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Solution Focused leadership. 

 “People are generally better persuaded by the reasons which they 

have themselves discovered, than by those which have come to the 

mind of others.” Blaise Pascal 17th Philosopher & Mathematician. 

 “Generally speaking, one begins by identifying those factors which 

lead to happiness and those factors which lead to suffering. Having 

done this, one then sets about gradually eliminating those factors 

which lead to suffering and cultivating those which lead to happiness. 

That is the way.” Dalai Lama. 

 

 

Platform model. (McKergow & Jackson) 

Platform for individuals, teams, organisations made up of current and 

previous competencies, skills successes. 

 

This can be built upon by;  

‘doing more of the things that work and avoiding/getting rid of the things 

that don’t’ 

Recognising, developing and rewarding the teams’ expertise. 

Identifying (Noticing) times when things don’t go so well and avoiding doing 

the same, 

Setting clear, achievable, concrete goals based on the teams aspirations as 

well as those of external powers, 

Developing exceptions i.e. times when things go well, times when the PLAN 

is exceeded and achieved, 

Change language and philosophy to reflect peoples aspirations and 

competence; ‘both/and’, if vs. when, ‘future talk’. 
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SOME IMPORTANT RULES OF THUMB 

Adapted from a list compiled by Brian Cade. 

 

 People tend only to hear when they themselves feel heard, validated and 

respected. 

 

 For a person to feel heard a leader must say something that indicates 

clearly to the client that they have been heard. 

 

 People will only change (as opposed to just cooperate) in ways for which 

they themselves are a customer. 

 

 It is important never to be more enthusiastic about the need for any 

particular change than is the client. 

 

 "Resistance" is a sign that the leader is using more of the same approach 

that is not going to work, and/or has become the customer for how the 

person ought to be, and/or colonised all of the arguments in favour of that 

change. 

 

 The person usually knows what is right for them. 
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Solution Focused Influencing; Top Ten Tips. 

 

 

Applying the basic principles of SFA goes a long way. The principle of ‘Trust 

the Model’ has been espoused for years and still holds true. I’ve put 

together these notes based on using the approach in coaching and 

development with individuals and teams. Each point is based on basic SFA 

principles and, hopefully, avoids what Andrew Turnell refers to as ‘theory 

and 30.000 feet’. 

‘Resistance as a unique form of co-operation’. When trying to influence 

(consciously and unconsciously) we may encounter/provoke resistance. 

When resistance is reframed as the person’s best efforts to help us by giving 

us clues as to how to move forward this changes the dynamic of the 

relationship and our behaviour (John Sharry has written about ‘solution 

detectives’). 

This principle can also be applied to resistant teams and organisations. 

‘The Language Game.’ Reality is constructed, described and changed 

through language. By being aware of, and managing, language in 1:1, team 

and organisational settings we can influence the present and future greatly. 

This is the words which are used and the tone. This is what is heard as much 

as what is said. There is probably a good reason that eyes and ears 

outnumber mouths by a ratio of 4:1! This is another area for detective work; 

‘What are they trying to communicate?’ is a useful reframing of ‘Why are 

they shouting?’ 

‘Having a Plan’ Applying the Noticing GEMS framework can help to shape a 

plan for influencing. There are details of the Noticing GEMS model here 

www.stevefreeman.org.uk  

 Noticing: Look out for and notice GEMS. Look out for and notice things that 

work (in this case where influence works well and who with) and then do 

more of it. 

 

 

 

http://www.stevefreeman.org.uk/
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Solution Focused Influencing; Top Ten Tips. 

 

Goals: Goals should be concrete and observable in order to promote 

ownership and a feeling of reality. This is true at all levels of organisations 

and can be effective in the face of rhetoric (concrete and achievable goals  

in disguise?) Noticing the congruence of goals between groups of people can 

be useful. Staff, service users and carers all want good patients care, fewest 

possible critical incidents and a successful organisation. This can provide the 

foundation for any goal setting conversation. 

Exceptions: There are always exceptions! Noticing successful influence and 

influencing. ‘When do I influence?’, ‘When does change happen?’ ‘When do 

things change in a way I want and what is happening then?’ Having 

identified exceptions and their context it is possible to do more of this. 

Miracles: It was once suggested that ‘people who have visions in mental 

health settings are either patients or executives’. This is not always true; 

most if not all staff, service users and carers have had ‘what if?’ thoughts 

and conversations in relation to services. By using this under utilised 

capacity to imagine and describe a preferred future we can identify 

common goals and aspirations. By then asking ‘what parts of the miracle are 

already happening?’ we can identify the positive, current exceptions and a 

foundation for next steps. Asking someone the Miracle Question and the 

supplementary questions is immensely influential on several levels. People 

are surprised and impressed to be asked about their view of the future and 

the present. Weaving together the Miracles of individuals, teams and 

organisations develops ownership and the reality of their aspirations. 

Scales: Scaling questions are simple yet not easy if used well. Asking 

someone to rate any issue or subject on a scale from one to ten where ten is 

the best possible gives abstract thoughts and feelings a numerical value. 

Going on to use the standard SFA supplementary questions adds to the 

process; what would have to happen to get one point up the scale? What 

resources are important in keeping the score at x? How will we know when 

we get to y? Who will notice? And so on......... 
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Solution Focused Influencing; Top Ten Tips. 

Using walking scales for teams (See Paul Z. Jackson’s work on this), 

displaying scales in public arenas and encouraging ownership of the scale 

and its energy, movement and resources has a positive influence. 

 ‘Scales within scales’ make change and influence manageable. For 

example; A team may be at 6 on a scale of 1 to 10. A description of 6 will 

reveal examples of good practice and invite a scaling question about best 

practice in the team. The supplementary questions around the team will 

raise specific issues such as training (scale it!), motivation (scale it!), 

staffing (scale it!) etc. This refinement develops awareness of exceptions 

and resources, reframes understanding and perception and also helps in 

developing concrete and achievable goals. 

Whilst any of the Noticing GEMS elements can be used in isolation there is a 

natural synergy between them. This model is not a comprehensive 

explanation of SFA and is seen as an aide memoire or invitation to further 

examination of the subject. 

By keeping things simple and trusting the SFA model we can influence a 

wide range of people; colleagues, leaders, staff, service users and carers. 

The principles should remain respectful of the individual regardless of the 

apparent power relationship. 

It must be remembered that the best use of SF approach in leadership is by 

applying the basic principles of the model (Noticing GEMS) to the specific 

situation. 

For example: In a heated, problem focused meeting with high levels of 

emotion but little productive output (is there such a thing?). Ask a brief 

miracle question or ask for exceptions. At the start of what is often a less 

than useful team meeting ask for clear achievable goals for the time 

allowed. This may take some nerve but usually works. If it does not don’t 

worry because people probably think you’re a subversive by now anyway! 

Bearing this in mind keep the basic principles clear in your mind and “KISS” 

Keep It Simple Stupid! 
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Solution Focused Approaches to Supervision and Management    

Top Ten Tips. 

1: Don’t get carried away and become “Solution Forced” 

2: Use “reframing” for a quick fix in supervision sessions, meetings, 

management discussions etc. 

3: Balance the “non-expert” stance with your expertise. Both parties have 

their own expertise. 

4: Approach all training, supervision, conversations, negations etc from an 

SF approach even if the subject is apparently incompatible e.g. budget 

setting, workforce planning, team allocation. 

4: Use the approach whilst avoiding open clashes of ideology. Subtlety pays 

dividends. 

5: Think in terms of “Solution Focused Management” & “Solution Focused 

Supervision”. 

6: Think of similar situations where the approach has worked and use these 

as examples or, at least, keep them in mind during conversations. 

7: Aggressive managers etc. respond well to “respectful curiosity”. 

8: Look out for signs of change in the team. E.g. Someone reflecting the 

approach, “I do not have a magic wand… but if I did ……..” 

9: Pay close attention to strengths in teams and individuals and 

acknowledge/cultivate these. 

10: Use the approach as “DIY coaching”. Ask yourself the MQ in difficult 

situations. 
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Useful Links 

All these sites have provided useful sources of ideas on leadership and 
management. 
http://www.thesolutionfocus.com/ 

http://www.solworld.org/ 

http://www.reteaming.com/ 

http://www.brieftherapysydney.com.au/ 

www.managementsite.net 

www.startribune.hr.com 

www.solutionfocusedapproaches.co.uk 

 

http://www.thesolutionfocus.com/
http://www.solworld.org/
http://www.reteaming.com/
http://www.brieftherapysydney.com.au/
http://www.managementsite.net/
http://www.startribune.hr.com/
http://www.solutionfocusedapproaches.co.uk/

