and flipped it upside down and said that, instead of focusing on the problem or diagnosis or being reductionistic in how to view people, they were going to go about their work in a different way. The fact that they were evolutionary is an argument that we should continue to be evolutionary. Our diamond model is a result of that evolution.

Along with the mechanics of the diamond, what really sets our approach apart is its stance—the position we take about viewing our clients as capable and strong and worthy collaborators in co-constructing effective therapy.

I believe Steve and Insoo would have bought into that stance, though they didn’t talk about it overtly. They took for granted that therapists should feel that way about people. And because they didn’t talk about it, falsehoods have been perpetuated.

People mischaracterize Steve’s words when they say, “We don’t need to worry about the therapeutic alliance,” meaning clinicians don’t need to pay special consideration to the relationship between the client and the therapist.

I doubt he meant we don’t need to attend to it; I just think he assumed that we already did, or that doing so would involve new mindsets beyond those that therapists typically have for their clients—mindsets that came naturally to Steve and Insoo.

Adopting that mindset (the stance) of seeing a client as a strong and capable person, and as a worthwhile contributor, is something Elliott and I go out of our way to advocate. Therapists must take that stance toward their clients because it impacts the way they work together. If that stance is neglected, a therapist’s work isn’t going to be sufficient.

While the stance isn’t necessarily evolutionary, it’s something that hasn’t been emphasized in the past. Elliott has many stories about how he has been mistreated in this field, and he and I have come to emphasize what we emphasize because of his experience as a person of color.

As an Asian woman, Insoo was also a person of color, but she was working in this field 40 years ago. Whereas in this moment in time—a post–George Floyd era—we have to be overt about the stance, which is that we see each client as unique and specifically valuable. I’m confident Steve or Insoo would agree, but they weren’t having that conversation in the late ‘70s and early ‘80s. Today that conversation is essential.

There’s a political intersection, a time-period intersection, and a racial intersection that we have to consider as we practice psychotherapy now, as well as how each of those have evolved over the past few decades. We also need to take into account how worldviews and globalization play a role. As therapists, our methods and mindsets must evolve and become relevant to this day and age.

That perspective falls right in line with another major premise of SFBT, also outlined by Steve and Insoo, which is the importance of being thoughtful and consistent about language.

All in all, SFBT hasn’t really changed over the years as much as the language we need to use about it has—language that first and foremost pays respect to our clients by maximizing their agency as we co-construct a meaningful therapy session with them. In this book, we’ll teach you exactly how to do that.

An Approach Based on Love, Connection, and Acceptance

Diving Deep with Elliott

In many respects, solution focused brief therapy is counterintuitive, whereas the much more common approach of cognitive behavioral therapy is linear and logical.

Let’s say a client comes to you with a problem like heroin addiction. Overcoming that addiction in a rapid manner doesn’t make logical sense, but I have videotaped sessions of heroin-addicted clients who transformed quickly during SFBT work with me.

When I started my teaching career, I didn’t share any of those videos, and people didn’t believe my claims about the effectiveness of SFBT. I was young at the time, and more experienced therapists rebuffed me, saying that in over 30 years of experience in their own respective practices, they never saw clients change as rapidly as I alleged that mine did.

When I began showing videos, they finally started believing my words. The evidence was right in front of them.

SFBT is a powerful approach that cuts right through to the heart of what people really need. When they feel loved, connected, and accepted, they’re truly capable of anything.

Love. Connection. Acceptance. It’s as simple as that.

Instead, therapists tend to complicate matters. They want to figure out what’s wrong with their clients so they can fix it. What if they shifted their way of thinking? What if you did? What if instead of trying to figure out the root of your clients’ problems, you learned to accept them, despite their issues? What if you learned how to love on them? Connect with them?

In my experience, that’s how clients get better.

Taking that stance became my motivator, the thing that drove me.

Open your mind to it. Let it drive you too.
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Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg

A Love Story and Legacy
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Believe in Miracles

The solution focused approach began in the most fitting way possible—with a love story. Its founders, Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg, came together as a couple 40 years ago, and 40 years later their relationship and legacy continue to inspire those in our field.

Both Steve and Insoo were psychotherapists. Steve was from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and Insoo was from Korea but immigrated to Milwaukee. That’s not where the two of them met, however.

Steve found his way to Palo Alto, California, and was training at the Mental Research Institute (MRI), where other therapists were doing pioneering work in systemic approaches to the helping professions, including working with families and focusing on communication.

The MRI became a remarkable place in our field. So many cutting-edge ideas were developed and experimented upon there, spearheaded by leading figures in psychotherapy such as Paul Watzlawick, John Weakland, Jay Haley, Don D. Jackson, and the list goes on.

Insoo also went to the MRI to receive training, and that’s where she met Steve. On the surface, the two of them had nothing in common—nothing that would have initially attracted them as a couple other than their shared interest in effective modalities of therapy.

After Insoo completed her training and moved back to Milwaukee, she continued to travel back to the MRI every three to four months and stay for one or two days of additional training. Over time, the frequency with which she traveled to California started increasing. Why? She began pursuing Steve.

According to Sarah Kim Berg, Insoo’s daughter from her first marriage, Insoo gravitated to Steve not because of an initial physical attraction but because she was deeply attracted to his mind.

Steve was very bright and a deep thinker, and as Insoo shared her thoughts with him, “talking in circles” at times, he would take it all in, listening intently, and then express what she’d said back to her in beautiful and succinct sentences.

He had a gift for understanding what she was saying and synthesizing it, which enamored her, and from that place of being captivated, a relationship grew—so much so that Insoo persuaded him to move back to Milwaukee.

There they married and decided to create the “MRI of the Midwest,” trying to replicate what was being done in Palo Alto. But they made one change: they stopped telling their clients how many sessions they were going to have. This was a departure from the MRI’s standard practice of giving each client 10 sessions.

Insoo noticed that when clients were told they had 10 sessions, they tended to use all of them. They didn’t start working hard until the seventh or eighth session. But when they didn’t know how many sessions they had to work with, clients began the change process much sooner.

This was the first modification that led to what we now know as solution focused brief therapy.

In 1978, Steve and Insoo co-founded the Brief Family Therapy Center (BFTC) in Milwaukee, where their group of therapists saw cases as a team. While one conducted a session with a client, the others watched behind a one-way mirror. The purpose was to identify and understand what was working in their approach so they could do more of it.

On top of that, Steve and Insoo often conducted therapy at their home and invited therapists to come and observe their sessions. Imagine how remarkable it would have been to sit on their staircase, with a view into their living room, and observe their work—the work of two world-renowned therapists—and afterward be able to give them feedback.

The beginning of solution focused brief therapy was beautifully simple and organic in that way. At its heart were just two people who had fallen in love and committed to working together and building a team that could continue to find out what was truly effective in psychotherapy.

SFBT started out as an experiment. Its aim was to figure out what makes change happen and how therapists can be more efficient with people’s time, all while helping them create lasting change in the most simple and direct way possible.

Understanding the original ideas and the original foundation of the solution focused approach is important so therapists can always draw inspiration from those beginnings and never forget where they have come from as solution focused professionals.

We had the great pleasure of meeting Sarah Kim Berg in the spring of 2021. She was unbelievably giving with her time as she toured us around sites in Milwaukee, such as the first location of BFTC, Steve and Insoo’s home, and even their final resting place, which couldn’t have been easy for her.

When we asked Sarah what had prompted her to be so generous, she said, “My mother would have loved your work and the two of you working together.”

That really touched us because, like Steve and Insoo, we are very different but work together magically, and to think that Insoo would have recognized that in us is very special.

Also like Steve and Insoo, we care deeply about people. We’re trying to change the world by teaching therapists how to help one person at a time.

The stance that Steve and Insoo took about their relationship, their clients, and their life can be summed up best by the powerful yet simple mantra engraved on their shared headstone: Believe in miracles.

Insoo’s Journey to Freedom

Insoo never talked about her childhood or how hard it was to be a teenager in Korea during the Korean War. Sarah learned what she relayed to us through her aunt, Insoo’s sister.

Insoo’s father worked for the Korean government and was wanted by the North Koreans as a political prisoner. He left home to hide from them, and the family didn’t know where he was, if he was alive, or when he’d be able to return.

Insoo’s mother was interrogated and threatened frequently by the North Koreans, who demanded to know the whereabouts of her husband. Worried about the safety of her children, she sent three of them away—Insoo, who was the oldest, and her two younger brothers. Her mother would remain home with her youngest child, Insoo’s sister, who was too little to make the journey.

At about 16 years of age, Insoo was given the huge task of leaving Seoul and walking her younger brothers to the southern coast of South Korea, a journey of hundreds of miles, and taking them to safety.

She had no supplies, and her country was at war, but she managed to find food along the way and ultimately arrived at their destination. It wasn’t until later in life that she would finally be reunited with her mom and younger sister.

When Sarah told us this story, it was like a lightbulb flashed on for us. Suddenly Insoo’s tenacious nature in her career made perfect sense.

Of course she would go on to create an approach that was about an outcome, because as a 16-year-old she was focused on arriving at an outcome herself—freedom. It didn’t matter how far she and her brothers had to walk or if it was cold or how old they were.

Of course she would develop an approach that doesn’t attend to obstacles but instead focuses on destinations.

Of course she would advocate for therapy that aimed at taking one step at a time, because how else can you walk hundreds of miles to find safety from war?

When people claim that SFBT is about positivity, we argue, “No, it’s about determination.” You have to be very determined and focused to do what Insoo did at 16 years old.

Is it really surprising then that someone like her could live the rest of her life thinking, People can do anything?

Where did she find that determination and inspiration? Where can you? The answer lies in the past, in your own history of resilience and success. Each of us has made our own journeys. Each of us has crossed figurative borders. Harnessing those victories is the magic of this approach.

If you can remember the obstacles you’ve conquered, then when clients tell you about their own obstacles, it will be easy for you to be like Insoo and think, You can get through this. You can achieve anything.

Why I Chose to Practice Solution Focused Brief Therapy

Diving Deep with Elliott

When I went to graduate school, I thought psychotherapy was just a job. I didn’t know different forms of psychotherapy were still being practiced, driven by various theories. I thought it evolved like technology, in the same way eight-track players phased out record players, which were then replaced by cassette players, CD players, MP3 players, and eventually streaming platforms.

Along those lines, I thought psychotherapy evolved from Sigmund Freud to Carl Jung to Alfred Adler and so on. Halfway through graduate school, I worked at a job where everyone practiced cognitive behavioral therapy, so I assumed it was the latest approach—what the whole field was practicing—as well as what I’d go on to learn about in school. I didn’t realize there were other options.

In one of my courses, my class studied from a book in which every chapter highlighted a different theory of psychotherapy. A thrill of excitement ran through me as I opened to the first chapter. I was finally going to learn some practical application.

Chapter 1 discussed Sigmund Freud, including the Oedipus complex and his theories and methods of psychoanalysis. When I finished reading that chapter, I felt relieved and comforted. A really smart person had just explained to me how people change. Awesome.

The next week, I read Chapter 2, which was about Carl Jung, who essentially said, “I agree with Freud about these things, but I disagree about these other things. Consequently, I’ve created something called Jungian therapy, which is about the collective unconscious and analyzing the ‘real’ self.”

Unease stirred within me. There were now two competing thoughts about how people change.

During the third week, I read Chapter 3, which was about Alfred Adler and his Adlerian therapy, focusing on the development of individual personality while also encouraging a sense of belonging.

Now there were three competing thoughts on how people change. I grew frustrated. I just wanted to be told how to practice psychotherapy in the best way.

I eventually completed the course and got an A in the class, but all the while I kept thinking, How am I supposed to do my job?

The next semester I took a class about family therapy approaches, which are different in nature and are referred to as systemic. Okay, I thought. I’m going to learn how to work with families. But I came up against the same roadblock: chapter after chapter of conflicting approaches.

My frustration rooted deeper. At that time of my life, the only skill I had a real talent for was playing baseball. Now let’s say I had gone to college to learn how to hit a baseball, but what I was taught instead was who invented the game, who invented the baseball bat, and what different theories existed for baseball swings. Those wouldn’t help me. What would help is being taught the mechanics of hitting a baseball. I wanted that same help with psychotherapy, but nothing in graduate school was fitting the bill.

I really can’t overstate my frustration. I wasn’t in graduate school for the same reasons as my peers. Most of them wanted to be psychotherapists or wanted a master’s degree or to receive a Ph.D. because they realized medical school wasn’t for them. Not me. I didn’t give a damn about the degree on the wall. I didn’t care what the job was called. I was in graduate school for one reason, and that was to help people. But I didn’t feel like I was learning how to do that, even though I was paying a lot of money.

I had a professor by the name of Dr. Ronnie McManus, and if you look up “professor” in the dictionary, you’ll see a picture of him. He was a tall guy with a long gray beard and eyes filled with gentleness. The quintessential professor. If I could cast a professor in a movie, I would cast Dr. Ronnie McManus circa 2005.

One day after class, I said to him, “You’ve got to help me. I’m thinking about quitting school because I’m not learning the mechanics of how to do this job. I’m just learning theory and history.”

I’ll never forget how he smiled, put his hand on my shoulder, and replied, “Elliott, you have to ask yourself, How do you think people learn?”

Although Dr. McManus had spoken as warmly and kindly as a person could, I viewed his answer as unsatisfactory.

As I drove home, white-knuckling the steering wheel in sheer aggravation, I finally took my professor’s words to heart. “Okay, Elliott,” I asked myself, “how do you learn?”

I thought back on how I’d learned to hit a baseball, and I remembered my high school baseball coach, Peter Pasquarosa, whom my team and I called “Coach P.”

Coach P did something in 1993–1994 that was groundbreaking, although I didn’t realize it then. He would videotape our baseball team during batting practice. Each player would get about 15 swings, and the next day before practice we would go into a classroom together and Coach P would play the tape for us.

One day as we were watching the video, he only played 3 of my 15 swings. I asked why, and he answered, “I picked your three best swings because those are the ones I want you to repeat.”

Now think about what he had to do every day to show us our best swings. Today, editing video isn’t difficult, so it has become more common for coaches to do what Coach P did back then. But editing video almost 30 years ago was very laborious, and Coach P was doing it for his entire baseball team—editing his recordings to only show us our best swings.

Over my high school years, he helped me become a better baseball player, and he did it without ever highlighting my mistakes. He wasn’t the type of guy who asked you to fix problems; he asked you to repeat brilliance.

As I reflected on this, I asked myself, Is there an approach to psychotherapy that’s in line with Coach P’s method?

I also thought about my own life story, much of which had been very painful. If I’d had to meet with a therapist, sit down with him, and tell him about my past, it would have caused me emotional injury.

I don’t believe I’m rare in that sense. Recently, Adam and I went on a trip to the American South and interviewed people who were involved in the civil rights movement. We met a guy named Hezekiah Watkins, who had been the youngest Freedom Rider at 13 years old during the Freedom Rides, a series of political protests against racial segregation on buses in 1961.

When we interviewed Hezekiah, we said, “Can we ask you questions about what it was like to be a Freedom Rider?”

“Of course you can,” he replied. “But please don’t ask me what it was like to be on death row.”

Most of the Freedom Riders spent the summer of 1961 in the Mississippi State Penitentiary, also known as Parchman prison, and Hezekiah was put on death row for five days until the governor of Mississippi ordered his release.

Sixty years later, Hezekiah told us, “I’m still not able to talk about death row without suffering.”

He knew his boundaries, and as an almost 30-year-old graduate student, I knew mine. As I examined how I learned in the best way possible, at the urging of Dr. Ronnie McManus, I understood that learning by invoking suffering wasn’t something I believed in. Instead, I believed that people learned by analyzing their brilliance.

Again, the only effective psychotherapy approach that fell in line for me was solution focused brief therapy—the only approach that didn’t require the client to suffer. That’s what hooked me.

SFBT isn’t about minimizing problems. We know they’re real and true and people have them. However, in spite of problems, people find remarkable ways to achieve brilliance. Understanding their capacity for brilliance helps them view themselves differently.

I can’t find the words to describe how low my self-esteem was when I started out as an undergraduate student. I couldn’t afford books, and for the first few months of school, I struggled academically. I was anxious and depressed and miserable.

Most of my fellow students didn’t have to struggle so hard to succeed. Their parents paid for their tuition and books. After I graduated, I remember sitting in the auditorium and holding my degree. I looked around at the other graduates and thought, I got the same damn degree you did, but I had to climb a hundred more mountains.

I began to feel a bit indestructible, because while the other graduates learned that they could get degrees, I learned I could conquer mountains.

I want all my clients to feel that same way. Their psychological issues aren’t what is important. Despite those issues, they’ve achieved remarkable things. Recognizing that opens minds. It empowers people. It creates lasting change. That is the point of therapy. Examining problems, on the other hand, can derail therapy.

Problems are everywhere, and therefore aren’t relevant. For example, we can agree that there is no perfect person on the planet, meaning every person has some level of problem. If that’s true, the pursuit of perfection is inherently flawed because we’re never going to achieve it. And if that’s true, the wiser course of action is to work toward becoming the very best version of ourselves with problems, instead of racking our brains on how to solve them.

Expending energy trying to do so is actually the root of depression and anxiety, because no matter how hard you work, when you look in the mirror, you’re still going to see flaws.

Strangely, if you can fall in love with your flaws, then depression and anxiety can’t exist. And one way to fall in love with them is to own them as part of your story.

I did just that. All of a sudden, I went from being totally ashamed of being poor—even to the extent of actively trying to hide it—to claiming it.

While my fellow graduates received the same degree as I did, with every privilege available to them, I had to claw my way through school because of my poverty. I borrowed books and studied from library copies. I once got a C on a test because my professor wanted me to read a fourth-edition book, and the only version available to me was the second edition in the library. Only 75 percent of the content overlapped, and I got 72 percent on the test. I came to realize that, given the circumstances, 72 percent was a really great score.

I started to recognize the hero in me, and I was determined to practice therapy in a way that made my clients feel just as heroic.

Now, I didn’t know I was going to be writing books in the future. I had no idea I’d travel the world and meet someone like Adam. I just wanted to help people live better lives. I didn’t even want credit for it. I just wanted to see people smile more.

I believe suffering is unnecessary, and I determined to make an impact on the amount of suffering people had to experience.

I didn’t know the SFBT community would try to shun me for being so successful. I didn’t know I’d have a million-dollar enterprise. At the time I was just a poor kid who thought suffering was inevitable. I even came close to killing myself. However, once I realized that suffering is unnecessary, I took it upon myself to let the whole world know. And the only approach that honored that way of thinking was solution focused brief therapy.

I believe in it 100 percent, and I have seen it work miracles with my clients.

Dig in deep as you read this book, start practicing SFBT, become proficient in it, and watch it work miracles with your clients too.




Chapter 3
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He’s the DJ, I’m the Rapper
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Friends before Colleagues

Diving Deep with Elliott

Back in 1988, the actor Will Smith, who was then known in the rap world as the Fresh Prince, released a second album with DJ Jazzy Jeff, who would later become his co-star on the television series The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. The album was named after one of its songs, “He’s the DJ, I’m the Rapper.” Whenever people ask me to explain the pragmatics of how Adam and I work together, that’s what I think of: “He’s the DJ, I’m the rapper,” only, “He’s the researcher, I’m the clinician.” Each role is important and complementary to the other.

Adam and I came into the world of solution focused brief therapy at relatively the same time. When we met, I was excited to find someone close to my age and developmental phase who was bold enough to go against the status quo. He wasn’t afraid to critique and expand upon some of the traditional methods in our field because he understood, like I did, that part of growth and analysis involves critiquing.

I think Adam was also happy to have met someone who was good at practicing SFBT because, as a researcher, he loved watching therapy but found it hard to find clinicians who were not only good at their work but also willing to record their sessions. I was happy to share mine.

That’s why I always say, “He’s the DJ, I’m the rapper.” There are two definitive jobs in our partnership: researching SFBT and practicing it.

There was also a personal connection between us. I just liked Adam. Part of our interactions involved work, and we totally nerded out over it. But I was also keenly aware that I’d just met a very special person. We laughed and had fun together. We didn’t just talk about work; we talked about faith, life, and family.

Another reason why I compare us to DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince is because the DJ and the rapper were friends before they were artists. I’d say the same thing about us. Adam and I were friends before we were colleagues, and we will be friends through it all.

How We Met

A Closer Look with Adam

Elliott and I met in 2008 at a conference in Austin, Texas. We were introduced by a mutual colleague, said hello, and that was it. Fast-forward to two years later, and the three of us—Elliott, our colleague, and I—all happened to be going to the same three-day conference in Malmö, Sweden, where we would be the only American attendees.

When we arrived, we met up, and Elliott and I realized we still needed to pay the conference fee. They wouldn’t take credit cards, though, so we had to walk to an exchange place to get Swedish money. We each needed 450 U.S. dollars, which converted to about 3,700 Swedish kronor. The exchange place gave both of us a thick stack of cash, and we kept joking that we felt so rich.

On the walk back to the hotel, Elliott started opening up to me. “This is the first time I’m speaking internationally,” he said, “and when I looked at the program, I realized several well-known solution focused professionals are going to be speaking at the same time as I am. I don’t think anyone’s going to come to my workshop.”

“Of course they will,” I reassured him.

He glanced at his stack of kronor and smirked at me. “How about we make a bet? If more than ten people come to my workshop, I’ll give you this nine thousand.”

I laughed. “Deal.”

That bet became our running joke. At the hotel, we paid our fees and split up when the conference began. I went to one workshop, and he went to another. Afterward, we both came out looking for our mutual friend. She was nowhere to be found, so we decided to go to the next workshop together. That kept happening throughout the day. We’d look for our friend, never find her, and continue to attend classes together.

At the end of the day, we went on a walk around Malmo to do a little sightseeing. We talked about things we liked or didn’t like about what we’d been learning at the conference, and we realized we felt the same way about the solution focused approach—which happened to be very different from the way other therapists were practicing it.

“We should
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