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Knowledge is in the end


based on acknowledgement.





Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §378.





Foreword


The quest for a solution-focused practice theory started after Steve de Shazer's death with Gale Miller's and Mark McKergow's “bigger picture” meetings in 2008. These were meetings looking for similar ideas to those in the solution-focused tradition. Many similarities were found especially in philosophy. The meetings were engaging and liberating. “We could explain solution-focused practice in ways that did connect with what others have said. There was also something distinct and quite unique in this approach. Could we describe this more precisely and could we agree?”1 That was something interesting to find out!


The European Brief Therapy Association (EBTA) established a group to define solution-focused practice and in 2010 the first “Practice Definition” was discussed by the board and, to our surprise, agreed on! Yes, there were some differences in emphasis, but with several possibilities included, no substantive disagreements remained.


The next milestone in the development of this theory was Janet Bavelas' and Harry Korman's plenary and workshop “Does SFBT have a Theory?” at EBTA's annual conference in 2014.2 They had dug through Steve de Shazer's books and presented what they called the “postulates for a theory of solution-focused brief therapy”. So, even Steve de Shazer, although critical about explaining his and his colleagues work, had a theoretical foundation! – This encouraged us in the EBTA group to continue the quest in a more theoretical direction.


Two other interesting perspectives have been of major importance in our work.


Firstly, how to ground the ideas and goals within the solution-focused community. This is interesting, because the practice is open in the sense that no one has copyright to it. Grounding it with colleagues was a way to get a sense what the solution-focused community wants and accepts. As a consequence, the text we now propose, has been discussed in all EBTA conferences since and with many colleagues as well as with our trainees. We were also happy that other organisations and persons in recent years have presented their ideas about what solution-focused practice is.


The other interesting perspective is that the “Ockham's razor” principle of using the simplest principles has been a guiding principle by most of the solution-focused developers. Here we disembark from this tradition in presenting a more inclusive theory with several principles of practice, several ways of practicing SF. This makes SF somewhat less distinctive, but more usable in different contexts and styles.


Finally, a remark about contexts. Solution-focused work is practiced with good results in surprisingly different contexts. The expansion continues to the extent that we decided to propose that this theory is applicable in many contexts. However, leaving the boundaries of solution-focused practice undefined, might be considered a weakness, as we assume they exist. Hence, this and other aspects need to be addressed in the future.


So, the quest will continue! And we invite all our readers to become part of this ongoing conversation.


July 2020,


EBTA Practice Definition Task-Group





1 Sundman, personal note from these meetings.


2 Bavelas et al. (2014).
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Introduction


This document is the result of a collaboration between a number of authors working as a European Brief Therapy Association (EBTA) task-group. The authors have exchanged versions of this paper over a number of years. Earlier versions have been offered to a variety of audiences – the EBTA Board, at conferences, and informally amongst colleagues in order to invite and include multiple perspectives on this contentious topic of a theory for solution-focused practice. The co-authors look forward to comments and feedback so that further spirals of evolution can continue.


Our aim in this document is to present a coherent theory of solution-focused practice for those who want to understand the rationale, together with a comprehensive description of solution-focused practice that can be used for training and developmental purposes.


Theory here is defined as a process theory3 describing how the solution-focused practice is done, together with explanations of how and why the process is initiated, why it goes in a certain direction and who is responsible for it. The rationale and assumptions that the theory are based on and general predictions of the outcome are also described.


This document is also meant as a statement of what solution-focused practice, its preferred, supposed, ideal, choices and assumptions can be claimed to be.4


Solution-focused practice builds on the work of Milton Erickson (Erickson 1954a, 1954b), as popularised by Haley (1986), (client beliefs, individuality, capacity to change, personal choice, relationships, language, instructions, interaction), the work of the Mental Research Institute (Weakland et al. 1974), (interaction, behaviour, acting differently, frames of reference, reframing) and ideas from systemic therapy (for example Cecchin 1987, Minuchin 1974 & Selvini-Palazzoli et al. 1973), (cybernetics, communication, feedback, relations, networks, complexity). Theoretically, social constructivism, language philosophy, namely the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Buddhist thinking have inspired the developers of the practice5.


The practice is based on over thirty years of theoretical development, clinical practice, and empirical research by Insoo Kim Berg, Steve de Shazer and their colleagues and clients at the Milwaukee Brief Family Therapy Center in the early 1980s. Solution-focused practice since is being developed by many professionals in many countries all over the world.


The main approach in the development has been inductive, actively searching for logical arguments in the clinical practice that indicate support for certain practices, conclusions and theoretical generalizations.6 The micro-analysis research by Janet Bavelas and her team has added an abductive approach (Lipton 2001) – pattern-seeking that oscillates between what takes place in the lived world between clients and practitioners and the world of abstract ideas.


Solution-focused practice is open for anyone to develop further, which makes the question of what it is unclear – and is a further reason for making this theory. Our effort has been to collect and fit together many well argued and founded ideas that logically fit into a coherent framework. This work began in 2007 with a series of meetings investigating the connections between solution-focused ideas and other ideas in philosophy, sociology, psychology and related fields. In 2010 EBTA founded a task group to formulate a Practice Definition, which was adopted by EBTA in 2012 and revised in 2013. The task-group has continued its work hosting open discussions at conferences, informal discussions with colleagues and collecting published data.7 During these years others have also introduced related frameworks, like the Solution Focused Therapy Treatment Manual for Working with Individuals by the SFBTA, Clues 1.1 and 1.2 (list of SF signs in action) by SFCT and the UKASFP Accreditable Practice and Accreditable Practitioners (2015), together with several articles showing the general interest in defining the solution-focused approach.8


We are aware of the reservations regarding the theory that we propose here.9 There has, however, always been rigorous reasoning grounding solution-focused practice.10 The first framework similar to this was already written in 1996.11


Making this reasoning explicit, will, we believe, be helpful for the further development of the practice. The theory shows itself in the conceptual assumptions, in the notions and presuppositions we ascribe to, and within the descriptions of the practice we use.


Solution-focused practice was initially developed in a therapeutic context. A characteristic is that it evolved in the context of family therapy as well as individual therapy. Thus, right from the start, solution-focused practice needed to stretch itself and be sufficiently robust and flexible to be relevant and appropriate when working with both individuals and groups. From the 1980’s, it has spread into different fields of work such as coaching, education, group work, leadership, organizational development and consulting. This theory is meant to be applicable in all the different areas of solution-focused work, though examples and descriptions might show bias to the therapeutic context, because of the authors’ practice background and the original development in this context. Further discussion and analysis will probably show where this theory requires further development in order to fit well. In the SF world, theory is only as useful as it is pragmatic. It should enable research, support practitioners and enhance the quality of services to clients.


We use the name “solution-focused practice” as the name of this theory to acknowledge both the originators and other newer developers inside and outside of the therapeutic context. Some readers may be familiar with the term “solution-focused brief therapy” (SFBT) from the therapeutic context. We acknowledge this name as being part of the history of the form of practice that this document explores and expands on. Others in the organizational field use the term “SF Practice” when describing what we here call solution-focused practice.


The words “client” and “clients” are here used as a collective name for the person or persons, who seek partnering and support in their change journeys. All clients belong to many groups, like a couple, family or a team with their own unique values, language, goals and behaviour. It is common practice to take these groups into account and involve them and persons from them in the change process, because it opens up possibilities for using their patterns of interaction, their different points of view and alternatives, to do behavioural experiments and to evaluate multiple consequences of change.12


The client’s change is thus a change also for these groups. For instance, when individual staff members change, their department changes and the company changes to some extent. Sometimes what starts as one person’s change ends with a large-scale change. Sometimes the organizational group or the specific setting sets requirements for the person’s change.


These specific group issues are mostly implicitly indicated in the text. A question to the client can then be a question inviting individual responses from many persons in the group, or a reply that represents the group as a whole. SF practice honours the individual within the interactional web, without privileging the individual over the collective.


The theory has three interrelated parts. It starts with describing the context of solution-focused practice. Secondly, the conceptual thinking and the reasons for the basic model of solution-focused practice, together with the main ethical choices and assumptions, are presented. Finally, characteristic elements and key topics in solution-focused conversations are highlighted in a description of the change process.The parts offered below overlap and relate to each other. All have something unique about them. Practice cannot, for example, be fully described or explained, as language doesn’t capture everything. Each moment in life is unique and different from what concepts can cover. Our thinking requires intuitions, but on the other hand, “intuitions without concepts are blind”13.


Like the original solution-focused developers, we want to keep the focus on what is happening in practice and not get distracted or become rarefied by the explanations, which can easily happen among professionals. All the same, we want to make some basic concepts clear in order to explain the reasons for what is done in solution-focused practice.
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