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SOLUTION FOCUSED COACHING 
 
 
 
    'No problem can be solved by the same consciousness that created it'.  
 
         Albert Einstein 

 
 

 
Solutions Focused Coaching (SFC) is a pragmatic tool for the advanced coach that 
requires a paradigm shift away from problem analysis to a more results orientated 
discussion.  That is not to say that problems and their causes do not exist.  They do of 
course – in fact people love to talk about them!  However, for the advanced coach, we 
advocate that an excuse driven process is not necessarily effective or a good use of 
your own or your coachee’s time. 
 
SFC dispenses with problem analysis and moves the conversation onto learning, and 
finding out as much as possible about goals, solutions and resources.   
Questions are asked in such a way that move the coachee’s attention to finding an 
answer, so instead of discussing problems and their causes, the coach explores 
desired goals, exceptions which have led to success in the past (times when the 
problem did not occur), solutions (the changes that will have occurred once the goal 
is reached) and resources.  
This procedure is especially suited to the business environment as your coachee will 
already be familiar with many of the questions you will ask. 
 

 

 
 
 
SFC is a model of change - finding what is already working in a person’s life, and 
doing more of it.  Although it originated as a therapy model from the studies of Steve 
de Shazer et al, the approach is now being applied in coaching to great success and 
offers a different way to increase effectiveness.  
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To clarify – rather than identifying what’s wrong or looking for barriers, the focus is 
simply on finding what works. This simple yet subtle shift has been found to be 
effective in many front-line situations and leaders and coaches alike enjoy the positive 
nature and rich sense of possibility that SFC brings. 
 
The questions within this diagnostic technique are based on four core principles: 

1. Focus on solutions not problems: 
You get what you focus on!  Time spent talking about and understanding the 
problem won’t necessarily help you reach a solution. 

2. People already have the resources they need to change: 
As do teams and organisations. In any situation, some things are already 
working – find and do more of them. 

3. Change happens in small steps: 
Small changes can have big consequences. 

4. Work at the surface level: 
You don’t need to ‘understand’ someone’s problem to help them find solution. 

 
The skill of identifying solutions rather than solving problems. 
As a rule, once a coachee has put discussing the problem behind them and become 
results orientated, they are surprised how much they have to say about the solution. It 
can feel as if they did not have this information earlier, and only discovered it during 
the conversation. 
 
Three stages in solution focused coaching: 

 

   

1. Future focused.  Discuss the desired future and the steps involved in 
reaching the goal.  Identify the moment the goal will be reached.  
Little or no information is gathered on the problem and itself.  
 

2. What is already working?  Discuss recent past and look for early signs of 
change.  In this stage, ask what is working and open the coachee up to their 
wide range of resources which may help identify possible steps forward. 

 
3. Experiments.  Helping the coachee attempt to put into practise what has been 

discussed so far. Making experimental / minor changes.  These are defined to 
focus on steps or solutions that that will work. 
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SFC avoids drawing attention to problems.  The process is designed to draw your 
coachees conscious attention to solutions and using The Miracle Question is typical 
of this process - one that invites the coachee to describe the future in detail and what 
will happen after the problem is dealt with. 
 
Whilst relatively easy to ask in its own right, the miracle question requires 
considerable skill to ask well. The question must be asked slowly with close attention 
to the coachee’s non-verbal communication to ensure that the pace matches their 
ability to follow the question. This funnelling process gives the coachee time to 
disengage with the present and visualise the solution.  For example: 
 
‘I’m going to describe a sequence of events and then ask you a rather strange 
question [pause].  The situation is this: [pause].  After we talk, you will go back to your 
desk and do whatever you need to do the rest of today.  And when you get home later 
you will prepare supper or help with the children or watch TV, and so on.  It will be 
time to retire.  Everybody in your household is quiet, and you are sleeping in peace. In 
the middle of the night, a miracle happens and the problem that prompted you to talk 
to me today is solved.  However, because this happens while you are sleeping, you 
have no way of knowing the overnight miracle solved the problem. [pause] 
So, when you wake up tomorrow morning, what might be the small change that will 
make you say to yourself, 'something must have happened or, the problem is gone!’ 
 
The advanced coach will give the coachee plenty of time to absorb the question, 
respond and identify possible solutions - or parts thereof. 
 
Making such a paradigm shift and not talking about problems offers the following help 
if performance focused coaching has become blocked. 
 

 Individuals find it easier to work out appropriate solutions. The greater the 
detail and the more precisely they speak of past and future solutions, the more 
choices they realise are available to them. 

 

 The coach can help to build the individual’s solution awareness in such a way 
that it is solid enough for everyday use. 

 

 Coachee’s confidence in trying out solutions is increased. The more their 
resources and abilities are discussed, the easier the situation appears, and 
motivated coachees are more likely to put their solutions into practice.  
 

 Words create reality.  If your coachee can describe the solution, you need only 
help them identify options and resources. 
 

In today’s high paced, unpredictable and complex work environment we have found 
that leaders and coaches often prefer SFC techniques as they are more dynamic and 
purposeful.  They help affirm a coachee’s strengths and refocuses their attention on 
making positive change.  

Being skilled in SFC requires the use of questions that create resourceful thinking, 
then listening carefully and connecting with the possibilities, stated or implied in your 
coachee’s response.   
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Solution Focused Framework – OSKAR 

Developed by Mark McKergow and Paul Jackson) is becoming widely accepted as an 

easy-to-use way to harness the positive power of solution focused coaching  

Outcome: This is similar but different to the ‘goal’ in most coaching models. The 

outcome is not simply the goal of the coachee. It is the difference that the coachee 

(and those around them) want to see as a result of the coaching.  This leads to a 

discussion that not merely talk about results, but about small and visible signs that 

results are starting to happen. 

Scale: To start finding out what is working, use the following scale 0 - 10, where the 

Outcome is 10, and 0 is the complete opposite. Where does the coachee rate 

themselves now on the scale? Perhaps surprisingly the answer to this is not 0, but 

usually rather higher – perhaps 3. There are some signs that small pieces of the 

outcome may be already happening occasionally. 

Know-how: Many conventional coaches might start to look for ‘how to get to 10’ at 

this point. An SF coach, however, knows the power of finding what works. The Know-

how phase of the coaching is there to establish what is already happening so that you 

start at a 3 on the scale and not lower. What else?  The coach builds up a holistic 

picture about what is helping.  The know-how is all about what works or what has 

worked rather than what won’t work or what is wrong. 

Affirm and Action: The A in OSKAR is made to work twice as hard as the other 

letters, as it stands for two steps.  

Affirm is where the coach affirms the positive qualities of the coachee, based on what 

they have observed during the coaching conversation.  Recognising and naming 

these useful qualities helps to build the coachee’s confidence, as well as enhancing 

the relationship and trust between you 

Action is about finding small next steps to build on what works.  Often, only small 

actions are required to start making great progress. As these actions are built on what 

is working they can usually be more certain that they will effective, and the coachee 

will usually be motivated to try them out after the conversation. 

Review: In follow-up sessions it is important to find and build on whatever is working. 

The way to find this is to ask about ‘what’s better?’.  Not whether the action was 

carried out, or what happened, but anything that is moving things in the right direction.  

Revisit the scale to find out how much things have improved and what has helped. 

The coach can be impressed, affirm more about the coachee, and encourage more 

small actions to be taken. 
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Further resourceful and powerful questions  

To Negotiate Goals 

 What needs to happen here today to ensure this coaching is worthwhile?  

 What specifically do you want as your end goal in this situation? 

 As a measure of success what will be different when you achieve your end 
outcome? 

 What are your best hopes for this conversation today?  

 What will be the first signs for you and (others) that things are moving in the 
right direction?  

 What are the benefits for you in achieving your goal?  

 What makes you think now is a good time to make some changes?  
 

To Focus on the Future   

 (The Miracle Question) Imagine one night when you are asleep, something 
amazing happens and the problems that have been worrying you disappear. 
Since you are asleep you don’t know that this has happened. When you wake 
up in the morning and go about your day, what will be the first signs for you 
that things have improved? 

 Do you think that any of these things have happened to you recently, even for 
a short while? 

 If I were to meet you in a few months and you were to tell me that things were 
getting better, what would you tell me had happened? 

 

To Identify Resources 

 Thinking of a recent difficult time, how did you manage to come through it?  

 What did you find helpful?  

 What was unhelpful?  

 How do you talk yourself through difficult situations? 

 What do you know about yourself that reassures you that you can deal with 
this? 

 What have you done about this situation so far? 

 What would a person you admire do in this situation? 
 

To Develop Strategies 

 What have you tried so far that you know does not work?  

 Do you know anything that worked for anyone else in this situation?  

 How would you advise a friend who was having this problem?  

 What is the smallest step you could take in the next forty eight hours which 
would be helpful? 

 If you could only take one action around this situation, what would it be? 

 What would you do if you could not fail? 

 What could you do that would most energise you? 

 What 3 options for action would be the best agenda for you? 

 If you were to take one immediate action following this conversation what 
would it be? 
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To Motivate 

• On a scale of zero to ten, with ten meaning that you would do almost anything 
 to achieve your goal and zero being hardly anything, where would you put 
 yourself today? 
• How confident are you that you already have the ability to achieve your goal? 
• Can you find evidence for this?  
• How will you know that this is a good time to make a start at least? 
• What would you advise a colleague to do in this situation? 
• What does your intuition tell you about what you need to do next? 
• What is one action that can uniquely do to move this situation forward? 
• When you look back on the actions you take, which one is going to have 
 created the biggest return on your investment? 

 

To Maintain Progress 

• What do you think you need to do/ think / remember... to give you a chance of 
 keeping on solution track?  
• What will you say to yourself if you have a set back?  
• What will be the best way of handling a set back?  
• What will be helpful / unhelpful?  
• How will other people know that you need help at that point?  
• How will you overcome any obstacles that come in the way?  
• Should plan A not work, what’s plan B? 

 

To Increase Self-Awareness 

• What does it say about you that you managed to do that 
(when person has achieved something)?  

• Did you know you could do that?  
• Where did you learn to do that? Have you done it before?  
• Has anyone else noticed that you have done this? 
• What do they think about it? 

 
 
            

 

 


