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Agenda
What works in counseling?

Solution Focused Brief Therapy

CBT

My 
Background 
in Counseling

Early training in behavioral approaches to 
teaching social skills, Gestalt Therapy, and 
Transactional Analysis 

Post Graduate Training in Family Therapy

Post Graduate Training in Solution Focused Brief 
Therapy and Narrative Therapy

Teach SFBT and CBT

Recent certification as a Certificated Trauma 
Clinical Professional
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Assumptions

Counseling should be 
active; client centered 
and change focused

The relationship is 
fundamental to success 

in counseling

There is limited value in 
diagnoses & pathology, 
and problems – Naming 

the poison does not 
provide the antidote!

Strengths are as 
important as problems

Everything is 
interconnected –
clients’ lives are 

embedded in multiple 
systems

There are no 
differences between 

‘counseling’ and 
‘psychotherapy’

Does counseling 
work?
Psychotherapy with youth works – moderate to 
large effect sizes (Zirkelback & Reese, 2010) 

Four times more effective than no treatment and 
twice as effective as placebo (Hansen, Lambert, & 
Forman, 2002)

Evidence is not strong for one approach over 
another although active approaches seem more 
effective

Individual therapy may be more effective than 
group therapy

Family-based interventions tend to be more 
helpful for externalizing problems than individual 
or group therapy alone

How much?

40% to 60% of clients met criteria for 
significant change following 12–15 
sessions

10–20% met criteria for significant 
change following 3–6 sessions.
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How much?

It may be better to start with more 
intense treatment

“Periodic checking-in and meeting with 
a student who has mental health 
concerns may not be enough to provide 
improvement in children's outcomes.” 
(Fedewa, et al., 2016)

Early trend is important
Most client change occurs early in therapy rather than later 
(Howard, Kopte, Krause, & Orlinsky, 1986)

The client’s experience of meaningful change in the first few 
visits, is one of the best predictors of later outcome 
(Garfield, 1994).

Clients who have more severe tend to change more and 
faster but do not necessarily end up in with “typical 
functioning” (Lambert, 2002)

Common Factors Theory
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Clients themselves

Personal characteristics 
◦ Chronicity or complexity of 

problems

◦ Personal resources or strengths

◦ Social support 

Extra-therapeutic events
◦ Unfortunate or fortuitous events (moving, ending or beginning a 

relationship, getting a job etc.) 

“knowing 
someone is 
the first goal 
of therapy”

LEWIS,  
AMINI,  & 
LANNON, 
2000

Relationship 
30%

Therapist - Empathy, warmth, 
acceptance, and encouragement of risk 
taking

Client  - agreement on goals and tasks 
and perceptions of relationship
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Relationship 
The APA Division of Psychotherapy, Task Force on 
Empirically Supported Psychotherapy Relationships 
describes the relationship between therapeutic 
alliance and the effectiveness of therapy as 
demonstrably effective, their highest standard for 
evidence (Norcross, 2004). 

Relationship
By the third session, the client’s perception of a 
therapeutic bond and agreement between with the 
counselor about the goals and tasks of therapy 
predicts eventual outcome (Bachelor & Horvath, 
1999; Hubble, Duncan, Miller, & Wampold, 2010).

Positive 
Expectancy 
(hope) 
15%

Feelings of hope 
before beginning 
counseling

Feelings of 
hopefulness 
engendered during 
counseling
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Models and techniques
15%

Models of change

Techniques or interventions that are 
extensions of these models

Interventions

Educational  - explanations 
or interpretations that help 

you or your clients 
understand their 

experiences

Active – activities that 
produce insight, emotional 
experiences, or change in 

behavior 

How techniques are useful

Specific techniques, when 
offered within the safety of the 

therapeutic relationship, will 
appreciably add to the 

therapeutic encounter (Hubble, 
Duncan & Miller, 1999).

It is wise for a counselor to use 
a model or technique to fit the 

client rather than trying to 
make a client fit a model or 

technique.
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Implications
Be active and change focused

Focus on the relationship 

Encourage hope by emphasizing possibilities and 
mobilizing clients’ resources and strengths

Focus on developing personal agency and an 
internal locus of control

Match strategies to clients’ theory of change and 
readiness to change

Basics of establishing a 
working relationship

“Respectful curiosity” or “not knowing” – Listen!!

Develop an ear for strengths - listen for efforts to cope, 
resources, strengths

Not knowing
Beginner’s mind, curiosity, willingness to learn

Look, listen, ask, learn, as much as possible before offering 
suggestions

Treat clients as the experts in their own lives
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Skills for “not 
knowing”

Less active ---------------------------------------------------------More 
active 

• Attending
• Observing
• Silence and 

waiting

• Voice tone
• Minimal 

encouragers
such as 
nodding, 
saying okay, 
sure, yes, etc.

• Wow!

• Echoing 
• Paraphrasing 
• Summarizing
• Asking open ended 

questions
• Complimenting
• Normalizing
• Pointing out 

inconsistencies 

How to structure a first 
interview

Small talk and introductions

Invitation or transitional statement

Problem clarification

Solutions - Develop a future focus and/or identify and amplify exceptions

Co-create well formed goals

Give feedback that matches client’s level of involvement 

Getting 
started

Small talk and 
introductions

“Yes set”

Invitation to talk 
about the problem 
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Clarifying the Problem
Obtain a concrete problem description

Acknowledge clients’ view of the problem by using their 
words

Explore how the problem is a “problem.”

Explore attempted solutions

Strategies
Describe a recent time when the problem 
happened:

Three W’s 
◦ What is the problem?

◦ Who is involved? 

◦ To Whom does the problem happen?

Sequence of problem (A-B-C)

Relationship 
questions
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Explore attempted Solutions
What have you done about this so far?

How did those things work?

What have others tried to do for you?

What have other people suggested 
that you do but you haven't tried yet?

/

Two doors to solutions

Developing a future 
focus – Hope

1

Exploring exceptions –
Strengths

2

Future focus: Why Focus on What 
Clients Want?
Enhances collaboration, hope and positive 
expectancy

Elicits the imagination to develop a picture of how 
life will be when the problem is better

Shifts attention to possibilities and goals rather 
than limitations
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The Miracle Question
“Now, I want to ask you a strange question.  
Suppose that while you are sleeping tonight and 
the entire house is quiet, a miracle happens.  The 
miracle is that the problem which brought you here 
is solved.  However because you are sleeping, you 
don’t know that the miracle happened.  So when 
you wake up tomorrow morning, what will be 
different that will tell you a miracle has happed and 
the problem that brought you here is solved?”  

Tips
Introduce it as an odd question

Speak slowly, pausing frequently to 
engage the client’s imagination

If possible, narrow the scope of the 
miracle based on information you have 
gathered about the problem

Other Future-Focused 
Questions
How will you know when things start to 
get better?

What would need to happen for you to 
think “it was a good idea to see me?”

How would you (feel/act/think) when 
you don’t have to see me anymore?
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After the Miracle, Goals
“…the next task for the practitioner is to open a 
conversation that transforms abstract and vague definitions 
into a concrete, vivid vision of what life will be like when the 
problem is solved.”

DeJong and Berg, 2002 p. 78

Well Formed Goals (action 
steps)
Describes the presence rather than the absence of something 

Is concrete

Happens at a specific time and place

Has the client doing something 

Describes a beginning or next step rather than the long-term outcome

Strategy: Scaling Questions

Scaling questions help anchor an image and make 
it more concrete

Scaling questions communicate that change is 
possible

Scaling questions are useful with children who 
don’t have much to say
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Scaling Questions
Overall status

Intensity of problem 

Confidence 

Motivation

Formulating 
the Next Step

Suppose you moved up one number 
on the scale, what would be different 
that would tell you that you were 
doing just a little better?"

Formulating the Next Step
What is the single most important thing for 
you to remember for…
◦ …things to get better 

◦ …for you to continue coping with this situation? 
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When I focus on what’s good today, I have a good day, 
and when I focus on what is bad, I have a bad day.  If I 
focus on a problem, the problem increases; if I focus on 
the answer, the answer increases.

ALCOHOLICS 
ANONYMOUS, 

1976, P.  451

Exceptions
“It is simpler for clients to repeat 
already successful behavior patterns 
than it is to try to stop or change 
existing symptomatic or problematic 
behavior”  (Berg 1991)

Assumptions of Exceptions

No problem is a “steady state”

Solutions are build from 
unrecognized differences
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Steps to mapping strengths 
Elicit

Elaborate

Empower

Elicit: Ask about exceptions directly

Can you think of a time in the past week 
when you and your dad fought less? 

When has the problem been better?

Of all the things you’ve already tried in 
dealing with this, which strategy worked 
best, if only just a little better than the 
others?

Elicit: Build on the Miracle Question

SUMMARIZE MIRACLE AND 

THEN GET DETAILS
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Elicit: Relationship questions
Relationship questions, identify a 
“valuing witness”
◦How might a good friend finish this 
sentence about you: “This person is really 
good at…?”

Elicit: Coping Questions
How come things are not worse?

What keeps you going?

How come you haven’t given up?

Given how tough things are, on a scale from one to 
ten, how well do you think you’re handling this?

Elaborate & Empower

CONNECTING THE DOTS
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Examples
"How did you decide that was a good idea?“

"How did you know that would help ?“

"How did you figure that out?

“Wow, what difference did that make?”

“The principal says all the teachers have noticed some big 
improvements.  What would you guess they have noticed about you?”

Feedback and tasks should 
match the client’s motivation & 
readiness for change

Suggestions and Advice
Present suggestions or interpretations 
in a “non-expert” manner 
◦ “I wonder if…”

◦ “Sometimes…”

◦ “I once worked with someone else 
who …”

THE HEROIC CLIENT
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Base tasks on what kind of relationship the 
client has with you and the problem
VIS ITING

BROWSING

BUYING

Feedback and Tasks:
The Bottom Line
No task – compliment  

View something different by observing, 
thinking, reflecting

Do something different

Client is visiting
No problem - No goal 

Expresses sympathy for the client’s situation

Acknowledge the client’s point of view – don’t 
argue

Use relationship questions to understand context

Respectfully provide information about 
nonnegotiable requirements

At the end of the session, complement
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Client is browsing 
Problem - No role in solution

Expresses sympathy for the client’s situation

Acknowledge the client’s point of view – don’t argue

Use relationship questions to understand context  

Respectfully provide information about nonnegotiable requirements

Offer reflection, observation or thinking tasks

Sample Viewing Tasks
“Pay attention to what is going on in 
your life that you like”

“Pay attention to those times this 
week when things are better”

Client is buying – Customer!
Problem – Goal 

COUNSELOR “SELLS”

55

56

57



9/28/2021

20

Action tasks
In session role plays and practice 

Psychoeducation

Problem solving 

Pleasant event scheduling

Coping self talk

Coping cards

Teach relaxation and coping self-talk

Next session - What’s 
Better?

DE JONG AND KIM BERG 2002

Things Are Better
How did you do that?

How did you manage to come up with such a great idea?

What else did you tell yourself that helped you do that?

What will you have to continue to do to get that to happen more?
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New problem
Listen, clarify, get a detailed description

Summarize old and new concerns and ask preference or priority

“Which of these concerns would you like to work on first?”

Before switching to new concerns, check progress on old goals

Vague or Mixed
Summarize previous session

Ask scaling question, if possible, refer to prior scaling

Same or Worse
Listen sympathetically 

Look for small exceptions like:

How did you manage to not…?”

Normalize disappointment and relapse

“Two steps forward and one step back”

Coping questions
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Coping Questions
What keeps you going?

I’m curious, how come things are not worse?

What steps have you taken to prevent things from getting worse?

How come you haven’t given up?

Given how difficult things are, on a scale from one to ten, how well do 
you think you’re handling this?

Cognitive strategies
Psychoeducation – e.g., Teach the cognitive model

Problem solving – ITCH
◦ Use when problems are real, and you can’t think your way out of it. 

Thoughts are realistic and appropriate.

Gratitude

Guided discovery
◦ use to explore thoughts & schemas

Cognitive strategies
Three Cs – catch, check, change 

Coping cards – change strategy

Road map to success – Change strategy
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Behavioral strategies
Behavioral experiments “testing it out”

Behavioral activation or pleasant event 
scheduling

Exposure – imaginal or live

Somatic Quieting
Progressive relaxation

Slow full breathing 

Box breathing

Inhale – double length of exhale

Imagery

Systematic Desensitization
1. Choose a fear

2. Develop hierarchy of scenes from 0 t 10 

3. Teach relaxation technique

4. Develop coping thoughts or statements

5. Introduce scenes beginning with least stressful.  Have student relax. 
If client becomes anxious, ask her to cope for 30 to 60 seconds.  
Rate anxiety and if improved, try next scene. 

6. End each session with several minutes of relaxation. 
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