














Praise for


The Solutions Focus


“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 of 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


“A classic: the most exciting and applicable approach since Fisher and Ury’s
Getting to Yes. The logic and ethics of the approach are refreshing and
unfortunately all too rare in the corporate world where I do most of my work.
It makes so much sense to identify and work with what works.”
Nancy Caldwell, negotiation consultant, USA


“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


“I have used the solutions process with a team who were suffering from low
morale and feeling that they had little power to solve their problems. I spent 3
hours using your process and it worked like magic. By the end of the process
they felt in control, energetic and enthusiastic about tackling their issues.”
Lynda Cant, HR Director, Antalis


“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 of Brief Counselling in Action


“Refreshing to see a new way to approaching problem solving which doesn’t
necessarily rely on understanding what the problem is.”
Des Mannion, Grant Thornton


“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, Greenstreet Berman


“I have purchased 20 copies of your book and have made it ‘required’ reading
for my Quality and Customer Focused Team. It is amazing how viewing the
issue from a ‘positive’ solutions focus makes a difference.”
Bruce Woodings, Halliburton, Texas


“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, professor and chairperson, Department of Social and
Cultural Sciences, Marquette University and consulting partner,
Solutions Behavioral Health Group


“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 of 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, managing director, Cchange group and
global change consultant


“Easy to read, pragmatic, well laid out and elegantly simple. The approach is
nicely uncomplicated, the SIMPLE structure and mnemonic helps to think
positively about the problem. I also loved the diagram that visually takes you
through the steps that will get you to go from the problem to the future perfect.
I know that my copy will probably become well worn as I read and refer to it
many times and show it to other people too!”
Barbara Adamson, Executive Coach, Loxwood Interactive Ltd


“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, Business Excellence Manager,
Atkins Highways and Transportation


“Paul 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 it own natural reinforcer,
encouraging the reader to greater know-how and success with each chapter.”
Paul R. Scheele, Chairman, Learning Strategies Corporation,
Minneapolis, 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
Second Edition



Since we wrote the first edition of The Solutions Focus there has been a great growth in the application of its ideas within organizations. In this new edition we report on the most significant and interesting cases that we have encountered in our own work and those of other solutions-focused practitioners around the world.


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 forwards, and simply head straight for the solution. The focus on solutions (not problems), strengths (not weaknesses), and on 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.


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 usefully 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:


[image: image] Define solutions in ways to help you move directly toward them.


[image: image] Spot and use helpful events and resources around you.


[image: image] Avoid major pitfalls and obstacles along the route.


[image: image] Define and take small steps with the maximum chance of success.


[image: image] Keep things as simple as possible, but no simpler.


As Gregory Bateson, anthropologist and a founder of systems thinking, put it, “Change is happening all the time; our role is to identify useful change and amplify it.” Drawing on the systems heritage, its development in complexity theory and social constructionist thinking, The Solutions Focus can be thought of as the new wave of change technology.


Along with appreciative inquiry, narrative and other strands of positive psychological approaches to organizations and people, The Solutions Focus is the application of sophisticated ideas about how the world works to the ordinary and extraordinary challenges and problems that face modern organizations.


Solutions that fit


This book offers you a bespoke method of finding 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 is simple:


[image: image] Don’t fix what isn’t broken.


[image: image] Find what works, and do more of it.


[image: image] Stop doing what doesn’t work, and do something else.


This may be 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 systemic view and recognizing the multiple and interlinked ways in which people interact.


Fundamentals of the Solutions Focus


There are a few fundamental assumptions and principles that underpin solutions-focused work:


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


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


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


[image: image] No “problem” happens all the time: The direct route lies in identifying what happens when it does not happen.


[image: image] Clues to the solution are right there in front of you:You just need to recognize them.


[image: image] Small changes in the right direction can be amplified to great effect.


[image: image] It is important to stay solutions focused, not solutions forced.


Some of these principles may appear surprising at first. 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 a wordprocessing program may analyze problems to sort out the bugs; a mechanic typically employs problem-solving skills 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 a problem-focused mode of thought.


Yet while this problem focus has its place in many domains, it is less useful when the issue involves interactions between people. The Solutions Focus offers a more direct route to what works.


The new material for this edition


Most of the new material is in Chapters 10–13, revealing the myriad ways consultants, coaches, managers and facilitators are making use of solutions-focused tools and techniques. The case studies demonstrate how coaching can dramatically increase performance, with success stories from different organizational sectors.


In Chapter 10 you meet OSKAR, our original coaching model, developed for an organization that chose to drive performance by encouraging all its managers to be better coaches. There’s a full-length transcript of an executive coaching session, complete with commentary, illuminating the twists and turns of applying the OSKAR model in practice with a real case. We consider the role of the coach as optimist and cheerleader.


The manager as coach is the topic of Chapter 11, illustrating cases of managers getting improved performance from their direct reports in industrial, educational and service settings.


Chapter 12 explores how to apply SIMPLE principles when you want to work as coach to a team. The case studies range from applying the techniques to a British team desperately needing remotivation, to a German industry example, to developing a brighter future for a group of Australian physiotherapists.


Chapter 13 shows how a solutions-focused approach compares to other methodologies with a positive psychological background, such as appreciative inquiry (AI). We see how immense change is possible when a consultant acts as a coach to an entire organization (or, in the case of the Australian fruit growers, the flying foxes and the environmentalists, to a multi-stakeholder set of organizations). This chapter also contains examples from Japan and Canada.


We discovered some of these new cases at the annual SOL conference (Solutions in Organisations Linkup, www.solworld.org), which convened twice in Bristol, then moved on to Stockholm, Interlaken and Vienna. Others we found at gatherings of the EDGe (Executive Development Groups), currently established in the UK, Canada, Singapore and New Zealand, where solutions-focused practitioners meet to network, develop their skills, and share current issues. We are excited at the many ways in which the Solutions Focus ideas are proving useful around the world.


These are all completely new chapters, reflecting not only the most recent information but also the growing emphasis on coaching as a transformational tool within organizations.


The earlier chapters, by contrast, are virtually unchanged. These deal with the principles underpinning solutions-focused practice and the tools with which you can immediately start to apply those principles. Principles are not supposed to change (or not by much), and we are happy to stand by what we have written.


Paul Z Jackson and Mark McKergow


November 2006





1

Small Changes—and a Big Idea



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


[image: image] One is to be as clear as possible about what’s wanted—this is the “solution” on which we focus.


[image: image] Another is to harness what is already in place and use these positive forces to influence the emerging future in the direction of the solution.


[image: image] The third is to take a direct route to what works by overlooking pitfalls and excursions, such as delving into problems and what’s not working.


So, if you are the sort of person who likes to be clear about where you are heading, you will find tools in here to help you clarify your vision and those of the people around you.


If you prefer change in your workplace to be as simple and straightforward as possible, and you see the sense in capitalizing on what’s already going well, then this book invites you to join a growing worldwide community who are enjoying great results from these pragmatic notions.


And if you are keen to do more with less and make the best use of your resources, this book will start you moving toward a fundamental reshaping of the way you think about and deal with people.


Be warned: This book can change 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. The Solutions Focus involves much more than thinking, such as new skills for questioning or acting in adversity, and a rigorous process for choosing precisely what to do, in often mind-bogglingly tricky circumstances.


It takes skill and practice. But if you are willing to master it, then the Solutions Focus 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 encouraging the processes that strengthen these positive forces. This approach is now being used by many companies and organizations around the world, in the US and Canada, in the UK and across the rest of Europe and in Japan, Singapore 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 and organizations, these ideas are transforming ways of working with people and their problems.


In contrast to the “big ideas” of the 1990s such as business process reengineering and downsizing—with their attendant negative effects and disruption—the Solutions Focus is a big idea about small steps.



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 the diagram below, time is represented along the horizontal axis. The dot in the middle stands for the current situation. The P on the left is the problem—with its causes in the past and its continuation toward the “dreaded future.” By contrast, the fluffy cloud on the right is the future perfect—an ideal state in which current problems have vanished.


[image: image]


Conventionally, we assume that learning about the problem will help with working toward a solution. But here, we can see that the problem axis and solution axis are different and independent. Finding out about the problem makes us experts on the problem, which is best overlooked.


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. But while the conventional strategist’s next step is to devise a plan to get us from here to there, the Solutions Focus practitioner takes a different route, knowing that any long-term plan is likely to be out of date before it has left the publisher, a prime candidate for derailment by unexpected events.


Instead, we look back in time to find what has been happening in our organization that is already taking us in the direction we want to go. This rich body of skills, resources and examples provides the fuel, the encouragement, the motivation and the sense of possibility to choose what small step to take next: a step in the direction of the future perfect.


Once we do more of what we already know works, we can notice its impact and choose to do more of it if it proves useful.


The following real-life example illustrates how a challenging workplace problem was handled by some smart solutions-focused questioning.


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 their parent company.


Traditional problem-focused ways of approaching the situation might include:


[image: image] An examination of why the inspector wouldn’t see sense.


[image: image] A “barrier analysis” of what was impeding matters.


[image: image] A psychological profile of the inspector, to establish the cause of his behavior.


[image: image] Attacking the inspector by official complaints to his seniors.


[image: image] A workshop with the inspector to firm up the nature of his concerns.


[image: image] 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 took 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.


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 do quickly, simply and cheaply to move just 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 said they 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 that she know they were making real progress when the “impersonal” inspector inquired about her recent holiday!



Benefits of the Solutions Focus



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 do we go wrong?” Energy, enthusiasm and cooperation are frequent and welcome side effects.


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 work 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 workshops, team-building sessions, problem-solving training, stress management, telephone counseling and systemic coaching for an entire company workforce.


Managers and consultants in Europe, the US, Canada, Australia, Japan, Singapore and elsewhere 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.



Ways to use the Solutions Focus



Suppose you want your business to grow. You could buy a book that is a collection of ideas about building your business. These ideas would be assembled from other people’s experiences of developing their businesses. What worked for these other people might work for you—or it might not.


Missing from that book will be many other good solutions that proved useful when applied to completely different types of problem. The elements for growing your business may be significantly different from other people’s. Your ways of conducting yourself, your knowledge, your particular setting, offer you extra possibilities that the people in the books didn’t have. A solutions focus fits you and your situation today.



A theory of no theory



To practice the Solutions Focus you need very little theory, most of which can be summed up by describing it as “the theory of no theory.” It is an approach that allows solutions and techniques to be invented afresh each time, according to what is actually happening in an organization.



Your own solutions



The Solutions Focus has many virtues and has proved its worth in many different contexts. However, it is not:


[image: image] A recipe.


[image: image] A guarantee of success first time, every time.


[image: image] A surefire means to understand what is going on in tricky situations.


[image: image] A stick with which to beat people.


[image: image] A “way of life” to be adopted and lived at all times.


Nor is it simply positive thinking. The Solutions Focus is an approach, including specific forms of questioning, leading to action. The approach is often positive, but it is not necessarily so. Thinking is a vital element, but is rarely sufficient.


The Solutions Focus is also considerably different from “best practice” or even “modeling,” which consists essentially of finding top performers and copying their methods. The differences between your personal 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.


We encourage you to focus on your own practices, identifying the aspects of you, your team and your organization that will speed your progress. Discover 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.
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Staying SIMPLE



“Everything should be made as simple as possible, but no simpler.”


Albert Einstein


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.


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 comprehended the workings of the world. Understanding each element of SIMPLE will give you the grounding you need to practice the Solutions Focus in almost any circumstances:


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


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 solutions, we avoid wasting time on problem talk. This may sound easy and perhaps even obvious, but it is rare for managers to maintain an intensive, exclusive heading toward solutions. 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 co-construct it between us by the actions each of us takes. This interactional view is a link into systems thinking: The system has properties that exist outside any of 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 on to 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 in embryo. 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). Our search for what is there that is useful can be forensic, in contrast to methods that quickly get into worrying about what is not there or what “ought” to be there.


Possibilities


We mine the past, present and future for resources and possibilities that will take us toward the solution. Any useful story of 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 lack 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 $5,000 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


The Solutions Focus 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 fit each situation perfectly.


It is a flexible way of working, 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.




“The ability to simplify means to eliminate the unnecessary so that the necessary may speak.”


Hans Hofmann (artist and painter, in The Search for the Real , 1967)





Why is it important to be simple? And what is simple enough? Our quest is for what works. If we discover a particular way to make something work, then there is no point in adopting 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:


[image: image] Theory—setting aside theories and assumptions that are not confirmed in this particular case.


[image: image] Language—tackling vague language that can obscure useful details.


[image: image] Imagination—avoiding using our imagination to infer 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. Although this may sound obvious it 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) learn 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 own guesses since he receives exactly the same signal as A; that is, his feedback depends on A’s guess. This means that B is in fact incapable of discovering 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, but 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 that simplicity can be good, but also demonstrates the attraction of complication. While you will aim to keep the routes of the Solutions Focus as simple as possible, you will encounter many lures to make your task far from easy.


One of the temptations along the way is to assume an “expert mind,” choosing from a few possibilities, with a pretty sure idea in advance of what is going to work. Too often this is how organizational experts work, and too often the results are disappointing because the approach misses the significant differences in the particular cases.


There is, for example, 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 is helpful to adopt the beginner mind so as to entertain a variety of views of the situation.


This isn’t always easy because we can be distracted from our search by theories, complicated language and metaphors—the means by which we naturally talk and think—which draw our attention into arid areas. Just like the Bavelas experiment volunteers, we can also be distracted by people who arrive with an “expert” label and a persuasive way of telling you just how complicated your organization must be. The sorry story of the failure of “reengineering organizations” is one recent widescale example.



Change the doing or change the viewing



The SIMPLE suppositions and the solutions tools (see below) are applied with one aim: to find the way to the solutions that people want. Whatever that may be, it always involves change.


As with many much-debated concepts, change is an area where language often complicates matters. We shall take the following definition of change, which helps us to determine whether or not it has happened:


Change occurs when someone does something differently or looks at something differently.


The converse is also useful to remember. If no one does anything differently or looks at anything differently, there has been no change. It is a little like when someone goes on a training course and returns to the office enthusing about it, while continuing to do precisely what they have always done.


All change occurs from someone’s point of view. A change from one viewpoint may look like status quo from another. For instance, the managers of an organization decide that they are going to change the culture. They begin by introducing a new logo. Those involved with the logo experience a radical shift into new territory. Others perceive no shift in the culture whatsoever. Both perspectives are valid.


What matters more is for you to define the changes you want and be aware of when they are happening. This is Gregory Bateson’s idea of a difference that makes a difference. Bateson, a British anthropologist, is an influential voice in studies of social systems. He has suggested that in a complex system such as an organization, we can create change by making a small difference at one point, which reverberates through all the feedback mechanisms to make the larger kinds of differences we seek. This was an early version of the much discussed Butterfly Effect.


The direct route


The Solutions Focus pursues a direct route. The direct route to what works for a given person in a given context is to start defining the desired results and looking for them as quickly as possible. This derives from the idea that what we talk about can have a great influence on what we subsequently attend to and do. In particular, given any issue, we prefer to talk about the solutions associated with the issue rather than the problems.
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