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ABSTRACT
Solution-focused brief therapy has, during its 30-year history, emerged as an evidence-based
psychotherapy model. Grounded within discursive practices, the co-creation of potential futures
are developed through conversations touching upon non-problem themes from the past and
present. Controversy exists, however, regarding the practice. There are those who hold the view
that being solution-focused requires the practitioner to follow a prescribed methodology (Bliss &
Bray, 1999), while others propose that there is only a need to adhere to the philosophical tenets
(Sundman, 2012) of the method.
In this study, I explore solution-focused brief therapy through the lens of complex
responsive processes, which is a theory that regards the future as continuously emerging through
temporal processes of human social interaction. The intention of this work is to glean knowledge
of solution-focused brief therapy change processes from this theory that draws analogy from
complexity theory. The study method of reflexive narrative inquiry uses complex responsive
processes to elicit themes that are relevant to the questions exploring how change takes place in
therapeutic dialogue and how these changes are migrated from the therapeutic process to the real
world.
Emerging from this inquiry are findings that shed light on the clinical use of power
relations and on the therapeutic use of time and misunderstanding as clinical resources. There is
also discussion of the means by which change transforms from therapeutic conversation to lived
experience.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction
Setting the Stage for Holding Multiplicity
I first read de Shazer in 1985. I happened upon a short article published in the journal
Family Process in 1984 entitled “The Death of Resistance” (de Shazer, 1984) in the process
of researching literature for a required paper for a family therapy theories course. I recall
reading it, then re-reading it, and reading it yet again. Each time I completed a reading, I
found myself more engaged by the ideas that de Shazer (1984) presented and more excited by
the potential of the argument he presented. He proposed that there was a flaw inherent in the
predominant lens through which family therapy was being conducted at that time. De Shazer
took to task the perspective described by Cecchin (1992) that envisioned families as
conducting battles against therapists in an effort to thwart any potential for change in a
manner similar to the way that family members battled each other. De Shazer (1984) instead
presented an argument suggesting that clients were not at all resisting therapeutic change
efforts, a notion that was contrary to the popular view of the time. The counterargument that
he proposed was that by encompassing both the therapist and family in one system, the
competition was transformed to a process of cooperation for change. De Shazer suggested
that in the event that the family did act in ways that were consistent with resistance, such
behavior was better understood to be miscommunication between the therapist and client that
was useful information for the therapist. Stated in another way, clients were communicating
how therapists could best collaborate with them in a change process.
This perspective of collaborative change processes resonated with me. I took from his
argument the meaning that as a therapist I needed to listen differently to foster a climate
conducive to client change. I knew that my professional path was forever altered through this
realization.
Although solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT) had not yet fully emerged as a
change practice, I avidly read, studied, and diligently worked to incorporate this
revolutionary perspective on the therapeutic discourse. I enjoyed then and still revel in the
contrarian outlook that solution-focused practices advocate, although admittedly, it is a much
more mainstream practice than it was 2 decades ago. I also found the idea that as a therapist I
did not need to reduce my relationship with a client to rendering a diagnosis refreshing and
liberating. My therapeutic practice found direction.
Problem Statement
The therapeutic process known as solution-focused brief therapy has continued to
evolve. There have also been elements of the practice that have been relatively stable.
Throughout SFBT’s development, several core beliefs have guided therapeutic conversations
(de Shazer et al., 2007). Briefly, these are:
 If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it;
 If it works, do more of it;
 If it’s not working, do something different;
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Small steps can lead to big change;
The solution is not necessarily related to the problem;
The language for solution development is different from that needed
to describe a problem;
No problem happens all of the time—there are always exceptions that
can be utilized; and
The future is both created and negotiable. (pp. 1-3)

In spite of this stability at the foundation of the practice, a number of divergent views
of what it means to practice SFBT have developed and evolved over time. These
developments do result in some uncertainty as to how SFBT is conducted. For instance, is
SFBT a practice that requires practitioners to follow specific techniques to be known as be
solution-focused practitioners? Debate has also emerged that asks whether providing
solution-focused practice is a method of client engagement that focuses upon clear goals.
Alternatively, is a practitioner to pursue clarification of a client’s preferred future? Perhaps
to be solution-focused it is necessary to complete both. Pondering further, is SFBT a system
of communication practices that engage clients in the search for exceptions to problem
experiences? What does it mean to practice solution-focused brief therapy?
Bliss and Bray (2009) poignantly expressed their confusion as to what it means to
practice solution-focused brief therapy. They noted that in their experience of their own
practice of solution-focused therapy, “Even without the use of key techniques, we feel
strongly that we are ‘doing’ solution-focused brief therapy” (p. 63; emphasis in the original).
On the other hand, they noted that as trainers, they witnessed therapists who claimed to
practice solution-focused brief therapy and who were using the techniques associated with the
model. Yet, in Bliss and Bray’s view, these clinicians were practicing without full
understanding or appreciation of the tenets of SFBT. Their resulting conclusion was, “Even
with the use of typical techniques, we feel these practitioners are not ‘doing’ Solution
Focused Brief Therapy” (p. 64; emphasis in the original). If doing solution-focused brief
therapy is more than technique, my question asks what that additional quality might be.
What unique practice beyond technique does a solution-focused brief therapist offer that
creates the client’s sought-after outcome?
Based upon the previous discussion, it seems that there is currently debate as to what
constitutes being solution focused. Some writers celebrate the diversity that is inherent in
this kaleidoscope of solution-focused practices. Miller (2013), for instance, proposed that
there are three fundamental perspectives that function simultaneously within the SFBT
community. The first refers to the “SFBT as rumor” thinkers who celebrate new ideas being
introduced to the practice. I characterize this avant-garde group as those who regard SFBT
not as a reified practice but rather as a philosophical perspective to guide practice. The
presence of “rumors” hints at what it means to practice SFBT, ensuring that there is vitality
that comes from new ideas and debate.
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The second camp is one in which proponents regard SFBT from the paradigmatic
perspective that is punctuated with concern for whether what is being done is, or is not,
SFBT. The response to that question will identify an action as either being or not being
relevant to the practice. One could confidently set down the question proposed by Bliss and
Bray (2009) within this perspective of SFBT.
The final category that Miller opined exists is represented by the instrumental camp
that seeks solutions to pragmatic issues regarding whether or not an element is truly solutionfocused. Members of this camp will allow for novelty. However, it is permitted with the
sanction of the perceived leaders of solution-focused brief therapy only, rather than through
experimentation.
What I hope is becoming apparent is that there is a fundamental debate as to the
meaning of practicing solution-focused brief therapy. I believe that this is not what de Shazer
would have preferred for the model. It is well documented that de Shazer (1991, 1988a) had
a particular disdain for muddles. An example follows:
Erickson suggests, through his use of the term a systemic paradigm, that his critique
applies universally, to any and all paradigms. . . . What system is he talking about?
First Erickson talks about the “family system”, and then apparently switches to some
larger social systems. In either case, he wants us to believe that “coherence, fit,
homeostasis” (concepts that are part of one model, perhaps more than one model, but
not all, or perhaps, one paradigm but not all) are concepts that are used by all systemic
thinkers, and therefore, that all systemic paradigms are inadequate in the same way.
Vincent Fish (1990) joins Erickson is [sic] this muddle, when he critiques the
inadequacies of “the systemic paradigm” (pp. 21-24)—as if there were only one—and
the systemic paradigm, according to Fish, is limited to the views developed from the
work of Gregory Bateson.
At least in part, this sort of muddle is the result of the reversal of the hierarchy,
the simple substitution of terms that still maintains the therapist as an independent
observer of what he is observing, the subject-object split long discarded by twentieth
century science and philosophy (see Wechsler, 1978) and given lip-service, as we
shall see by many family therapists. (de Shazer, 1991, p. 23; emphasis in the original)
However, solution-focused brief therapy seems to be embroiled in one and perhaps
more muddles. As the de facto leader of the development of SFBT, de Shazer also professed
to not want to have prescriptive dogma applied to the model (Hoyt, 2001). It seems, from my
perspective, that what has evolved in SFBT practice might be a source of frustration for de
Shazer because there are both muddles and dogmatic positions being exerted in the current
formulations of the practice.
Take the following as evidence of the presence of dogmatic positioning in the practice
of SBFT. Currently there are those associated with SFBT who advocate for a technical
proficiency to legitimately engage in and be qualified as a practitioner of solution-focused
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brief therapy. Several organizations have established criteria defining practice and, for those
practitioners who meet the qualifications, offer certification as a solution-focused brief
therapy practitioner (Miller, 2013). Others adopt a more philosophical position that
emphasizes the tenets of SFBT (ASFCT, 2015; Sundman, 2012), while still others, in
accordance with Miller’s earlier classification of paradigmatic views of the practice, are
moved by adherence to technique (Beyebach, 2000). Adherents of technique propose that to
be known as a solution-focused brief therapist, a therapist must follow prescribed methods of
practice. For this group, practice is SFBT only when the therapist asks and explores the
response to the Miracle Question, inquires about progress using scaling questions, negotiates
a clearly articulated goal, and offers compliments at the conclusion of the session. With all of
these positions that proclaim what it means to practice solution-focused brief therapy, it has
become unclear what it means to be solution-focused or to be certain if one is being solution
focused.
However, it would be prudent to take pause at this point and consider the following:
There is an unstated assumption that is present in the question posed by Bliss and Bray
(2009) that suggests that there is a correct way to be an SFBT therapist. However, is it
necessary that there be only one defining practice that is representative of SFBT?
Alternatively, might it be advantageous to, as McNamee (2013) suggested, not pursue
consensus as the preferred end? Instead, might not SFBT be better served through the
coordination of the multiplicity of SFBT perspectives that are held and honored in the varied
positions? As Klein (2004) proposed, a central tenet of postmodernism is the dissolution of
differentiation and classification—hallmarks of modernity. In their place she advocated for
the “hybridization of cultural categories, identities and previous certainties. New forms of
interdependence and cooperation call attention to a worldwide reconfiguration” (p. 8). With
this positioning of multiplicity as a starting point, might it be not be possible to explore the
potential for an adoption of a view that there are opportunities for the co-existence of a whole
host of SFBT iterations?
Study Purpose
This study was created to explore SFBT from a vantage point different from that
completed to date. Even though this exploration of SFBT offers a fresh perspective, I
anticipated that existent literature would be relevant to it. This conviction was grounded in
the contemporary perspective that regards knowledge as a conceptualization existing within
networks or webs of “relational plurality” (Klein, 2004, p. 3). This conceptualization infers
the growing interconnectedness of meaning in the world. It is in this spirit of crossfertilization that this research was conceptualized. Doing so allowed different and valuable
information to be derived that offers understanding of SFBT from a complex responsive
processes (CRP) perspective. The insights garnered from this investigation provide
additional knowledge pertaining to a relational view of therapeutic conversations based on
solution-focused practice. The study explored the relationship between clinical conversations
that take place within the therapeutic context and how these transform lived experience in the
client’s day-to-day life. The fulfillment of the desired learning from this study will promote
4

better understanding of the process by which new meaning is facilitated through SFBT
clinical conversations in the creation of change in the lives of people who sought assistance
from a therapist.
As was elucidated in the previous section, there is a sense that much of the research
on SFBT is conducted in pursuit of the true or proper method whereby to engage clients in an
SFBT change process. As this study was grounded in the social constructionist paradigm,
there was no such illusion of gaining truth regarding SFBT. Instead, the use of complex
responsive processes as a lens for this study will provide new knowledge of the change
process facilitated through SFBT. Complex Responsive Processes theory is grounded in an
analogy of complexity science (Fonseca, 2002). This communication-based theory offers a
different lens to create a fresh appreciation of the meaning of change to co-create a yet to be
realized future by attending to conversational practice in the present. Although SFBT
research has explored techniques and relationship qualities, it has not yet explored the
motivation or constraints that inform action. With such knowledge coming to light through
this research, clinicians may be better able to assist clients in fulfilling their preferred future.
With that end in mind, the following questions defined the purpose of this research:
1. How might complex responsive processes be used to inform the meaning-making
process in the solution-focused brief therapy process?
2. How does complex responsive processes inform meaning (knowledge) creation in
the solution-focused brief therapy change process beyond the therapy room?
Situating the Research in an Organizing Theory
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), a paradigm is a worldview that describes a
view of the world pertaining to the nature of reality, the relationship that a person has to what
can be known, and finally, how can a person find out what he/she thinks that can become
known. Kuhn (2007) proposed that it is a common action within a research study for the
researcher to provide a synopsis of the paradigm that directs the processes involved in the
inquiry. In setting the context in this manner, my hope is that the reader will experience a
journey that is filled with wonderment rather than confusion. This section was written with
this purpose in mind.
It is true that, at least in Western thought, the Newtonian scientific paradigm has been
the one that has dominated the pursuit and organization of knowledge within it (Zimmerman,
Lindberg, & Plsek, 1998). Through the work of prominent 17th century philosophers,
Galileo, Descartes, and Newton, scientific knowledge was perceived as real, objective, and
linear (Kuhn, 2007). The most applicable metaphor of this view is that of a mechanical
system in which all of the parts work together. This view has driven the research agenda in
attempts to discover the existent knowledge by studying the parts of the reductionist universal
machine, because to understand the whole it is necessary only to learn about the smaller
parts.
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This has been as true for human behavior as it has been for the natural sciences
(Gergen, 2009b). Part of the influence of this paradigm upon humans has been the
emergence of the concept of a “bounded being” wherein each person is regarded as being
separate and independent of all others. Furthermore, each person is understood to have a
distinction between mind and body.
The progress achieved within the paradigm of Newtonian science has yielded its
dominant position with the revelation of the presence of nonlinear dynamics. Complexity
science invites us to revisit our awareness of the world (Kuhn, 2007). This paradigm has
been influential in numerous fields of endeavor, including economics, biology, ecology, and
computer science, to identify but a few. Organizational science has been the benefactor of
the application of complexity science. Language and tools have been developed to support
the perspective of organizations as complex systems. An example is found in the work of
Eoyang, (2004) who created a 3 x 6 matrix of instruments that were assigned to various
applications within organizational contexts. Similarly, the Plexus Institute developed a series
of complexity science interventions designed to effect change within organizations
(Zimmerman et al., 1998). Each of the interventions from Eoyang and Plexus was to be
implemented within the organization and required an observer of the subsequent change,
thereby creating a second order observer position. Another organizational practice born from
complexity science is complex responsive processes.
This method is focused upon human interaction within the context of complexity
science. It explores the co-creation of meaning through conversational processes that take
place in the living present as the means from which emerges a yet-to-be known future
(Stacey, 2001). Within this perspective, rather than individual bounded beings, humans are
understood to co-emerge within social interaction. Stanley (2009) described this process
thus: “The individual and the collective are believed to co-emerge from the same social
processes that give rise to both the phenomena of individual minds and social relationships”
(p. 30, emphasis in the original). This pattern of interaction includes both influence of self
upon the relationship and influence of the relationship upon self. As people engage in
interactions, degrees of misunderstanding will lead to difference in perspective and hence,
diversity. Thus, the process simultaneously includes both stability and instability in a way
that promotes novelty (Critchley & Stuelten, 2009). These emergent patterns promote selforganizing behaviors. So it is that the narrative themes, rather than any one individual, are
the active ingredient in the change process (Simpson, 2012). The dialogue is the change.
Value of the Research
Complex responsive process is an organizational change theory and research
methodology that emerged from the organizational change management literature. Stacey
(2010) stated that from the perspective of complex responsive processes, organizations are
congregations of people whose intent is to effect a prescribed outcome, whether it is to make
profit; improve the social well-being of people; or administer to their spiritual fulfillment or
their physical, psychological, and emotional health. He explained:
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In our various ways we all became dissatisfied with the dominant discourse on
organizations and their leadership and management because those taking part in the
discourse present an abstract notion of what an organization is, namely, as system in
which the ordinary, lived reality of human beings who are actually “the organization”
disappears from view. . . . However, a move to thinking in terms of complex
responsive processes shifts the focus of attention from the long-term, big-picture,
macro level to the details of the micro interactions taking place in the present between
living humans in organizations. (pp1-3)
Stacey’s comment may reasonably be regarded as a reaction to the view that it is possible to
create plans that will be realized in an unknown future.
The perspective advocated by Stacey's theoretical grounding is that it is the ordinary
and everyday social interactions that inform organizational processes. My sense is that as a
conversational practice for organizational change, complex responsive processes represents a
novel way to investigate meaning-making in solution-focused brief therapy conversational
practices. Specifically, CRP may be useful to explore the manner by which clients convert
their different meaning to behavior change in their lived experience beyond the therapy room.
Theoretically, the study adds value by furthering understanding of the co-construction of
meaning in SFBT, thereby contributing to the research base that acknowledges SFBT as an
evidence-based practice (Bavelas, 2012). Pragmatically, this study will enhance
practitioners’ understanding of the process of co-creating meaning with their clients.
The literature review begins by exploring the SFBT research. Categorically, these
studies can be identified as exploring three purposes. There is a class of studies that are
concerned with clinical outcomes are largely been rooted in positivist methodologies. A
second grouping can be identified as those that explore change processes within the practice.
These studies include phenomenological, narrative inquiry, and case studies that explored the
techniques associated with SFBT in addition to seeking clarity of a client experience of being
recipients of such therapy. The final category is, again, process research that focuses upon
micro-analysis of high-fidelity, solution-focused conversations.
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review
To begin this journey, it would be advantageous to reframe the notion of muddle to
multiplicity. The reasoning for this shift will be shared in this section by initially reflecting
upon the emergence of the muddle of solution-focused brief therapy before exploring it from
the perspective of multiplicity.
It is possible to propose that this condition has emerged as the result of the manner by
which SBT was created and the evolution of its subsequent development. As a starting point,
SFBT practice creates solutions rather than solves problems. This is both a subtle and
profound distinction from traditional problem-solving methods. With this foundation, SFBT
represents an exception in a diagnostic therapeutic environment that is dominated by
pathology-oriented biologically based medical models (Gergen, 2009).
Take for example the position asserted by medical anthropologist Borch-Jacobsen
(2009), who was unequivocal in his appraisal that bio-psychiatry is a profession that creates
mental health diseases. Big pharmacological business shares responsibility for the
proliferation of mental health disease, according to Gergen (2009), who noted that the
number of mental health patients being treated with psychotropic medication jumped from
150,000 in 1970 to between 9 and 10 million patients within a 30-year period. According to
Borch-Jacobsen, this influence is bi-directional, with psychiatry influencing pharmaceutical
companies that in turn influence psychiatric practice. His research revealed that the major
drug companies drive product development by creating mental health diseases for which their
products deliver relief, such as depression. This is hardly a secret confined to a scholarly
audience, as is evidenced by the following excerpt from an editorial article from Harper’s, a
prestigious American magazine:
In the early 1960s, for example, Merck bought 50,000 copies of Recognizing the
Depressed Person, a book by a doctor who had pioneered the serotonin theory, and
the use of drugs to treat it, in order to distribute the book to doctors who might not yet
have heard that depression was the disease for which the new drugs were the cure.
(Greenberg, 2007, p. 42)
This sort of expose might be grounds for broad-based public outcry denouncing the
apparent duplicity perpetrated by these industries. Unfortunately, no one should feel exempt
from participation in the medicalization of behavior and relationship problems. This has not
been, and is not, a process being perpetrated on an unsuspecting public. We, the public, are
equally culpable for this state of affairs. For instance, while this more of a pop cultural
observation than a scholarly reference, Jagger and Richards of the Rolling Stones (1966)
penned the lyrics for the song “Mother’s Little Helper” that identified the growing popularity
of the use of tranquilizers as source of relief from stress.
“Things are different today”
I hear ev’ry mother say
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Mother needs something today to calm her down
And though she’s not really ill
There’s a little yellow pill
She goes running for the shelter of a mother’s little helper
And it helps her on her way, gets her through her busy day. (Jagger & Richards, 1966)
This phenomenon is also acknowledged by more conventional scholarly sources.
Gergen (2009) concurred with Jagger and Richards, noting that as life’s problems are
increasingly being accepted as being based in biological processes it is not unreasonable that
medication intended to alter our biology becomes a valid response to resolve problems that
have been constructed in this frame. Rather than being duped victims in this manifestation of
illness, the public is complicit in the co-creation of the expertise of the medical community
and the acceptance of the solutions that it offers (Borch-Jacobsen, 2009).
The perceived legitimacy of a biological base for mental and relational problems has
other widespread effects. This domination of biologically based mental health practices and
the concomitant models that define what is acceptable, sanctioned practice for identified
disorders, has come to be the driver for empirically based practice. Endorsed practices have a
strong foundation in positivist research—or do they? Greenberg (2013) wrote,
I don’t mean to say that the DSM is nothing more than bullshit, or that the APA is
merely trying to hoodwink us in order to maintain its franchise or make a buck (or a
hundred million of them, which is what DSM-IV has earned it.) . . . But what are
neither glib nor uninteresting are the circumstances that make it necessary and
possible for the 150 men and women on the DSM-5 task force and work groups to
have it both ways, to manufacture fiction and yet act as if it were fact. (pp. 24-25)
I cannot be certain, but this quote could be perceived as Greenberg presenting his
perception of a positivist-empirical outcome through a social constructionist lens. On the
other hand, he may have merely been expressing his own cynicism about the process of the
creation of diagnostic criteria. Regardless, his views do point to the political power base that
informs the delivery of mental health services on a global scale.
That there is a tradition of empiricism in the helping professions is undeniable. Take
for example positive psychology, which focuses upon use of strengths and virtues for the
achievement of wellbeing. It has in a relatively short period achieved an enviable position in
the professional literature. Psychology scholarship abounds with numerous studies
conducted in the quantitative positivist research tradition that demonstrate the “empirical
validity” of the practice. Busch (2010) described the expressed preference of psychology as
practicing a form of reverence of method as the foundation for good research. More
specifically, he categorized psychology as a profession that practices methodolatry, which is
“a fetishism or preoccupation of using experimental method above all other approaches in
evidence-based evaluation” (p. 254). These assertions made by Busch support the ascension
of positive psychology, which adheres to the principles and practices of good scientific
research design. Although there is acknowledgement of potential value being gleaned from
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qualitative methods, the American Psychological Association (2002) expressed a significant
preference for research that demonstrates internal validity when addressing the issue of the
efficacy of a therapeutic approach. The Positive Psychology Center (2014) at the University
of Pennsylvania led by celebrated positive psychologist Seligman alone has published more
than 250 scholarly articles and 20 books following these criteria for experimental research
method set out by APA. Witness also the publication of a journal devoted to the positivist
study of this paradigm, which is now in its fifth year of publication, as proof of the power and
acceptance of this paradigm.
Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) is another example of a psychotherapeutic method
that earned a reputation as a highly effective treatment based upon empirical studies that
attest to its effectiveness with those suffering from anxiety and depression (NREPP, n.d.).
Euphemistically, CBT is alluded to as being the “gold standard” against which other therapies
are measured.
For Busch (2010), these protocols that de-emphasize social context in favor of
prescribed practice affect clinical practice by placing requirements upon therapists, who
“according to their clinical expertise, must choose what is best evidence and best practice,
and what is best for the patient, as qualified by EBP criteria” (p. 262). The pyramid that
identifies the rank ordering of research quality identifies systematic reviews as representing
the greatest degree of substantiation of evidence of any research protocol (Haynes, 2007).
Validity of practice is dependent upon the strength of empirical support that has been
demonstrated through quantitative research findings. As the field of psychotherapy and
mental health interventions becomes increasingly stringent in mandating that only evidencebased practices be used with clients, a concomitant drive arises to demonstrate effectiveness
in accordance with these standards.
It would then come as no surprise that solution-focused brief therapy is not immune to
the pressures being exerted in the field of psychotherapy, family therapy, and counseling to
succumb to the power of empirical research and be proclaimed an evidence-based practice.
Not to have their field left out as a justifiable practice, SFBT practitioners are aggressively
pursuing the path to secure acknowledgement of the approach as an evidence-based practice
through an agenda designed to meet positivist definitions of scientific validity. The reason
for this agenda was succinctly addressed by Franklin, Trepper, Gingerich, and McCallum
(2012), who noted that “Today’s practice contexts demand that therapists and other
professionals follow the best-evidence-based practices” (p. vi).
Although the question of a practice being deemed an evidence-based one presupposes
that the answer will be either “yes” or “no',” the question is much more complex than it
initially appears. Franklin (2014) noted that evidence-based practice has a dynamic quality
that proposes a good fit is a result of critical thinking that considers the therapist, the client,
and the presenting problem. Bavelas (2012) argued that SFBT would be acknowledged as an
evidence-based practice when specific criteria were addressed. From her viewpoint, the
evidence would need to include outcomes data that indicate effectiveness, that the practices
associated with SFBT work, that the theoretical tenets that claim SFBT is grounded in co10

construction of meaning is supported, and that SFBT is appreciably different from other
therapeutic methods.
Although it has enjoyed a lengthier history than positive psychology, solution-focused
brief therapy is a relatively recent innovation in therapeutic practice. Due largely to the fact
that its roots were formulated before the drive for empirically-based practice and in large part
because it does not share a similar philosophical foundation with the dominant empirical
evidence discourse that honors rationalist positivist research, the research base reflects the
immaturity of the method.
The results of clinical outcomes studies are reviewed with the intention of addressing
Bevalas’s first requirement for SFBT to be regarded as an evidence-based practice. In this
light, the research studies presented in Table 1 address the presence of support for effective
clinical outcomes. It is beyond the scope of this document to report on all of the studies that
have been conducted to date. However, it is reasonable to highlight that the empirical base
for SFBT clinical effectiveness is growing through increasingly rigorous research that
presents positive clinical outcomes.
It is worthwhile to begin this review by noting that the initial structure of SFBT
outcomes research took the form of simple follow-up studies of discharged clients. These
data were examined in an attempt to access information about client goal achievement.
Although the methods were unsophisticated, a quick calculation reveals that the mean
reported improvement across the studies in Table 1 is 74%, a finding that suggests that
something beneficial is happening in this particular therapeutic process. These simple
evaluative methods have been augmented with more sophisticated studies.
Table 1
First Generation Solution-Focused Brief Therapy Follow-Up Studies
Author

Year

Sample Size

Number of Sessions

Percent of Clients
Reporting
Improvement

de Shazer

1985

28

Mean = 5

82%

de Shazer

1986

400

Mean = 6

72%

de Shazer

1991

29

Mean = 4.6

80%

Perez-Grande,
Iveson, & Ratner

1990

62

(not reported)

66%

Burr

1993

34

(not reported)

77%

Perez-Grande

1991

97

Mean = 5

71%

Morrison
MacDonald

1993
1994

30
41

1-7
Mean = 3.7

77%
70%

More rigorous research has been analyzed through two meta-analyses. Reported by
Gingerich et al. (2012), the first meta-analysis was conducted by Stams and colleagues in
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2006, who evaluated 21 studies with a sample size of 1,421 participants who were
categorized as presenting with externalizing problems, internalizing problems, or relationship
and family problems. When compared with no treatment controls, SFBT demonstrated a
positive effect but not larger than that of the treatment-as-usual group that had received nonevidence-based intervention. The effects were larger for externalizing problems than for
internalizing problems and for relationship and family problems. The finding that SFBT had
only positive small to medium effect sizes led Stams to conclude that although SFBT
achieved an effect no larger than that achieved by usual problem-solving models, it did
achieve that result more quickly, suggesting that is reasonable to consider using it with
clients.
A second meta-analysis of 22 studies with comparison groups was undertaken by Kim
(2008). Again, problems were categorized as being externalizing, internalizing, or
relationship problems. The effect with externalizing problems showed no significant
difference when compared with the comparison group. The internalizing problem group
demonstrated statistically significant differences than the comparison group, while the
relationship group’s differences were not statistically significant. All three effect results were
again positive and small to moderate. Again, the analysis demonstrated that positive change
was achieved, although the effect size was small to moderate. Kim (2008) hypothesized that
the inclusion of dissertations with wildly varying effect sizes were an influence on the results.
The fidelity of the delivery of SFBT therapy, or lack thereof, was suggested as a possible
contaminant of the graduate student results.
A third study reviewed was an interesting one conducted by Knect and Lindfors
(2004) in which they compared SFBT with short-term psychodynamic therapy (SPP) and
long-term psychodynamic therapy (LPP) provided to mental health clients. In this study,
SFBT was delivered by experienced therapists who used a manualized approach so that
fidelity was ensured. The recipients were also randomly assigned to treatments. The SFBT
treatment group received, on average, 9.8 sessions over 7.5 months. SPP clients received a
mean of 18.5 sessions over 5.7 months, and the LPP group received 232 sessions over 31.1
months. The results indicate that over the 3 years of the study, SFBT and SPP delivered
results in year one that exceeded those offered by LPP. In year two, all were at about the
same level, and in year three, LPP exceeded both SFBT and SPP. The authors concluded that
SFBT and SPP produced results more quickly, but that LPP was superior over the long term.
Bavelas (2012) also spearheaded research regarding SFBT conversations specifically
to explore whether there are unique qualities in the dialogue. A number of studies (Tomori &
Bavelas, 2007; Smock & Froerer 2013; De Jong, Bavelas & Korman, 2011) found that SFBT
is consistently organized by more positive dialogue and by using the client's words more
frequently, and that the use of positive talk led to more positive conversation.
How is all of this to be interpreted? To heed the circular path presented in the words
of Franklin (2014), therapists can be certain that SFBT is a therapeutic approach that is
effective when their own clinical judgment regarding the client and the problem that the child
is presenting suggest that SFBT is a therapeutic approach to use. The interpretation offered
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by Franklin spoke to the discursive element that is evidenced in SFBT. His words implied
that the interactional experience between a therapist and a client will create a social context in
which SFBT is the appropriate choice by which the therapeutic conversation can reasonably
continue. Stated otherwise, unlike evidence-based practice that requires the therapist to
adhere to a prescribed therapeutic protocol in defiance of the personal context of the person
with whom he or she is working, Franklin proposed that when the social context of the
therapeutic encounter is conducive to engaging in SFBT, it is appropriate to do so.
In light of Franklin’s (2014) statement, it is important to offer further description of
the demarcation between empiricism and constructionist thought and of its significance as it
pertains to SFBT. Iveson (2002), for instance, in an earlier essay argued that SFBT is largely
incompatible with empirical findings such as those highlighted in the studies cited above
because they address a perspective that adheres to a reality that is to be discovered with a
scientific knowledge that accompanies its existence. He continued, suggesting that the
foundation of SFBT is philosophical and is based in language and the creation of meaning so
that it defies replication. Perhaps it is not a case of either/or at all. Combining these two
perspectives may result in a plausible conclusion that examples exist that support the notion
that SFBT has the potential to be helpful in numerous circumstance of intrapersonal and
interpersonal problems. Trying to adapt to an empiricist paradigm reinforces the muddle of
attempting to combine differing philosophical perspectives, meaning the muddle remains
unresolved.
In summary, SFBT developed from a foundation of pragmatism and practice-based
evidence. As such, it evolved from a base other than the positivistic scientific inquiry and
research that is currently revered in therapeutic practice. It resides in a field where the
dominant discourse requires that an intervention or practice must have a strong empirical
base in order to be regarded as a valid practice. Metaphorically, the square peg of SFBT is
not easily inserted into the round hole of experimental methodologically determined
evidence-based practices. SFBT is nontraditional in its orientation to the development of
solutions rather than focusing upon the resolution of problems by overcoming deficits. As
such, SFBT does not subscribe to the dominant perspective of pathology eradication,
although it is as capable of achieving this outcome as are other models of intervention.
Formed from such a foundation during a time in history that demands empiricism, SFBT fits
uncomfortably within the therapeutic field as it is constituted in the 21st century.
As has been previously stated, envisioning SFBT as being organized or disorganized
by a muddle is not a helpful perspective. Even the approach’s own supporters demonstrate
their lack of consensus as to what and how the practice is conducted. Given SFBT’s absence
of a strong tether to therapeutic development processes inherent in positivist practice and the
presence of a muddle about when someone is “doing” SFBT, it is time to do something
different in regard to defining this treatment practice.
An alternative and perhaps more forgiving frame is that of multiplicity. Within such a
context, it is feasible that change is not the exclusive domain of therapy—of individual,
family, or group work. Perhaps SFBT is better situated in another domain: that of change
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facilitation, or perhaps innovation, in the life course of individuals, couples, and families.
Perhaps it would be advantageous to lift SFBT out of the technique versus tenets debate and
instead explore it from a theory that acknowledges the complexity of change-focused
conversational processes that are directed toward the creation of a more desirable future.
Suppose that there is such a frame: How might that be helpful? What might be realized
through a view that elevates the conversation regarding solution-focused brief therapy change
practice from the discussion of technique to a focus upon transformation into a future that is
yet unknown and that is sculpted in the present?
It is within this alternative perspective that this research is positioned. To begin the
transformation, I hold out as a beacon the following quote from Gergen (2009):
To what extent, in the present world, should our therapeutic practices nourish an
appreciation of ambiguity [italics added], and the joy of improvisation? My ultimate
hope is for therapy that can liberate participants from static and delimiting
conversations of understanding and facilitate unthrottled engagement in the ongoing
flow of relationship. As I see the therapeutic challenge, it is to facilitate participation
in the continuous flow of co-creation. (p. 306)
My intention in this research is to embrace Gergen’s appreciation of the ambiguity of
therapeutic practice by exploring the experience from the perspective of complex responsive
processes. SFBT has evolved to being a change method located within the social
constructionist school. As such, it is not a model or method that proclaims to be the “truth”
and its related dogma (Gergen, 2008). For this study, my position is that the focus upon the
technique and tenets of SFBT is a result of the pragmatism of the practice. However, the
salient issue would be the clarification of what it means to be an SFBT practitioner. More to
the point, the issue of how conversational practice informs change and how change occurs in
the client’s experience will be the focus of this inquiry.
To achieve this aim of gaining understanding of the change process brought about by
SFBT, I proposed complex responsive processes as an appropriate lens through which to
explore solution-focused therapy change practices. Much of what has come to be known as
solution-focused brief therapy emerged from the writings of post-modern philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein. The influence of the philosophical grounding by Wittgenstein is
explored in this paper in terms of its influence upon SFBT foundations. I anticipated that
linkages would be found that bonded Wittgenstein’s thinking with complex responsive
process thinking. In addition, I explored constructivist theory with regard to SFBT. With
this study, solution-focused brief change practices were aligned with a theory that emerged
from complexity science: that of complex responsive processes. This process of linking
science with philosophy resolves the dilemma that Cilliers (1998) described as science being
paralyzed without philosophy and philosophy being blind without science.
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It All Begins With Meaning
It is in the present moment that meaning is under construction, and thus the future in
the balance.
—Kenneth J. Gergen & Mary Gergen (2012)
According to Wittgenstein (Cecil, 2012), we have words. We also string words
together and create sentences. We can also speak those words. Yet, do we share meaning?
Take this example:
Baseball was primarily intended to provoke mirth. Verily. The main amusement was
not to hit lusty blows, but the exposition of spry fielding and nimble base running.
Huzzah! So credit for a steal was based on pluck, like taking an extra base or
stretching a single. Good show! It’s also likely the term “stealing” wasn't equated to
larceny, but was akin to “stealing away,” as in taken through guile or subterfuge.
(Enders, 2007, para.1)
If you do not understand baseball, I apologize for the quotation above. I would think
that it would seem very much out of context in this dissertation. It may also be quite
confusing. For one thing, those who do not possess knowledge of the meaning of the game
might become perplexed because the quotation begins with baseball and seemingly ends with
a discussion of stealing. On the other hand, for those who are familiar with the sport of
baseball in the present, this quotation may offer a fascinating glimpse into the history of the
game. In this excerpt, language provides a glimpse into the unique virtues of the game from
a bygone era by offering temporal transportation (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) into its past.
For a reader who is not embedded or engaged within the historical and cultural elements
(Gergen & Hoskin, 2006) of baseball, the meaning of the words will be elusive (Leigland,
1999). However, it is likely that a person unfamiliar with baseball will experience a slight
variation of the world for having read Enders’s quote. The reason for this phenomenon is
partially explained by Gilbert (2006), who put into plain words the idea, gleaned from
neuropsychological research findings, that once a person has an experience it will influence
that individual’s view of the world going forward. A similar perspective is offered by Gergen
(2009b), who referred to the presence of multi-being as an explanation of our ability to
conjure a variety of personhoods in different contexts that draw upon our past experiences
that are existent in the here and now. In an effort to try to provide a sense of how this talk of
baseball, language, and influence of experience connects, I offer the following discussion.
To begin, it is an interesting phenomenon: that some would completely understand the
quote and others would misunderstand. The words remain the same for both, yet somehow
the meanings are very different. It is as if the very meaning of the words somehow changes
even though the words themselves do not (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). For the student or fan
of baseball, the meaning becomes obvious. The students and fans of baseball come to an
accord that this quotation is descriptive of the sport through consensual agreement formed
through their relationships as fans and with the game (Gergen, 2009b). In effect, it
constitutes knowledge of the game. This knowledge is made possible when words are not
regarded as being a reflection of reality but are instead actions that are based on historical
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traditions that have been shared through time (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). In the case of
Enders’s quote, the tradition is the shared experience (Gergen, 2009b) of the baseball
community rather than that of any other perspective. It is from that perspective that
knowledge of the meaning can be drawn (Bliss, 2003). Baseball knowledge, similar to all
other forms of knowledge, is imbued with values that baseball fans or, alternatively, members
of the baseball fan community, embrace (Gergen, 2009b). Leigland (1999, p. 486) quoted the
pragmatist philosopher Rorty, who explained it in this manner in (1991):
[The pragmatist] offers an analysis of the nature of science which construes the
reputed hardness as an artifact produced by our choice of language game. . . . The
hardness of fact in all of these cases is simply the hardness of previous agreements
within the community about the consequences of a certain event. The same hardness
in morality or literary criticism if, and only if, the relevant community is equally firm
about who loses and who wins.
However, the non-member of the tradition of baseball who reads the above quotation
would take another meaning from it. Would that meaning be wrong? Hardly; it would
merely identify that the person who draws different meaning is unlikely to be a baseball
community member. From the perspective of the baseball tradition, it could be said that the
interpretation would be wrong, but would it be wrong outside of the baseball tradition? More
than likely, a fair judgment of the non-member of the baseball tradition would be that his or
her interpretation would be different—a degree of misunderstanding (Fonseca, 2002) rather
than wrong.
The above baseball discussion is an innocuous introduction to social construction of
meaning. It draws attention to the role that language in a community has upon the
understanding of experience or knowledge, within that community. It would be a relatively
simple matter to explore social constructionism, if it were the case that there was one branch
or stream to guide its exploration. However, as is so often the case in our collective struggle
to ascribe meaning to human goings-on, there are a variety of schools of thought associated
with it (Lock & Strong, 2010). Burr (2003) highlighted that there exist two streams of social
construction: a micro and macro social construction. She was emphatic in stating that they
are not mutually exclusive of each other; nor is either attempting to subsume the other. On
the contrary, Burr expressed hope that ultimately they will be unified. The micro perspective
that forms the heart of this discussion focuses upon the day-to-day interactions and the
capability for multiple perspectives of the world to simultaneously exist, one not being more
dominant than another. Macro social construction is, on the other hand, concerned in large
part with issues of social inequality and thus tends to focus upon social institutions and social
structures. This level spotlights the significance of power dynamics.
Below, I provide you, the reader, with an explanatory excursion into social
constructionism. First, however, we will entertain a brief digression to engage in a historical
account of earlier arguments that explored reason and meaning-making as a backdrop for the
surfacing of social constructionist thought.
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The importance of the philosophical foundations of knowledge and meaning. To
begin this section, it is important to acknowledge, as did Pearce (2009), that any narrative that
strives to bring together the origins of social constructionism is a social construction. With
this irony in mind, several scholars (Pearce, 2009; Weinburg, 2014) have proposed that social
constructionism’s roots are linked with philosophical foundationalism.
This rise of fundamentalism was embedded within the liberal revolution movement
that was intended to address the power inherent in the Church and the feudal systems that
dominated Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries (Weinberg, 2014). That point in European
history was dominated by religious violence that was intended to establish a dominant
interpretation of, or truth regarding, God’s will. The impetus, as one might imagine, was to
create cogent arguments that would usurp the mantle of truth from religious doctrine (Lock &
Strong, 2010). This period saw the profound influence of the philosophers, Descartes, Locke,
and Kant, who were instrumental in the pursuit of the logic that described the rules of
knowledge and truth that would put an end to the violence.
The search for a foundation for knowledge led Descartes (1637) to spell out one of the
persistent and dominant perspectives that has sustained to this day: the perception of the
bounded “I.” For Descartes, humans were susceptible to being deceived by their senses. For
Descartes, the path out of such delusion was the contemplation of true knowledge. To
achieve success in such an endeavor, it was necessary to find quiet within the recesses of his
invention. Descartes philosophized that an individual would find solace in the solitude of the
mind (de Villiers-Botha & Cilliers, 2010). With this revelation, Descartes proposed that it
was possible to evade the potential for deception that is inherent in human senses and
historical experience (Weinberg, 2014). From Descartes’ perspective, thoughts originated
within the essential structure of the mind, and those thoughts were not fashioned by
interaction with the world (Cilliers, 2010). It appears that Descartes held the view that the
mind was the source of all ideas. As Gorham (2002) put it:
Though Descartes is traditionally associated with the moderately nativist doctrine that
our ideas of God, of eternal truths, and of true and immutable natures are innate, on
two occasions he explicitly argued that all of our ideas, even sensory ideas, are innate
in the mind. One reason it is surprising to find Descartes endorsing universal
innateness is that such a view seems to leave no role for bodies in the production of
our ideas of them. For how could bodies be the origin of our sensory ideas if, as
Descartes says in a 1641 letter to Mersenne, these ideas ‘must have been in us before’
the stimulation of the sense organs? (p. 355)
Rest assured that Descartes was not without his detractors. Among these was the
empiricist Locke, who took issue with the contention that ideas are innate. It was Locke’s
perspective that it was incomprehensible that one could have innate ideas that were, at the
same time, not available to one (Hewett, 2006). As an alternative, Locke created the
argument that although the mind did exist, knowledge was instead imparted to humans
through the impressions of the external world that would infuse knowledge into the original
tabula rasa mind (Gergen, 2009b). Internal knowledge was acquired through reflection upon
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that which had become known through sensual interaction in the world (Uzgalis, 2014).
Locke proposed also that although people held ideas in the mind, these were shared with
others through words that did not necessarily hold the same meaning for a person who was
listening to the words that were spoken. Locke got around this thorny issue by identifying
that words offer general meanings that increase individual knowledge through their continual
use (Hewett, 2006).
The eminent philosopher Immanuel Kant is associated with the emergence of social
constructionism. Through his contribution, the interrelationship between mind and
knowledge was further demonstrated when he opined that it is not possible that knowledge
can emerge from only interaction with the environment (Hibbard, 2001). Kant expanded
upon this position when he suggested further that knowledge is possible through the
organization of the senses that has resulted from the influence of the mind upon them
(Weinberg, 2008). In other words, the functioning of the mind defines human perceptions by
serving as a filter and an organizer of information from the external world. In Kant’s view,
the external world is a representation as perceived by the mind. Weinberg (2014) attested
that as a result of Kant’s contributions, otherwise meaningless data are made meaningful
through the interaction of the mind and the senses with the external world. A further
refinement that Kant brought to an understanding of knowledge was the differentiation
between synthetic truth taken from empirical information, otherwise known as fact, and
analytic truths developed through logical truth, commonly referred to as meaning (Quinn,
1951). The former truth was identified by Weinberg (2014) as synthetic knowledge and the
latter as analytic knowledge. The importance of these forms of knowledge to empirical
research and subsequently to social constructionism was exemplified by Weinberg, who
wrote:
The proposition that philosophy must guide empirical research in all its incarnations
also gave rise to the widely held convictions that there must be a formal unity among
sciences and that all scientific work must seek to converge on a single coherent
understanding of the cosmos. Because they appear to insist that Western philosophy
and science possess a rationality or access to reality that is not historically or
culturally specific but unsurpassable in principle, it is propositions like these that
most often have been singled out in social constructionist critiques of philosophical
foundationalism. (p. 33, emphasis in original)
Emerging from this proposition was logical positivism, which ascended to become the
dominant scientific philosophy during the 20th century and which is identified by the
presence of the following themes: There is one reality to be discovered; scientific knowledge
is punctuated by objectivity; specific methods must be employed in the search for knowledge;
and scientific knowledge is a grounded process “of individual acts of thinking, reasoning
and deciding” (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 20, emphasis in original).
Emergence of social constructionism. As the latter part of the 20th century waned,
so too had the dominance of logical positivism in the philosophy of science. A growing
chorus during the second half of the 20th century challenged the assumption that logical
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positivist research could support a general theory of the universe. As can be imagined, this
dissension represented a serious blow to the perceived infallibility of this philosophy of
science (Weinberg, 2008). The logical positivist Popper, who was cited by Weinberg (2014),
observed astutely that because research studies replicate previous findings, such results
cannot be understood to translate into an expression of an absolute truth. He reasoned that
regardless of these supportive conclusions from multiple studies, the possibility exists that a
study may reach a conclusion that refutes all previous findings. So, although people have a
strong inclination to bundle research findings to arrive at a conclusion defining a truth, the
potential exists that a yet to be conducted study could produce findings that were in
opposition to all of those that preceded it. On this note, the philosopher Quinn (1951)
unequivocally stated that it is impossible to view empirical findings without consideration of
both the experience and the context from which the findings are presented:
My present suggestion is that it is nonsense, and the root of much nonsense, to speak
of a linguistic component and a factual component in the truth of any individual
statement. Taken collectively, science has its double dependence upon language and
experience; but this duality is not significantly traceable into the statements of science
taken one by one. (p. 39)
In this statement, Quinn asserted that meaning can be derived only within the experience
itself and with others that are contextually related to it. He referred to these experiences as
conceptual schemes that are interjected with nonscientific language. Weinberg (2014)
extrapolated from Quinn's essay the idea that “science thus is seen as constructed on a
foundation not of enduring logical truths or sense data but of common-sense cultural
assumptions, all of which are potentially subject to revision” (p. 36).
This interpretation implied that science is not exclusive from the culture within which
it is embedded. As positivist empiricism came under increasing scrutiny, it appeared sensible
to identify Kuhn’s (1970) proposal of the presence of multiple paradigms of science that led
to its loss of primacy as the way that science is to be undertaken.
It is within this context that social constructionism emerged. From this context it is
essential to a discussion of social construction to acknowledge the 20th century philosopher
Wittgenstein’s argument that meaning within interaction is created only through adherence to
a set of structures that define how the interaction is to be conducted. Wittgenstein challenged
and later abandoned the notion that language and the world obey the rules of a single logical
composition (Weinberg, 2014). His use of the metaphor of language games (Wittgenstein,
1953) proposed that absent a social context that defines the social conventions for an
interaction, words have no meaning. Levin and Bava (2012) stated simply that meaning is
possible within a social, cultural, and temporal context. A major implication of language
games is the re-constituting of the intrinsic properties of a concept, or identity, with the term
family resemblance that is representative of the connections, relations, and similarity between
constructs (Weinberg, 2014).
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Wittgenstein’s use of the word context is however offered with a unique meaning that
is not to be confused with the usual sense of the word. For Wittgenstein, context means the
manner in which patterns of words are used within social interactions (Lock & Strong, 2010).
It is only through the action within this social context of language games that any meaning
can be determined. He went on to propose that the totality of the experience is necessary for
legitimacy of the experience to hold meaning (Cecil, 2012). This, then, became for
Wittgenstein the concept of forms of life (Gergen & Gergen, 2012): the specific situations in
which a language game is sensible, such as the Enders baseball quote. For Hosking (Gergen
& Hosking, 2006), this implies that reality is constructed through language rather than being
a representational map that reflects an external reality. It begins with the notion that the
agreed-upon meaning emerges as a result of the social; that meaning comes out of the
experience of interaction.
Thus, the focal point of social construction is the dialogue that takes place to create
the world in which we live. As Gergen succinctly phrased it, “What we take to be the world
importantly depends on how we approach it, and how we approach it depends on the social
relationships of which we are a part” (2009a, p. 2). Gergen (2013) advised that social
constructionism, then, is the action of creating context so that meaning emerges. He
cautioned that it is not to be used to exclude, dominate, or exterminate other traditions of
meaning (2009b). Gergen eloquently described this constructionist view in a 2005 interview
in the following manner:
It is also clear that constructionists have no means of declaring one of these
perspectives more true, rational, or valuable than the other. However, it does not
follow that constructionism invites all parties to go their own way. On the contrary,
once you crawl inside a constructionist perspective there is every reason to speak with
alien others. The lack of ultimate grounds for one's perspective invites both a
curiosity (“What is the value those people derive from their perspective?”) and a
certain humility regarding one’s own views. (Cisneros-Puebla, 2007, para. 22)
It is very much an opportunity for a multitude of possibilities to come to fruition in
which none is superior to another (Gergen, 2009b). Relying upon words such as language,
actions, community, and context, social construction is, in Gergen’s view, as expressed in an
interview with Aceros (2012), a relational experience in which people engage in dialogues
that co-create meaning. For him it is not that individuals engage with each other and create a
relationship; it is that through relationship, individuals emerge (Gergen, n.d.). Gergen
(2009b) further explained that for one person to speak and receive no response denotes a
meaningless action. However, with a response offered, meaning emerges from the
collaborative actions. Fonseca (2002) added that these relational acts of dialogue provide
opportunity for misunderstanding. Conversely, when provided an appropriate context,
relational acts can lead to dissipation of misunderstanding. Then and only then is a meaning
constituted. In this manner, social construction holds a pragmatic and heuristic view of how
it is that we know the world (Pearce, 2009).
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One could not be discredited if one were to offer the criticism that social
constructionism occupies a unique philosophical niche based upon on the preceding
discussion. Such a criticism might hold a modicum of validity if social constructionism were
evaluated in isolation from other practices. However, in a world in which empirical evidence
acquired through experimental design is given priority, holders of such a position can be
silenced by noting that advances in neuropsychology suggest the importance of relational
impact upon connection and perception between people. An experience that has become
known as mirror neurons, which are described as the firing of neurons in an individual who
is observing or listening to actions conducted by another, results in the firing of neural
pathways in the brain of the observer that replicate the brain pattern in the one taking the
action (Restak, 2006). These are observations that have been completed through fMRI
imaging. It is not merely that the action is replicated; Restak (2006) suggested that empirical
evidence supports the conclusion that “the mirror neurons for vision and hearing aren’t just
coding movements and sounds but rather goals and meanings” (p. 58). Further neurological
research suggests that in addition to the cognitive experience, the affective experience is
necessary to legitimize the meaning. Contemporary neuroscientific research determined that
it is often the experience of a person that triggers an emotion (such as fear) before there is any
cognitive reason for such an emotional experience (Gilbert, 2006). It is interesting that just
as SFBT has sought scientific legitimacy through experimental design, social constructionism
benefits from an experimental method that affirms its philosophical foundation.
Solution-focused brief therapy research has not forsaken its emphasis upon
therapeutic process. Bavelas (2012) focused her research on micro-analysis of conversations
to better understand collaboration and co-construction of dialogue. She built upon the earlier
work of psycholinguist Herbert Clark, who developed the collaborative model of
communication in which “the speaker and listener produce the information together; they
collaborate, moment by moment, to ensure mutual understanding” (p. 145). The objective of
this body of research was to develop an empirical base that explains co-construction and the
co-creation of meaning in the collaborative model.
Research has revealed that conversations between a storyteller who is narrating a
possible tragic event that is averted and a listener who initially demonstrates generic
responses transform their response pattern so that it becomes more specific as the story
unfolds. The interaction between storyteller and listener helped to shape the drama. In a
subsequent study, Bavelas, Coates, and Johnson (2002) analyzed coordination between the
speaker and listener that revealed that there exist patterns of coordination achieved through
gaze. Two people engaged in a conversation do not maintain eye contact in similar ways.
Rather, the listener consistently looks at the speaker while the speaker looks away with only
occasional glances at the listener. When they change roles, the patterns change as well. The
analysis revealed also that the speaker would maintain his/her gaze until the listener offered
his/her response, which prompted the speaker to avert his/her gaze once again. However, if
the speaker added detail, he/she would look at the listener longer as the listener offered
feedback. Keeping the “gaze window” open provided more opportunity for feedback.
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Bavelas (2012) combined these findings together with an additional collaborative
device known as grounding that was identified by Shober and Clark (1989). Grounding is a
process shared between speaker and listener in which the listener confirms understanding of
information that the speaker has offered. In turn, the speaker acknowledges that the listener
has understood. After synthesizing these findings, Bavelas drew the conclusion that they
offer empirical support that,
support the view that co-construction is inevitable in dialogue. Co-construction is not
a theoretical option that a therapist can either adopt or reject as an epistemological
preference. Rather, it is the natural way that humans have learned to do dialogue. (p.
154)
The paradigm of social construction suggests that dialogue and other communicative
forms are central to the co-creation of meaning or knowledge and reality. Strangely,
however, it might be surprising to learn that how one talks as a therapist has been of
secondary concern when contrasted with what one says in therapeutic discourse (Lock &
Strong, 2010). On the other hand, this may not be so surprising given that the modernist
therapeutic tradition supports evaluating and diagnosing clients using generally accumulated
criteria upon which decisions are based (Gergen & Kaye, 1992). It is reasonable to assert that
social constructionist psychotherapy and family therapy that pursue a change process via
collaborative relational process has emerged (Gergen & Kaye, 1992) in response to this
propensity for diagnostic-driven decision-making practice.
It is reasonable, then, that when relationship is the source of the creation of meaning,
as is the case when a therapist creates a solution with a client through discursive processes,
the nature of relationships forms the focus of therapeutic conversations (Gergen & Gergen,
2012). Gergen (2009b) proposed that three fundamental achievements are hallmarks of
success in relationally sensitive therapies. The first is to fulfill the need of affirmation
through relationship and diminish the sense of isolation born of rejection by others and self.
Affirmations are conferred upon another person with responses that collaboratively create
meaning and validate that the person is welcomed into relationship (Gergen, 2009b). The
second hallmark is the shift or suspending of the perspective of reality representative of
relational pain that accompanies the presence and persistence of the problem. Engaging in a
process of synchronic sensitivity (Gergen, 2009b) provides opportunity to attend to both the
content of the conversation and to the emerging relational qualities. Finally, the therapist and
client together co-construct alternative meaning by opening possibilities for a preferred future
by capitalizing upon experiences from the past to generate possibilities.
A useful construct to access a process of co-creation of a more compassionate future
is Gergen’s (2009b) notion of multi-being. As noted above, this idea proposes that through
earlier relationship experiences, people have capacity to engage in a vast array of relationship
possibilities. MacNamee (2006) perceived this capacity somewhat differently when she
acknowledged that the past is the precursor of the present and that in discussing the future,
clients are provided opportunity to construct what will become. These co-actions of
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discursive process assist the client to explore the multiple narratives that define well-being
(Ungar, 2004) in their world.
It is important, however, to note that it is insufficient for therapeutic conversations to
solely transform meaning within the therapeutic relationship. Each person engaged in
therapy lives his/her life in a world that extends beyond the therapeutic relationship. When a
therapeutic process has been evaluated as being successful, it can be extrapolated that
relational conversations result in positive difference in the client’s world (Gergen & Gergen,
2012). As important as it may seem that there would be abundant understanding of how this
process takes place, in actuality, there is a very little discussion of the manner in which this
comes about. Miller and McKergow (2012) highlighted the emphasis upon producing change
in therapeutic practice. They also reflected upon the paucity of dialogue that addresses the
manner by which this change transitions into the world in which the client lives. The result is
that one is left to ponder not how the outside world enters the therapeutic dialogue, but how
the therapeutic dialogue transitions into the world.
Brief History of Solution-focused Brief Therapy
It is often difficult to know where ideas come from, and it is just as difficult to trace
their development through time and space.
—de Shazer (1982)
Genesis. Cade (2007) enjoys story-telling. In this tradition, he began his exploration
of the foundation of solution-focused brief therapy by sharing that in 1838 a Scottish
gardener, Patrick Matthew, published a theory of natural selection as an appendix to a
sparsely read book. Darwin’s “Extract from an unpublished Work on Species,” the precursor
to On the Origins of Species, was heralded at a scientific meeting in July 1858.
Coincidentally, a naturalist, Alfred Wallace submitted a paper that was presented at the same
meeting as was the one by Darwin, describing a similar proposal of evolution. Even in light
of similar theories being published prior to Darwin’s paper and another theoretical paper
being presented at the same scientific meeting at which Darwin’s paper was presented, and in
spite of Darwin’s offers to defer to either or both of the other theories, it is Darwin who is
remembered today as the author of the theory of evolution.
In a similar tale of irony, the original team composed of de Shazer, Insoo Kim Berg,
Eve Lipchik, and Elam Nunnally that collaborated to blaze the research and development trail
of what would become SFBT had worked together at a Milwaukee family service
organization with another therapist named Don Norum (Lipchik, Derks, LaCourt, &
Nunnally, 2012). In 1978, Norum penned an article in which he described his process based
upon his belief that families possess the resources to resolve their problems. He claimed that
through an initial telephone conversation he was able to help families realize their personal
strengths and resources and help them to feel that they did not require therapeutic
intervention. The paper was entitled “Brief Therapy: The Family Has the Solution.” He
submitted it for publication to the journal Family Process (Miller, Duncan, Triggiano, &
Hubble, 2000). Norum’s ideas did not find support from the professional community of the
day. The journal rejected his bid for publication. Sympathetically and in a gesture to
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acknowledge his earlier contributions to the development of creating solutions rather than
solving problems, the Journal of Systemic Therapies published the article in 2000 in under
the title “The Family Has the Solution” (Norum, 2000).
Although these ideas represented the paradigm shift that would become the
foundation of Solution-focused brief therapy, they did not constitute the practice yet. As de
Shazer (1982) noted, his early brief therapy work was informed by family therapy, and
because family therapy was based in systems theory, by definition, the work that was being
developed was systemic. He did, however, challenge the prevailing perspective of general
systems theory that regarded the family as being a closed system. Instead, borrowing the
physics concept known as the Heisenberg effect, which identifies that an observer of a system
influences the system that is being observed, de Shazer regarded the family system as an open
system that was interacting with the therapist and vice-versa (de Shazer & Molnar, 1984).
From this epistemological foundation, de Shazer noted that contrary to the general systems
theory perspective of a bounded family system, a therapeutic supra-system was created that
was populated with subsystems. The presence of multiple subsystems co-created an ecology
in which the components of the system communicated with each other. These interactions
possessed the capacity for becoming, and did become, circular rather than linear. The result
was that the level of complexity naturally increased as the components interacted within the
system.
Another important construct that emerged from the original development team who
created the Brief Family Therapy Center in Milwaukee to develop their ideas was that of ecosystemic brief therapy. Within this framework for therapy was a development that became
known as the binocular theory of change (de Shazer, 1982). This theory was grounded in the
concepts of isomorphism of the therapeutic team tracking of the client complaint and in
regarding client action as cooperating. An understanding of binocular change was described
by de Shazer (1982) when he wrote,
A metaphor about the “bonus” of depth perception that we receive from the two eyes
seeing the same thing from different angles further clarifies the something from the
team’s description and intervention process. The right eye’s view can be mapped
onto the left eye’s view isomorphically, and the meaning of this is the “bonus of depth
perception.” That is, the brain can be described as receiving two messages: (1) each
eye’s view of the same thing: isomorphism and (2) the “news of difference” between
the views of the individual eyes: a relationship that develops depth perception. (p. 9)
Practically, in terms of therapeutic process, this meant that the therapist offered a
slightly reframed version of the client problem that shifted meaning for the client and formed
the basis of the intervention that was delivered at the conclusion of the session. Cooperating
referred to the behavioral responses of the client to the therapist intervention. The notion of
resistance was not regarded as being helpful. Instead, each subsystem participated
cooperatively within the ecology (Keeney & Ross, 1985). This theoretical perspective was
significant in paving the path for SFBT development. However, despite the importance of
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these advances in the developmental path of the practice, eco-systemic thinking began to
wane as the team etched out the initial foundations of a solution-focused approach in 1983.
With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to conclude that Norum’s revolutionary
contribution in the late 1970s was far in advance of developments in the field of family
therapy. As true as this insight may be, it is nonetheless true that de Shazer's eco-systemic
brief therapy model evolution that was published a few short years later benefited from the
sociopolitical climate of the 1980s United States.
There existed within this time period variables that coalesced to establish a ripe
environment for innovations and their adoption. Notably, the emergence of a heterogeneous
social fabric in the United States, rooted in the social and political upheaval of the 1960s and
1970s, served as the bifurcation point that set into action an irreversible and nondeterministic
transformation of the culture. Diffusion of innovation is most likely to take place in complex
adaptive systems that demonstrate heterogeneous zones (Rogers, Medina, Rivera, & Wiley,
2005, p. 4) comprised of overlapping multiple and complex networked agents. Rogers noted
in his work that the uptake of any innovation is dependent upon five factors. Most notable
among these is the development of an innovation capable of addressing the needs of adopters
who use it. This connection requires the presence of communication channels through which
the innovation is disseminated over time. There is also a requirement of a social context
through which the innovation is distributed.
The context into which solution-focused brief therapy began to emerge was a decade
that began with the transfer of executive power from Carter’s Democratic White House to the
Republican Ronald Reagan. The dominance of long-term therapies that had been the
preferred intervention practices of the National Institute of Mental Health during previous
decades began to lose their favored position with the emergence of Health Maintenance
Organizations (HMO) in the middle of the decade. Brief therapy models such as ecosystemic brief therapy fit better with the HMO business model and did eventually usurp the
preferential position with insurance providers (Hoyt, 1995).
Also, being located in Wisconsin, BFTC benefitted from the relative isolation from
the influences of practices that were prevalent on either coast, allowing the team to explore
new possibilities (Malinen, 2001). Still the team yearned for greater acceptance. With little
recognition of their work, the BFTC team identified that a lack of acknowledgement from
peers fueled innovation practices at BFTC (Malinen, 2001).
In another benefit of the timing of developments at BFTC, Visser (2013) drew
attention to the growing emphasis upon strengths and resources in change practices. He
described a parallel process that was being developed during the middle of the decade by a
young doctoral student, David Cooperrider, at Case Western Reserve University in
Cleveland, Ohio. This practice has become known as Appreciative Inquiry. Using a fourstep intervention model that engages participants to discover what has been positive in the
past, to dream about what is possible, design what it should be like, and in the final phase,
known as destiny, participants identify what will be in the positive future (Whitney, Trosten-
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Bloom, & Cooperrider, 2012). The similarities between SFBT and Appreciative Inquiry are
remarkable. However, in spite of the similarities in processes, no known collaboration has
taken place between the two practice sites.
One other significant approach emerged during the same era that focused attention
upon what was working. In response to eroding nutrition in the third world, positive deviance
surfaced as a practice to identify and replicate the feeding habits that mothers who had
healthy children in areas of high malnutrition (Zeitlin, Ghassemi, & Mansour, 1990).
One has to wonder if these three initiatives were coincidental. What is undeniable is
that each fulfilled and benefited from Rogers’s criteria for successful diffusion: It must be
observable and present an advantage over current options; there is compatibility with the
socio-cultural context; there is opportunity to try the innovation and the relative ease with
which it can be implemented (Kaminski, 2011). The development of these positive, futurefocused change practices within a few short years of each other points to a growing search for
a different method to resolve problems that was antithetical to traditional practices.
Solution-focused brief therapy does represent a paradigmatic shift from traditional
therapeutic approaches. Instead of solving problems, people craft solutions through the cocreation of a vision of a preferred future that describes a problem-free experience that is
feasible based upon pre-existing client strengths, resources and problem-exceptions that map
the route to the future (Trepper et al., 2012). The therapeutic conversation is decidedly one
that has been developed in accordance with pragmatism (James, 1907; de Shazer, 1991) that
advocates for the exploration of what works. The model itself is nonnormative, implying that
the therapist and client collaboratively determine what is good for the client (Duffy, 2012).
In this light, the members of BFTC inductively explored therapeutic practice (Visser, 2013).
Following the utility of their pragmatic process, BFTC did not initially adhere to any
particular psychological theory (Miller, 1997). Their developmental practice encouraged
utilizing chance events and replicating them to explore whether there was generalizability of
the previous anomaly (de Shazer, 1988a). At other times the process of development was
more intentional such as when Gingerich asked de Shazer how he knew what to ignore in a
session (1988a). Bidwell (2007) maintains that BFTC adopted an approach that
approximated phenomenology in their pursuit more rapid change that clients defined as
solutions. The data that the therapist utilized are the perceptions that the client shares during
the therapeutic encounter (de Shazer, 1988a). It was through this exploratory learning
process that the development moved from structural ideas based within an eco-systemic
frame of brief family therapy to what is currently understood to be a social constructionist
foundation for the work (Lipchik et al., 2012).
Emergence of social constructionist solution-focused brief therapy. Beginning in
1985, however, the work conducted by the BFTC team began to emerge from the ecological
systemic epistemology. SFBT was organized to be isomorphic with the problem that was
presented by the client (Malinen, 2001). As de Shazer (1985) noted:
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Each intervention seemed tailor-made for the specific client in his specific situation,
i.e., for the insomniac who was not reading, staying awake to read proved effective,
and for the encopretic, artistic child, making art messes which he did not have to clean
up proved effective in stopping pant messes which he did have to clean up. However,
the rules behind the interventions were unclear. The only thing certain was that the
various cases involved specific behavioral concerns with specific behavioral
interventions with a specific goal in mind. (p. 8)
The therapist’s responsibility within this early phase of SFBT evolution was to
determine the most appropriate intervention to deliver to the client at the conclusion of the
session. The team’s reliance upon having the ending intervention mirror the presenting
problem became a less prominent feature of the practice. This shift proved to be a watershed
transformation for SBFT. Increasingly, the clinical conversation became the prominent
feature of change development. The continued work on solution development and in
particular the emphasis upon solution talk in combination with the development of futurefocused generative questions, led especially by Gingerich and Lipchik (Malinen, 2001),
began increasing the focus upon the clinical conversation. The focus on the intervention
began to wane. As de Shazer (1988a) noted,
The therapist’s primary tasks are performed during the interview itself. This means
that there is less dependence in the model on the client being assigned homework
tasks . . . Thus, in a great many cases, designing tasks is simplified to telling clients to
do more of something they are already doing. (pp. vii-xviii)
The therapeutic emphasis on creating discursive therapeutic process with clients has
persisted. A source of refinement has been at the London, England practice, development,
and research centre using the succinct name Brief Centre. Over a period of 20 years, this
team distilled solution-focused work into three phases. Like BFTC, the Brief principle
investigators Shennan and Iveson (2012) relied upon practice-based evidence to inform the
development of their recent iterations of solution-focused brief therapy. They summarized
their process as follows:
The starting point in our therapy is to help the client articulate his or her best hope
from it, and we see this desired outcome as providing a contract for the work. From
this point on, we simply invite the client to describe what the realization of those
hopes would look like (the preferred future) and what is already in place (instances of
the preferred future). (Shennan & Iveson, 2012, p. 290)
This realization marked a profound shift in thinking. Solutions and problems came to be
viewed as having no direct connection with each other. As de Shazer (1998a) put it:
“Problem” is just one of the many ways such events can be labeled and understood. It
is a gestalt with solution being the ground to the figure of the problem. Without the
idea that problems can be solved, what are called problems in the psychotherapy
world would become just “facts of life” or unfortunate occurrences which could not
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be avoided and/or changed. . . . Solutions too are frequently missed because they
often look like mere preliminaries; we end up searching for explanations believing
that without explanation a solution is irrational, not recognizing that the solution itself
is its own best explanation. (pp. 9-10)
Cade (2007), citing Miller and de Shazer, noted that the language that is associated
with problem conversations are dominated by stories of deficits that exist within the past and
by a focus upon what is wrong. Alternatively, solution conversations are punctuated with an
emphasis upon strengths and resources, what is already working, and what is possible. The
therapist works to focus the conversation upon the exploration of evidence of change, thereby
transforming common knowledge into empirical knowledge. When the client expresses that
a change has occurred, or more appropriately, that he/she perceives a change, that story
transforms to empirical knowledge that is supported with behavioral evidence (Bidwell,
2007). The knowledge is not resident in any individual, however. It is instead co-created
through conversations and is representative of “what happens to people” and “what people
do” (Bidwell, 2007, p. 80). This view is in agreement with that of social psychologist and
philosopher George Herbert Mead (1934) who, many years earlier, stated that meaning
emerged from social experience. In an SFBT experience then, knowledge that is created is
interpretive and partial as a result of being co-created rather than as a result of an individual’s
experience or thoughts. (Bidwell, 2007). Briefly, it is socially constructed.
It becomes apparent that as SFBT evolved, language became an ever increasingly
important element of the practice. At the same time that SFBT was migrating to social
constructionist psychology to support its thinking and development, de Shazer increasingly
drew heavily from the writings of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. The Wittgensteinian
concept of language games (de Shazer, 1988a, 1991; Cade, 2007) proposed that the meanings
of words arose from local interaction between people. This implies that meanings were
variable based upon the nature of the interaction. Stated otherwise, de Shazer grounded his
practice in the notion proposed by Wittgenstein (1958) that expressions of inner private
emotions are understandable only through social context. The illusion that emotions are inner
states is understood to be merely language games perpetrated by psychological language
games (de Shazer, 2005). Similarly, Cillier (1998) noted that the historical meaning of words
cannot be disregarded although meanings are malleable within the context of specific time
and space. This self-organizing state of living language (Cillier, 1998) provides opportunity
for the world to influence meaning of words. Yet, ironically, the world is incapable of
determining that meaning. It is through the dynamic process of the complex relationship that
arises between the influences of information that pre-exists in the world in combination with
the idiosyncrasies of interactions within relationship between people that meanings are
generated. This reflexive quality of language creates the conditions through which reality is
co-constructed. The language games that organize problem talk are constructed as incidents
in life that are outside of the realm of the client’s control and that undermine personal agency,
thereby setting up a future of continued disappointment (Miller & McKergow, 2012).
Wittgenstein (1980) proposed that when a problem appeared in life, the problem was the
result of living life outside of the mold of one’s life. In order to align with the mold, he

28

suggested, one must live life in such a way that the problem dissolves. The idealized future
is collaboratively created through conversations about strengths, resources, and what clients
are able to do to generate change. The therapeutic challenge is to generate the solution
language game (Miller & McKergow, 2012).
Solution focus: Beyond the therapy room and into the organization. As the
section above demonstrates, solution-focused brief therapy is efficacious with those who
present with problems within a therapeutic context. With an emphasis upon creating a
desired future through exploration of strengths and resources instead of problem-solving, it is
entirely possible that it is experienced less as a therapy than as a change practice. Is that the
extent of its reach, however?
At Toronto-based Brief Therapy Training Centre–International in the mid-1990s,
therapy was not the only application explored for SFBT. Initially trained by Centre Director
Jim Duval and also in training sessions that I delivered, Alan Kay noted in an interview with
Visser in 2010 that:
It was about an hour into the first basic solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT) training
I received from Jim Duval at Brief Therapy Training Centre–International in Toronto.
I had three thoughts: This isn’t easy to understand; I’ve been waiting all my life to
find something like this; and I don’t dare use this family therapy language on my
business clients.
When you speak with him, Kay’s accent reveals his Scottish heritage. Kay foresaw
the significant contribution that SFBT could make in a business context. He is the president
of a consulting group in Toronto and a former marketing executive for multinational
corporations. He is also an instructor at the Schulich School of Business, York University.
Given the broad business experience exemplified in his resume, his perspective is not to be
taken lightly. Indeed he is not alone in his support of solution-focused practices in business.
Evidence his role as a member and editor of the newsletter for the Association for the Quality
Development of Solution-focused Consulting and Training. The Association exists for the
purpose of advancing the application of solution-focused organizational practices
(Association for the Quality Development of Solution-focused Consulting and Training,
2015). This is an international association of international practitioners who engage in
solution-focused practices in organizations.
Just as SFBT is taught and practiced globally, its use in organizational contexts has
been predominantly a Eurocentric phenomenon, although it is growing a global presence.
Witness the emergence of SOLworld, or Solutions in Organizations Linkup, which is a webbased platform for those who have an interest in sharing predominantly solution-focused
organizational practices with one another.
A precise date that identifies when solution-focused practice migrated into
organizational contexts is difficult to pinpoint. However, in a SFWorks blog article,
McKergow (2008) noted that Bristol University offered the first acknowledged coaching
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course in 1996. A critic could not be faulted for suggesting that coaching and therapy are
closely related fields of endeavor and therefore concluding that this transition is an
inconsequential incursion into the world of business and organizational practice. However, it
was the first significant expression of interest that led to a groundswell of publications across
Europe by authors Schmitz and Billen in 2000 in Germany, Caufman in 2001 in Holland, and
Jackson and McKergow in 2002 in England (McKergow, n.d.) at the turn of the century.
The scope of solution-focused change practice has spread broadly. Precisely because
of the fluidity of solution-focused change practices, it is possible to attend to problems that
businesses confront in leadership, management, and operations. On the other hand,
organizational contexts are different from therapeutic ones. Solution-focused work in
organizations has evolved in a manner that is similar to yet different from the therapeutic
practice. Due to the nature of relationships in business, the focus necessitated sensitivity to
the workplace. Jackson and McKergow (2007) developed the SIMPLE framework to
accommodate these differences. In order to guide managers, Jackson and McKergow
developed the following framework:
Solutions – not problems
In between – not individual
Make use of what’s there – not what isn't
Possibilities – from the past, present, and future
Language – simply said
Every case is different – beware ill-fitting theory
This is not a definitive framework, but it does represent some of the adjustments that are used
to extract the practice from therapeutic contexts. Still, there are core elements that remain
constant.
Solution-focused organizational practices, like the therapeutic process, focus upon the
creation of a solution through conversational practices rather than through problem solving.
The emphasis of the conversation is on illuminating exceptions to the problem experience
and identifying resources to co-construct the preferred future (Visser & Schlundt Bodien,
2004). Like its counterparts in therapeutic settings, however, this distinction is often
misunderstood so that practices are trained upon solving problems (Jackson & McKergow,
2001). The result is that a number of methods have been developed to respond to business,
human resource, and organizational change challenges (Meier, 2005; Jackson & McKergow,
2007; Kay, 2010; McKergow & Bailey, 2014).
Summary of solution-focused brief therapy change process. The solution-focused
brief therapy change process transformed the world of creating change. The foundation of
this pragmatic process was constructed in the staunch belief that the recipient of service
possesses the knowledge of the solution to the dilemma for which s/he has presented in
therapy. It is the curiosity that the therapist or consultant brings to the relationship that draws
out the resources that clients possess. To raise the profile of those resources, the therapist’s
process of creating a solution-focused conversation is organized according to a number of
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tenets. However, there is lack of clarity at worst and multiplicity at best regarding what
SFBT is and how it is conducted. Evidence from the examination of clinical conversations
suggests that there is a qualitative difference between this manner of fostering change and
those that are problem focused. Debate persists, however, as to whether SFBT is a techniquedriven practice or a collaborative co-construction of the preferred future. The evolution from
an ecosystem base to one that is grounded in social construction radically transformed the
change process. With the increasing appreciation for the extent to which social construction
guides the conversational process, the emphasis upon co-construction of reality that leads to
change is a vital component of change experiences.
This literature review explored SFBT research. Categorically, these studies can be
identified as exploring three purposes. One class of studies is concerned with clinical
outcomes that are largely rooted in positivist methodologies. A second grouping can be
identified as those that explored change processes within the practice. These studies include
phenomenological, narrative inquiry, and case studies that explored the techniques associated
with SFBT in addition to seeking clarity regarding the client experience of such therapy. The
final category is again process research that is focused upon micro-analysis of high fidelity
solution-focused conversations.
Still, although much is known about how to deliver techniques of the process and
SFBT is known to create positive change, a veil of mystery remains regarding how change is
brought about. How does the social construction and subsequent sense-making process
create the emergence of change?
Complexity Science
There is inherently a paradox when attempting to describe a complex process. It is
not as if there can be a single simple description of something that is, by definition, complex
(Cilliers, 1998, p. vii). To highlight this dilemma, Byrne and Callahan (2014) proposed that
“complexity theory is an ontologically founded framework of understanding and not theories
of causation, although it can, as we will see, generate theories of causation” (p. 8). Tsoukas
and Hatch (2001) claimed that complexity science is therefore a narrative accounting of what
is understood to be the meaning of complexity. For them, borrowing Casti’s (1994)
definition, complexity is implied when an observer is able to generate a sufficient number of
inequivalent descriptions. As the number of descriptions increases, so too does the level of
complexity. Perhaps with their tongues firmly planted in their respective cheeks, Tsoukas
and Hatch stated that physics has added sufficient amounts of complexity to its language to
discover complexity science.
To continue this narrative of complexity, Byrne and Callaghan (2014) relied upon the
previous work of Morin, who in 2008 proposed the existence of two streams of scientific
complexity science within the social sciences: restricted complexity and general complexity.
Restricted complexity theory seeks to formulate laws of complexity through the creation of
nonlinear equations and modeling (Byrne & Callaghan, 2014). General complexity theory,
Byrne and Callaghan (2014) noted, adopts a holistic view in which the emphasis is upon the
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multidirectional interactional influences experienced in the relationship between both the
whole system and its agents. With this cursory introduction and to appreciate the
significance of complex responsive processes, it is necessary to start at the beginning and
explore complexity and complex adaptive systems. It is from these roots that complex
responsive processes emerged.
The significance of complexity theory was highlighted by Byrne and Callaghan
(2014) who agreed with the Gulbenkian Commission on the Future of the Social Science that
complexity science is at the core of postdisciplinary programs and that it is on these forms
that the future of useful social science will depend. Castellani and Hafferty (2009) argued
that sociology has for the majority of its history been a complexity-informed science. They
highlighted that the conclusions offered by the Gulbenkian Commission proclaimed that the
distinction between physical sciences and social sciences has dissolved. As evidence, they
proposed that the natural sciences are increasingly distancing their research from the
Newtonian-Cartesian model of science in favor of the study of complexity. These shifts have
seen the natural sciences encroaching upon traditional social scientific fields of study, such as
group behavior and economics. Castellani and Hafferty concluded that the shifting methods
of scientific inquiry are an environmental force that advocates that the sciences unify under
the common theory of complexity.
But what is complexity science? Complexity science can be regarded as “a
worldview that underpins a philosophy of science” (Smith, 2011, p. 3). From such a
perspective, complexity is not so much a theory but is rather the study of complex adaptive
systems and the relationship among the multitude of agents that make up that living and
changing systems (Zimmerman et al., 1998, p. 5). To Allen, McGuire, and McKelvey
(2011), complexity science is the study of organization, in particular its origin and evolution.
However, while these descriptions are informative, exploring the meaning of complexity is a
prudent place to begin before going further in this discussion. As Cilliers (1998) noted, it is
not an easy distinction to make:
Because complexity results from the interaction between components of a system,
complexity is manifested at the level of the system itself. There is neither something
at a level below (a source) nor at a level above (a meta-description), capable of
capturing the essence of complexity. . . . A little aquarium can be quite simple as a
decoration (seen from afar), but as a system it can be quite complex (seen from close
up). This does not imply that complexity is merely a linguistic phenomenon, or
simply a function of our description of a system. (p. 3; emphasis in original)
Rosen, as quoted by Byrne and Callaghan (2014, p. 3), offered the following definition of
complexity by first exploring a simple system:
A simple system is one to which a notion of state can be assigned once and for all, or
more generally, one in which Aristotelian causal categories can be independently
segregated from one another. Any system for which such a description cannot be
provided I will call complex.
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Rosen made a distinction between simple and complex systems. A third type of system is
distinct from complex and simple systems and is known as a complicated system. According
to Glouberman and Zimmerman (2002),
Complicated problems [systems] contain subsets of simple problems [systems] but are
not merely reducible to them. Their complicated nature is often related not only to the
scale of a problem like sending a rocket to the moon, but also to issues of
coordination or specialized expertise. Complicated problems [systems], though
generalizable, are not simply an assembly of simple components. (p. 1)
From this definition and Cillier’s previously presented description, it is possible to see that
the focus of interest within a complex adaptive system is the system itself. However, it
remains unclear at this point how to distinguish a complex system from a simple or even a
complicated one.
In order for a system to be regarded as possessing complexity, a number of conditions
or criteria need to be met. An initial requirement is that the system must comprise a large
number of semi-autonomous agents, or elements that engage in dynamic exchanges of
information, thereby influencing each other (Allen et al., 2011; Cillier, 1998) according to
specific rules (Goldstein, Hazy, & Lichtenstein, 2010). It is understood that the information
is exchanged in relatively short range. Long-range information exchange can take place;
however, in such an event, the information is usually modified in some manner as it passes
from one agent to another (Cilliers, 1998). An important notion related to the information is
that an identifiable point of causation cannot be isolated. In other words, the intricacies of a
complex network of interacting agents defies the clear identification of a simple chain of
cause and effect interactions (Holmdahl, 2005). In spite of this information exchange, a
feature of a complex system is that no individual agent possesses knowledge of the entire
system. In short, this refers to a system's ability to adapt to behavior that is both creative and
self-organizing (Goldstein, 1999). As much as these definitions offer a perspective of a
complex adaptive system, in and of themselves, they do not offer great clarity. It is also
fruitful to explore the dynamic properties of such a system to enhance understanding.
Without doubt, it is necessary to pursue a more comprehensive understanding of complex
responsive processes and the manner in which SFBT can be situated within this paradigm.
Continuing on with an exploration of complex adaptive systems then, an important
concept is nonlinear sensitivity to initial conditions. This is a process in which an initial
condition will deliver an outcome that does not correlate with the input. The significance of
this property of a complex adaptive system is that it implies that it may not be possible to
predict the effect of a change based upon knowledge of the initial input (Zimmerman et al.,
1998, p. 11). A popular anecdote that describes this property relates the story of a butterfly
flapping its wings in China causing a large storm in New England (Bar-Yam, 2011). This
property also has other important ramifications.
Nonlinearity also means that a complex adaptive system is an open system. Though
boundaries do segregate complex adaptive systems from their environment, the boundary is
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permeable. It is more productive to envision the boundary as an interface with the
environment (Cilliers, 2001). This property allows that a complex adaptive system is able to
interact with its environment in addition to experiencing interaction between the agents that
constitute the system. Whether an input is a result of interaction between internal agents
and/or influence from the environment, the complex adaptive system can experience
nonlinear evolution in the form of unexpected structures and events that are abrupt and
different from the initial conditions (Byrne & Callaghan, 2014).
The point of nonlinear evolution at which change takes place is known as a
bifurcation point. When change happens, the resultant change experience is known as
emergence (Goldstein, 1999). Alternatively, this action of self-organization is also known as
a dissipative structure (Fonseca, 2002). A complex adaptive system can be in equilibrium,
near equilibrium, or far from equilibrium. A complex system’s receptivity to information is
influenced by the level of interaction. The significance of the information exchange
determines the system’s state. Implied within the notion of change states inherent in
emergence is the property that complex adaptive systems can and do exist in states that are
far from equilibrium, thus making emergence possible. Dissipative structure refers to a
novelty of pattern emerging out of the disorder (Fonseca, 2002). It can now be extrapolated
that any system that resides near equilibrium is one that remains the same.
So, it may be seen that complex adaptive systems exchange information with their
environment. Humans are highly capable of, and dependent upon, communication as our
preferred method of information exchange. Our ability to adapt to the environment, to
change in other words, is facilitated through that experience (Byrne & Callaghan, 2014).
A third stream of complexity science is associated with postmodernist philosophy.
This stream is challenging to comprehend precisely because there is no single method that
can be definitive in describing the genesis of social phenomena.
These phenomena model how complex adaptive systems evolve and change.
However, humans do also create change in the form of knowledge. How is this accounted for
in this model? In what manner is it possible to account for the nondeterministic qualities of
humans, as individuals and in social groups?
Complex Responsive Processes
The novelty in the complex responsive processes perspective is in taking seriously the
question, “how [do] things get done, anyway?”
—Jukka Luoma (2007)
This is the challenge that confounded Stacey, prompting him to explore the human
quality of deliberate creation (Stacey, 2012). It was precisely the issues of consciousness,
self-consciousness, choice, and the necessity to account for these human abilities that became
a focus of his inquiry (Stanley, 2009). For Stacey (2001), complexity theories are not
sufficient to be used for modeling human interaction. He explained that because a model
requires someone to construct the model, the implication was that, by definition, the modeler
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was external to the model. This positioning is sufficient to require that the modeller cannot
report on the interactions of the agents within the model. As such, these models are by
necessity representations of possibilities in interactions necessitating a perspective that
Tsoukas and Hatch (2001) labeled a second-order complexity perspective. In other words,
there is no direct experience of the interactions of the system. Stacey (2001) concluded that
the resultant abstractions cannot identify human knowing or actions in any direct way.
Stacey can quite confidently be identified as the leading proponent of complex
responsive processes. As such, he had a significant role in the development of the theory,
practice, and research of CRP. Consistent with the PhD program that he leads at
Hertfordshire University, in which students are required to provide evidence of the influence
of personal lived experience upon the person whom they have grown to be, Stacey (2012)
provided an appendix in which he laid out his personal development. An abbreviated version
of his story is included below to set a context for the later discussion of complex responsive
processes.
Genesis. South African by birth, Stacey is, as of 2015, an academic at the University
of Hertfordshire. He came to this position via a circuitous route. He graduated from the
University of Witwatersrand with a bachelor of commerce degree. He then applied and was
admitted to the prestigious London School of Economics to complete a master’s degree in
economics. Soon thereafter he earned his Ph.D. at the same institution. He chose this path in
part due to the reputation of London School of Economics and also as a result of his growing
concern regarding the political situation in the mid-1960s in South Africa. He was plagued
by the apartheid policies and the treatment of indigenous people of the country and feared
that the absence of economic improvement toward those residing in reserves would lead to
wide bloodshed. He made his choice.
Stacey’s area of specialization was economic forecasting. Despite his advanced
standing in this field, he was flummoxed by the fact that the advanced modeling and
projections failed miserably to accomplish the task for which they had been developed: to
forecast. The models and formulae were insufficient to achieve a desired outcome, he
surmised, because the variables were too volatile. Without stability, the linear models were
consistently inaccurate. Stacey was unable to reconcile this paradox early in his career.
However, it would serve as an important impetus for learning, with which he would become
enamored in the near future.
Soon after stints in business enterprises, including British Steel and stockbrokerages
as an economist and strategic investor, Stacey became an academic at Hertfordshire
University, teaching in the area of strategic management. Classroom experiences, during
which he engaged students in nontraditional teaching practices including reflexive
discussions, engaged Stacey in thinking about management and what he perceived as the
folly of the conventional strategic practices that dominated the literature. Although he
described his first book as continuing to be influenced by mathematics and business
literature, it did plant the seeds for the development of complex responsive processes. He
advocated for the reversal of long-term planning and instead proposed that it would be more
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advantageous to emphasize change efforts at the subsystemic level—the place where political
actions take place on a daily basis.
Shortly after the book release that was the culmination of his experience that longterm strategic planning is folly, Stacey encountered two subjects that altered his professional
trajectory: chaos theory and relational psychology. As he became increasingly familiar with
chaos theory and later complexity science, Stacey also immersed himself in group analysis.
He became more involved in the research program at Hertfordshire and met graduate students
Patricia Shaw and Doug Griffin. They both encouraged him to accept the offer to establish a
research center to explore complexity and organizations. The established goal of the Centre
was to undertake projects to develop a useful perspective on complexity within organizational
contexts. The three colleagues labored to introduce complexity principles as analogies for
human interaction and thereby created what has become complex responsive processes.
At a very simplistic level of analysis, complex responsive processes transformed
organization from being understood as a noun to a verb. From this perspective CRP, like
SFBT, is a deceptively simple concept; CRP is a manner of observing and understanding
organizations as conversational constructs. Complex responsive processes offers a key to
making the shift to understanding a temporal and spatial perspective of human interaction
(Stacey & Griffin, 2005b). To accommodate this transition that places significant emphasis
upon communication, Davidson (2010) explained that
A key concept that is essential in understanding organizations as CRPs is the idea that
human communication and the act of relating occurs in the living present (here and
now). The living present provides a starting point for conceptualizing causality in a
new way. Rather than thinking of causality in a traditional rational way (moving
toward a mature state or pre-chosen goal), focusing on the living present allows us to
conceptualize causality in a transformative way. From a transformative point of view,
the future is under perpetual construction, rather than predetermined as in rational
causality. This means that human interaction that takes place in the living present
perpetually modifies and shapes the future. (p. 111)
As Davidson succinctly identified, complex responsive processes regard human interaction to
be moving toward a yet to be known future as a foundation for development and evolution of
the human condition (Stacey, 2001). However, the construct of time is not regarded in a
manner that is consistent with a conventional or popular notion of time. Rather than the
conformist three distinct components of past, present, and future, time is considered to be
socially constructed within “a structurally dependent, dialectical nature, similar to the relation
between the self and society” (Lock & Strong, 2010, p. 132). Stated more colloquially, time
is not segregated by periods. Instead, past, present, and future co-exist through an
interactional flow, with each influencing the others. Let us look at this more closely. It was
Mead (1934) who proposed that the past is irrevocable by virtue of the fact that it did occur.
However, he also stated that paradoxically, time is revocable because what did transpire in
the past is amenable to reinterpretation since elements of the past that were beyond awareness
initially are tied to the present and the future (Lock & Strong, 2010). It would be the rare
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event that would be recalled exactly each time someone recounts an event from an earlier
time. This variation of recall may be due to fresh current experience. It may also, in the
moment, influence future actions that are yet to be taken. This capacity to “time shift” or, as
it has become known within complex responsive processes, this micro-temporal time
structure (Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000) has profound implications for the creation of
meaning and change for a person. Within the interaction of past, present, and future, there is
a striving for continuity of identity and a simultaneous seeking to realize a desired difference.
Here, according to Stacey et al. (2000),
The movement of human action is toward an unknown future, that is, a future which
is under perpetual construction by the movement of human action itself. . . . The
movement of human action is, therefore, fundamentally paradoxical in that it both
sustains identity (the known, sameness, continuity) and, at the same time, it creates
the novel, that is, variations that have never been seen before (the unknown,
difference, discontinuity). The process of human action is that of perpetual
reproduction of identity, with the potential for transformation. There is no optimal,
mature or final state, only the perpetual construction of the known and the unknown at
the same time. (pp. 162-163)
So rather than using technical knowledge to achieve a defined end, Critchley and
Stuelten (2009) noted, the challenge becomes assisting organizational personnel to explore
opportunities to exploit the differences that arise through conversations in pursuit of change.
In brief, interaction is the basis of the formation of meaning, or knowledge. Fonseca (2002)
expanded upon this view by proposing that meaning is the dissipative structure that is
sustained through conversation. He elaborated upon this idea by noting that it is the process
of the dissipation of misunderstanding that keeps the conversational process of emergent
novelty happening. Counterintuitively perhaps, misunderstanding is understood to be a
necessary element of change. This condition, alternatively known as difference, is required
in large quantities if a resilient, complex system is to be realized (Cilliers, 2010). In other
words, misunderstanding serves as the driver for eventual meaning. However, should the
tension of the misunderstanding exceed a level of comfort without the benefit of a trusting
relationship, the conversation will break down and return to a previous sameness without the
benefit of any further difference.
Emergence of self and society via interaction. Continuing our exploration of CRP,
we note that CRP regards organizations as processes that both maintain their integrity and
have capacity to transform as people navigate the uncertainty of organizational life through
ordinary, daily engagements (Stacey & Griffin, 2005b). More precisely, “Complex
responsive processes of relating may be understood as acts of communication, relations of
power, and the interplay between people's choices arising in acts of evaluation” (p. 3).
As will shortly become apparent, CRP is rooted in several noted traditions. One of
these, as can be imagined from an earlier discussion, is complexity science. It is important to
make the link between complexity science and complex responsive processes explicit.
Stacey (2000) kept CRP grounded within complexity science when he noted that complex
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systems have capability to have large numbers of agents interact and based upon their local
conditions have the potential to produce new patterns of interaction while maintaining the
integrity of the system. This corresponds to the ability of humans to interact and create
change while simultaneously maintaining the integrity of self. As Stacey (2001, p. 93)
explained,
This is what I mean by complex responsive processes of relating and it amounts to a
particular causal framework, namely, that of transformative teleology, where the
process is one of perpetual construction of the future as both continuity and potential
transformation at the same time.
From a systems view, the constructs of organizations and society both presuppose
either being in or being out (Stanley, 2009). Byrne and Callaghan (2014) suggested that the
social can be accounted for through the metaphor of assemblages that are subsets of organic
wholes. They asserted, “When we get beyond the integrity of our bodies into any social form
which requires social relationships then we are certainly dealing with assemblages rather than
organic wholes” (p. 31). It then becomes possible for subsets to engage in different systems
such as family member, student at school, and employee at workplace among others. Still,
this scenario does not offer explanation of mind and other nonspatial constructs.
For Stacey (2001), however, there is inherent risk in this perspective on systems and
subsystems, because the focus of observation is upon the system instead of the interaction
between people. This condition is an example of the challenges inherent in the necessity of a
relationship of modeller to the model and the subsequent ramifications pertaining to an
understanding of complex adaptive systems. By necessity, such a perspective requires that
someone be external to the model (Stacey, 2001). The conclusion that Stacey drew was that
it would then be impossible to have direct access about the human interaction and knowing
that emerged from such interactions. Stacey poignantly stated that what was lost in this
perspective was awareness that the changes that were created took place through system
elements interaction. The emphasis in complex responsive processes, according to Simpson
(2012), is on the conversation, the local culture, and ideology rather than on the individual.
Stacey et al. proposed that because of the human ability to make choices based upon
consciousness, self-consciousness, and reflexive thinking, further adaptation was needed. For
these reasons, they drew upon the earlier works of theory of mind, self, and society by Mead;
values theory proposed by Dewey; and Elias’s theories of power, identity, and ideology
(Stacey & Griffin, 2005a).
There are several foundational tenets that organize complex responsive processes.
Critchley and Stuelten (2009) identified the following descriptors of these tenets.
 "Patterns emerge without a master plan"
 "Being in charge but not in control"
 "Stability and instability at the same time"
 "Talking is powerful action", and
 "Deviance creates movement" (pp. 3-4, Emphasis in the origin,)
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This foundation has implications for the development of complex responsive processes.
Fundamentally and in contrast to the perspective Byrne and Callaghan proposed, the
individual, the group, and society are all ontologically representative of the same
phenomenon (Stacey, 2001). In essence, organization as system dissolves. In a profound
transformation, self, group, and society are regarded as acts of communication. This position
can be traced back to Hegelian philosophy that argued that identity and relationship emerge
through interaction:
Hegel grasped quite clearly that teleology is the operation and immanence of the
whole in the part, of the outcome of process in every developing phase. It is the
immanence of the whole that constitutes the potentiality of the phase. It is the
immanency of the whole that constitutes the potentiality of the part (or of the lower
stage in the development) and that accounts for what is preserved in Aufhebung, as
well as for what is annulled. As Hegel declares and Lukacs approves, the truth is the
whole; but not as an abstract formula, not yet merely as a finished and separate result.
It is the whole inclusive of sublating all its moments, all its parts, all its prior
immature forms and phases. It is at once end and processes. (Harris, 1993, p. 52,
emphasis in original)
Stacey’s (2001) adoption of this transformational teleology is foundational to the capacity for
the ability of interaction to change or sustain knowledge and identity.
Together, Stacey and Griffin (2005) expanded upon this explanation. Acts of
communication were anchored by the work of social psychologist Mead (1934). Stacey and
Griffin rejected neo-Darwinian evolutionary psychology that theorized that human brains
mutated to produce ever-increasingly complex and sophisticated levels of capability in
cognition, language, and physical acuity (Stacey, 2001). Instead, Stacey and Griffin found
credibility in Mead’s criticism of such theorizing that proposed the equivalent of a cranial
“Big Bang” theory, at which point the brain appeared. As an alternative, Stacey (2012)
embraced Mead's proposal that there is a consciousness that emerges through social processes
that are completed through the action of complex verbal and nonverbal communication. For
Mead, the self-consciousness is attained through social processes in which individuals are
capable of self-reflection. Mead elaborated that the ability of an individual to be selfreflective provided a perspective that allowed that individual to comprehend the stance of the
other person toward himself or herself and thereby make adjustments to achieve his or her
desired end to that social interaction. As Mead summarized, reflexivity is the necessary
requirement of the social process to develop mind because
It is by means of reflexiveness—the turning back of the experience of the individual
upon himself—that the whole social process is then brought into the experience of the
individuals involved in it; it is by such means, which enable the individual to take the
attitude of the other toward himself, that the individual is able consciously to adjust
himself to that process, and to modify the resultant of that process in any given social
act in terms of his adjustment to it. Reflexiveness, then, is the essential condition,
within the social process, for the development of mind. (p. 134)
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Mead’s bias toward an action-base frame for the emergence of mind (Stacey, 2001) becomes
evident. Stacey more tersely proclaimed that the mind is not an entity that is stored within
the head of a person. Rather, mind emerges through relational interaction between people
(Stacey, 2001). Gergen (2009a) offered additional contemporaneous support suggesting that
it is relational practices through which mind is constructed. Still, people do engage in a
continuous process of communication with themselves. Blumer (2004) noted that “as a
process, the self refers to the process of self-interaction in which one is designating objects to
one’s self and responding to one's designation” (p. 65). Mead (1934) conceptualized this sort
of self-based interaction as being interaction between the “I” and the “Me.” Although it is
acknowledged that there is a lack of clarity in the use of these terms (Blumer, 2004; Cook,
n.d.), the “I” is understood to be the person as it takes action. It can only be reflected upon by
the objectified “Me” that is representative of personal perception of society’s attitude toward
oneself (Mead, 1934). The significance of the “I” and the “Me” lies in the relationship
between them such that the “Me” serves as the guide and controller of personal conduct
(Blumer, 2004). The “I” is however unpredictable and may or may not respond to the
structure that is being imposed by the “Me.” Thus, there is a dialogical that emerges between
“I” and “Me” that leads to the emergence of self that is interacting with other emergent
selves.
Stacey (2001) clearly pointed out that the human ability to experience the perspective
of others is not restrained to only one-on-one engagements. This ability is expandable to
larger groups through a process of the generalized other—that is, the process of adoption of
group attitudes. This third element of self allows a person to reflexively identify with her or
his own position from the perspective of the generalized other, generating a selfconsciousness, or, in other words, having the ability to be an object within her or his personal
perception (Lock & Strong, 2010). The cycle between the social Me–I in the formation of
mind is completed in this manner.
Development of ideology. Finally, choices that people make in the course of their
lives are determined through the presence of their ideology, which is organized through the
presence of values and norms. The dynamic of ideology is contested between “the obligatory
restrictions of norms, as social forms of control, and the voluntary compulsions of values, as
social motivators” (Stacey, 2012, p. 33). Ideology is not a static concept throughout life.
Elias (1970) proposed that ideologies are mutually exclusive, whereupon the formation and
acceptance of an ideology by necessity requires the rejection of a different one.
Norms represent those restrictions that have emerged from generalizations that inform
each of us how to conduct ourselves in specific circumstances. They represent the “should
do” and “ought to” aspects of life that arise from morals (Stacey, 2012). Functionally, norms
serve as constraints that emerge through social interaction that distinguish right from wrong.
Values, on the other hand, are those desires, actions, or norms that are chosen over others.
They are representations of the self that can be regarded as those choices that give meaning to
one's life. Stacey (2012) identified that it is through our continuous interpersonal
communication that values arise as each of us navigates his/her own self-formation. Acting
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as attractors, values feed our imaginations with images of preferred futures that we
experience with such intense passion that our relationship with that future appears as real
(Stacey, 2012). Dewey is particularly important in this regard. Poulakka (2014) argued that
Dewey's theory of imagination in part pertains to possibilities that are yet to be realized.
Dewy was emphatic in his position that this capacity represented the height of imagination
(Dewey, 2005). Stacey added the pragmatist perspective when he observed that these
compelling imagined futures serve as motivation for the relevant person to take deliberate
action to attain them (Stacey, 2012).
Collaborative meaning-making. It is prudent at this point to pursue a further
expansion of the significance of the generation of meaning, personal agency, and change as
relational constructs that are pertinent to an understanding of complex responsive processes.
Foundational to this purpose is a proposition that emerges from Mead's 1934 writings:
“gesture and response” leading to the creation of symbols. This interaction is understood as a
social act between participating organisms in which a gesture by one is responded to by the
second. From Meads pragmatic view, according to Lock and Strong (2010), the meaning of
the interaction is understood only through the combination of both the gesture and the
response. Mead argued:
Meaning is thus a development of something objectively there as a relation between
certain phases of the social act; it is not a psychical addition to that act and it is not an
“idea” as traditionally conceived. A gesture by one organism, the resultant of the
social act in which the gesture is an early phase, and the response of another organism
to the gesture, are the relata in a triple or threefold relationship of gesture to first
organism, of gesture to the second organism and gesture to subsequent phases of the
given social act; and this threefold relationship constitutes the matrix within which
meaning arises, or which develops into the field of meaning. (1934, p. 76)
As an exemplar of this process, Blumer (2004) asked that the reader consider a
prizefighter seeing a punch being launched by his ring opponent (a gesture). The fighter
raises his arm and deflects the blow (a response). The fighter does not consider any meaning
of the blow. Until the sequence is complete, any meaning of either gesture or response
cannot be known. Blumer noted that there is no reflection prior to the response to the gesture
in this kind of exchange. Interpretation is not undertaken. An effective response takes place
without contemplation of any meaning.
There are situations, however, that entail greater levels of sophisticated interaction
during which interpretation takes place. Together, in these situations, the gesture–response is
identified by Mead (1934) as a significant symbol. In these circumstances, the ability exists
to interpret a gesture, or in others words, to attribute meaning to a gesture (Mead, 1934, p.76).
This possibility exists because the person who initiates the gesture has the capacity to be
aware, or alternatively, to reflect upon the meaning of his/her gesture. In turn, the
responder’s ability to interpret meaning and to choose a response differentiates a significant
symbol from a gesture. The responder is, in such situations, free to provide a large number of
responses based upon the interpreted meaning of the gesture (Blumer, 2004). Shotter and
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Tsoukas (2011) concurred, noting that until a person responds to an utterance, the person who
initiated the exchange cannot know the meaning of his or her first commentary. In other
words, a gesture has within in itself potential for meaning, but that meaning remains
unknown until such time as there is a response.
Symbols are an important feature of complex responsive processes, according to
Stacey (2001), who identified two additional symbols: protosymbols and reified symbols.
The first of these, protosymbols, is understood to be the ability to experience intuitive
engagement between a gesture and response (Stacey, 2003). This is essentially a nonverbal
communication. Stacey (2001) observed:
Protosymbols are directly experienced in the body as changes in rhythm and,
therefore, meaning in the form of feeling rhythms or emotions. This is a selforganizing process in which patterns of meaning emerge. (106)
From these protosymbols emerge protoconversations that consider not only psychological but
emotional needs as well (Stacey, 2012). This form of symbols provides humans who are in
relationship to anticipate what will occur in the future through an internalized bodily
response, or at the very least enables them to anticipate the style of what is to come (Shotter
& Tsoukas, 2011).
Reified symbols arise when people hold conversation in which words represent
abstract frameworks. Gestures and responses are necessary, according to Stacey (2001), for
meaning to emerge. However, there is a meta-framework that provides a context for those
meanings. For instance, complex responsive processes is an example of a reified symbol.
The reified symbol is closely aligned with Mead's discussion of the reflective
perspective. In order to appreciate this perspective, it is necessary to introduce another
perspective known simply as a perceptual perspective. Lock and Strong (2010) described a
perceptual perspective as a real world perspective that arises from interaction with the world.
As Lock and Strong (2010) demonstrated, reality is the result of dialectic between, for
example, a species and the nature and potentials of perspective on the world. In their
description through example, Lock and Strong (2012) suggested that a human perspective on
a table might be of a place to put one’s dinner in order to eat, whereas that same table may be
a place for a cat to sit or, from the perspective of a termite, is in fact, dinner. A reflective
perspective, on the other hand,
is one that effectively stands back from the perceptual perspective and, well, reflects
on it and the relations between separable perceptual perspectives. We consider and
coordinate different perceptual experiences within reflective acts. We can do this
because of and through the medium of significant symbols. (p. 135)
Reified symbols and reflective perspectives share a remarkable similarity in that they both
offer a reflection of the real world that has potential to be regarded as “being real,” or more
real than the real world. There is a caveat when descriptions become more real than reality.
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In the course of a typical day, however, you and I will become engaged in numerous
communicative acts that will comprise all three symbols (Stacey, 2001). The responses
would undoubtedly comprise multiple variations of symbols. Stacey (2001) highlighted that
it is this complexity associated with symbols that accounts for the potential for novelty and
the emergence of knowledge.
Regardless of any dispute between Mead and Stacey pertaining to the number of
symbols, it is communication through symbols and the patterns that emerge within these
communications that forms the basis of stability and change. Stacey (2001) insisted that it is
through these complex interactional processes that knowledge emerges. The true significance
of symbols lies in the patterning that takes place through the interactions. When sufficient
difference is present between those interacting, Stacey highlights that here is potential for
novelty, or more colloquially, change while sustaining continuity. Said differently, there is in
human interaction the paradoxical capacity for both identity and difference. It follows, then,
that rather than being an intrinsic human quality, agency is similarly a relational process that
is formed by and forms the patterns that emerge through interaction.
Power. So, one may be wondering somewhat curiously how power is addressed
within complex responsive processes. To begin a response, there could be little if any doubt
that complex responsive processes are based in interactions between people and the resultant
relationships that form. As might be expected, as in so many other constructs, power in
complex responsive processes is understood from that interpersonal perspective. Through
our relational interactions, a gesture is ascribed meaning only through the response of the
other. It is therefore through these interactions of turn taking that we both enable and
constrain one another as we collaboratively strive to create sense of the dialogue (Stacey,
2001). This phenomenon is grounded in Elias’s view that people are dependent upon one
another (Stacey, 2012). These dependencies are generally understood to be asymmetrical. In
some situations, one person presents with greater needs than another. In such a situation,
power resides with the person who is least in need. This differential is a dynamic one such
that the power differential can reverse (Stacey, 2012). Dunning and Hughs (2013)
characterized Elias’s theory of power in the following way: “What Elias was suggesting is
twofold: (i) that power is ‘polymorphous’, that is, many-sided and inherent in all human
relationships; and (ii) that the key to understanding power lies in the interdependency of
people” (p. 67, emphasis in original). Fonseca added that power is a dynamic act of
communication that simultaneously enables and constrains change Fonseca, (2002). When
taken in its totality, this dynamic quality implies that there is a diversity of power present in
human relationships that promotes the emergence of novelty as power differentials ebb and
flow (Stacey, 2001).
Diversity of applications of complex responsive processes. All in all, the focus of
complex responsive processes to this point in this review has been upon generic
organizational contexts. Recently, CRP has been growing in acceptance as evidenced by the
numbers of reports of its application in diverse fields. It is being used as a catalyst for change
in an equally impressive scope of practices within those fields.
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Healthcare is a highly complex field of endeavor that is noted to be an early adopter
of practice innovation using complex responsive processes. Nursing science, in particular,
has been at the vanguard of this development. Smith (2011) asserted that use of complex
responsive processes in large part the result of the paradigm that envisions the person and
environment as an “irreducible whole” (p. 5) in which health is regarded as one pattern of
interaction.
Booth, Zwar, and Harris (2013) studied the implementation of evidence-based
practice in chronic illness care methods using complex responsive processes over a decadelong project that sought to implement high-quality service with patients. Their study reported
upon the successful implementation of practices using complex responsive processes rather
than a traditional implementation science plan. Without the benefit of a clearly articulated
plan, practitioners were able to effect a high level of care through the negotiation of local
conditions to achieve the desired ends. In their conclusion, they advocated that change
efforts should give precedence to the day-to-day interactions between staff members as they
pursue goals rather than following the traditional change management practice that demands
the pursuit of an uncontrollable future objective.
Continuing with another example, Suchman et al. (2004) explored complex
responsive processes within healthcare settings. Specifically, he and his team focused
attention upon the development of a particular patient care practice that has become known as
“client-centered care.” Suchman was drawn to CRP as means to better apprehend the process
of relationship developmental in healthcare practice. As might be anticipated, Suchman
(2006) emphasized that approaching patient care from the complex responsive process
perspective focuses attention upon creating relationship between medical, allied health
professionals with patients to better serve them instead of organizing to achieve a specific
outcome and disregarding the humanness of the field.
A third study that addressed the education of healthcare leaders was conducted by
Ekmekci (2009). Using complex responsive process practices, students in the certificate and
degree programs at the School of Medicine at George Washington University were
encouraged to undertake healthcare leadership and research change-focused projects from a
first-person perspective. The object was for students to develop a leadership identity.
Narrative verbatim accounts of student experiences punctuated the importance of the
relational practices needed to effect the changes that they were pursuing in their individual
projects. A major implication that Ekmekci (2009) drew was the importance of a leader’s
identification of actions to be taken in the first person rather than describing what needs to be
done.
Still exploring the diverse base to which complex responsive process has been
adapted, Simpson (2012) reported on a change management study completed with the Church
of England that considered the shifts that were taking place in the role of the Ministry. He
identified that conversational processes pursued by clergy in this study created shifts in
meaning that resolved the multitude of issues that were presented. The process was not
problem solving but rather the emergence of difference through discussion. Simpson
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concluded that rather than presenting themselves within the leader-hero role, these clergy
who did not know the answers found that conversation assisted them to find solutions in a
collaborative conversational process.
A reader could justifiably offer a criticism that the aforementioned examples are
representative of professional fields that are bounded by a tradition of human service. Such
an argument can be foiled by exploring applications in technology-based industries.
Christiansen, Kjaergaard, and Hartman (n.d.) explored the impact that complex responsive
processes may have upon the decoupling of strategic elements from elements at the frontline
of the organization following installation of an Enterprise Planning Resource (ERP) system
for the Danish Defense Department. These complex systems for enterprise-wide information
management are known to be challenging to implement and even when implemented to
require considerable adaptation to realize their potential for data-based decision-making. The
conclusion from Christiansen et al.’s study identified that
the application of a micro perspective on the use of ERP that shows how the meaning
of a systems tool does not lie in the tool itself but in how people use it as well as how
the conversations around its use has implications for how it is actually used. ( p. 16)
A final example of the multiplicity of relevance of complex responsive processes is
present in the work of Aasen and Johannessen (2009), who investigated the field of
innovation management in the oil and gas industry. The project required the creation of new
technologies for deep sea oil extraction. The host company requirement was the
collaboration of operations workers with company researchers. Their study highlighted the
important role that conversation plays in the innovation process. If the project was to
succeed, care had to be taken in such situations of diverse group engagements to avoid the
creation of we/them dichotomies that defined inclusion and exclusion. Creating conditions
for new identities that diverged from identification with one or the other group was important
in creating new power dynamics and in forming fresh identities that led to different
conversations. Aasen and Jahannessen also found that paradoxically, the plurality of
different departmental voices was important to drive innovation through the collaboration of
different views.
The projects noted above represent a sampling of the broad-ranging industries in
which complex responsive processes is regarded as an innovative process for change
management. The common factors in all of these and others, including information science
Reinwald (n.d.), manufacturing Fonseca (2002), and transportation (Groot & Homan, 2012),
is the acknowledgement of the power of the voices at local levels in the fulfillment of change
initiatives.
Complex responsive processes summary. This has been an intensively technical but
not exhaustive review of complex responsive processes. However, when it is distilled to its
essence, complex responsive processes comprises four intersecting components. These are;
(a) communication, (b) values and norms that constitute ideology, (c) power, and (d) social
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context inferring the interaction of the social upon the individual the concomitant influence of
the individual upon the social.
This all means exactly what was stated at the beginning of this section; a view toward
interactional processes that evoke and provoke responses that both foster stability and create
change. When an organization is understood from a relational and communicative
perspective the creation of meaning, and knowledge is a continually emerging process.
Novelty emerges when there is sufficient diversity to escape the gravitational pull of stability.
Delving into the relational practices of an organization using complex responsive
processes is an important undertaking because it stands in opposition to the usual focus upon
technique and tools associated with change. Instead this complexity science based practice
attends to what is actually happening in the process of engagement (Stacey, 2012). It serves
the purpose of being a method of reflexivity through which members of a social grouping are
able to reflect upon what they have created and to use the practical judgements that emerge
from this process to create a desirable change.
So What Would Be the Point?
Solution-focused Brief therapy is a change process that has found acceptance in both
the therapeutic world and in business enterprises. There are variants of the model in both
spheres of endeavor that have been developed, executed, taught and further developed. Over
its' thirty year history, it has established a strong foundation as a generally accepted practice.
Then what would be the advantage or even the purpose of this exploration of solutionfocused brief therapy from a complex responsive processes lens?
Both solution-focused brief therapy and complex responsive process are dialogical
change engendering processes. They also both share a foundation based in pragmatism that
emphasizes the usefulness of the creation of meaning that is localized and purposeful. The
consultant using complex responsive processes in an organization and a psychotherapist
being solution-focused would both regard meaning emerging from conversational practices.
The purpose of engaging in a solution-focused brief therapeutic conversation is to
achieve change toward a preferred future. De Shazer (1991) proposed that rather than there
being understanding in conversations, there is a higher likelihood of there being
misunderstanding that the therapist must explore through conversation to create more helpful
understanding. Fonseca (2002) depicted human communication as being fraught with
misunderstanding that is dissipated through dialogue that occurs at points of bifurcation and
that, "redundant diversity experienced as misunderstanding arises as ‘fluctuations’ in
meanings that are amplified as the symmetry of accepted meaning is broken up” (p. 86).
Jordan et al. (2009) agreed that sense making and learning is dependent upon diversity in
conversations that suspend assumptions while anticipating misunderstanding and exploring
potential for the development of creative alternatives. From Fonseca's perspective,
innovation was what transpired after visionary conversations. Shotter and Tsoukas (2011)
agreed with Fonseca when they stated, “New thinking emerges from certain events that
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unsettle old ways of thinking and move individuals to start noticing new possibilities" (2011,
p. 345).
Innovation in process has certainly been a hallmark of SFBT. As noted above, in
1991, de Shazer proposed an amalgam known as the therapeutic system from the family and
therapist sub-systems that created opportunity for the therapist to collaborate with the family
positioning in therapeutic process. Miller and McKergow (2012) extended that perspective
beyond the therapy room when they noted that complexity views add further flexibility to
SFBT by virtue of the permeability of boundaries between the client in therapeutic
conversation and their experience in the world. However, it is important to recall that Gergen
and Gergen (2012) identified that the manner by which changes in meaning occur within the
therapeutic conversation are then transported to the world are not clearly understood.
Looking specifically at the therapeutic conversation, Bidwell (2007) suggested that
knowledge creation in SFBT is co-created and yet, is thin. Miller and McKergow (2012) also
borrowed from Cilliers (2005) a complexity science term known as modest proposals, which
are acknowledgements of our inability to grasp in totality the complexity inherent in complex
processes while simultaneously celebrating the transformational potential of an interaction.
This concept of modest proposals is another admission of the uncertainty of the process by
which change migrates from the therapeutic conversation into the client’s lived experience.
Complex responsive processes attention to local meaning may provide an avenue to better
appreciate the migration of meaning and concomitant change in the client’s lived experience.
There are inherent differences, however. One point of diversity pertains to the
temporal element. SFBT agrees with McNamee (2004), who indicated that the present is
informed by the past and serves as a platform for the invention of the future. Stacey (2001),
on the other hand, proposed alternatively that the past, present and future all influence each
other in the present. Shotter and Tsoukas (2011) aligned with Stacey’s proposition that a
focus upon dialogue in the living present casts off the causal influence of past experience. In
its place is a conversation that is swayed by the yet to be determined future that in turn
influences the present. With such a focus, the center of attention is on the pursuit of local
meaning that becomes the fertile ground of change. Chenail, DeVincentis, Kiviat, and
Somers’s (2012) discursive therapy research review concluded that studies of SFBT,
narrative, and collaborative therapies provide findings that held a sense of local meaning
based upon the local experience. If SFBT were to adopt a position that aligned with the CRP
perspective on the living present, might it not open space for a different conversation between
the change agent and the client?
Gergen (2009) offered that successful therapy included the elements of affirmation,
change of the current context associated with the problem, and an alternative potential
narrative that is without the problem. Fonseca (2002) stated it differently when he noted that
prior to the actualization of a change process, there is a necessary requirement for
communication to occur that is punctuated by the presence of “speculation, imagination and
fantasy” (p. 91). Fonseca (2002) and Stacey and Griffin (2005a) proposed that the
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component necessary to hold the tension associated with simultaneous change and stability is
the creation of relationship and curiosity.
Before concluding, it is worthy to return to the notion of multiplicity. Support for
such a perspective is provided by Klein (2004), who noted that knowledge is being described
through metaphors of “plural relationality” in an increasingly complex world (p. 3). She
stated further that new complexity-based problem-solving methods are required and will
emerge from dialogue that situates research in both problem-solving and solution-oriented
participatory designed methods. Her position is that old metaphors of knowledge obstruct
acknowledgement of complexity and that adhering to old jurisdictional boundaries
undermines possibilities for the development of solutions.
In summary, this is a study that honors multiplicity. The purpose of this research is to
add to a body of knowledge that is focused upon further clarification of what transpires in the
process of change. The hope is that complex responsive processes can add thickness to the
description of SFBT change. Specifically, the intention is to advance learning and
knowledge about what happens between the conversation that describes the desired change
and the realization of the change in the world that is inhabited by the client.
In order to close the circle that began with a quote by Gergen, as Law (2004) stated,
research methods, in addition to discovering and depicting realities, also “participate in the
enactment of those realities” (p. 45; emphasis in the original).
Conclusion
“By an antirepresentationalist account I mean one that does not view knowledge as a
matter of getting reality right, but as a matter of acquiring habits of action for coping with
reality,” wrote Rorty (1991, p. 1). This exploration of solution-focused brief therapy through
a lens of complex responsive processes will merely offer new habits from which the process
can be further developed.
With the evolution of SFBT from eco-system to social constructionist and discursive
change practices, numerous iterations of the practice currently exist. As SFBT has migrated
to business applications, still others have emerged. This abundance of variations is indicative
of a vibrant community of practitioners who collectively are invested in the continued
relevance of the practice. However, one could just as easily regard the creation of numerous
iterations as the fragmentation of a practice that would benefit from the clarification of what
it means to practice SFBT—in other words, a large number of people who are undertaking
actions that strive to maintain both an identity known as SFBT and the continual pursuit of an
unknown future of solution-building practices with clients, either therapeutic or
organizational. Whether SFBT sustains itself or transforms through small steps into
something different is yet to be known.
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CHAPTER 3: Research Method
In the sea of qualitative research methodologies, Agostinho (2005) identified that this
research inquiry field is both complex and confusing to the point that guidance is desirable
for the neophyte researcher. Krefting (1991), in an earlier paper, foreshadowed Agostinho
while noting also that qualitative research is unlikely to be amenable to evaluation in a
manner that pertains to quantitative evaluation, and that there will be a variety of evaluative
practices that are relevant to the specified qualitative methods.
With this challenge in mind, the quest for rigor is aided through clarification of three
questions (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). The first question that the methodology seeks to answer
pertains to the beliefs that organize activity, or ideology. Chenail et al. (2012) noted that
methodologically, evidence is the information upon which the effectiveness of intervention
can be based. This information can be derived from sources ranging from “reflections of
therapists on their clinical cases to highly controlled experiments wherein researchers
conduct statistical analyses of effect size differences between the measured outcomes of
participants who are randomly assigned to different treatments” (p. 224). In the case of
complex responsive processes, Stacey and Griffin (2005a) turned to Elias (1970, 2000), who
grounded ideology within norms and values. Joas (2000) understood that values arise from
social interaction and represent that which offers meaning in life. As such, values offer
individuals choice for actions. Values are, however, diametrically opposed through the
presence of norms that restrict our choices via social interaction that inhibits our choices by
virtue of our being a member of the social group. Together, values and norm constitute an
ideology of a dynamic interaction that both constrains and enables choices and actions. For
the complex responsive processes researcher, there is the need to recall that CRP ideology
values exploration and explanation of sense making as it applies to experience (Stacey,
2010).
A second question that must be considered is that of ethics. As opposed to a set of
external prescriptions that define ethical practice, within a complex responsive processes
frame, ethics emerge from the interaction of norms and values that constitute and serve to
organize ethical behaviour (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). As such, ethics is considered to be
situation specific. Stacey and Griffin (2005a) did, however, acknowledge the potential for
risk to the researcher in the form of hostile backlash from participants of any research should
the reflections be regarded as uncomplimentary. However, through the negotiation of norms
and values pertinent to the practice, the hope is that such an experience would be
circumvented. It can therefore be seen that ethics in this context is a relational construct. As
such, ethics in this context is not defined by external rules that define how one should behave.
In its place is the postmodern ethic that is a negotiated structure guiding people to act
ethically (Cillier, 1998).
The third and final question that must be addressed pertains to the question of validity
(Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). Reason and Rowan (1981) stated that the issue of validity is a
point of criticality regardless of paradigm. They offered a heuristic guide to support their
argument that validity in qualitative research is best served by the researchers’ personal
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knowledge of their skills and sensitivities as the research instrument. These, Reason and
Rowan articulated, are the ability to:









engage in a heightened state of consciousness;
form a self consciousness of personal process throughout the research;
engage with people who will both support and challenge to undermine a tendency
of collusion;
engage in multiple cycles of data collection and thus avoid becoming journalistic;
engage in “thick” knowledge creation that integrates experiential, practical,
presentational and propositional knowledge (Heron, 1981);
be purposeful in utilization of contraction that will avoid false conclusions;
be purposeful in utilization of multiple viewpoints to compare findings; and
replicate previous research to add depth and perception to that which has been
completed previously.

Although Reason and Rowan proposed some actions that will enhance the probability of
research findings that are valid, they did not answer the question of how findings are
understood to be valid. It is relevant to consider the political view of evidence such that
differing perspectives can be regarded as ones that give precedence to one methodology
while denigrating another (Chenail et al., 2012). Williams (2005), drawing largely upon the
writings of Rorty (1991) and Davidson (2001), offered a rationale for how validity is
achieved in a qualitative research. Williams derived comfort in the Rortarian proposition that
seeking positivist truth is a futile exercise because truth is achieved as a result of
interpretation and justification. In brief, if it can be justified then it is true. This philosophy
can be exemplified by Nigerian novelist Achebe, who is quoted by Quinn (2013) as saying,
“Until the lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the
hunter” (para.1). For Rorty, truth emerges through social discourse. It is not the aim of
science, he suggested, to get it right, but rather to get it new. Williams referred to Davidson
(2001), who proposed that validity is best determined through the triangulation of one’s
personal experience, awareness of the other’s position, and knowledge of the world in which
we live. These three forms of knowledge constitute beliefs rather than truth. Sensory
perceptions collaborate to constitute what is understood to be real or, more precisely, to
create meaning. The validity of scientific enquiry is secured through a process of social
discourse during which critical support is extended or not.
However, a researcher can invest in safeguards to heighten the probability that critical
support will be extended to his/her work. Kefting (1991) offered strategies that can be
implemented to enhance the trustworthiness of qualitative research. She based her
recommended practices upon the 1981 work of Guba, who proposed that trustworthiness is a
significant factor for qualitative research. Guba’s model proposed that four factors are key to
achieve trustworthiness; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.
Additional clarification of these factors is warranted. It is also worthy to explore these in
connection with the research method used for this study.
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Credibility refers to the plurality of voices or stories that the researcher’s analysis
must account for. This issue can be addressed by spending sufficient time in the research
arena to permit the voices to be heard and themes to emerge (Kefting, 1991). Reflexivity
actions are a second strategy, and a third is to maintain diaries of data collection/generation
that will secure credibility (Kefting, 1991). Additional activities that Kefting (1991)
identified include peer reflexive activity and various triangulation methods.
Beyond these questions, there are other salient points for consideration when
contemplating a methodology to explore a practice. One that is particularly relevant to this
research is, “How then is enquiry through complex responsive processes validated?”
In searching for an answer, it is important to identify that the researcher is, in fact, the
instrument of data collection in a complex responsive processes research study (Stacey &
Griffin, 2005a). This notion is in concert with the perspective that Law (2004) put forth: that
reality cannot be separated from the instrument that creates the reality. Indeed, Law went
further, stating that the instruments and statements that report on the reality are merely
reflections of the discipline and of the instrument through which reality emerges. Law, then,
advocated a specific position pertinent to how complex responsive processes research is to be
undertaken.
Stacey and Griffin (2005a) noted that complex responsive processes research shares
some similarities with the interests of action research. These similarities include the rejection
of positivist methods for exploring social phenomena, avoidance of a split between theory
and practice, concern with emergence of social phenomena, attention to relationship and
participation, highlighting of everyday experiences, change with postmodernism, and concern
with social action (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p.27).
In spite of these similarities, Stacey (2012) regarded complex responsive processes
research methodology as a form of narrative inquiry. This is a methodology that is grounded
in phenomenology and interpretive hermeneutics (Traher, 2009). As with many words and
terms that migrate from the local context to the broader context, the meaning of narrative
inquiry has been diffused to the point that its meaning is unclear (Riessman & Speedy, 2007).
Traher also noted that narrative inquiry is not to be equated with the gathering of stories
without a critical frame of reference. Narrative inquiry is concerned with the relational
interaction between human beings (Riessman & Speedy, 2007). This is synergistic with
qualitative psychotherapeutic process research, which is overwhelmingly conducted within
narrative inquiry methodology (Sparks & Smith 2008). Stacey (2012) picked up this line of
definition of narrative inquiry when he added that the paramount purpose of such inquiry is
“to develop a greater understanding of what we are doing together and why we are doing it in
a particular way” (p. 133). He also noted that the appropriate method for understanding
complex responsive processes is to undertake a complex responsive processes process
(Stacey, 2010). From Stacey’s (2010) perspective, complex responsive processes practice
and research are inseparable from one another. In other words, the best method for
researching complex responsive processes practice is to engage in complex responsive
processes research methodology.
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This method demands a particular self-discipline on the part of the researcher to
engage in reflection and introspection. There is no hypothesis that is then explored. Instead,
the process requires the researcher to explore the themes that emerge (Stacey, 2010). In other
words, the researcher is required to be reflexive upon the interactions into which the
researcher engages to make sense of those experiences (Stacey, 2010).
Reflexivity
Reflexivity is a methodological principle that permits researchers to create knowledge
in spite of the proximity of the researcher to the subject of his or her study (Collyer, 2011).
Soros (1994) expressed the perspective that the act of observing imparts a bias that influences
the subsequent description of the act that was observed. For him, reality is dependent upon
the observer’s perception. Soros went on to propose that as the observer thinks about the act
that has been observed, that action influences what was observed, which in turn influences
the thinking of that which was observed. The result, Soros determined, is an infinite change
cycle through the reflexive process. Stacey (2012) elaborated upon the reflexive process
when he described it as one in which the researcher notices and thinks about the nature of his
or her participation with another person or group when engaged in an activity. Shaw (2010)
referred to the continuum that has been proposed by Woolgar. This ranges from reflection
that maintains the positivist division between subject and object of observation to radical
constitutive reflexivity that reflects that reality is socially constructed.
By virtue of this interactive focus, reflexivity can only be described as a social
process (Stacey, 2012) in which participants consider the nature of their history together as
well as other social groups of which they are members. In addition, reflexivity is concerned
with how the researcher has come to understand the manner in which s/he thinks as s/he does
as a result of historical and current experience. The resultant report is one that tracks the
emergence of the study itself (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). Stacey (2012) explained:
What is called for then is the practice of narrative forms of inquiry because it is in the
detail of the narrative that we find ourselves participating in that we can express the
themes emerging in our experience, as well as the details of context, that enable us to
form judgements on what is going on and what we might do as the next step. (p. 111)
Warwick (2011) corroborated Stacey’s perception of reflexivity as a process in which
the researcher pays close attention to his or her own experience. Warwick also pointed out
that during this process, the object of consideration is the movement of thought. In the end,
reflexivity is the process of coming to an understanding of how it is that we think about
thinking (Stacey, 2012). Shaw (2010) cautioned, however, that the purpose of reflexive
activity is to answer the questions that have been posed for the research rather than becoming
embroiled in the process itself. When the process is one that purposefully seeks to explore
this thinking of thinking, Stacey referred to it as narrative inquiry. This form of research
leads to the creation of a personal subjective story of one’s own interactions with others
(Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). Later, Stacey (2010) identified that it is the researcher’s
responsibility to present what the researcher and others are doing. The process of reporting
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the findings is the result of multiple iterations of analysis of these raw data to reveal the
emergent meanings that become apparent through the reflexive process (Stacey, 2010). It is
important that in addition to reflection of the “factual” content to be explored, the researcher
take notice of the emotional content that becomes known in the process of the experience
(Stacey, 2010). As Stacey and Griffin (2005b) observed,
Reflective narrative is thus the “raw material” from which propositional themes
emerge for further reflection—together, narratives of experience and propositional
themes emerging in it constitute the research. Since experience is relating between
self and other, the appropriate research method is essentially reflexive in two senses.
First, the individual researcher is required to reflect upon his or her own life history
and how this has shaped the manner in which he or she reflects upon experience.
Second, there is a social form of reflexivity requiring the researcher to locate his or
her ways of making sense of experience in the wider traditions of thought that have
evolved in the history of human interaction, critically distinguishing between one
tradition of thought and another. (pp. 9-10)
One critical observation can be legitimately drawn from this research methodology.
The challenge present in narrative inquiry can be framed as a “question of scale.”
Specifically, how is it that the representation of this one voice, or perhaps several voices, can
be generative of a story that is representational of the many? How is generalization of
learning possible for all? Andrews (2007) framed the issue thus:
How does this individual with whom I am speaking reflect wider social and historical
changes that form the context of his or her life? I am convinced that if I can listen
carefully enough, there is much to learn from every story that one might gather. For
society really is comprised of human lives, and if we can begin to understand the
framework that lends meaning to these lives, then we have taken the important first
step to being able to access the wider framework of meaning that is the binding agent
of a culture. (p. 491)
In conceptualizing complex responsive processes, Stacey and Griffin (2005a) added
thickness to Andrews’s (2007) position. Within complex responsive processes, there is
ontologically no distinction between the individual and the social. Said differently, the
research does not fixate on the individual but instead “particularizes the general and the ideal
which pertains to larger groups and societies” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 36). From this
viewpoint, there is a recursive process during which society influences the individual and the
individual informs society. Hosking (2007) suggested that the boundaries between self and
other are merely constructions that are available for transformative change through
interactional processes. From her perspective, the situation arises through the process by
which the development of the individual takes place through social interaction. It is
understood that I addressed the issue of generalizability through the paradigm I used in
conducting this research. My intention in conducting this study was to collaboratively gain
understanding of the ways by which change-oriented conversations transform meaning and
subsequently action in the world. My hope is that this work will accomplish what Andrews
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has eloquently observed: that the stories of those who engage in this work might inform
others who are change agents assisting clients to derive meaning from their lived experience.
Data Collection and Analysis
The section immediately preceding this one laid the groundwork for the specific
processes that were undertaken in this inquiry. This study mimicked the process that Stacey
developed in the Doctor of Management program at the University of Hertfordshire. This
implies that I explored “the complex responsive processes of human relating as a second
order reflexivity” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 22). To fulfill this purpose, I recount the
stories of my personal experiences of the people with whom I work in the social context of
psychotherapy and family therapy.
The University of Hertfordshire program consists of two to three phases, or projects,
in the research agenda to complete the program. Each project is one that is grounded within
complex responsive processes methodology. Students create narratives of their experience
that emerge from their reflexive processing of the data that has been created through their
engagements. The research student’s reflexive process is organized by both the questions
that have organized their inquiries as well as their greater self-knowledge of what organizes
their process that has emerged through the person reflective project (Stacey & Griffin,
2005a).
Within the context of complex responsive processes, experience holds particular
meaning. It refers to the “felt, meaningful engagement in relating to others and to oneself as
we do whatever we come together to do” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 23). To that end, my
course of action was to engage in reflexive processes of both my personal experiences and
concurrently the social interactional processes in which I was engaged with others.
Reflexivity of the narratives of experiences in this study is the raw material for the
creation of meaning-making within this context (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). The narratives
from reflexive process were shared with my advisor for additional discussion and
exploration. In addition to the emergence of new meaning from this process, there was also
reflexive process with the relevant literature. This was an iterative process to add further
thickness to experiences. Multiple iterations were completed to permit themes to emerge
from actions in reflexive thinking, discussion, and literature review (Stacey & Griffin,
2005a). The result of these activities was “a research account that track[ed] its own actual
development as further reflexivity” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 25) rather than a
retrospective accounting. With that said, the following is the exploration of the emergent
thematic findings that address the research questions that organized this project.
Project I. The first phase included a reflexive process of my personal evolution as a
practitioner and a researcher. The reflexive process took into consideration the influences
that brought me to this point in my career. This reflection included the literature and the
developmental thoughts that were crucial to my personal development. This reflexive
process culminated in the meaning that I extracted from these experiences. In addition to
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personal reflection, similar to the other projects, I engaged in a reflexive process using
literature as a platform. In addition, I used social reflection through dialogue with my
advisor.
Project II. The data were in the form of reflexive processes of therapeutic
conversations that took place with clients. The focus of these data was on the meaningmaking process that takes place in solution-focused conversations. Reflexive processes were
used to develop an understanding of the manner by which complex responsive processes
constructs might inform conversational practices that are facilitative of meaning-making.
Triangulation of the data was accomplished through personal, literature, and social reflection
associated with conversations that took place.
Project III. Data for this phase was collected from interaction with clients who had
completed or were completing their course of therapy. My hope was that in this phase,
exploration of using complex responsive processes would reveal processes that the client
used to transform his/her meaning-making experience achieved through solution-focused
conversations into real-world change. In alignment with the previous phases, the reflexive
process took place through personal, literature, and social reflexive processes.
As a narrative inquiry research method, complex responsive processes pursues the
illumination of narrative themes that emerge through the conversational process. Any
transformation that took place was achieved through the presence of diversity inherent in the
conversation in combination with the ability to manage anxiety. Alternatively, perseveration
of sameness in combination with succumbing to anxiety rendered stability. The analysis of
data searches for these themes through a reflexive process. Stacey (2001) simplified this
process through the identification of several thematic patterns that he labeled
Legitimate/Shadow, Formal/Informal and Conscious/Unconscious. Clinical and post-clinical
data were analyzed to discern how change or stability emerged through conversational
practices.
The primary resource for data collection was the researcher’s private practice that was
located in London, Ontario. In the second phase, clients were requested to contribute to the
study through their participation as a client in the practice. Potential participants were
informed that their participation was voluntary and that their decision to participate would
have no positive or negative impact upon the type or quality of service that they derived from
the therapeutic work. They were also informed that the data collection and analysis would
take place via reflective practices of conversations and that no identifying information would
form part of the report. In addition, in giving consent to participate, research participants
were asked to sign an Informed Consent form that acknowledged their participation in the
study. The Informed Consent document is located in Appendix A.
Personal reflexive process was undertaken to analyze clinical conversations that took
place in the context of solution-focused brief therapy therapeutic sessions between clients and
me. This reflexive process was organized through the creation and maintenance of a research
journal that formed the raw data that were analyzed. In the foreword of Hedges’s 2010 book,
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Reflexivity in Clinical Practice, Cronen echoed concerns raised regarding the use of
reflexivity in clinical work when he reiterated the criticism that a second and subsequent
descriptions of cases will merely be reflections of the experiences of the first case that was
presented. He responded to this criticism by offering guidance for anyone embarking upon
this path:
What Fran Hedges shows is how generalization about methodology can be claimed if
the inquirer (therapist, consultant, or other) writes case study reports that: (1) state the
principles guiding the work; (2) locate those principles in their philosophical and
theoretical orientations; (3) show the relationship of those principles are translated
into the details of the practice; and (4) assess how practices inform the progress of the
work. (p. xii)
As the researcher, I was the instrument of data collection and analysis and a potential
source of “noise” in this research. Dickson-Swift, James, Kippen, and Liamputtong (2007)
interviewed qualitative researchers to learn of their experiences of acting in the role of health
researchers. They found that numerous emotional experiences were inherent in this work,
including development of attachments, guilt, and vulnerability. While it is impossible to
become completely detached from the emotional experience of conducting the research, or
engaging in therapy for that matter, it was necessary to ensure that I would not become
immersed in an emotional soup that could result in thinking that was emotionally charged.
Stacey and Griffin (2005b) coined the phrase magico-mythical forms of thinking to describe
this experience that they emphatically declared to be something other than research. In order
to thwart this undesirable immersion in emotionally laden thinking, the analysis of data
included personal, literature, and social reflexive processes. Through these three reflexive
processes, validity of the analysis of these data was assured. This three-phase research design
was intended to create a context that made transparent my personal biases, beliefs, and
experiences, thereby juxtaposing myself in relation to the data to facilitate richer experience
of the data to allow thicker meaning to emerge (Lambert, Jomeen, & McSherry, 2010). The
use of triangulation is an accepted method of establishing validity to protect against the
emergence of magico-mythical thinking that may arise in the absence of these integrity
checks.
My intention was to engage in self–other reflexivity in addition to self-reflexive
practices. Consistent with Mead’s (1934) notion of gesture–response, meaning is possible
only through such social experience. Relational constructionism also supports the process of
collaborative meaning-making. In order to invite client voices into the process, clients were
invited to share their perception of the conversational process.
Relational Opening
Relational reflexivity. The creation of a dissertation using complex responsive
processes as a method does not follow traditional formulations associated with a dissertation.
The reason is that the process is one in which themes emerge through the iterative process
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associated with the method. The result is a document that is “a research account that tracks
its own actual development as further reflexivity” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 25).
However, prior to proceeding with this discussion, I again return to the subject of
reflexivity, for it is through this process that any meaning can be drawn. The earlier
discussion of reflexivity described a process of engaging in this method as described by
Stacey and Griffin (2005a). They outlined the method and offered cautionary notes from the
perspective of reflexivity from a unitary reflexive position. Some years later, Stacey (2012)
refined this process by noting that reflexivity requires that attention be paid to the
involvement and participation between people. He identified this socially interactive process
as second order reflexivity.
My initial efforts in this practice resulted in profound confusion and tremendous
struggle. My first inclination was to attribute this difficulty to reflexivity’s being a new and
different practice with which I was struggling. Reflexively, my challenge was the literature
on reflexivity and my confusion as to whether the proposed practices were grounded within
what there is to know, ontology, or how we can come to know it, epistemology. I will
explain the process of arriving at a result thanks to this dilemma.
As I described previously, Mead (1934) proposed that the self is derived from social
processes through which identity is formed. Indeed, he regarded the mind as developing
through social processes rather than as being viewed as a bounded individual thing
punctuated by an internal and external (subject/object) world. In short, both mind and
identity are social constructs, according to Mead (as cited in Luoma, 2007). The emphasis
upon gesture and response, or language, places emphasis upon the action of participating in
interaction including the use of words, nonverbal gestures, and voice tone (Hosking & Pluut,
2010). Thus, the emphasis is upon the relational acting that takes place between people and
the realities that are constructed through those processes (McNamee & Hosking, 2012). This
thinking has been framed as relational constructionist meta-theory.
Reflexivity from this position focuses attention upon the research process itself
(Hosking & Pluut, 2010). This perspective provided space for the research participant, in this
specific situation, the recipient of therapy, to become a participant in the reflexive dialogue
that ensued. As collaborators in the creation of the research story, participants’ identities
came to the fore. Their interests in the process were acknowledged in terms of the thematic
stories that were explored through the research process (McNamee & Hosking, 2012). Thus,
multiple voices that relate local–cultural and local–historical realities contribute to the
emergence of meaning-making in the inquiry process (Hosking & Pluut, 2010).
Reflexivity in and reflexivity on practice. From a CRP view, the systems in which a
person engages are self-organizing. Recall that within CRP, systems are understood as
consisting of communicative interactional processes (Stacey, 2000) that are constrained and
enabled by the individual’s past. It is also important to recognize that because these are
communicative systems, it is possible to introduce and include others in any self-organizing
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system through communicative acts. Understanding the manner by which this process of
inclusion unfolds is an important feature of these systems.
A linear and simple evaluation format is considered to be inadequate precisely
because these are dynamic, complex, self-organizing systems that by and large defy
predictability. Ling (2012) cited Goldstone, who questioned whether learning in a local
experience that takes place between a therapist and a client can assert that change has
occurred through a particular process. The follow-up question was to ponder whether such
learning might defy generalizability to other contexts. In response to this question, Ling
offered that it is possible to overcome this dilemma through a process of generating
appreciation for how systems operate so that “mid-range generalizations” can be extrapolated
through the development of thick descriptions that would inform reflexive learning (p. 83).
To this end, Kernick (2006) proposed that
the focus shifts to research undertaken as a dialogue within a socially constructed
framework rather than an expert activity. Techniques such as action research and
knowledge utilization emphasize collective sense-making through which knowledge
is negotiated and constructed by stakeholders within “Communities of Practice.” (p.
388)
Ling (2012) surmised that doing as Kernick suggested would result in very different
questions being asked of evaluative efforts. By example, he suggested that, instead of asking
a question about what needs to be in place for an intervention to achieve what it is intended to
achieve, the question would be, “How do the factors interact with each other, how do these
interactions change over time, and to what extent are these amenable to intentional change?”
(p. 84).
So, in what manner could such evaluation of process be conducted? A matrix Sterling
(2010) created to undertake this evaluation process is presented in Figure 1. This matrix
contains a focus upon incomplete knowledge and the interaction between probability and
possibility. In the case that uncertainty is defined as having few possibilities but probability
is widespread and unknown, Sterling suggests, scenarios or sensitivity testing is required.
Alternatively, when both probability and possibility are unknown, a state of ignorance
is present that will be best addressed through surveillance and monitoring. In a situation
where possibilities are a cause for concern and probability is less so, the situation is
ambiguous and is best responded to by participatory deliberation. When probability and
possibility are known conditions, risk assessment is required. Ling (2012) suggested that in
addition, it is advantageous for narratives to be elicited from practitioners and participants to
create Contribution Stories that surface activities that have led to intended and unintended
outcomes. These stories emerge from theories of change that trace the making of connections
between available actions to create outcomes (McDermott, 2014). McDermott added that it
is the theory of change that represents the beginning point for reflexive processes. Ling
(2012) concluded that this process succeeds in reducing uncertainty. In such situations, the
uncertainty is the connection between what transpires in the therapeutic conversation and the
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person’s experience in the lived world. To offer guidance in this reflexive process, Ling
(2012) outlined a proposed practice to guide evaluation in a complex real-time intervention.
This process is presented in Table 2.

Knowledge About Possibilities

Less
Problematic

Knowledge About Probabilities

Risk
We know both
possibilities and
probabilities

More
Problematic

Ambiguity
The framing of the
question is contested
Interactive Models

Risk Assessment
Uncertainty
We know a discrete set of
things are probable but there
are an unknown number of
other possibilities

Ignorance
We know little of what
is possible or probable
Adaptive Resilience

Evaluative Judgement

More
Problematic

Figure 1. Sterling matrix of unknowns.
Strong (2012) noted that discursive therapeutic conversations represent a reflexive
process that is consistent with the view of a collaborative meaning-making process rather
than with the modernist exchange of information view. This reflexive posture is fulfilled
through the questions that the therapists asks in the course of a therapeutic conversation
(Lock & Strong, 2012) that elicits the information that will ultimately inform change (Tomm,
1988). The framework suggested by Ling (2012) offers additional structure that organizes
the questions related to exploration of CRP-informed SFBT.
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Table 2
Contributing Stories Data Analysis Method
Stage

Description of Action

Understand intervention theory of
change & related uncertainty

Attention is paid to the importance of learning and adaptation.
Key dependencies upon systems and subsystems are identified that
reside outside of the formal intervention

Collect and analyze data focusing
on key uncertainties

Use Sterling matrix

Identify how reflexive learning
comes about

Iterative process of reflexive learning

Create cost and activities
Understanding what would
happen in the absence of
intervention
Attribution is not the evaluation
focus

Financial analysis
Does the intervention make a difference?

Focus on how reasonable it is to believe that intervention
contributed to the intended goal. How else might intervention be
improved?

Interdisciplinary research. Another relevant component that I want to clarify
regarding this inquiry is that it represents an interdisciplinary process. Undertaking an
interdisciplinary inquiry was a deliberate decision on my part. Gergen (2009b) lamented the
pursuit of single disciplinary study that isolate disciplines from one another. Disciplinary
practices that have been seen as linear models and that regarded knowledge as something to
be mastered through acquisition of expertise are giving way to expressions of dialogue and
interaction across disciplines (Klein, 2004). This shift was instigated by a reconstruction of
the way in which knowledge is understood.
There is general consensus that the depiction of knowledge as a tree with many
branches has been superseded by the contemporary metaphor of knowledge as the dynamic
interconnected nodes that form a web (Klein, 2004). Consensus is also growing around the
notion that complex problems represent “wicked and messy” (Klein, 2004, p. 4) problems
that defy traditional problem-solving efforts. Austin, Park, and Goble (2008) affirmed that
benefits can be derived when the assumptions of different disciplines are held up to scrutiny,
leading perhaps to new assumptions. Hills and Richards (2014) noted that interdisciplinary
research in the behavioral health sciences can add depth to research questions and provide an
antidote for “intellectual inbreeding” (p. 6). Needless to say, funding bodies are increasingly
supporting interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research (Austin et al., 2008).
Skills in this research domain include the desirable talents of appreciating diverse
literature, conducting research and engaging in communication with colleagues from
disciplines external to one’s own (Gebbie et al., 2008). Interdisciplinary research offers the
potential for the creation of new meaning through the emergence of novelty in concepts,
solutions, and the very real possibility of the illumination of problems (Austin et al., 2008)
resulting from the interaction of multiple disciplines.
60

The discussion of disciplines presented above is based upon the construction of
disciplinary boundaries that organize communities of knowledge and practice. This study is
an inquiry that reconstructed this disciplinary distinction through relationally engaged
practice (McNamee & Hosking, 2012). Granted, this inquiry is not typical of
interdisciplinary research in that it involved one researcher exploring two fields of endeavor.
More traditionally, there would be representatives of two or more communities of knowledge
collaborating in the pursuit of novel sense-making. However, given the specific parameters
of this study, it is realistic that one inquirer was left to carve the communities of knowledge
from business change practices associated with complex responsive processes and
psychotherapeutic practice known as solution-focused brief therapy to explore the possibility
of novelty. The assumptions of both communities were explored for novelty through
dissolution of “markers” that delineated one disciplinary perspective that isolated it from the
other discipline (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). In its place was an opening of space (McNamee
& Hosking, 2012) that engaged “multiple local communities and their differing norms,
values, interests, ways of relating, or, in other words, their local rationalities” (p. 73). This
was accomplished through the use of the social/relational constructionist meta-theory. This
in turn permitted me to use a relational (social) constructionist reflexive process, exploring
solution-focused brief therapy through the complexity science-based lens of complex
responsive processes.
Pragmatism. I believe Rorty (1982) was absolutely correct when he offered that
pragmatism is “a vague, ambiguous and overworked word” (p. 160). On the other hand,
Talisse and Aikin (2008) concurred in their understanding of Bernstein’s interpretation that
this confusion over the disparate views of pragmatism amounts to a difference of multiple
narratives that are indicative of a healthy developmental process in the short life of the
philosophy of pragmatism.
Within the pragmatist frame, truth or knowledge is a social tradition as opposed to the
result of an analysis or explanation (Grippe, 2007). In practical terms, which is an
appropriate frame of reference for pragmatism, Grippe expanded upon this characteristic by
noting that truth is determined by what works as societies evolve. The essence of
pragmatism, then, is that the value of truth or knowledge is that it is measured in terms of its
practical implications for the improvement of social conditions rather than in any terms
pursued by other scientific or philosophical schools (Weinberg, 2014). Pragmatism can then
be regarded as a social constructed perspective of knowledge that emerges and evolves in
time within the local community (Pearce, 2009).
Any declaration of pragmatism in SFBT is understated, although it is acknowledged
(Berg & Dolan, 2001) as a premise of the therapist using whatever the client presents to cocreate the pathway to change. Perhaps not surprisingly, Metcalf (2011) noted a direct
connection between one of the originators of pragmatism, James, and SFBT. This connection
was made more explicit by Thomas (2013) when he drew attention to the pragmatic focus of
the practice when he commented upon the basic tenets of SFBT. For the purpose of his
discussion of solution-focused supervisory practices, he chose to organize the SFBT tenets
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into categories. One that he classified as Pragmatism includes the tenets “If it doesn’t work,
don’t do it” and “If it works, do more of it.” Adding further credibility to the notion that
pragmatism is indeed foundational to SFBT, Burwell and Chen (2006) concluded that
solution-focused career counseling is a pragmatic model for delivering assistance to clients.
With complex responsive processes firmly embedded in the work of Mead
(1929/2007), it is hardly unexpected that there is a strong foundation of pragmatism within
the theory. Stacey (2012) recognized that CRP is a pragmatic process that uses the reflexive
process to scrutinize the actual experience between participants engaged in local interactions
in the living present. To Stacey, this dynamic represents the ongoing daily experience of
daily politics of everyday life.
The theme of pragmatism is shared by SFBT and CRP. It is also a theme that has
been central in my professional development.
Pragmatism—My therapeutic process preferences. My interest in SFBT has a local–
historical context. The campus of the University of Windsor is located in the border city of
Windsor, Ontario, across the Detroit River from Detroit, Michigan. When I attended it, the
university was emerging from the turbulence of the 1960s and early 1970s that had inhabited
many campuses.
There remained during my first year as a student the whiff of student protests and
rebellion that had preceded my initial year on campus. The Vietnam War was still raging,
although it was winding down as peace talks continued to achieve “Peace with Honor”
(Peters & Woolley, n.d.). I counted among my newly found friends those who had received
their draft cards and relocated from northern states to become Canadian university students.
The University Centre was alive with protests against the war and with folk musicians
playing for themselves as much as for anyone who stopped to listen. The chorus of one such
song, composed by “Ian,” was:
We’re out here in Windsor Ontario, boys,
We don’t want to stay but we haven’t much choice.
We all go to the great university here
And we’re thankful it’s only for part of the year.
In addition to academics, football and, later, basketball games rounded out the student
experience and initiation to postsecondary education. I remember my sense of an innocence,
an energy and excitement that greeted me in this, my first truly individual experience as an
emerging adult.
The promise of earning a bachelor of social work degree was the allure that brought
me to Windsor. Although application to the School of Social Work was not officially
submitted for consideration for admission until the spring prior to year three, the Introduction
to Social Work was a first-year course in which I was enrolled. These many years later, I
recall the excitement that I experienced as a post-secondary student, studying with a purpose.
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Biestek’s (1957) book was a soft, blue-covered one that had true significance due to
its foundational message. Dog-eared and marked up with blue highlighter, the pages fulfilled
their promise as an overture to establishing a helping relationship with another person when
acting in the role of a social worker. Biestek identified seven principles of social work
relationship. Anyone familiar with social work as a profession would be aware of Beistek’s
principles, whether they have read his work directly or otherwise. The seven casework
principles of relationship that Biestek identified were individualization, purposeful expression
of emotions, controlled emotional involvement, acceptance, nonjudgmental attitude, client
self-determination, and confidentiality.
Even in my learning-induced euphoric state, however, I puzzled over the
nonjudgmental attitude principle. Biestek implored the social worker to not blame, judge,
praise, or approve the client for fear of creating conditions that would alienate him or her. On
the one hand, this can be accepted as a reasonable position to take when developing a
relationship if it is also accepted that the function of relationship is based upon a hierarchical
power dynamic or a singular pathway from social worker to client. Regardless, it was the
creation of a relationship that Biestek was espousing. Although it was not my perspective in
1974, the lack of fit of this principle might best be explained years later by Griffin (2002),
who contrasted the dominant Western view of ethics as externally applied rules and values
that are de-contextualized in contrast with the lived experience of individuals with ethics that
arise from a negotiation to contend with problems. Without the benefit of Griffin’s work, my
uneasiness with this nonjudgmental perspective remained unresolved and submerged as I got
on with the business of learning.
In spite of this personal ethical dilemma, I was able to subdue my internal unease and
achieve sufficient academic success, and I did craft an application that produced an invitation
to officially enter the School of Social Work in year three. Yet, the question of
nonjudgmental attitude as a clinician would again come to my awareness. Initially raised in
first year, the issue of being nonjudgmental disappeared from my consciousness until it
bookended my undergraduate experience in fourth year.
An assignment in the Social Work Methods course in our senior year required that
each student frame and discuss a client for a paper presentation. Among the elements to be
discussed was diagnosis attributed to the client. Was this not a requirement to be
judgmental? A discussion with the professor to clarify the alignment of the being
nonjudgmental and rendering a diagnosis resulted in a response that did not adequately
address my query. Although the precise words fail me at this time, the essence of the answer
was that diagnostic statements were clinical impressions and not judgments. Suffice to say
that this discussion did not provide any solace. However, given that I had an assignment to
complete, it became my challenge to resolve the dilemma for my own academic survival and
to resolve the being nonjudgmental question that had again surfaced.
Remaining open to possibilities, I reviewed clinical literature. The result was that I
discovered Task-Centered Casework (Reid & Epstein, 1972). This is a brief therapy
intervention model that focuses attention on a collaborative relationship between clinician
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and client. According to Reid and Epstein (1972), “The model contains no ‘diagnostic
phase’” (p. 22). They described the quality of the relationship between clinician and client,
writing, “Diagnosis is centered around the target problems and tasks rather than the client’s
personality traits or functioning” (p. 25).
Reid and Epstein (1972) provided a perspective that had not been previously
available: one of a therapeutic process that focused upon the creation of a collaborative
relationship between clinician and client that focused upon the organization of a cooperative
engagement to overcome defined and agreed-upon problems. This model provided release
from the shackles of being the judge of the client via diagnostic categorization. As Gergen
(2009b) proposed in his description of collaborative therapies, therapeutic work within this
and other brief therapy models offers opportunity to “respond ‘into’ the client’s story world,
accepting the language, vocabulary, and metaphors. Therapy, in this sense, is a collaborative
relationship in which responsibility is shared for the outcome” (p. 288).
From my reflective position, my personal desire to not engage in a process of
developing an evaluative statement regarding a client was a conscious decision in alignment
with Biestek’s (1957) principle of nonjudgmental attitude formed a powerful belief that
shaped my developing practice. Reid and Epstein (1972) provided a platform to create
change with clients without offering evaluations beyond the achievement of an identified
goal. What was emerging in my developing practice was a sense of pragmatism. The
groundwork was being laid for my engagement with solution-focused brief therapy.
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CHAPTER 4: Results
Project II: CRP Informing of SFBT
This project was concerned with the first question, which asked how CRP might
inform the change process in SFBT. The analysis was organized by the various themes that
emerged from the therapeutic conversations that took place in the process of exploring the
potential response to research question #1.
Reflections Upon Emergent Theme: Power to . . .
This conversation with my advisor had been every bit as helpful as the others. This
discussion was focused upon CRP as a theory. More specifically, we were engaged in
dialogue about major tenets of it in relation to my emerging method. I was surprised when
my advisor asked how I would account for power within my study. If I am to be completely
honest, I was taken aback.
Power has not been a point of discussion in SFBT. It can be summarized, perhaps, by
the metaphor that in SFBT, the therapist “leads from behind” (De Jong & Berg, 2002).
Otherwise, SFBT has been largely mute on the construct of power. The best place to begin
this search for power in SFBT is with de Shazer (1988b), who summarily dismissed power as
an irrelevant construct when engaging in cooperation-based, solution-focused work. As
evidence, he drew upon Emerson’s power dependence theory that regards power as a
relationship process rather than an attribute of the individual. His dismissal of the construct
was based upon the view that adoption of a model of cooperation rather than competition and
hence resistance renders power redundant. De Shazer concluded “that the construct or
metaphor of power is both not theoretically necessary and not particularly useful” (p. 75). He
went on to suggest that paying attention to power in SFBT could “blind” the therapist to
client resources that could be used in the development of solutions.
I responded to my advisor’s question by saying that I assumed that the issue of power
resided in the language. My advisor acknowledged my response in that manner that leaves
someone, in this case me, with niggling doubt about my perspective. These feelings deserved
a response. To that end, I surveyed additional literature.
A recent contribution to the literature was offered by Clarke (2014), who explored the
metaphor of power in SFBT, along with other metaphors that are evidenced in the practice.
For Clarke, metaphors of power are identified as language games that can serve as defense
for oneself and/or self-fulfilling prophecies regarding diagnostic labels. Additionally, Clarke
proposed that power can result in protracted problem-talk. Aligning with de Shazer’s
(1988b) view, Clarke proposed that this dilemma is as a result of conflict and competition
that lead to relationship imbalances. Clarke added that therapists can discharge this power by
exploring exceptions to the behavior associated with the power metaphor. Thus, from her
perspective, power is something to be avoided or neutralized in the process of engaging the
client in solution-focused therapeutic process.
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In a slightly different take on power, Hsu (2009) represented SFBT as a therapy that
empowers clients. She cited prominent voices from SFBT as being declarative in this view of
the clinical process. Her study explored SFBT interviews with lower socioeconomic
Taiwanese women and found that seven of 20 descriptors of empowerment were dominant in
the conversations. Most importantly, perhaps, Hsu stated that “it is the female client, not the
therapist, who directs the use of power and sets the goals of counseling” (p. 352).
There is little doubt in my mind that Hsu was correct in saying that that clients
identify the goals that will be the focus of attention in the therapeutic conversations.
However, I am uncomfortable with the assertion by prominent SFBT practitioners that, on
their word, the model is rightly regarded as being empowering.
In her article that explored power in prominent discursive therapies, Sutherland
(2007) proposed that empowerment is not to be viewed as “something that is unilaterally
done to the client by the therapist but as an interactive process, whereby the client’s sense of
mastery and agency are developed and expanded in the course of dialogue” (p. 196). This
treatment that regards empowerment as an interactional process added credibility to the
proposition that SFBT can be an empowering process with clients.
It seems then, that in the quarter century since de Shazer (1988a) pronounced that the
construct of power is irrelevant in SFBT, very little ink has been spilled on the subject—even
by those who have aligned with de Shazer’s declarative pronouncement. There is not
complete unanimity, however. Sutherland (2007) cited O’Hanlon who suggested that both
therapist and client possess the power to influence the direction of the therapeutic
conversation. McKergow and Korman (2009) who, while denying any significance of the
construct of values, did acknowledge that norms can be prominent, or in other words, behave
as sources of power in influencing choices that clients make. They also confessed an interest
in the view of power such that they regard norms and narratives as being co-created at the
local level and that these create conditions, variously known as norms, at the societal level
that are best dealt with at the local level. Thus, for McKergow and Korman, there is not only
an expression of the existence of power, there is also an acknowledgement that local
community views and societal views are the same phenomena, in agreement with CRP.
Furthermore, they attested that issues of power are best attended to at the local level.
Before proceeding further, the foundational question about power has remained with
me, prompting me to question my taken-for-granted assumptions in this practice. This in turn
led me to a fresh openness to reflexively considering power in SFBT.
Solution-focused brief therapy is a postmodern therapeutic endeavor, and
postmodernists eschew discussion of therapist power. Upon reflection, however, I came to a
view that there must be a sense of the therapist having specialized knowledge or power to
assist clients to resolve problems. If a therapist were regarded as having no specific
knowledge or authority to assist clients, psychotherapy of any description would be a moot
undertaking (DiTommaso, 2005). From a pragmatic perspective, this agreement pertaining to
the social contract between psychotherapist and client represents a formal-conscious-
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legitimate engagement from which work may be undertaken (Stacey, 2001). With this said,
this section explores the presence or absence of power within therapeutic practice.
Adopting a historical perspective, Stacey (2012) traced a line stretching back to the
dominance of the church and the power of clergy prior to the emergence of the secular
society. He suggested that this line connects contemporary psychotherapists and business
coaches to the power that was implicit in the ministrations of clergy. Along similar lines,
Gergen (2009b) noted that it is reasonable to assert that the efforts of mental health
practitioners have been largely responsible for shifting a predominantly punitive response to
undesired behavior to those responses that are reflective of a caring attitude. This statement
alludes to the power of the social justice movement that has influenced much of mental health
work. Further, Gergen embedded psychotherapeutic practice within the social context
wherein mental health practitioners are afforded power and authority by other societal
structures such as courts. Because power has roots in pastoral actions and is enabled through
social sanctions that acknowledge an ability to create change, it becomes possible to envision
a legacy of power and authority in therapeutic process. Indeed, Rossiter (2000) situated
psychotherapy in general as a political action that is imbued with power.
DiTommaso (2005) tackled the issue head-on when he acknowledged that within the
postmodern community, power and authority are undesirable issues. He unabashedly
suggested, however, that to be successful in specifically a narrative therapeutic endeavor, a
psychotherapist will and does use power and rhetorical devices to effect change. He added
that the client is a willing participant in this action, whereby the client, by partaking in the
process, acknowledges the authoritative power of the therapist. DiTommaso’s perception
identified that power is a dynamic that exists between people engaging in a therapeutic
process. In this view, he is not alone.
By way of example, Gergen (2009b) noted that when looking at psychotherapy as a
relational undertaking, unless the client acknowledges the worth of a therapist’s comments
and in turn the therapist acknowledges the existence of the problem that the client brings to
the conversation, there is no reason for the participants to engage. These mutual
acknowledgements result in a therapeutic dance of sorts, or as Gergen suggested,
“coordinated action” (p. 270). Stacey et al. (2000) would in all likelihood agree with Gergen
based upon their position that asserts that power resides between participants in co-created
relationships. Olthuis added further credibility to the view that the therapeutic relationship is
a collaborative process of shared power. As cited by DiTommaso (2005), Olthuis proposed
that
the assumption [is] that the word ‘care’” (as opposed to “cure”) places the therapist on
an equal footing with the patient-as-client and, further, that the activity of therapy
consists of a “mutual empowerment in which power-with replaces power-over or
power-under. (pp. 351-352)
This Olthuisian perspective aligns very well with McNamee and Hosking’s 2012 concept of
“power to” that explores the “unfolding relations between different local-communal
rationalities” (p. 62).
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The exploration of the construct of power in a therapeutic endeavor, in moving from
power over to power to or power with has suggested a shift to a collaborative conversational
process. Still, I remain uncomfortable with the concept of power. I know that I have
struggled with my “languaging” about the people who come to see me in my role a
psychotherapist. I do not like the word client. By positioning a client, I have no option but to
be positioned as a therapist. I am somewhat disillusioned by such positioning. There is
through this relationship an implied power differential. What, I wonder, are the actions that I
take to dissolve this differential?
Reflecting upon my own shifting opinion of power, I can grant that these perspectives
hold within them the suggestion of therapist and client engaging in collaboration while
simultaneously acknowledging the distinction between different rationalities of the client and
therapist. When considered in light of the reality that people seek out therapy with therapists
because there is a belief that therapists have specialized knowledge that will hopefully
resolve the identified problem, I can deem power to be capable of beneficial qualities.
Discussing Elias’s 2012 work, Dunning and Hughes (2013) put forth the following thoughts:
To think of the concept [figurations] in relation to a more conventional sociological
lexicon, the term invokes ‘the individual’, ‘agency’, ‘society’, ‘social change’,
‘power’, and ‘structure’ simultaneously, but purposely without being reducible to any
of these components. Again, effectively built-in to the concept of figurations is the
core idea that notions such as ‘the individual’ as an isolated abstraction, or ‘agency’
as some-thing that is ‘held’ or ‘exercised’ by ‘the individual’ or ‘the state’ are in
themselves misleading terms which, to varying degrees, involve forms of conceptual
reductionism and reification. (pp. 52-53, emphasis in original)
By adopting this position, I have the capability to conceive of power as being enabling of
diversity between therapist and client that, in turn, can introduce the potential for transition
while simultaneously sustaining identity (Stacey, 2012).
When viewed through the lens of complex responsive processes, power is situated
within the interactions that transpire between people. Precisely because people are
understood to be interdependent, communicative acts are exchanged that simultaneously
enable the development of relationship and constrain the types of moves that are available to
the participants in that relationship (Stacey, 2001). Through this patterning of interactions,
ideology emerges that, in turn, informs the parameters of the interactions that participants
will take in these patterns (Johnson, 2005). Ideology represents the choices that people make
when managing the dynamic tension between norms that are restrictions on choices and
values that represent motivations (Stacey, 2012).
So it seems that there is some debate about the legitimacy of the existence of power
relationships within the context of SFBT. By opening myself to the possibility of there being
such relationships, I have turned to CRP to explore SFBT therapeutic conversation.
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Power relations in CRP-informed SFBT. When a person first arrives to engage in
therapeutic work with me, most often we have no shared history. In the very initial moments
in the development of our relationship, I understand that, from a CRP lens, we engage in a
process of co-creating a particular ideology that will both enable and constrain the therapeutic
conversation.
One of the position-leveling devices that I use frequently is to inform clients that I
have no special abilities or powers to resolve the concern that has brought them to see me.
What I will do, I tell them, is work collaboratively with them so that through conversations,
we will co-create a future that they prefer to the concerns that they are experiencing. My
practice has also come to utilize another leveling process in which I note with clients that
during the course of our work together, I will periodically ask whether what we are doing is
being helpful. If it is, we will continue to do as we have been doing. If not, then we will
have a conversation about what we need to do differently to have a helpful conversation. I
add that they do not need to wait for my invitation to inform me but that they can feel free to
comment on our work together at any point in the process.
Burnham (2005) noted that becoming relationally reflexive is a process of inviting
clients to set the pace and explorations of a therapeutic conversation. It can be helpful, he
noted, for the therapist and client to have a conversation about the conversation in order to
utilize the resources of both parties.
Determining how to proceed after an initial social period is an important process that
influences the emerging relationship and correlated power relationships that will come
forward. For example, it is a very rare occasion that a person does not explain that her or his
reason for attending counseling is to fulfill a personal desire for tools or strategies to deal
with the presenting problem. It is at these moments that the client and I engage in a process
in which we are doing “what we are doing together when we don’t know what it is that we
are doing, yet” (Stacey, n.d.).
The negotiation of the power relationship is a relational process during which I make
efforts to enlist the contributions of the client to collaboratively explore the ideology that will
emerge from our discussion. Each of us brings to the conversation our own historical and
local realities. It is not that one or the other will exercise their power to resolve this
negotiation. Stacey (2012) proposed that “human agency is processes of interaction between
human bodies and those processes perpetually construct themselves as continuity and
potential transformation” (p. 5). This interactional process is perpetuated through turntaking. As Stacey (2001) observed earlier, the turn-taking and turn-making process serves to
reproduce collaborative patterns and simultaneously transforms collaborative patterns in
order to perturb the patterns of stability. Stacey identified that engaging in this perturbing
process similarly disrupts power relations, which creates space in the communication process
for the introduction of diversity.
Reflexive process of complex responsive processes power relations. After 20 or so
minutes of a solution-development conversation between me and a young man had
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transpired, we had made significant progress, having identified the best wishes that he sought
in our work together. We were exploring what would be different as a result of the fulfillment
of the preferred future that he had identified when he, at least in my estimation, suddenly
suggested that we could discuss the behavior that had led to the predicament that had
prompted him to seek counseling. I stated in response that if it would be helpful for him, we
could discuss it. He looked puzzled and said that he thought that it would be helpful to me to
discuss the undesired complaint that was his motivation. I asked him where he came up with
the notion that discussing the problem would be beneficial to me. I had a hunch that he felt
that it would be unproductive for both of us to not know the precise behavior that was
problematic, or that was the reason for his concern. Confirming my hunch, he answered by
stating that this was what he understood to be the usual practice: discuss the problem so I
would know it. He added that he had watched movies and television and that was what
happened in counseling. I could not help myself and did laugh at his understanding of
psychotherapy’s being based upon television and movies. Although I found it humorous that
he would share his view with me, at the same time, I was not that astonished by what he had
said. I counter-offered that we seemed to be on a good track in this conversation and that it
might be good to stay with it. I also offered, to provide him choice, that if he was convinced
of the accuracy of his belief, and if he wanted to, we could discuss the problem behavior. He
opted to stay with the generative solution-focused conversation.
Along with others who advocate a CRP perspective, Stacey (2012) noted that an
element of the power relationship pertains to the anxiety that is present through the dynamic
of inclusion and exclusion of a group. In the particular case of SFBT, the group to which
Stacey referred can be construed to be the therapeutic relationship that is being created
between therapist and client. Of particular significance to me, the creation of a positive
therapeutic alliance is key to the process of building an inclusive relationship to work with
the client. In his discussions of organizations, Stacey noted that the creation and sustaining
of power differentials cast people as being in or out of the group. More specifically, Stacey
informed readers that “figurations of power are essentially membership categories reflecting
ideologies of inclusion and exclusion” (p. 29). My concern in engaging people within the
context of delivering SFBT is to create the figuration that minimizes power differentials so as
to invite the client into a relational process. Here is demonstration of the manner by which I
am organized by the broader social context, as a member of psychotherapists and specifically,
SFBT psychotherapists. In the example, it is both reasonable and feasible to acknowledge
that the particular ideology of this therapeutic process was being formed through the
interactions that had taken place during the earlier portions of the conversation. Through our
turn-taking, a norm was emerging regarding the process of our conversation. As Johnson
(2005) noted, “Ideology emerges from our interactions as a patterning of those interactions
that we both shape while being shaped by them ourselves, showing both continuity and
potential transformation” (p. 154).
My reflection of the therapeutic conversation scenario presented above is that the
client attempted a maneuver that would have fulfilled his ideological preconception of a
therapeutic relationship. Had this maneuver been completed, he would have offered power to
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me and deliberately excluded himself from participating in solution development. It is in
such situations that “power to” and “power with” gain relevance. In essence, at the political
level of the conversation, I provided an opportunity for the young man to reconsider his
opinion regarding how power should be shared in the conversation. I had offered a gesture to
pursue an ideology of inclusion and create a more equitable alliance with the client. His
response demonstrated his willingness to collaborate with this revision.
In that moment of the session in which this interaction occurred, I felt immediately
confronted by the specter of “common sense” knowledge regarding what occurs in therapy.
Without doubt, when similar interactions occur with countless other people when we are
negotiating our therapeutic alliance and subsequently, our process going forward, that might
well be understood as the choice to agree to pursue a problem dialogue or to pursue a
solution-focused conversation. I questioned whether I was being sufficiently explicit with
clients about what it was that we were going to do together. Perhaps though, as observed
with this interaction, engaging in a solution-building process is so counterintuitive to most
clients’ understanding of how a psychotherapy conversation progresses that they understand
their problem-focused conversation to be helpful.
An anchoring tenet of therapy states it is better to go with the client—to meet the
client where he or she is. Am I being too literal; married to my model and thereby imposing
it upon my client? Could I pursue a new area of exploration entitled “Obey Therapeutic
Model”? It has likely been done before. I was reminded of the article “Being SolutionFocused Forced in Brief Therapy: Remembering Something Important We Already Knew”
(Nylund & Corsiglia, 1994) wherein there is an apt description of the “sin” of following the
model instead of the client.
I needed to make a decision. Before me was the potential to continue to focus upon
the generative conversation in which we were engaged or, alternatively, to honor the position
offered by the client to delve into the problem conversation. I knew that
Moving away from subject-object ways of relating requires creating ways to open up
to multiple local communities and their differing norms, values, interests, ways of
relating, or, in other words, their local rationalities. Centering ongoing relational
processes and their transformative potential means letting go of ‘first/then’
constructions such as ‘first inquire/know and then intervene’ or ‘first design/know and
then implement.’ Instead, our relational constructionist view locates the past and the
future in the present (see Chapter 3). The present, in this very special sense, is all
there is. (McNamee & Hosking, 2012, p. 73; emphasis in original)
I was aware then, and perhaps even more so at the time of writing this section, that the
move I chose to take presented a risk. I opted to follow the model and persist in pursuing the
generative conversation that we were having together. From the CRP perspective, this
discussion is indicative of another complex responsive processes of relating theoretical
construct worthy of mention. As I do identify as a solution-focused brief therapist,
membership in this larger social milieu, or in Mead’s (1934) vernacular, the “generalized

71

other,” informs my attitude within this local interaction (Stacey, 2012). As Elias (2000)
noted in his work regarding civilizing processes, my identification and thus, interdependence
with this group influences my actions to maintain my membership in the social group. Stacey
(2012) understood and noted that a self, or a relationship between I and me, has evolved in
which I am capable of self-awareness of identify. However, this is not a process in which I
am without free will, either. Regardless of my identification as an SFBT therapist that
constrains my choices, I am engaged in local interaction with another person in a process of
negotiating the social patterning of our engagement. Although I am constrained by each
pertinent relationship within this local contextual circumstance, there is inherent tension in
this process. I can either join the client’s therapeutic ideology, or I can act in concert with the
social object, SFBT. Through my choice to continue to have a solution-focused conversation,
I chose to maintain my identity, to remain included as a member of the SFBT community.
Looked at from a relational constructionist perspective, as McNamee and Hosking
(2012) suggested, the decision that I made was to engage in the development of a different
process that would potentiate transformation. In some ways, this was an invitation to the
client to continue to join me in our solution-focused practice. The willingness to continue on
this conversational path aligned with the elimination of the need for planning to resolve the
problem prior to invoking that change strategy that is evident in both SFBT and CRP.
It also is worthy of notice that the perspective McNamee and Hosking (2012) shared
is supportive of the CRP micro-temporal view of time. So, upon reflection of this process, it
is feasible to point out that it is not an either/or choice to explore the future because this
conversation unfolds in the living present, with access to the past as necessary. This
contention will be explored in greater detail in a later section.
This therapeutic conversation example has also been analyzed from the perspective of
enabling constraints. Whereas my preference was to stay the course, the client had the
understanding that another approach was required. Stacey (2005) acknowledged,
As soon as we enter into relationships we constrain and are constrained by others and,
of course, we enable and are enabled by others. Power is this enabling-constraining
relationship where the power balance is tilted in favour of some and against others
depending on the relative need they have for each other. (pp. 8-9)
Cilliers (2010) highlighted the significance of constraint within a complex system, noting that
without it, there is no possibility of meaning emerging. Unbridled difference undermines the
creation of meaning within social contexts. In a playful use of analogy, Cilliers offered this
explanation of the importance of constraint to the creation of meaning:
The life of a hermit can be fairly unconstrained, but it is difficult to give much social
significance to her existence. It will be much easier to say something about the
significance of somebody with a rich set of social interactions, interactions that will at
the same time constrain that person’s life. Possibility can only be actualized in the
presence of constraints. (p. 10)
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My action to continue exploration of the solution conversation was an effective, if not
bold, constraint to shifting the conversation to a past- and problem-focused one. This action
was successful only because the client opted to choose to follow the lead. Our power
together determined a course of co-action. The communicative action of proposing that we
continue exploring the potential of the future instead of rehashing the past, with which the
client was already familiar, offered the potential of the creation of diversity to the story that
the client had evolved. As Stacey (2001) suggested, merely reiterating old themes (stories)
that are absent of any diversity will result in continuation of the pattern that has persisted.
This sentiment found support from McNamee and Hosking (2012), who wrote,
But what if the conversation shifted from charting the history of ‘the problem’ to the
realm of future images? An immediate objection many have is that the move appears
to ‘ignore” the ‘very real’ problems of the persons, organizations, or communities
seeking help. Yet the idea here is neither to ignore nor elevate problems as if they
were ‘how things really are’. After all, our relational constructionist stance focuses
on our ways of relating together and notes how these forms of practice construct the
worlds we inhabit. To that extent, when we focus our interactions on problems, we
live within a problematized reality. (p. 90)
With McNamees and Hosking’s 2012 words echoing throughout this section, my
constraining of the conversation enabled continuation of our solution-focused conversation
and served the purpose of keeping open a potential for adding diversity to the story that had
led this person to seek professional counseling. I find that my own experience in therapeutic
practice is confirmed by McNamee and Hosking’s allusion to the problem state being
representative of how things really are in the world. The power of this dominant problem
story can and frequently does exert tremendous influence upon my thinking and actions. The
conversation that is grounded in how things “really are” can, through its very seductive
power, overwhelm alternative stories. McNamee and Hosking wrote words that reflect that
this rendition of reality is one possible interpretation and that there is space for incalculable
others.
Through the course of reflection of the issue of power relationship in SFBT, the
complexity of my understanding of it has been transformed. Initially, from my position of
“reflection-in-action” (Schon, 1987), I considered that power was demonstrated in my
directing the flow of the conversation toward solution-talk, as I did in the example offered
above. However, this notion of unilateral power neither fit with the notion of “power to” or
“power with,” nor did it subscribe to Elias’s perspective that power is dynamic, shifting as
one or another in relationship is more indebted to another (Stacey, 2012). Through
“reflection-on-action,” I came to a more refined yet complex experience of the power
relationship. In the course of therapeutic conversations, power is indeed a shared dynamic. I
became aware of this reality through writing several reflective notes on therapeutic
conversations. What came to my awareness was that there were occasions when, just as in
the example cited above, clients directed the flow of the conversation. In some, as in the one
noted above, there is a clearly articulated communication of intention. On other occasions, it
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is far more subtle in that a client’s response to a question directs my next comment or
question. On more than one occasion, a client responded to a question by noting that she or
he did not understand the question. In response, I have rephrased the question. More
generically, however, the turn-taking of a clinical conversation is reflective of the
surrendering of power to the other at the conclusion of a commentary or question. As
McNamee and Hosking (2012) noted in their quote, what transpires is a collaborative
processing of information that builds to what becomes a transformational process.
In the course of a SFBT clinical conversation, there often is a flow that is
representative of misunderstanding or confusion of power. For example, the beginning move
is a request or invitation for the client to identify his/her best hope for our work together
(Shennan & Iveson, 2012). In response, some clients cooperate and provide their response to
the invitation. We then are able to together explore what will be different when the client has
fulfilled the hoped-for outcome. On the other hand, others begin to provide a response that is
then quickly converted into the sharing of their problem saturated story.
Complex interactional themes in an SFBT conversation. A couple who had
recently immigrated to Canada arrived with a short history together and a young toddler.
They sought therapy because they were truly unhappy. Twice in the last month they had
agreed to end the relationship and then recanted this wish in an attempt to resolve the issues.
They arrived to the initial conversation with a list of what they hoped to achieve. The
list of concerns was long. As a consequence, I found myself wondering about what attracted
them to each other and what might still be present as a foundation for a conversation about
possibilities for the future. This proved to be a fruitless pursuit. Exploration of how the
couple had coped with all of the challenges as a couple and as individuals also was
unsuccessful as the conversation deteriorated into quiet yet unpleasant disagreement. Miller
and McKergow (2012) spoke to the situation when they wrote:
Alternatively, the session might be interpreted politically and rhetorically as a struggle
over who controls the interaction and the meanings (storylines) that are honored
within it. This view challenges solution-focused brief therapists’ depiction of therapy
as a client–therapist collaboration concerned with moving from problem talk to
solution talk. These interpretations and descriptions of SFBT point to the myriad of
issues that might be raised to expand conversations about solution-building as
complex processes, while avoiding claims to having captured the essence or full
reality of the process. (p. 177)
As the conversation continued, my experience was that the male partner was
increasingly exercising his “power over” to define the track that the work would take in
addition to organizing how this would proceed. It was as if the alpha male was asserting his
dominance. Instead of perhaps inquiring about the need to organize the conversation or
something similar to this, I responded by offering my observation on their interaction and
shared my view that should they continue on the path that they were on, they would ultimately
achieve a separation. By focusing upon what I understood their relationship to be lacking, in
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my response I re-asserted my expert power and challenged them to begin to attend to the
aspects of their relationship that they considered would hold the potential to organize them
around positivity instead of their negative gazes. I proposed that they seemed to be unclear
about their shared values and that this might be a place to begin. When I was challenged
again by the male partner, who asserted that this was redundant because they had expressed
the same during their wedding vows, I asked how well he had been living in alignment with
his vows. When he responded that he had not, I countered that values did not seem in this
case to be redundant. I concluded that it was completely their choice whether they opted to
follow my suggestions or not. It is their choice to determine whether their relationship
concerns resolve or continue on the path to dissolution.
This sequence could easily be described as being outside the bounds of a traditional
SFBT process. However, as was suggested by Miller and McKergow (2012) in the quotation
that preceded the sequence, this glimpse into this particular conversation demonstrated that
there are instances of noncollaborative exchanges that are not concerned with moving from
problem to solution talk. This exchange was, in my concurrent reflexive processing, and
again in my reflection of the experience, concerned with a power relationship in the
conversation. What has often felt like a relationship that is concerned with “power to” create
change, in this experience, was, in my estimation, very much a process that was intended to
establish “power over” the process. More benevolently, my experience was also that there
was a high degree of anxiety within the relationship. The resulting power relations could be
understood as a re-iteration of the pattern that had been exhibited in the couple’s relationship
in an attempt to subdue the anxiety.
My engagement in the conversation, in a sense, responded to the strength of the power
that I was experiencing in the conversation. My response was an attempt to revise the power
relationship through gestures that suggested that they were in greater need of me than I of
them. My sense was that issuing the gesture that I did regarding their need to focus upon
relational potential would begin a process of higher levels of collaboration. Furthermore, my
inquiry regarding the way that the male partner was living his vows would, I felt sure, enlist
his additional collaboration. This experience is described by Stacey (2001):
In other words, there is some kind of resonance between body rhythms of the two
interacting individuals. Processing this capacity, the maker of a gesture can intuit,
perhaps even predict, the consequence of that gesture. In other words, he or she can
know what he or she is doing, just before the other responds. (p. 83)
Yet, in this interactional process, my intention was to create space for “the potential
for more sophisticated cooperation” (Stacey, 2001, p. 83) and to offer an opportunity to join
in relationship through which we would share power to effect a positive change. It is
reasonable also to reflect upon the suggestion asserted by Miller and McKergow (2012) that
SFBT is a collaborative process and that the negotiation of the power roles within the
developing therapeutic relationship is another construct that is alluded to be competitive. I
believe that competition is collaboration.
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As an example of my difference with Miller and McKergow (2012), I reference the
much-earlier-mentioned baseball game. A baseball game, or any sport, is generally
understood to be a competition between two teams. However, this is the case if and only if
both teams collaborate in their competitive actions. Should one team refuse to compete, its
members have in effect refused to collaborate in the game. In other words, to compete is to
collaborate.
This discussion reintroduces the concept of Wittgenstein’s pragmatic argument that
meaning is created through local contexts rather than through a dominant all-encompassing
logical construction (Weinberg, 2014). In light of this concept referred to as language games,
the therapeutic conversation in which we were engaged in this particular illustration might be
construed as agreement to collaborate in the competitive conversation to determine how the
agenda for the conversation was be organized and by whom. Duffy (2012) drew upon an
observation by Walter and Peller, who noted the quantum physics idea that what is
introduced as reality is the result of our observation. This implies that our noticing of
problem or solution will create the context for further expansion of that view. In light of this
principle, then, a SFBT conversation can be regarded as a complex nonlinear process that
defies a simple linear description. If this is feasible as an interpretation, the conversation,
although decidedly nontraditional, can be understood as a complex responsive process of a
solution-focused conversation. Caution is advised before making this declaration; further
exploration of the conversation is necessary.
To carry on with this analysis, this interchange also spoke to the issue of symbols and
gesture and response (Mead, 1934). The gesture of power communicated by the male partner
concerning the redundancy of an exploration of values was met with my response that the
success or failure of their relationship was of little consequence to me. It is possible to
attribute his comments to a recurring pattern or theme from conversations with his partner
that shut down conversation of potential transformation. Adopting such a view indicated that
the gesture–response interchange failed to negotiate a shared meaning. In other words, what
transpired was a social interaction during which my response represented a different gesture
that had potential to undermine the existing power structure. In turn, what was required was
his response to my gesture. He did respond and in so doing confirmed my gesture to create
the meaning that the relationship was theirs to resolve or dissolve. This symbol is significant
in negotiating a contract to work together. Upon reflection, this sequence demonstrates the
presence of patterns displaying
the paradoxical feature of continuity and novelty, identity and difference, at the same
time. By analogy, I understand the circular process of gesturing and responding
between people who are different to be self-organizing relating in the medium of
symbols with an intrinsic patterning capacity. In other words, patterns of relating
pattern relating in ways that constitute both continuity and novelty, both identity and
difference. This is what I mean by complex responsive process of relating and it
amounts to a particular causal framework, namely Transformative Teleology, where
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the process is one of perpetual construction of the future as both continuity and
potential transformation at the same time. (Stacey, 2001, p. 93)
This discussion confirms the proposal put forward by Stacey (2001) wherein he
suggested that complex responsive processes is most concerned with the paradoxical
elements of human interaction. The potential for transformation is evident in stability as
change inhabits stability (Mowles, 2015). The conversation highlighted in this section
demonstrates the enabling constraint present in power relations. The power relations
identified in this conversation show that anxiety is present and can be exacerbated or relieved
through conversations that lead to stabilization or potentiate transformation.
The presence of power relations in SFBT practice was examined through this
discussion. Did it detract from the identification of resources as de Shazer (1988) suggested
it might? Reflectively, the exploration of power relations may have been influential in
diverting attention from accessing resources, as has been suggested. On the other hand, it
also is equally feasible that examining social interaction through this lens promoted
awareness and the unearthing of the presence of anxiety about exclusion potentials and
attempts to organize the therapeutic process. In raising awareness of this interactional
pattern, opportunity has been created for inclusion in relational therapeutic alliance that can
potentiate novelty and continuation of the marital relationship.
Concluding reflection on power relationships. As I noted in the introduction to this
section on power, it is a construct that has received little attention in SFBT. Through the
reflexive and reflective process of this project, the presence of power relations within the
therapeutic practice of SFBT was illuminated. It has come to my awareness that client(s) and
I constrain each other to a specific pattern of interaction that is defined through the context of
the emerging relationship. Furthermore, the turn-taking process of the conversation that I
previously regarded as a search for exceptions and potential change transformed into a
process of mutual influence, with questions informing answers that in turn influenced the
next question. This dynamic is in part organized by the socially defined roles of the therapist
and the client. However, it is not a predetermined process. It is a process that emerges
through the negotiation of the relationship based upon the constraints that generally are
understood to be norms of psychotherapeutic process in combination with the value of
creating change. The result is the increasing fading of the importance of the use of
techniques associated with SFBT. They have been replaced with fresh questions regarding
the social interaction of SFBT, including, “Suppose I were to engage in a reflective
conversational process with a client who prefers a problem-focused conversation—what
difference might be realized by such a line of inquiry?”, and “If I were to pose a question
inquiring how a conversation that is steeped in stability is being helpful, what difference
might be realized?”
Elias observed that power is a part of every relationship, and this becomes evident
through a process that exemplifies that people share an interdependency (Quintaneiro &
Mitre, 2006). However, this formulation is one that is only partially helpful in the SFBT
process. Although it is true that dependency can be understood to develop in the turn-taking
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process, my sense is that the process benefits from the inclusion of “power to” and “power
with” rather than the solely the notion of “power over.” Further, power is a demonstration of
the complex issues that are encountered in the creation of an SFBT conversation. Although a
map describes the usual process, maps are not the territory. In order to adequately create
meaning in the therapeutic conversation, it is advantageous to proceed with the understanding
that context will define the process and thereby avoid “the unnecessary, unjustified, and often
unjust conversion of mere hypotheses or observed regularities into fixed and unalterable
definitions of those things” (Weinberg, 2014, p. 25). To adhere to Weinberg’s (2014)
cautionary statement is to resist the attraction to conceive of an SFBT process map as a
reified therapeutic territory.
There remain other themes that emerged through this inquiry that will support this
notion that I have extended in this reflection.
Reflections on Emergent Theme of Making Meaning—Degrees of Misunderstanding
Within SFBT, significant attention has been devoted to the turn-taking
communication process as the focus shifts from problem-talk to the pursuit of solution-talk
(Strong, 2012). This focus is analogous to Stacey’s (2001) identification of conversations
that are habituated by repetitive themes that sustain stability and Fonseca’s (2002)
identification of conversations that demonstrate dynamism consistent with the potential for
amplification of difference. More important than the recognition that both are present is the
key conceptual acknowledgement that is relevant to any discussion of complex responsive
processes, which is that these qualities simultaneously represent a sustaining of stability and
the potential for transformation. From Stacey’s (2001) perspective, the potential for change
is achieved through the creation of a conversational space that permits diversity, anxiety, and
tension of sufficient capacity to overcome the drive to remain stable.
For me, a practitioner exploring SFBT through the lens of complex responsive
processes, this is a foundational premise: that both stability and transformation are
simultaneously present. My challenge, then, within this therapeutic context, is to attend to
the creation and management of anxiety that is inherent in the potential for change. To this
end, both CRP and SFBT adopt a position of participating rather than intervening (Miller &
McKergow, 2012) that promotes emergence rather than solution.
Through three conversations, the subject had not appreciably changed. There was no
substantial difference in the presenting problem and the pattern of complaining, including the
“he said” and “she said” that was beginning early in the fourth conversation. Although the
clients had offered assurances in previous conversations of commitment to change, each
conversation, similar to this one, began with complaints about the other not following
through as had been promised. This accusation raised in turn the counterargument that
highlighted how the first complainant had failed to live up to commitments. I felt as if I were
a player involved in a “Mexican stand-off,” waiting for first one to behave as they indicated
that they could so that the other could do so also. Neither appeared prepared to move first. I
merely asked what they thought was getting in the way of change. As both a mother and her
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son explained and fortuitously agreed upon, part of the issue that sustained this pattern of
stability was that they were both stubborn. This was also offered as the reason for the
persistence of the problems of rebellion and noncompliance that existed between them,
depending upon the person with whom I spoke. It occurred to me that rather than behaving
as a source of difference in the sessions, I had been co-opted into participating in the
conversations sustaining stability. I decided that I would be better off by following the SFBT
tenet that advocates that when what you are doing isn’t working, you do something different.
Instead of replicating this pattern again, I began a conversation with the two
principle participants about how they would like to be able to be in relationship when one or
the other was on their deathbed. I also asked about how a conversation would take place
when the parents were in their golden years reflecting upon the relationship that they had
nurtured with their children. As might be expected, the future scenarios proposed
relationships accentuating caring, love, and positivity. In the course of this conversation we
explored what would need to happen to realize these desired relationship values in the future.
In turn, this invited conversation about what would need to happen in the immediate future to
begin a process that would make the intermediate future possible. We concluded with a
question about whether they might be able to use their shared stubbornness to achieve the
relationship they preferred to share instead of having their stubbornness sustain the problem.
De Shazer (1991) acknowledged both the presence and the importance of degrees of
misunderstanding that emerge in therapeutic conversations, writing:
In the therapy situation, metaphorically following the second law of thermodynamics,
misunderstanding (chaos) is much more likely than understanding (order), and
perhaps the best that therapists can do is creatively misunderstand what clients say so
that the more useful, more beneficial meanings of their words are the ones chosen.
Thus, creative misunderstanding allows the therapist and the client to together
construct a reality that is more satisfactory to the client. (p. 69)
In this quotation, de Shazer referenced an accepted axiom of natural science. In a similar
manner, Fonseca (2002) explored this process through a complexity theory exploration of
thermodynamics. Using the analogy of dissipative structures, he proposed that by holding the
conversation at a point far from equilibrium and with sufficient trust evident in the
relationship, the stability of the system will be discharged and a number of new possible
paths will become available. In short, opportunity for novelty will emerge. Fonseca noted of
human interactions that “at bifurcation points in human communicative interaction, redundant
diversity experienced as misunderstanding arises as ‘fluctuations’ in meanings that are
amplified, as the symmetry of accepted meaning is broken up.” (p. 86)
In the course of the conversation segment cited above as well as numerous others, I
began to understand problems that were presented as statements of clear understanding of the
“way that things are” from the view of the participants. Although I might not be able to
understand it myself when a problem was expressed or might perhaps remain unclear about
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client-expressed meaning even later in conversation, from the client’s perspective, he or she
was clear about what was going wrong. As de Shazer (1985) observed:
Clients, since they are trapped inside the complaint, are usually certain about the
details of the complaint and the various elements that make it troublesome. They may
not be able to express their thoughts clearly and they may not be able to describe the
problem very well, but they are sure about their frames and definitions and meanings.
If they were unsure, then they would still be looking for a solution outside of coming
to therapy. (p. 164)
I agree with de Shazer (1985) and also with Fonseca (2002), who identified that these
private and public conversations represented a “pattern of talk with meaning patterns already
established and stabilized” (p. 93). In my experience, clients have made conversational
moves that reinforced their stability understanding. By this I mean that there has been a
strong desire for continuation of the exploration of the problems story. Their held conviction
was that they held the “right” interpretation and it was necessary that I hear their perspective
and perhaps, hopefully, agree with them.
Through the lens of CRP, this mindset translates to the presence of stability and a
concomitant sense of the equilibrium of the particular circumstance. With a heightened
consciousness of the potential of both stability and potential co-existing, I have been able to
reduce a sense of frustration that accompanies this experience. However, at moments when I
was particularly aware of this simultaneous potential for stability and for transformation, I
noted within myself the need to consciously acknowledge this paradox. I have needed as
well to be conscious that these are not reified positions that are bounded. Instead, these are
expressions in conversational process. As Stacey (2001) explained,
I am suggesting that the distinctions relate to ways of articulating or interpreting the
movement of organization as process, that is, the movement of the communicative
interaction that one is participating in. The distinctions are simply ways of directing
one’s attention to aspects of fractal processes of identity (continuity) and difference
(spontaneous variety) in their emergence, not things that can be grasped inside or
outside boundaries that can be drawn. (p. 169)
Stacey (2001) proposed that success in acknowledging both stability and difference
creates the opportunity to focus attention upon the one that is preferred. This thinking aligns
well with SFBT. By heeding this axiom, I have been able to attend to the existence of
both/and in conversations rather than becoming stuck in either. Attending to this duality
created the sense of the potential of the possibilities that existed in client stories. When I am
successful in accomplishing this positioning, that is, in focusing upon difference, a sense of
space for the conversation opens.
This lengthy description is relevant to the snippet of the conversation description
offered above particularly because it highlights the stability that can persist in spite of
intentions to create novel patterns of relationship. In this example, my decision to not be
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constrained by yet another repetitious pattern of the problem dialogue provided opportunity
to pursue a solution conversation. In it, I used the problem that was born out of the stable
pattern of argument and defensiveness to pursue a conversation that was representative of the
values of caring, love, and appreciation that are present by exploring the imagined impending
permanent ending of their relationship. There was, however, unhappiness in the current state
of affairs indicative of the positioning of the relationship near the point of equilibrium. The
absence of any novelty and stability thwarts innovative relational qualities. Novelty is the
ingredient needed to promote unpredictability. Stacey et al. (2000) noted:
[Progogine] says that nature is about the creation of unpredictable novelty where the
possible is richer than the real. . . . he sees life as an unstable system with an unknown
future in which the irreversibility of time plays a constitutive role. He sees evolution
as developing bifurcation points and taking paths at these points that depend on the
micro details of interaction at those points. (, p. 97)
This process can be regarded as moving the complaint out of the state of equilibrium in which
it has been persisting over the time of the previous conversations and indeed, prior to the
client’s pursuit of counseling.
Although it is counterintuitive, there is a logic to unraveling the clarity with which
clients understand their problem. It then is advantageous to introduce some doubt into their
views. Fonseca (2002) reported:
The notion of innovation as the emergence of new dissipative structures of meaning,
where that emergence absolutely requires redundant diversity experienced as
misunderstanding, is the complete opposite of mainstream thinking. In the rational
planning strand of mainstream thinking, the innovation process is based upon the
removal of misunderstanding in advance. (p. 87)
According to Fonseca, understanding is void of creative tension. Although a client may
experience discomfort by remaining in a place near equilibrium, that client’s experience of
the comfort associated with being right serves as a disincentive for change. Fonseca has
identified that change is accompanied by the introduction of misunderstanding of sufficient
magnitude to generate energy that will produce difference. Relating this to the clinical
vignette shared earlier, my reflection of the future-focused conversation produced
misunderstanding about the meaning of the problem, of how the clients understood the reason
for attending counselling. This conversational shift away from the state of equilibrium also
presented opportunity to explore other facets of the relationship that are not apparent in the
course of the problem-saturated conversation. McNamee and Hosking (2012) wrote,
Dialogue provides a container for slowing down speedy “internal” and “external”
conversations, grooved patterns, unquestioned assumptions, and conventional
tendencies to fragment or to break-up things that are really not separate. (p. 69)
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Inviting the mother and son into a conversation about yet-to-be-experienced future
scenarios introduced a far future that was outside of the understanding of the current
relationship challenges. Even as I proposed this conversation, I possessed no capacity to
direct the conversation beyond the gesture. It would be illusionary to presuppose that I could
manifest any control over this process. The clients’ responses, however, co-created a process
of potentiating possibilities in their relationship. This co-creation of a potential future reality
is described as a modest proposal (Cilliers, 2005) that emerges through interactions. To
ensure that the conversation will not stagnate into a state of equilibrium or stability (Fonseca,
2002), I took up my role as curious therapist, continually introducing to the conversation
additional misunderstanding that spurred the need for additional meaning-making process
that moved the system toward transformation. This I accomplished through questions that
continually injected novelty. Stacey et al. (2000) described the importance of this sort of
creativity, writing:
Prigogine sees evolution at all levels in terms of instabilities, with humans and their
creativity a part of it. For him, human creativity is essentially the same process as
nature’s creativity and this is the basis for his call for “a new dialogue with nature”.
These features, unknowable features emerging in here-and-now interactions, are
essentially what we have defined as the causal framework of Transformative
Teleology. (p. 97)
The hoped-for effect from this storyline development is a “forestalling [of] premature
understandings that might make other potentially useful and transformative construction
unavailable to clients as they decide how to go on” (Miller & McKergow, 2012, p. 174).
The pursuit of here-and-now interactions is a feature of contemporary SFBT that
demonstrates evolution from earlier iterations of the model. Early SFBT process described
the need to develop end-of-session tasks for clients. This model can be regarded as being
guided by a rationalist teleology in which an action that acts as a bridge between the present
and the future is chosen to achieve a predetermined goal (Svensson, 2010). Shennan and
Iveson (2012) noted that to collect information necessary to formulate an appropriate task, it
was necessary for the therapist to attend to his/her own agenda at the expense of the
conversation with clients in the session. Shennan and Iveson advocated that the focus of
conversation in current practice be focused upon clarification of a preferred future. In
addition to freeing up time to explore what the client might currently be doing that is
beneficial, Shennan and Iveson noted, this transition in practice also “released us from the
sense that it was our job to get the client to change. Instead, the therapist’s role was seen
more as helping the client lay out straightforward, doable possibilities and leaving them
simply as choices” (p. 288).
Restating what Shennan and Iveson (2012) expressed in a teleological frame, this
contemporary practice represents the transformation from the causal framework based in
rationalist teleology to one that is grounded within a transformative teleology. As such, there
is no rational change process with attendant attention to the daily trends through which a
preferred future may be realized (Mowles, 2015).
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The clinical conversation presented in this section also is successful in creating an
interaction using emotions that exist within the clients’ relationship other than those
associated with the problem story. According to CRP theory, speaking and listening are
bodily actions. By default, because the body is never without emotions, when a person is
engaged in language, he or she is also expressing emotion (Stacey, 2001). Noting emotions
may appear to be an usual focus, especially in any discussion of psychotherapeutic practices,
and emotions have been a controversial topic of discussion within SFBT. This controversy
can be traced to a focus upon behavioral descriptions that have been a definitive emphasis in
this therapeutic process. Lipchik (2002) recalled that in the early development of SFBT,
emotions were regarded as being important resources to access in the process of creating
change. However, she lamented that with the growth in prominence of Wittgenstein’s
linguistic philosophy, the practice shifted such that “emotions, behaviors and cognitions were
melded into language and not discussed further in practice” (p. 64). Although I might find
her description to be too authoritative, there is little doubt that confusion has been present
regarding the best way to use emotions. Miller and de Shazer commented in a 2000 paper
that this discussion of emotions represented a muddle due to the lack of understanding of
emotions within a linguistic perspective. In such a frame, emotions are regarded as actions in
which people engage. Miller and de Shazer explained,
Our approach to emotions and solution-focused therapy is built from Wittgenstein’s
(1958a; 1974) philosophy, which is distinctive because it treats language as a resource
that people use (de Shazer, 1991; Miller & de Shazer, 1998). Language is an activity
that people do in social settings. How people use language and the social realities that
they create by using it are inextricably linked to the concrete and practical
circumstances of social context. By extension, then, we treat emotions as activities.
Anger, love, hate, and grief are activities that we do, that others may observe us doing
. . . Viewed from this standpoint, emotions are not a separate domain of social life or
a distinctive field for therapist specialization and expertise. (p. 7)
This debate then was based in the misconception that therapist discussion of unpleasant
emotions betrayed the practice of seeking resources and strengths in order to fulfill the
preferred future. In other words, it was a debate about misunderstanding SFBT principles.
My hope is that the therapeutic conversation described in this section demonstrates that
emotionality is a rich resource that is consistently available through language as proposed by
Mead (1934) that can be used to achieve a desired future.
The turning of stubbornness into a pathway toward transformation of meaning is
worthy of comment, also. According to Bakhtin (1981), a single word can present both
authoritative and persuasive discourse. For him, an authoritative discourse demands that we
agree with it in its totality. There is no possibility of accepting it partially. Although it may
be associated with other discourse, it also remains super-ordinate in its relationship with any
other discourse. Bakhtin also noted that an authoritative discourse always comes to be
known through transmission as opposed to becoming known through self-reflection.
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In the particular context of this conversation, stubbornness could be understood to be
authoritative. It followed the path described by Bahktin (1981) in that it was expressed by
one of the individuals most caught in the conflict. In addition, the expression was a
declarative statement that was agreed to by both parties; therefore little doubt was left as to its
validity. This description conjures up images of reified positions that declared how things are
in actuality. This authoritative discourse represented stability. Although these
acknowledgements of stubborness do, as Stacey (2001) proposed, identify the presence of
stability, opportunity for change exists simultaneously through the dissolution of this
authoritative discourse, thereby developing space for a different sort of dialogue.
Bahktin (1981) also described, on the other hand, persuasive discourse, which is
created internally. These discourses have a relational component that acknowledges their
creation through shared meaning-making. The power of persuasive discourse resides in its
ability to present a diverse perspective to other internally held discourse, thereby creating
space for alternative views. In other words, these discourses allow for nuanced emergent
thoughts, or private role plays, and understanding that can create shifts in positioning.
Together, authoritative commentaries are challenged with the expression of
persuasive discourses that come to be known. The potential for a more helpful discourse can
be actualized when an authoritative dialogue can be made to be less certain through the
presentation of a persuasive discourse (Bahktin, 1981).
The “we are both stubborn” agreement can be regarded as an authoritative
commentary. This stabilizing interaction that validated the positional use of stubbornness
was transformed into a resource to create transformation that became possible through the use
of a persuasive discourse. This dynamic in turn undermined the stubbornness that kept the
clients stabilized in their position by offering a novel use of stubbornness to collaboratively
create transformation.
The slowing down that McNamee and Hosking (2012) referred to, within the context
of this presented conversation regarding future desired relationship qualities, created a
slowing down of private role plays that sustained the stabilizing effect of stubbornness that
created misunderstanding of the previously held understanding of the dispute in the
relationship. The “grooved” pattern of communication was disrupted with the new
conversation about the meaning of the relationship that replaced the one regarding
instrumental conflict in the present.
This creation of misunderstanding is also an acceptance of a persuasive dialogue that
challenged the absolute meaning of an authoritative discourse that existed regarding the
descriptor “stubbornness.” de Shazer (1991) advocated advantageously using
misunderstanding by persuasively offering alternative meaning to a position that has been
reified by the client. I propose that my redefinition of the stubbornness as a pathway to a
preferred future instead of a pathway to persistence in the problem pattern is demonstration of
creatively using a different and beneficial meaning of stubbornness.
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Concluding reflections on making-meaning using degrees of misunderstanding.
Upon reflection, at a less conscious level of awareness, I had always engaged in these
practices to create meaning. However, it has not been my experience to address it as a
predominant focus of attention. The emphasis in SFBT has been to focus on the behavior
that is representative of change. So, to attend to this process has been revealing. It certainly
bends my attention in the direction of discursive process of therapy. What has become
known to me is a new, or different, way to appreciate problems. Through exploration of the
process of making meaning in therapy, I can understand problems as an allegiance to a
particular meaning or theme. Clients develop a presence that honors this meaning, as I can
now appreciate. Thus, the stories that they tell themselves or each other confirm this reality.
In the process of changing meaning, I have come to understand that introducing some
doubt, or misunderstanding through the introduction of novelty, can and does effect a shift in
the certainty of the held meaning. Through conversational practices, the novel
misunderstanding is reduced so that there can be agreement on new meaning that promotes
new actions (Fonseca, 2002). This is an iterative process that that promotes “temporary
stabilizations in mis/understanding” (Fonseca, 2002, p.113) until sufficient transformation
has been realized to dissolve the presenting complaint.
Reflections on Emergent Theme on Past and Future in the Present: The Matter of
Micro-temporal Time
Solution-focused brief therapy is the process of engaging in a particular form of
conversation that is designed to illuminate a preferred future. To accomplish this, the
therapist uses examples from the past that suggest that the preferred future is feasible. Such a
conversational practice has become known as seeking exceptions to the problem state. Often
these queries are referred to as exception questions. Other frequently used rhetorical devices
include initiating conversations about how life will be after a miracle has occurred—
commonly referred to as the miracle question. When regarded through a CRP lens,
exceptions are a demonstration of use of the past to inform the future that is, in turn,
informing past experience through conversation about the hypothetical future. Stated
otherwise, what had been unattainable transforms into something possible when the future
and past are linked through the present.
In this the fourth conversation, she noted that she was experiencing continued
success. In spite of old habits that would have gotten her embroiled in practices of
controlling behavior, she has been able to leave the creation of solutions to life trials to those
who are directly involved. Much to her delight, the result of her remaining “out of it” has
been that others have been able to discover solutions to their relationship woes. Instead of
revisiting the anguish of having things not go her way, she has found and is sustaining
“calm.” Without warning, in the midst of the conversation, she expressed her worry about
an impending change in the living arrangements in her home wherein an adult child will
temporarily relocate for a few months. She expressed her concern that there will be conflict;
a “butting of heads” that will lead to stress. She looked expectantly at me asking, “How will
I make it so that this doesn’t happen?” In response I asked her how she would like
85

relationships to be during this time. Before she was able to answer, I followed this question
up by asking how she has been able to maintain her sense of “calm” in situations that have
arisen since she and I began meeting. Her recollections of her ability to remain detached yet
invested in the context of recent challenges have been a source of “calm” and success. As
she describes how she has been successful in maintaining “calm” recently and considered
how that behavior may be used in the future, she was able to identify ways in which she can
invite cooperation through conversation. We went through this process three different times
in the course of our conversation. After each iteration, I asked her how she wants
relationships to be and how she has succeeded in keeping “calm.” We conclude each
potential disaster scenario when I ask her to recall what she has learned from her recent
experiences and how she can use her knowledge of maintaining her calm in her hypothetical
scenario. I ask if she is aware that as she re-acquaints herself with her ability to sustain
“calm,” she does so and expresses a deep calming sigh.
Before we conclude our conversation, she stated that she is aware that her partner
has yet to comment upon the changes that she has made over the previous 5 weeks. I asked
how he is to know that she wants this conversation, at which she acknowledges that she has
not asked him. Facetiously, I asked when it was that they developed the ability to read each
other’s minds. She acknowledged the point with a chuckle, although she did say that he
should be aware of her wish for his feedback. To conclude this part of conversation, I
inquired what she might be able to do to receive his thoughts. Her answer confirmed her
growing ability to invite conversation with others rather than dwelling upon what should
have happened.
I certainly have no reason to argue with Locke and Strong (2010), who indicated that
time is a difficult construct to describe. It is not made any simpler when it is viewed from a
CRP perspective. A micro-temporal understanding of time provides that both past and future
reside in the living present (Stacey, 2001). When time is explored from a CRP theory
viewpoint, instead of a linear trajectory, the living present offers the unique perspective of
experiencing the mutual influence of past and future upon the present. The living present, in
turn, influenced the past and future. In the discussion of the conversation presented, although
“calm” is indeed experienced, it is not fully understood until we discuss how it relates to the
emergent future. This segment of the conversation highlighted the meaning of the past so
that it may be, in turn, used in the present of the discussion. This co-relational experience of
Mead’s (1934) description of time and, by proxy, a CRP perspective, is exquisitely described
in the following passage:
The past has to be reconstructed to resolve and make sense of the emergent
discontinuity. That is, there are aspects of the past that we had never noticed before,
aspects that enable a new continuity with the present to be constructed. And in doing
this, the past itself is reconstructed. The unexpected becomes determined, or
understandable, when seen from this reconstructed past. Yet, at the same time, the
character of the emergent itself determines the way in which the past is reconstructed,
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in the way in which previously unnoticed aspects of the past become ‘seen.’ (Lock &
Strong, 2010, p. 133, emphasis in original)
As described by Lock and Strong (2010), thematically throughout this therapeutic
conversation, although the “calm” is very much within the client’s awareness, what is
possible in future challenging scenarios is not yet available to her. This awareness becomes
available seemingly when the past is specifically reconstructed in the present. From this
vantage point, future potentially thorny situations can be seen as being successfully navigated
from this reconstruction of the past in the present. Although SFBT is not directly associated
with Mead’s (1934) temporal theory, de Shazer (1985) wrote in an early description of the
practice,
First we connect the present to the future (ignoring the past, except for past
successes), then we point out to the clients what we think they are already doing that
is useful and/or good for them, and then once they know we are on their side we can
make a suggestion for something new that they might do which is, or at least might be,
good for them. (p. 15, emphasis in original)
Although this quote was extracted from a section of de Shazer’s book in which he is
discussing the death of resistance, it becomes obvious that there is a sensitivity within SFBT
to a notion of the mutual influencing of the elements of micro-temporal version of time as
proposed by Mead.
Returning once again to the Lock and Strong (2010) interpretation of Mead’s
perception of time, the clinical conversation presented in this section demonstrates how the
macro-temporal construction of future robbed the client of calmness. Alternatively, when she
contemplated the future with reference to recent past experiences, her ability to navigate the
anxiety was markedly increased. The loss of “calm” invited her to withdraw from the edge of
chaos in her effort to reduce the anxiety associated with the experience of an unknowable
future. Given the possibility of alternative potential futures, expressed as plural because the
future is unknowable (Stacey et al., 2000), additional emotional containment was required.
It is also noteworthy that the first attempt to reduce anxiety was that the client turned
to me for direction and reassurance. This seeking of assurance that the future will be
acceptable by looking to me to offer encouragement is not an unusual experience in
therapeutic conversations in which I have participated. Drawing upon learning regarding
power relations, it becomes possible to regard this event as the client positioning me in a
hierarchically super-ordinate position. This positioning would suggest that in terms of power
relations, the client needs something from me. Stacey (2012) in fact has identified that
anxiety leads to dependence upon the leader, seeking instructions as to how to proceed, such
as in this case when the client posed such a question to me. Stacey noted:
Paying attention to anxiety and how it is defended against is thus an important
‘technique’ of practical judgment. . . . Anxious groups typically resort to expressions
of high degrees of dependency on their leaders and managers, waiting for instructions
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on what to do thereby slowing down the responses to ambiguity and uncertainty. (p.
114)
My response to the questions that were posed to me was to increase the complexity of
the conversation through slowing the process, “often in very simple ways by asking further
questions, inviting comment on some idea or requesting an historical narrative of how they
have collectively come to be dealing with what they are now dealing with” (Stacey, 2012, p.
114). This method invited further conversation to create opportunity for additional
exploration of the process that she had undergone in the actualization of “calm.” In essence,
this relational conversational process created space for purposeful reflection that re-oriented
the conversation to the reconstruction of the past.
I would suggest further that in the conversation offered in this section, it was entirely
feasible that in the moment of asking about how she might deal with future difficult
circumstances, the client was projecting living in the future rather than living in the present.
What I am proposing is that such a projection undermined the emerging self, leading
to misunderstanding which, in turn, increased the associated anxiety about the emerging
future (Lock & Strong, 2010). The trust that had been created in our relationship permitted a
conversation in the living present that managed that anxiety that fostered emergence of her
“calm” self. Stacey (2001) explained,
From this perspective, knowledge is meaning and it can only emerge in the
communicative interaction between people. It emerges as meaning in the ongoing
relating between people in the living present. . . . Knowledge, is therefore, the
thematic patterns organizing the experience of being together. Identity, both
individual and collective, evolves and communicative interaction, learning and
knowledge creation are essentially the same processes as the evolution of identity. (p.
189)
By engaging in the communicative interaction process, we were able to use the
misunderstanding to re-orient to the past and ultimately, to co-construct a different
understanding, or meaning of the potential in the future. I began the sequence by asking, in
essence, to have a conversation exploring the best hopes that she was looking to achieve in
such a scenario. Through the use of an opening gesture that sought to explore the desired
relationship qualities that she was seeking in the event of stressful future experiences, she
was re-acquainted with the knowledge that she had from her past. As Lock and Strong
(2010) suggested in their earlier quote, the future became understandable when she was
provided with an opportunity to view it from the reconstructed past.
Stacey (2001) suggested that it is not the use of a specific conversational process that
is important. Rather, he suggested, it is the gestures–responses that are exchanged. In this
case, the gesture–response sequence highlighted the desire to continue to experience personal
“calm” through actions that would sustain positive relationships. The gestures and responses
in which we were engaged connected the client’s past with the future in the living present.
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The final interactional turn is the protosymbol of a deep sigh that she offered as a nonverbal
acknowledgement of reconnection with “calm.”
One of the profound experiences of working with this person has been the sense of
'calm' that is present in our work together. Hedges (2011, p. 11) cited Lang, who described
self-other-reflexivity as being constituted by the to-and-fro process of response-invitationresponse that takes place within a reflexive process. This ability to achieve such a
perspective is representative of an ability to transition from self-awareness to reflexivity.
This has consistency with what I would describe as being in a “complex conversation”
(Stacey, 2012, p. 114) that deepens communication and meanings. Within the
interrelatedness of the conversations, there emerged a trust in the process and, ultimately each
other, that promoted an unfolding of new realities (Gergen, 2009a). As McNamee and
Hosking (2012) observed,
Over a period of time, these sorts of dialogical practices enable and support (1)
presence or now-ness (rather than holding onto past convictions and prejudices), (2)
emergent possibilities and insights (flow rather than solidification), (3) collective
learning (rather than individual knowledge gain), and (4) a sense of participating in
wholeness (rather than separate existences). (p. 70)
McNamee and Hosking identified relational practices closely resembling the emergence of
“thematic patterns organizing the experience of being together” (Stacey, 2001, p. 189) that
promote transformation. The fluidity that McNamee and Hosking described fosters the nowness that can be interpreted as the living present including the presence of anxiety,
misunderstanding and tension that collectively propel the emergence of new meaning
(Stacey, 2001).
Concluding reflections on emergent theme past and future in the present – The
matter of micro-temporal time. In writing about the theme of micro-temporal time, what
became apparent was that such structuring of time provided a fluidity that is not available
through the traditional macro-temporal perspective. This way of organizing time provides
the soft subject–object relation (in a manner similar to relational construction) by increasing
the permeability of the boundaries that differentiate traditional time segments. While this
manner of organizing time does promote flow through the living present of both past and
future, it simultaneously invites me to “sit quietly” in the living present. In a number of ways
it resembles a method of being consciously aware and accepting of lived experience that
Siegel (2010) described as
a particular attitude toward experience, or a way of relating to life, that holds the
promise of both alleviating our suffering and making our lives rich and meaningful. It
does this by attuning us to our moment-to-moment experience and giving us direct
insight into how our minds create unnecessary anguish. (p. 5)
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This is a description of the increasingly popular practice of mindfulness and may offer an
explanation of my experience that I had in the therapeutic conversations with this client that I
referred to as my own calm.
Reflecting upon the conversational process from this micro-temporal perspective
highlighted that mind is formed through social interaction (Mead, 1934). A fascinating detail
that became known in this conversation was that although the client had succeeded in
creating and sustaining calmness, the knowledge of how to do so was unavailable to her when
she contemplated the future. As Cilliers (2010) put forward, meaning becomes available
through interaction and earlier experiences of a person serve as an important element in that
process.
Lock and Strong (2010) presented a strong argument pertaining to the circular
influences of the temporal phases that becomes available in a micro-temporal view. In the
conversation that was presented in this section, the circular influence was exemplified
through a focused conversation in the living present. Equally powerful was the influence of
remaining tethered in the living present as we engaged in a conversation that linked the
preferred future with the historical context that anchored successful experiences.
Reflections on Project II
In Project II, my intention was to explore and elicit, as possible, the ways in which
complex responsive process of interaction might inform solution-focused brief therapy. In
doing so, my focus was on adapting my thinking to incorporate the principles of complex
responsive processes of interaction when engaged in therapeutic conversations with clients.
My preliminary experience was that to be in complete alignment with complex
responsive processes theory, I was unable to contemplate any reflections as an observer who
is outside of the process. Any meanings that were elicited from themes in the conversations
and were a result of gesture–response cycles between clients and myself. At a different level
of analysis, I became acutely aware of the gesture–response cycles between my written words
and my person as I wrote and read them. Knowing the impossibility of ascertaining meaning
from each and every gesture–response cycle, I had to acknowledge that these reflections are
representative themes that emerged from the conversations.
During the course of this project, I adopted two practices. In one, I purposefully
sought out instances of thematic emergence, such as exploring the issue of power relations.
Through this practice, I was cognizant of and sensitive to the dynamics of power that were
muted in earlier conversations. New meaning emerged through my framing of power as a
relational issue that flows between participants. Considered from a relational constructionist
perspective, power relations offer opportunity to use restraining and enabling patterns of
interaction so that social interaction becomes a collaborative process in which the client and I
share the resource to organize for a partnership in developing a view of the preferred future.
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The creation of open space to maintain opportunities for maneuverability and to
preclude an early closure was another area of intentional focus. This transformative process
led to a re-visioning of solution-focused brief therapy, making it less driven by the
completion of tasks associated with the solution. In its place is an iterative process of
creating possibilities for the future. This difference is born from attention to transformative
teleology that relaxes structures of the model while providing flexibility to engage and follow
a client on their path.
The second practice was that of reflecting upon conversations for emergent patterns as
I dwelled in the micro-temporal construction of time. I had always used past, present, and
future in therapy, although my use of time was consistent with the dominant perception. My
personal attunement to the living present provided opportunity to explore meaning instead of
pursuing solutions.
I identified earlier that I am an advocate of the perspective that regards “SFBT as
rumor.” The experience of reflecting upon SFBT using a CRP lens has only served to
reinforce my perspective. By this I mean that I am particularly made aware of
interconnectedness through communicative interaction in the clinical process. It is a process
that has dissolved the notion of the therapist-client spatially organized subsystem that de
Shazer had discerned when he proposed the death of resistance. The consequence of this
focus upon interaction rather than system and accompanying boundaries within the
therapeutic process is an awareness of the meanings that are generated through conversation
in the process of change development.
This experiential shift sets up a powerful foundation for the next project that builds
upon the generation of meaning in the therapeutic context to explore how a client produces
change in his/her lived experience. This project continues the process of using therapeutic
conversations as temporal processes.
Project III: Transforming Their Experience of the World
It seems incredible that after so many theories, research projects, and observations of
clinical processes there would be any doubt about how it is a client produces change in
his/her nontherapeutic experience. Yet, as Miller and McKergow (2012) related,
But, interestingly, solution-focused brief therapists and researchers know very little
about how clients actually address their problems outside of therapy. The literature
provides no adequate answers to such important questions as, ‘What aspects of
clients’ therapy experiences do they use in managing their non-therapy lives, and
what other discourses do clients use in orienting to their life circumstances?’ (p. 179)
This is an interesting conundrum. What is it that clients do beyond therapeutic
conversations? Gergen and Gergen (2012) suggested that it is quite easy to come to a
conclusion that the changes that have been discussed within a therapeutic encounter do in fact
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appear in the real world. However, they did acknowledge the paucity of knowledge that
describes what recipients of clinical services do in the world, when they proposed that
Given the collaborative view, the major question is whether the conversational
resources generated within the therapeutic relationship can be transported outside of
this context. . . . more effective demonstrations of the ways in which therapeutic
conversations actually insinuate themselves into the life worlds of clients would be
very useful. Further, more concerted attention is needed to [sic] how the contexts of
therapy and other life worlds can be made to converge. (p. 80)
Contemplating how these life worlds converge is indeed a daunting challenge. This is the
question that this project III is intended to address.
To begin to consider the question, it is important to establish the context for this
discussion. It has already been established that clients engage in a therapeutic process
because a problem has outstripped their ability to solve it (Gergen, 2009b). However, one
must heed the caution that complex systems are not predictable (Ling, 2012). Although
change is probable, it is by no means an absolute that change in the world takes place as
Gergen and Gergen (2012) proposed. If such a degree of predictability were feasible, this
challenge would be much more amenable to resolution. However, collectively there is
support for the merit of the Gergens’s independent yet corresponding proposals when their
comments are juxtaposed with the earlier-quoted queries by Miller and McKergow (2012).
My hope is that this project will partially raise the veil of mystery as to how clients create
change in their worlds outside the therapy room.
Delving more deeply into the practice of psychotherapy, in his accounting of
therapeutic processes, Gergen (2009b) acknowledged the necessity of psychotherapy being
grounded within a social and cultural context. Without that grounding, he proposed, it would
be highly unlikely that a therapeutic practice would be embraced. He cautioned schools of
therapy to be vigilant to the danger of disengaging from cultural mores, adding:
Embracing a realist vision of Truth, the attempt is to establish a foundation for
therapy that does not depend upon the negotiations of people in relationship. Thus,
within various schools of therapy, bonds are developed, realities created, values
shared, and barriers then erected between the “truth within” and “the ignorance
without.” The unfortunate result is freezing of the discourse within the circles, and a
resistance to that which lies beyond. With this stabilizing of intelligibility, therapeutic
schools become progressively removed from the surrounding context of meaning. As
they do so, their capacity to move effectively in the cultural currents of meaning is
diminished. (Gergen, 2009b, pp. 276-277)
Taking Gergen’s words seriously, then, it is required that disciplinary or therapeutic schools
must be in perpetual interaction to support continued relevance within the social context.
This viewpoint is not as banal as it may first appear; for with his words Gergen has
acknowledged the interdependence of people. The relevance of psychotherapy and its
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derivatives is reliant upon both the relationship between individuals and the social context
that forms a sociological process frame that represents the same phenomenon from two
perspectives (Stacey, 2012).
So, from this sociological frame, the notion of co-action between psychotherapy and
the social context has merit. Does such a phenomenon adhere to the tenets of complexity
theory? To answer this question, it is prudent to return once again to Miller and McKergow
(2012), who expressed their position that any boundary between environments and complex
systems is permeable. Their contention finds support from de Villiers-Botha and Cilliers
(2010), who proposed that:
A complex system is not merely a passive reflection of its environment, nor does it
control the environment. The relationship between the two involves a dialectic that is
neither active nor passive. The environment is usually complex in itself, and in order
to cope, a complex system needs to be able to do two things: it needs to be able to
store information about its environment (memory) and it needs to be able to adapt its
structure to changes around it. This means that a complex system needs to gather
information about its environment. This information cannot be a random collection of
elements; it has to be meaningful to be to the system’s advantage. (p. 28)
It is clear, then, that interaction processes exist through which the environment informs the
complex system while, simultaneously, the system is informing the environment. Through
this state of interdependence, it becomes possible for information to be exchanged that can
enable an optimized relationship. It may be extrapolated, then, that to be regarded as a
system of relevance within a social environment, psychotherapy requires information from
the social and in return communicates its relevance to the social.
Although the preceding is theoretical discussion, empirical evidence of this
interdependency does exist. The devolution of long-term psychotherapies during the 1980s
in the United States exemplifies the shifting of requirements demanded of the field of
psychotherapy as insurers increasingly withdrew funding for such practices. In response to
this shift, psychotherapy transitioned its offerings to include an increasing array of brief
therapies to ensure that monetary support would continue to flow. This example
demonstrates the increasing dissociation between the needs of the social context for quick
intervention at reduced expenditures and the decreasing relevance of long-term
psychotherapy in such a marketplace. Without a strong sense of interdependence between
societal need and industry offerings, an increased exposure to risk emerged for those who
persisted in providing long-term psychotherapeutic practice.
So, it would seem that the issue of interdependence has particular relevance at a
macro-social level. Might it also be germane at a micro-social exploration of therapeutic
conversations and change in the lived world experience of clients? Miller and McKergow
(2012) offered their opinion:
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Viewed from a complexity perspective, solution-focused interactions are embedded in
the environment of the clients’ lives. While it is impossible for therapists and
researchers to fully describe these complex environments, they can observe traces of
them in clients’ social interaction in diverse settings. . . . This approach to SFBT
directs attention to how clients interpret, adapt, and use their therapy experiences to
engage the politics of their lives. (p. 179)
Miller and McKergow indicated that they supported the contention that adoption of a
complexity-based standpoint demonstrates similar relevancy at a micro-level of investigation
of therapeutic work. Therapeutic conversations can be regarded then as narratives within the
larger context of the multitude of narratives by which clients live their lives. As will be
explored in this section, this perspective is important when attempting to gain an
understanding of the manner by which change in the clients’ lived experience unfolds when
grounded within complex responsive processes of interaction.
Considering a parallel frame of process. By way of introducing this process of
understanding lived experience changes, I describe a framework that will serve as a bridge
between theoretical discussion and practice. Gergen (2009b) noted that if a discipline is to be
drawn into critical light, it is necessary for a position outside of the discipline be adopted for
this purpose. To accomplish this task then, rather than looking within the field of
psychotherapeutic conversations as a source, this bridge is constructed from the practice of
higher education.
While participating in a university teachers’ support center workshop pertaining to
course design, we discussed an organizing framework to engage students. It is a course
development tool known as the “Castle Wall.” It is schematically depicted in Figure 2.
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In-Class
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External
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In- Class

Figure 2. Castle Wall framework.
With imagination, the above diagram can be envisioned to be the crenels of a castle
wall. These structures, normally found at the top of a castle wall, provided protection to
defenders by offering a wall to stand behind during an assault on the castle. An offensive
capability was provided by designing the lower section that created space for the use of the
defender’s weaponry.
As previously indicated, this is a metaphorical tool used by instructors to design a
course structure to actively engage students. The method provides a framework to both
create classroom teaching materials and identify activities for students to undertake outside of
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class time that support the classroom sessions. The instructor uses the tool in the following
manner: Where the protective wall is located, the instructor identifies tasks and objectives for
class work. Where the wall is lower, the instructor identifies activities that students will
undertake outside of the class that supplement classroom learning. The development of the
course proceeds through the identification of classroom tasks followed by outside activity
that sets a platform for the next in-class session that, in turn, informs the outside-of-class
activity.
It is realistic that anyone reviewing this schematic diagram would conclude that is a
framework depicting a linear process. Alternatively, the “Castle Wall” as a process that
acknowledges the presence of, minimally, two contexts in which a student will be operating:
the class and non-class. This structure implies that there is both education-in-class and
education-outside-of-class. Although the context shifts, the purpose, learning, remains
constant. The engaged student is involved in a process of participatory learning both in the
class-based environment and in the student’s larger social context.
As an analogy for psychotherapy, the “Castle Wall” framework is repurposed to track
client lived change experiences. This tracking accomplished through the substitution of
therapeutic conversations for the in-class activities. This process can be regarded as the
equivalent of the instructor-prompted in-class activity. External activities in the educational
perspective are repurposed with the client’s life experience beyond the therapeutic
conversations that use in-session experiences.

External
In-Session

External
In-Session

External
In-Session

External
In-Session

In-Session

Figure 3. Repurposed Castle Wall for psychotherapy.
The perspective resultant from the adoption of this analogy is ideally one that
demonstrates the sense of the flow through between contexts. In short, permeability is
present.
Exploring change talk and change in living experience. Even though complex
responsive processes is a theory that addresses local interactions, Stacey (2012) affirmed that
these interactions take place within a larger social context. He stated that the process of
recalling stories is a social experience and that
it becomes clear that no one individual can be organizing his or her experience in
isolation because they are all simultaneously evoking and provoking responses in
each other. Together they immediately constitute complex responsive processes of a
recursive, reflexive, self-referential kind. And as they do so, themes emerge that
organize their experience of being together, out of which further themes continuously
emerge. (p. 27)
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As I understand Stacey, the recounting of a story in the living present represents
interpretation of past experience that has been influenced through the themes that emerge in
the context of the living present. Given the imperfection of human communication (Stacey,
2012), misunderstanding also emerges that harbors within it the potential for novel
interpretations. The expression of a change as a result of this dynamic pattern can come in
unexpected ways in the course of a therapeutic engagement.
The original complaint was poor sleep and anxiety. We had been seeing each other at
about monthly intervals for seven sessions. The shifts that were achieved were intermittent
and, generally, short-lived mainly because any change was undermined with another
calamitous event. Following a 2-month layoff, we re-convened for our eighth conversation.
A lot can and did happen during such a period. In this conversation, we went through the
process of reconnecting. I was invited to listen to the stories that had emerged during the 2
months. I accomplished little in terms of offering anything transformative. I listened and
offered an empathic ear. These are difficult conversations in which to participate. I had the
sense of disorientation and holding conversations with myself that had every semblance of
panic and despair. I asked what had been helpful in the conversation and she noted that it
was helpful to vent; to give it to someone else for a while. My experience of this conversation
was that it was not particularly beneficial. I did propose that she consider the various roles
that she was participating in with family. In those reflections, I wondered whether
reorganizing these roles might not offer some reduction in stress. In total frankness, she
stated that she thought not and furthermore that she regarded this as being her role. She had
been crying and thought that the tears were indicative of her acceptance of what might have
been and her process permitted her to move on. This was not a comforting experience for
either of us.
However, as we reconnected for the ninth conversation, as a complete surprise to me,
the reports were that there was a general lifting of malaise. Then came the 10th and
ultimately, final conversation. Although life continued to present challenges, the
conversation alluded to hope and contentment, not to mention a sense of self-assurance. The
conversation was, as you might surmise, very different. The client offered the comment that
although early conversations were focused upon how to accommodate relationships with
family members, it had come to her attention recently that what was needed was a change in
relationship with herself. With this realization, all of the other relationships began to be
become more comfortable and her own discomfort was relieved. As we explored what had
changed, what came to our attention was that a significant shift took place as she engaged
each person with a subtly different relationship. As a result of this transformation, each
relationship engaged different elements of her person. This she found to be quite satisfying
and comfortable. It was not necessary to carve out any definition of the relationship.
Instead, it merely emerged with this new knowledge of presenting multiple experiences of
herself.
In this scenario, two particular themes that are pertinent to an understanding of how
change arises in a client’s lived experience emerged. The first highlights attention to the
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interdependence between the person in the room and significant others who were not physical
participants in the process. Gergen and Gergen (2012) noted that therapeutic conversations
embody “relations outside, but in which they simultaneously create the grounds for a new and
unique reality (discourse patterns shared by them alone)” (p. 79). They however concluded
by wondering whether these conversations have any “street value” (p. 80). Although I agree
with the Gergens’s assertion that therapeutic conversations address relations beyond the
therapeutic office, I find that I have less conviction to agree with their pondering of “street
value”.
Further discussion of my divergence with the Gergens is warranted. To this end, it is
now an opportune time to reflect upon the earlier discussion regarding Miller's and
McKergow’s (2012) position pertaining to the existence of permeability between the clinical
conversation and life beyond the therapist’s office. Recall that Stacey (2001) anchored his
theory in an interactional view that identifies that the mind of an individual and the social
“are all logically equivalent processes of a conversational kind” (p. 88). As such, the focus of
interest is not boundaries between the system and environment. Rather, the conversational
practices are the subject of interest. Stated otherwise, using a complex responsive process of
interactions, it is important to view people as being simultaneously participants in multiple
relationships with self, family, workplace, community, and society, all of which mutually
influence one another (Stacey, 2001). The complexity of these interconnectivities, according
to Stacey (2001), renders it virtually impossible to establish boundaries that would segregate
different relational processes.
So with an established agreement regarding the permeability of the therapeutic
process and the social context in which there are numerous interdependencies, there still
remains the need to explore how, then, therapeutic conversations gain “street value.” Indeed
there is “street value,” and support is derived from Gergen (2009b), who described the notion
of confluence as opposed to influence. Confluence, Gergen suggested, “is essentially ‘an
action’ for which our supplement is required in order to bring it into being. Every attempt to
identify the confluence will issue from a particular tradition of relationship” (p. 59).
A related and significant theme from this scenario was the emergence of multi-being.
This construct also is attributed to Gergen (2009b), who articulated the distinctions between
bounded being and multi-being, the latter of which has a remarkable resemblance to the
complex responsive interdependence view described earlier. Gergen elaborated:
In the tradition of the bounded being, the person is isolated; reason functioned most
perfectly in a social vacuum. In contrast, the multi-being is socially embedded, fully
engaged in the flow of the relationship. For the bounded being, coherence and
integration are virtues; the well-ordered mind is a signal of maturity. For the multibeing, coherence and integration may be valued, but only within particular
relationships. (p. 137)
Note that both constructs describe a social self that is engaged in socially interdependent
relationships.
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Returning to the scenario, the client in this process was involved in adult-to-adult
relationships with various family-of-origin members who were being challenged through a
series of tumultuous transitions that included the separation of her parents, her mother’s
diagnosis of terminal cancer, her father’s growing mental illness, and the adoption of a child
by her brother and his partner that necessitated her brother’s relocation to a distant part of the
country. Throughout the therapeutic process that had begun with concerns regarding anxiety
and poor sleep habits, we experienced gradual shifts that emphasized relationships with
family rather than focusing on personal mental well-being. Due to the dynamic nature of the
changes in the client’s life experiences, the conversations tended to flow with new
circumstances as they arose between conversations. In many ways, the conversations were
discontinuous and reactive to the presenting dilemmas that emerged between conversations.
The staccato experience of dropping seemingly unresolved issues from earlier
conversations so that we could entertain new material during these conversations was
disconcerting. Yet, this seemed the appropriate course to follow as the process ensued. In
contrast to the earlier vignette that was focused upon the pursuit of solution talk, my
understanding of these conversations were that they held meaning for this person. Indeed, I
did initiate probes to link these conversations. These probes were met with a thoughtful
response and a return to the subject of the current conversation. At the conclusions of these
conversations, I asked the client what meaning had arisen for her as a result of the discussion.
On occasion she could describe a meaning that had arisen for her, while at other times,
following reflection, she noted that nothing came to mind at the time but that it was
something that she would think about before the subsequent conversation.
Reflectively, these storylines strike a chord with narratives emergent through SFBT
conversations illuminated by Miller and McKergow (2012). They suggest that themes
organize the story that the person brings to the therapeutic encounter. The work of the
therapist, Miller and McKergow suggest, is to begin to weave from these segmented short
stories an overarching story “that assign[s] coherence to clients’ lives” (p. 173).
Yet simultaneously, my sense was that spite of the various thematic patterns
expressed through these stories, there was a sense of a oneness, a solitary sense of lacking
any meaningful and gratifying connection to others. There was a sense of duty to others,
without any doubt. Still, the story of being simultaneously disconnected and described a
prominent experience that fed the restlessness and anxiety that permeated the client’s
experience.
For Gergen (2009a), “The belief that the skin marks the separation of the body from
the world is a useful fiction that we have developed together” (p. xxvii). His statement gives
deference to the long-held tradition of the individual being separate from the world and from
the other. From this viewpoint, the individual is given primacy, and it is from this self that
relationships arise. Gallagher (2000) noted that this view of the self is distinguished by the
absence of temporality such that it is an intra-personally bounded experience that is
dependent upon cognitive processes that arise in the moment. This is essentially the
experience of recognizing that there is a core sense of self.
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Following a layoff of 2 months and during the subsequent resumption of our work
together, the client experienced the revelation that she was the person blocking her progress.
The shifting relationships that she shared with significant others in her lived experience
embodied unique qualities and characteristics. Gergen (2009b) noted that no prescription
limits the quality of relationship that is formed between people. He offered further that it is
possible for individuals who are experiencing conflict in relationship to experience harmony
through “tuned responsiveness to each other’s actions” (p. 165). In such a relational process,
people become sensitive to the influence of their actions upon others instead of experiencing
self-absorption. Hostility is replaced with coordination that produces harmonic relational
encounters. As this woman described her emergence from her emotional discomfort, her
stories of relationship simultaneously expressed greater comfort. This expression of
relational comfort is illustrative of the second theme that emerged.
As the client embraced the uniqueness of each relationship, she described how she
was able to develop a sense of comfort with each in its own way and on its own merit.
Stacey (2001) might propose that such a change as this is representative of the creation of
knowledge or meaning through the process of relational interaction. In this instance, the
transformation can be viewed from a perspective of the client’s relational interaction with her
own person, or self. At this time, it is important to reiterate that reflexive interaction with
one’s self is a social interaction that take place between the “me” and the “I” that leads to the
emergence of the mind, self-awareness, or consciousness of self (Mead, 1934). Stacey and
Griffin (2005a) explained, “From a complex responsive processes perspective individuals
cannot engineer changes in their minds because their minds arise in social interaction.
Reflexivity then is not an individual accomplishment but a social one (p. 36).
So, in this circumstance, a shift through reflexive process, or a “turning back of the
experience of the individual upon [her]self” (Mead, 1934, p. 134), provided opportunity
whereby the client was able to modify her process and arrive at a different perception of her
lived experience. Is it at all possible that the client had reflected upon the conversation and
her commentary about moving on with her life? Lock and Strong (2010) suggested that
because the ‘I’ is always moving into the past and, in so doing, restructuring the ‘me’,
the ‘I’ of any present moment is also reformulating itself in responding to the ‘me’.
There is a continual dialectic in the relation of the ‘I’ and ‘me’. (Lock & Strong, 2010,
p. 130)
It is apparent that the interaction between “I” and “me” is significant in temporal
considerations also. The potential for restructuring of the past allowed her to acknowledge
what might have been and to move on. A shift that transformed her future can be postulated,
yet never known with absolute assurance. Complex systems are known to shift in
unpredictable ways. These changes can be life changing in their profundity. Miller (2004)
and Baca and Wilbourne (2004), in separate articles, reported on the experience of clients
who reported life-altering changes that transpired and had been recorded 10 years previously
in psychotherapy. Termed quantum change, these transformations were recalled in vivid
detail by the study participants. Miller identified two categories of change that took place for
99

clients. The first he identified as an epiphany, and the second as insight during which the
people experiencing these changes reported that everything about their perspective on life
changed. More specifically, these people reported a sudden and complete release from
negativity that was accompanied by a shift in priorities in life (Miller, 2004).
What emerged for me, referring back to the reported scenario, was a difference in
relationship with the client’s person and the creation of new knowledge that allowed her to
move forward in a different, more positive trajectory. As Stacey (2012) suggested, the past is
reconstructed through interactions that unfold in the living present. Furthermore, Stacey
noted that coherence may be attained by virtue of the interdependence of people and their
interactions.
As the reader can no doubt surmise, when viewed through either an SFBT or a CRP
lens, the changes in this person were not achieved through a radical intervention or an
epiphany. To a seasoned SFBT practitioner, this process may be regarded as an atypical
solution-focused process. Indeed, it differs appreciably from the previous example that can
easily be construed as being solution-focused forced (Nylund & Corsiglia, 1994). It is
unusual also because of the persistence of earlier conversations that were organized by
discussion of problems. This was a therapeutic process in which the conversations were
permitted to flow. Could one then describe this as SFBT? According to Miller and
McKergow (2012),
Solution-building is a continuing work project that may take uneven (nonlinear) forms
that are not adequately appreciated within accounts of SFBT as movement from one
language game to another. Taking the process as one where narratives emerge, are
changed and transformed, are ‘tried out,’ adapted, and even discarded provides us
with a new view of this practice. (p. 178)
This segment exemplifies an orientation to a potential preferred future in which there
was containment of the anxiety associated with the potential of change (O'Flynn, 2005). The
shift could also be understood as having been achieved through a process of negotiating
change by developing an alternative meaning of the difficulties inherent in the relationships.
As the client noted, it was her ability to shift herself that permitted the change to come about.
The shift developed incrementally as her relationship with herself changed as a result of the
transformation of her relationships with others, including through these therapeutic
conversation that encouraged her flexibility in engaging with different people as the daughter,
the supporter, the problem solver, the aunt, the caregiver, and many other roles that
previously were not identified. The emergence of these varied identities provided the client
with the freedom to create different relationships and to find comfort in all of these various
relationships with self and others.
Transformation and stability co-exist simultaneously. The absence of sufficient trust
in any relationship will constrain transformation, thereby holding a person captive in stability.
This framing, however, hints at a linear process in which tension or anxiety reduction permits
a flow to change. Gergen (2009b) cautioned against such thinking when he proposed that the
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reverse process is a more apt description. He put forward a perception that until the effect, in
this case transformation, is identified, the search becomes the explanation that can give
reason for the action. In Gergen’s thinking, then, transformation is the precursor to anxiety.
We are engaged in conversation for a fifth time. The conclusion of the previous
conversation left a sense that we were approaching a point that would realistically represent
a point for closure. At the beginning of this conversation I did ask how things were at this
point. He replied that there was further movement toward the desired goal. This felt like an
opportune moment to inquire about the relationship between our conversations and his lived
experience. I asked what had happened in our conversations that he would say had
contributed to any changes in his life. He noted without hesitation that the major difference
was in his perception of his situation. Rather than feeling compelled to view options in one
way only, he was able to see that choices were available to him. By adopting this view, he
has been able to reach out to significant people in his life for assistance and support.
Experiences of shame that had precluded such options previously dissolved as he saw himself
in a different light. In turn, this personal experience of empowerment provided opportunity
for other preparatory steps for further action in the client’s life. With this information
expressed, a platform became present for the conversation to again focus upon what else
would be undertaken to achieve the client’s preferred future.
In this scenario, the client desired a specific change in life. Whatever the source of
his shame, it served as a barrier to successful transformation to the preferred future. It was
only through the desire for change that the shame that fed anxiety became pertinent to the
client’s lived experience. Had he evaluated his life as being adequate, perhaps happy, he
might never have sought change and the resultant emotional discomfort. The desire for
change informed the presence of anxiety. Note also that the client identified this anxiety as
resulting from an internal and bounded self experience of shame. Stacey (2001) might have
offered an alternative explanation of a protosymbolic perceptual experience of how others
would have interpreted the behavior that was then transformed into a bodily experience of the
client. Once again, in this scenario, it was necessary that there be social engagement, even it
was presumed or perceived, for meaning to be formed.
This relational element of the stability and transformation paradox is not bounded by
the lived experience solely. From a CRP perspective, if not intuitively, it is clear that the
therapist and the client share collaborative, formal, relational roles. Perhaps less obvious
though is the presence of informal roles that are shared that similarly inform the therapeutic
process. Both the client and I are engaged in other interactional processes that, in part,
inform our performance. By way of example, although a client may be participating in
individual therapy, he is also be a spouse, parent, employee, and volunteer in addition to
being identified by many other roles. The result is that it is not possible to have a
conversation with solely a singular person in the person of the client. All conversations
engage other informal roles, and it is indeed not possible to segregate these from the person
in the room. Stacey (2001) summarized this situation by stating,
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In other words, the formal and informal are inseparable aspects of processes of
communicative interaction. It is therefore, inadequate to define identity in purely
formal terms. However, if one says that organizational identity encompasses the
formal and the informal, the notion of a boundary around the organization becomes
problematic because informal relationships and practices extend in so many
directions. (p. 166)
The informal roles described by Stacey are remarkably similar to Gergen’s (2009b)
conception of multi-being. In both perspectives, a conversation includes a multitude of
persons who coincidently reside in the lived real world and in the therapeutic world. In the
two situations described within this section, private conversations with self and public
conversations both influence actions that are subsequently taken. The processing through the
social act of gesture–response provides opportunity for learning or, alternatively, new
meaning to emerge through our social interaction. This interaction demonstrated the
relationship between therapeutic conversation and actions that the client undertakes in her
world. So, how is it understood that a correlation exists between the person and social?
Might it be coincidence that both experience a changed relationship with self, or
alternatively could it be that this is an important element of the process of effecting change in
the real world? In other words, does a change in one’s relationship with self precede a
change in relationship with others in the world? In conventional thinking, that would be a
reasonable conclusion to draw, as in fact these individuals did. On the other hand, this linear
change perspective precludes interdependent interactions.
A parallel supportive theory has been offered by theorists in an adjacent field of
inquiry to complex responsive processes. Spearheaded by Saarinen and Hämäläinen (2004),
systems intelligence theory has been evolving over the past decade. They have been
exploring how people within systems can act with intelligence. Both systems intelligence
and CRP share some commonalities, most notably a focus upon micro-level interactions that
occur in day-to-day processes (Luoma, 2007). Among system intelligence’s propositions is
one suggesting that intelligent actions are made possible through feedback received as a
person influences the whole system while simultaneously, the person is influenced by the
whole system (Saarinen & Hämäläinen, 2004).
Hämäläinen and Saarinen (2006) proposed that because people are embedded within
the social contexts in which they live their lives, they are unable to observe these contexts
with absolute clarity. In other words, people cannot and do not step outside of the contexts of
which they are a part. This proposition is aligned with the CRP perspective of there being no
possibility of any system being organized or observed by an individual from a meta-position
relevant to that system (Stacey, 2001). Absent an ability to adopt a position external to a
system of which they are a member, people instead make cognitive adjustments to what they
perceive to be the context and act upon those assumed beliefs about reality. Saarinen and
Hämäläinen (2004) noted people’s general tendency to perceive the world as separated and
individual entities. Luoma (2007) proposed that due to an individual’s being part of a
system, she or he will be influenced by other members, just as other members will be
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influenced by the individual. In order for a person to act with system intelligence, then, she
or he does well to focus attention upon her/his own actions to inform the actions of others.
This interrelatedness lays the foundation for intelligent actions in light of the dominant
ideology that organizes participants in the system (Saarinen & Hämäläinen, 2004).
Within complex responsive processes terms, system intelligence theory constructs
identified above underscore the nature of relational power patterns that are enacted through
interactions. The foregoing discussion highlighted also the presence of the muddles that form
as a result of the reification of boundaries around people and systems. Returning to the query
regarding the possibility of a unidirectional linear change process, I posed the question asking
whether a change in self is a preliminary step toward change in relationship with others
undermines CRP foundational tenets. Both Miller and McKergow (2012) and the Gergens
(2010) raised the question of how therapeutic conversation transitions to change in the world
in which the client lives. Like system intelligence, the question is embedded within a
systemic spatial orientation predicated upon the existence of identified boundaries between
the occurrence of therapeutic conversation and the client’s lived experience. Such a point of
reference suggests a separation between the person’s historical and concurrent relationships
and the relationship with the therapist. The implications of such a separation are large.
To begin, for Stacey (2001), reaching back to Mead (1934), there is no distinction, at
least ontologically, between the social and the individual. Stacey explained:
The social is not a “structure” existing above people, rather, it is regularities, a high
degree of repetitiveness, in the theme that organize the experience of being together.
However, as they “go on” together, small variations around themes may be amplified
into shifts that simultaneously emerge in patterns of private role plays and public
“plays” of social interaction. Change is at one and the same time change in the
thematic patterning of individual mind and social interaction. (p. 196)
So, in response to the question asked, Stacey would propose that the themes that emerged
within these scenarios would have been transformed through the introduction of diversity
that, in turn, influenced private role-plays that transformed public interactions taking the form
of gestures–responses that transformed the organizing themes (Mead, 1934). These private
and public interactions take place simultaneously. The meaning that emerges from these
public and private interactions exists only within the relationships rather than within person
or mind (Stacey, 2001).
Given that the counseling session was a time that had been set aside for the client and
me to meet and speak, I had an opportunity to open space to engage in a reflexive process
with her. I recorded the client’s description of the process as she experienced it:
This was, it turned out, to be our final conversation. Upon entering, she noted that it
had occurred to her that there was nothing really to discuss in this session. She has
continued to experience the changes that she had enjoyed from our earlier conversations.
Sure, there had been unintentional steps back to earlier patterns of thoughts. However, now
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there was an openness to reflecting upon the words that had been spoken and an openness to
re-interpretation of the meaning that had been provided for the words. I once again inquired
about any difference that had occurred in our conversations that had influenced her lived
experience. She responded that she had embraced the notion of there being more than one
self. She did not need to be the same in every relationship. In those that demanded
assertiveness, she could be that way with those whom she encountered. In other relationships
in which she understood and believed that she could allow a process to play out without
exerting her will, she was comfortable to now do that. The confidence that she was enjoying
was the result of confirmation from her partner that he had noticed the changes in her and
this feedback provided confirmation of the changes that she had undergone. As a result, she
reported that there is a sense of happiness available that had eluded her previously.
How might this report inform our knowledge regarding the manner by which people
create change in their lived world? The key to a response lies in viewing this and other
change experiences from the perspective of complex responsive processes. As Stacey and
Griffin (2005a) noted,
All they can change is their own interactions, and from this widespread patterning will
emerge in ways that they cannot understand. . . . The aim of [CRP] method is,
therefore, not one of changing social ‘wholes’ but of making sense of the ‘live’
experience of interaction. . . . As people make sense differently they act differently,
and it is in this action, in continuing interaction with others, that macro patterns
change in emergent ways which cannot be predicted or controlled. (p.33)
At the risk of being repetitive, I must emphasize that the distinction between therapy
conversation and lived world is an arbitrary one situated within the dominant spatially
divided world. The boundary between the therapy conversation and the lived experience in
the real world is a social construction informed by assumed beliefs about the self and the
social. As an alternative, when viewed through the lens of complex responsive
conversational processes, the therapeutic conversation is a fractal interaction of the larger
social world of the client. Robertson (2009) identified fractal shapes as those that are similar
in shape regardless of the level of inspection. He described the world as being constituted of
the irregular and discontinuous rather than of the apparently regular and continuous elements
with which we are most familiar. He concluded by noting that “a new order comes into view
when we look at nature as fragmented; the fragments combine over and over to make the
whole” (p. 33). The implication of this notion is that regardless of the level of scale of
exploration or examination, no fractal level of scale is of greater importance than another.
Stacey (2001) concurred:
Looking even more closely, one sees that this silent role play, as well as public
interaction with other people, is also a self-similar process in that body rhythms are
forming role plays and interactions while being formed by them (Dardik, 1997). This
fractal perspective on individual and group in a physical context makes it clear that
one is talking simply about levels of examination rather than anything fundamental. . .
. The complex responsive process of relating perspective, then, is one in which the
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individual, the group, the organization and the society are all the same kinds of
phenomenon, at the same ontological level. (p. 95)
Looking at this phenomenon more closely, it becomes apparent that the therapeutic
conversation is an interactional process that takes place at the local level. There is no mind as
it is popularly understood, nor is there a system; there is only process (Stacey, 2003). This
conclusion is analogous to the notion that was presented by Elias: that the socialization
process is one in which the social order emerges from interactions between people at the local
level (Stacey, 2012). The therapeutic conversations are not separate and apart from the
client’s world. Indeed, when considered as complex responsive processes of interaction, such
private and public conversations are both the client’s world. Stacey (2001) observed,
The individual mind/self is an interactive role-playing process conducted privately
and silently in the medium of symbols by a body with processes in the medium of the
same symbols, this time publically and often vocally between different bodies. The
individual and the social, in the scheme, simply refer to the degree of detail in which
the whole process is being examined. (p. 95)
Recall that the research question asked whether complex responsive processes of relating can
describe the manner by which clients effect change in their lived world. In response, in a
socially sanctioned process known as psycho/couple/marriage/family therapy, the
conversation is a fractal interaction of the client’s lived real world. As such, any change is
reflected in each fractal scale of that person. If change does take place, it is a change of
meaning that is fractal and is spread across relational experience. The meaning change in the
room is the same as in the lived world. Expanding on this notion, Stacey (2003) wrote:
Learning is then understood as the emerging shifts in the patterning of human
communicative interaction and power relating. Learning is emerging shifts in the
thematic patterning of human action. Another way of saying this is to say that
learning is the emerging transformation of inseparable individual and collective
identities. Learning occurs as shifts in meaning and it is simultaneously individual
and social. Leaning is the activity of interdependent people and can only be
understood in terms of self-organising communicative interaction and power relating
in which identities are potentially transformed. (pp. 330-331)
Reflections on Project III
The suggestion that there is no boundary between the conversation that takes place
within the therapeutic encounter and the lived experience of the client, as has been proposed
in this section, is no doubt contentious. Yet, in keeping with the propositions of de Shazer
(1984) and of Stacey (2001)—that resistance dissolves through conversational alignment of
the therapist with the client and that there is no difference ontologically between the singular
and the plural, respectively—what is suggested here is merely an extension of these
researchers’ views. Further support is found in the writing of Miller and McKergow (2012),
who described change as being “an interactional process of refocusing clients’ participation
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in the social relationships, communication networks, and language games of their everyday
lives. It is organized within the emergent narratives constructed by therapists inside and
outside of therapy sessions” (p. 172). What emerged from this exploration of the manner by
which change migrates to the living experience of people engaged in psychotherapy benefits
from linkage to both a relational sense of being (Gergen, 2009a) and to a narrative description
of self. In both instances, the idea of an intact and internally fixed self is rejected. In its
place is a temporally amorphous experience that is played out as the future unfolds.
O’Dwyer (2009) distilled the essence of Ricoeur’s philosophical description of the
self-proposed, writing,
The self is never a completed possession, it is never a fixed entity, it is never a selfsufficient cogito; rather it is a living, and therefore a growing, changing, and
responding ‘becoming’ which is in the process of interpreting and reinterpreting itself
and its world. This understanding of the self implies an exposure to life’s unceasing
questions and challenges, a plurality of interpretations and answers, an ongoing
tension between what it is and what it is becoming.(p. 52)
As the change process is observed from these perspectives, what becomes evident is
that both focus upon the interactional qualities with which people engage in their daily
existence. This dynamic view of self in which there is constant emergence depends upon
relationship with other, including the generalized world. The sense-making processes that
people undertake as they endeavor to deal with challenges and tensions inherent in life, when
viewed from a process view excludes spatial metaphors of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ (Stacey,
2001).
The fractal nature of experience and of the storytelling presented by people in therapy
has been alluded to in Project III. The significance of this work was highlighted by Boje
(2015), who defined fractal storytelling as “the study of the relationship between many small
events in living story webs, brought into antenarrative processes into interactivity with the
grand narratives of quite a few events” (para. 1). To Boje, antenarrative represents a story
through which the action will change the future:
Spiral-antenarratives are upward and dowward [sic] (double) spiral forces for fractal
rhythms. Spiral-antenarratives are sequences of choices among paths that have
specific or random trajectories that might have been enacted. That sequence of
choices is fractal, a repetition of fractals each slightly different from the other, and
together, creating a rhythm of momentum, a force of change. (para. 6)
When this concept is applied to the vignettes described in this section, it can be extrapolated
that the grand narrative is the story that the person brings to the therapeutic encounter and
that the antenarrative is the emerging story of the future that will be realized. As proposed in
complex responsive processes, stability persists such that the identity of the person remains,
yet simultaneously change potential exists that is aided and abetted through slightly different
repetitive fractals. These fractal spirals that Boje (2014) described are also characterized as
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having self-organizing qualities and also become collective behavior extending beyond what
the individual had originally conceived.
Madsen (1999) noted that problems lead to disconnection of the person from his/her
social network. Such an experience in turn strengthens the grip that the problem holds over
the individual. It becomes especially relevant then for a person in therapy to benefit from
what Gergen (2009a) referred to as “relational recovery” (p. 303). As the emergent story cocreated in therapy is lived in the world that the person inhabits, it is the social network that
bears witness to that new story. In this process, the fractal expression of change is expanded,
or demonstrates collective behavior within a supportive network. The vignettes presented in
Project III demonstrate that the delivery of SFBT is a minimal interactional process that is
expanded in the lived world as the person seeks similar experience in his/her daily life.
The concept of the living, present complex responsive processes is fundamental to
this process. Without awareness of CRP, Madsen (1999) nonetheless identified this frame
when he described
the process of developing stories across time, picking a point in time, extending it
back to a foundation in the past, and extending it forward to possibilities in the future.
Future points in time are reiterated here to emphasize the ways in which our questions
can invite the consideration of new futures. In this way, the questions we ask invite
people into the experience of alternative futures. (p. 220)
As time in CRP becomes a micro-process through which mutual influence is experienced, so
also do any structural barriers between past experience, conversation now, and potential
futures dissolve. Through the process of developing alternative meaning in therapeutic
conversations that challenge the complete, albeit unsavory, understanding that the person
arrives with in therapy, a seed of new meaning may grow through life in the world. The
creation of the story of a new identity begins in this process and expands in fractal expression
as the person lives in relationships that support this transformation.
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion
Setting the Context for Discussion
In an online article describing solution-focused brief therapy applications in
management contexts, Visser and Schlundt Bodien (2007) saw fit to include a quotation from
prominent SFBT co-developer, therapist, trainer, and life partner of de Shazer, Insoo Kim
Berg. They reported that in response to the question, “Do you see the solution-focused
approach as a finished approach or do you think it will keep on developing and changing?”
Berg replied, “Oh no, it’s not finished. For any model to stay alive it will need to constantly
keep developing and renewing itself” (para. 20).
When I began this research, I conceptualized it as taking me on a journey that would
investigate how communications theory not typically associated with solution-focused brief
therapy might contribute to the continued development of solution-focused brief therapy. Of
particular interest in the investigation was to contribute to the process of meaning-making
undertaken in this specific therapeutic change method. What emerged as the process evolved
was an intriguing journey into the fruitful world of interdisciplinary research that used a midlevel theory to dissolve the boundaries between a meta-theory complex responsive processes
and an atheoretical change practice, solution-focused brief therapy. Gergen (2009b) noted
that disciplines erect boundaries that stifle the flow of meaning across divisional divides.
This inquiry has been an attempt to honor his call for meaning that has relevance across
disciplines.
It became evident that to fulfill this goal, a softening of the disciplinary boundaries
would be required. The necessary theoretical bridge was located in relational
constructionism, described thus by McNamee and Hosking in 2012:
But how may/do we construct softer self-other differentiation? Perhaps we might
draw on something similar to what Buber (cited in Buber, Friedman, and Smith 1965)
calls moving I-It relations to I-Thou (instead of I-It) relations. . . . Not change from
one stable state to another, but processes that close down and open up possibilities. (p.
37, emphasis in original)
By adopting this mid-level theory, it became possible for me to reside in the space between
CRP and SFBT rather than residing first in the body of knowledge of one and then shifting to
be in the other. Social constructionism acknowledges the fluidity of the established
boundaries that delineate our understanding of the world. The theory recognizes the
significance of language in the creation of realities that emerge through relationships between
people as they engage in their local contexts.
Another key to establishing context for this discussion may be found within the
framing of the social context of the study. The “Results” chapter deposits the reader within
the conversational experience of psychotherapeutic conversations. Positioning the reader
within this context is relevant to an understanding of the reflections presented at the end of
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each section. In addition, numerous references were made throughout the body of this writeup to the social and temporal contexts that formed the backdrop to the development of SFBT,
CRP, and my own development through various points of my academic and professional
career. These are vital, in my view, to the story that emerges from the evidence of this study.
I suggest this because, as Stacey (2001) identified, an understanding of an organization is
possible only within a context of appreciation of what is happening as we go about our daily
experience. The social events of the decades through which these stories are developed and
the micro-level personal experiences that coincide with those macro-level transformations
inform and have been informed through my living through them. In no small way, and
emulating Stacey and Griffin’s (2005a) proposition regarding this research method, these are
those moments that create the reflexive narration of taking seriously the relevant personal and
social processes. The “I” and the “we” are inseparable; our stories reflect each other. It is
only the fractal lens through which the story is viewed that alters the scope of the narrative.
It is from this foundation that this inquiry has explored solution-focused change from
a complex responsive processes theory perspective. Over 4 months, 12 separate clients
participated in 36 individual, couple, or family therapeutic conversations. These
conversations served as the raw material for a reflexive process that was intended to “develop
the practitioner’s skill in paying attention to the complexity of the local, micro interactions he
or she is involved in” (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a, p. 24). The meanings that emerged from the
telling of these stories is shared so that iteratively, additional questions can be formulated for
further meaning-making.
The complex responsive processes method used in this research calls for a reflexive
development of meaning-making (Stacey & Griffin, 2005a). Two questions were addressed
through this reflexive process:
1. How might complex responsive processes be used to inform the meaning-making
process in a solution-focused brief therapy process?
2. How does complex responsive processes inform meaning (knowledge) creation in
a solution-focused brief therapy change process beyond the therapy room?
This final chapter synthesizes the learning that emerged from this research. Among
the lessons to be discussed is the importance of an awareness of the potential for both
stability and change that may be addressed to foster the creation of a yet-to-be-known future.
This discussion will explore the potentials of power relations as a therapeutic tool, the role of
identity in changes processes, and a means to effect change conversations through the
introduction of novelty. Also, the exploration of meaning-making beyond the therapeutic
conversation is entertained.
Remembering What Provoked Me to Undertake This Study
The story of the evolution of solution-focused brief therapy describes, in many ways,
the therapist’s story of how to shift the context of the conversation from problem-focused talk
to solution-focused talk. As the method emerged from the social ecological theoretical
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frame, the focus of the method was, and in many ways remains, on asking specific questions
at appropriate junctures to invite the client to entertain visions of what is possible.
Subsequent development of the method increasingly was influenced by the philosophical
position that proposes that language invents the reality in which the client resides and has
been ensnared, requiring the therapist to co-construct with the client another more amenable
reality. Although such conversations have been considered to be acts of co-construction of
the yet-to-be known future, for many, such as Bliss and Bray (2009), the question remained
whether solution-focused brief therapy was being implemented correctly by the therapist.
Different points of origin yet much in common. Had de Shazer and Stacey had
opportunity to speak together, they most likely would have found numerous points of
similarity. It is through these intersections of process that opportunities are provided to
discuss how complex responsive processes inform meaning-making in solution-focused brief
therapy.
Among solution-focused brief therapy’s foundational tenets is the importance of
both/and rather than either/or frameworks. Stacey’s complex responsive processes theory
expands upon this tenet through his exploration of change and stability. A complex
responsive processes view identifies the paradoxical potential for simultaneous change and
stability in human interactions. Stability potential exists in change, as change potential exists
in stability. This dynamic, in effect, dissolves the dichotomy and therefore the boundary
between problem and solution. The simultaneous co-existence provides opportunity for
either to become the dominant focus of conversation. Using complex responsive processes
theory to engage in a solution-focused brief therapy conversation recognizes the simultaneous
potential of stability and change as resources to pursue themes related to novelty. The
alternative is to engage in conversation that is dominated by habitual repetitive themes that
pattern stability, thereby extinguishing the potential to create transformational change
(Stacey, 2001). As was described in the analysis of the conversation highlighted in this
study, persistent focus upon the theme of stability entrenches the conversation in more of the
same.
Through the lens of complex responsive processes, the introduction of novelty, for
example when the preferred future is the subject of discussion, imbues the conversation with
the potential for change. To expand upon this perspective, novelty is introduced through the
adoption of the “not knowing” position held by the therapist that encourages the use of
questions. In particular, questions that explore hypothetical futures, or that suppose an
experience that has to occur in a yet-to-be known future, create innovation potential through
the deconstruction of meaning and the related knowing position that reifies knowledge of the
existence of a problem. As greater degrees of misunderstanding about the validity of the
problem view emerge, the potential for change increases. Doubt creates space for the
development of alternative knowledge and of the meaning of what had previously been
understood as problem.
However, the importance of stability needs to be acknowledged as it relates to the
preservation of identity. As demonstrated in the description of the mother and son in conflict
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in which each preferred that the other change, the revisioning of their relationship with each
other in a distant future potentiated change while sustaining their relational identity. The
invited conversation of their temporally distant relationship provided opportunity for stability
of relationship while, in a changed context, it provided relief of the tension associated with
the individuation of the youth.
Finally, complex responsive processes provides opportunity to understand
“stuckness” differently. If resistance is understood to be an irrelevant construct, then what
could possibly offer explanation for those clients who report that nothing is different about
the experience of problem? A potential answer to this question can be proposed by using
complex responsive processes’ purpose of anxiety. Overwhelming anxiety serves stability by
encouraging a halt in the face of an emergent transformation. Sanctuary is found in what is
already known. O’Flynn (2005) described this process as one in which “efforts will be made
to reproduce particular patterns of interaction with as little variation as possible” (p. 122).
Reports by clients that they have experienced no change may be a reporting of their
experience of high levels of anxiety that compel them to sustain stable patterning.
Contemplating power. The understanding of power as a relational construct
proposed in complex responsive processes is an immensely positive transformation for the
practice of solution-focused brief therapy. De Shazer (1988) previously denounced power as
a helpful construct in his method. Yet, in alignment with the complex responsive processes
view of power as a relational construct, de Shazer (1984) acknowledged the importance of
power relations when he proposed that therapist and family be included in one therapeutic
system to promote collaboration between therapist and client. A reasonable interpretation of
his advocacy of this alliance of therapist and client was that a formulation should be
instigated whereby the therapist positions himself or herself to seek ways to cooperate with
the client. In effect, de Shazer proposed that therapists establish the relational power
dynamic of inclusion that is highlighted throughout the theory of complex responsive
processes. It is also reasonable to adhere to a notion that through conversation, a therapist
and client constrain and enable each other through the choices that they make in the course of
constructing their conversation. As these conversations evolve, the introduction of novelty
creates opportunities for the transformation to take place as norms and values are negotiated.
McNamee and Hosking’s (2012) conceptualization of “power to” is particularly
helpful in conceptualizing the role of power relations in solution-focused brief therapy in
terms of its offering a gentle invitation to participate in a conversation to contemplate the
problem-free future. It is through the introduction of diversity and novelty in conversations
and the ensuing discussion of possibility that the power relation exerts influence. Through
complex responsive processes, power relations represent potential for the emergence of the
future. The ability to bring the client into this sort of sharing of potential is a significant
lesson in solution-focused brief therapy.
Time passages. Although solution-focused brief therapy is probably most widely
recognized as a future-focused change method, it accomplishes the fulfillment of change
through use of the past, present, and future. Complex responsive processes’ treatment of time
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is a valuable and powerful resource for informing the practice. The fluidity that is evident in
a micro-temporal perspective of time provides opportunity to exploit this construct by using
each element to inform the other, as in the case of the conversation with the healthcare
professional in which the acknowledgement of a past comment provided opportunity to
experience the potential of a more positive future. Similarly, anxiety about the future was
calmed through awareness of calm experiences in the past and in the potential future. The
therapeutic use of both past and future in the living present engages the client’s relational
experience and thereby become available as a source of change. As with power, the
relational experience provides the necessary interactional space to promote flow in the
creation of different and resilient meaning.
Complex Responsive Processes Informing Meaning-Making in Solution-Focused Brief
Therapy
A distinguishing feature of complex responsive processes is its ability to dissolve
boundaries as it focuses attention upon micro-interactions. Although it is intended to address
organizational experiences, the theory is adaptable to other endeavors precisely because
organization is understood in terms of themes that draw people into co-action. CRP
emphasizes relationship developed through communications allowing it to be easily adapted
to a social interaction such as psychotherapy or any of its many derivatives.
Complex responsive processes’ focus upon interaction rather than boundary creates
opportunity for relevance as a lens to understand and study discursive therapies. This focus
upon qualities of conversation in the living present dissolves boundaries between past,
present, and future. The future is regarded as being in a process of continual evolution, so
there is a sense of constant emergence. It dissolves distinctions between problem and
solution through a view that regards stability and change as being simultaneously available.
In short, a strength of complex responsive processes’ ability to inform change creation in
solution-focused brief therapy is its dissolution of boundaries of any kind so that the
emphasis is upon micro-interaction in the living present.
Conducting a solution-focused brief therapy conversation informed by complex
responsive processes invites a sense of mindful conversation, one in which the presence of
heightened anxiety invites acknowledgement of the need for safety and security to preserve
the sense of inclusion. Ultimately, the experience of anxiety informs the therapist to slow the
pace of the change conversation and invite instruction from the client as to how to proceed.
As security and safety become present once again, the process of transformation may once
again be engaged.
Although the questions associated with solution-focused brief therapy are in fact key
identifiers of the method, when viewed through complex responsive processes, they diminish
in significance as determinants of the method. Alternatively, the discursive properties of the
method take on greater significance than do the technical questions. This is not to suggest
that those properties are not a relevant part of solution-focused brief therapy. They are,
however, through a complex responsive processes lens, seen as methods to encourage
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inclusion and connection with integrity of personal identity. Adoption of complex responsive
processes is consistent with the perception of solution-focused brief therapy as the “Rumor”
school of thought discussed earlier, in which the method is a philosophical framework to
enter into conversations that gently influence change.
Still, the question that seeks to address how complex responsive processes can inform
change beyond the therapy room is yet to be discussed. A clue as to how this phenomenon
can be understood lies in the earlier discussion of the dissolution of boundaries that takes
place as a temporal focus is undertaken. Another hint lies in the shift in meaning of
experience that unfolds through solution-focused brief therapy conversations. As stated in
the “Results” chapter, through complex responsive processes, differences of understanding
influence power relations, leading to action. In other words, as new meanings emerge
through conversational practices, power relations shift. New meaning is not contained by a
physical or metaphorical boundary such as the walls of a therapy office. As spatial
metaphors recede, an understanding of change as a relational experience emerges. Friends,
family members, and other members of social networks are provided opportunity to relate in
power relations that promote connectivity. As this iterative process proceeds, new meanings
emerge that in turn further influence shifts in power relations.
De Shazer had it right all along. He began his journey of development of solutionfocused brief therapy when he proposed the benefit that could be achieved by including the
therapist and the client in one system. Another metaphor proposed by de Shazer is supported
with this research. The “SFBT as rumor” perspective is upheld by these descriptions of how
solution-focused brief therapy is informed by complex responsive processes. The focus of
therapeutic conversation shifts to shared power and the introduction of diversity to promote
novelty. Does using the techniques associated with SFBT accomplish the same end? They
can be construed as tools to achieve the same effect: Scaling provides novelty to an either–or
description of the problem; exception notes what is different about solution experiences;
coping introduces novelty from a victimization narrative; the miracle question describes the
unknown and preferred future. Finally, asking what has changed since the last conversation
between the client and therapist introduces the fractal nature of experience in addition to the
notion of transformation in the experience of stability. They are techniques, tools that access
a CRP perspective but would appear to be unnecessary in their prescribed form. As SFBT as
rumor, these actions to contain anxiety, introduce novelty, and proceed through power
relations can be accomplished through other rhetorical devices.
In light of the findings from this research and in the spirit of “SFBT as Rumor,” I
propose the following revision of purpose of the classic questions that are associated with the
method:
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Table 3
Contrasting Solution-Focused Brief Therapy, Complex Responsive Processes, and Relational
Being Frames of Reference for Major Questions
Solution-Focused
Brief Therapy

Complex Responsive
Process

Exception

Description of when
the problem is not
happening

Living present
discussion of past to
inform potential future

Accessing previous
relational experience
associated with desired
transformation

Coping

Exploring resources to
carry on in spite of
tremendous stress

Reimagining power
relations that influence
life experience to
resolve anxiety

Engaging multi-being
sources of confidence
and capacity

Pre-session Change

What has happened
since seeking
assistance

Amplifying novelty to
inform diversity

Situating action within
a context of shifting
relational contexts that
potentiates change

Scaling

Introducing gradation
of problem experience
instead of either/or
perspective

Introducing novelty to
co-create change
potential

Enhancing relational
accessibility through a
process of identifying
resources

Miracle

Engaging a
hypothetical future

Transformative
Teleological rhetorical
conversation that
accesses the power for
transformation

Drawing upon
relationships that were
satisfying to determine
a future life course

Question

Relational Being

Reflexive Research Process
As this inquiry took shape, the process itself became one that was richly
representative of transformative teleology as the future unfolded while the living present
advanced. Interestingly, although the potential of my awareness in the experience was
available to me throughout the process, I did not become aware of it until I engaged in
reflexive thoughtfulness as the project began to wind toward its conclusion. Ironically, as I
began this research, I regarded myself as adopting a position external to the research process
so that I might observe what was transpiring. In effect, I adopted a metaposition to the
project; or at least I thought that I had done so. Reflexively, I now am aware that I was very
much immersed in it the entire time that I was engaged in the work. The use of this reflexive
practice, whereby I am the tool of the research, is a sign of my growth as a researcher.
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This method is intended to shift the understanding of the practitioner. In light of that
objective, it has been successful. This has been a very personal journey that I hope will
evoke some additional curiosity in others who may continue the journey of analyzing
meaning-making in therapeutic conversations.
As this writing of this research draws to a conclusion, it may be a reasonable question
to ask what the purpose might be of examining SFBT through a complexity inspired lens
when SFBT purports to simplify solution building? Returning to the description of the
difference between simple, complicated, and complex systems, it becomes evident that the
concerns, worries, stresses, and problems of human existence cannot be determined to be
simple or complicated in light of the myriad of variables and networked connections in which
people live their lives. One need only review the stories presented in this dissertation to find
evidence of the complex relationships with self and with others in which people live their
lives. The gestures and responses of private and public engagements would be merely
complicated if it were not for the inconsistencies and constantly changing contexts in the face
of unknown futures that lead to complex, intricate patterns of life. Although solution-focused
brief therapy endeavors to reduce this complexity to simplicity, it is an illusion to consider
that it is feasible for it to do so.
In my view, it is important to acknowledge the power of this method to create positive
changes for those who have sought intervention regarding painful experiences. I have been
witness to profound transformations acting as the participating therapist in others.
With this said, my experience has been that this study is a much more complex
process than what it initially was intended. This study was created to provide an alternative
presentation of the process of change in solution-focused brief therapy. It has, in the course
of investigating a complexity science inspired view of meaning-making, challenged and
elaborated upon some long-held perceptions of the conversations that incite change. The
study also offers unconventional discussions about the understanding of how these
conversations are co-constructed. Finally, it offers a unique contribution to an understanding
of how change migrates from the therapy room to the lived world.
Limitations
The emergent data that led to the creation of this study represent but a small number
of clinical conversations from one person’s private practice. I used these few examples to
exemplify the manner in which complex responsive processes theory can inform the practice
of solution-focused brief therapy. Although literature and discussion with the dissertation
advisor were used to triangulate these data, I cannot dismiss the fact that these resources were
informed through my lens of experience and understanding. Additionally, I can look to
Gergen’s concept of multi-being to support a contention that previous supervisors, mentors,
and clients informed and formed my thinking regarding my understanding of the process of
these conversations. Finally, the voice of collaborators in the persons of the clients solidified
further thinking about the processes in these conversations through their commentaries that
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noted supportive and helpful elements of the conversations as their sought resolution to their
concerns, complaints, and problems.
This research is most unlikely to be replicated because it represents these
conversations in those moments in time between these people and me. The assertions made
in the “Results” and “Discussion” chapters are just that—assertions of interpretation and
understanding in the moment—meaning that the conclusions are not generalizable. The
method is intended give a forum to the lived experience of the research while in the context
of the reflexive process of sense-making regarding the micro-interactions in which the
researcher has been a participant. This research represents that process. It is intended to also
improve a practitioner’s thinking about the process of engaging in the process and in turn
creating opportunity for the process to emerge through conversation that acknowledges the
paradox of change and stability.
Future Research Directions
During the course of conducting this study, the potential for scope creep was always
present. As conversations with clients were engaged, new vistas of potential areas to explore
and questions to answer emerged.
Primary among these were questions pertaining to the meaning making process and
how transformation in living experience is negotiated. One area of curiosity that arose from
this research is confluence of quantum physics and solution-focused brief therapy. This line
of inquiry is interesting and relevant given the simultaneous presence of stability and
transformation in light as a result of the simultaneous presence of both particle and wave
energy. Goswami and Goswami (1999) identified that a wave collapses at a speed greater
than the speed of light because the wave’s collapse is a discontinuous process. They propose
that our thoughts are quantum objects that, like waves, expand into many possible thoughts
until such time as we pay attention to what creates the collapse that reveals a new meaning.
Exploring change from a quantum physics perspective would offer potentially rich
descriptions of the process of change.
As was proposed previously in this chapter, an exploration of the experience of
anxiety as a barrier to change would be a study that would advance understanding of
“stuckness” in clinical situations.
Finally, with regard to therapeutic application of this practice, the ability of complex
responsive processes to inform meaning-making in solution-focused brief therapy might be
explored from a different perceptual position than was undertaken in this research. A
possible revision of this study would be for a researcher to have conversations with therapists
and clients to investigate their experiences with therapeutic conversations. Such a study
might provide insight that would advance understanding of the change in the world beyond
the therapy room. It could also influence understanding of therapist and client experience
regarding the manner in which conversation provides space for new meanings to emerge.
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Complex responsive processes does have its roots in organizational practices. As a
theory of organizational leadership and change based in relational processes, complex
responsive processes is unique in its foundation and application within what can be regarded
as a traditionally linear and mechanically grounded area of work. Traditionally,
organizations rely upon sequential planning intended to demarcate the pathway to the future.
I am curious about the ways in which these processes would be implemented in an
organization that has not been exposed to this method. How would an organization achieve
the transition from the linear positivist planning method to one organized through complex
responsive processes? If anxiety were to emerge from this practice, what processes would be
advantageous to undertake to resolve these experiences, and what processes might be
undertaken to encourage the people within the organization to embrace these ways of being
together within an organization?
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APPENDIX A
Informed Consent Form
Exploring Solution-Focused Brief Therapy Change Conversations
in the Room and Change Actions in the World
You are invited to take part in this study that will help psychotherapists and marriage and family
therapists to better understand how people who seek service and their therapist create change.
The study will lead to a better understanding of how people who have been in therapy create
change in their life.
The Principle Investigator is Kevin Clouthier, Marriage & Family Therapist at Third Space
Consulting, 332 Central Avenue, 519.645.0440. I am currently a Doctoral student, and Ph.D.
Candidate in the Social Sciences Doctoral Program at Tilburg University. Dr. Sandra Davison,
Assistant Professor of Nursing at University of Alberta, is the Research Advisor for this
dissertation.
Purpose and Value of the Study
This research is designed to deepen the understanding of how therapy conversations create
differences in meaning that lead to change by using Complex Responsive Processes. The first
part of the study will focus attention on conversations that we have in therapy. I will then write a
reflective note about these experiences. The second part of the study will focus on our work
together. I will have a conversation with you that focuses on what you have done to create the
change that was discussed in our therapy conversation.
The value of this study is to better understand emerging themes that shape the experiences of
people participating in these conversations. In particular, attention will be paid to how
conversation changes how you understand the problem that brought you here and what you do
beyond the conversation to realize the changes that we discussed. I will reflect upon our
conversations using Complex Responsive Processes as a method of gaining understanding of this
process. The value of this study is to better understand the linkages that exist between the
conversation in the therapy room and change that you achieve in your life. The focus then, is
upon the conversational process of change to add to the body of knowledge associated with the
creation of change. Be assured that you and the issue that has brought you to this practice are not
the subject of study.
Procedures
The study will be based on my own account of the conversations that occur between us. As part
of my reflections of the conversations, I may share portions or drafts of my thoughts with you for
feedback and input.
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Privacy and Risk Mitigation
I will maintain the privacy of your participation in this study. All electronic files will be
password protected. Written documents will be maintained in a locked file. The only people
who will have access to this information will be my advisor Dr. Davidson and me. What I write
will have enough detail to be meaningful, but will not include names, dates, or other identifying
characteristics. Pseudonyms will be used for all people written about in the narrative.
The study is constructed so that you will receive the same service whether you chose to be a part
of the study or choose to not participate. You may choose to withdraw from the study at any
time that you may decide. Again, you will continue to receive the same service should you
decide to withdraw.
If at any time you have any questions regarding the study, please feel free to ask me. I will do
my best to answer your questions.
Those who agree to take part in the study can request a summary of the results when the study is
complete.

Statement of Understanding & Participation
I agree that the study has been described to me. I have read and understand this form and have
received satisfactory answers to any questions that I have asked about the research. My
participation in the study is voluntary. My signature on this Consent Form shows my voluntary
participation in this research.

Signature:

Date:
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Signature:

Date:

Signature:

Date:
Kevin Clouthier, M.Sc.
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