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Abstract
This paper reviews different options for helping people faced
with a difficult decision. This can be a particularly challenging
context, where the standard solution focused (SF) approach of
leaping into the future may not be instantly effective. Ten
options for using SF methods to work with decision and
dilemma situations are identified. Readers will not be short of
possibilities when working with clients facing tough choices.

Introduction

W

hen I am coaching managers or entrepreneurs, or even
doing demonstration coaching sessions as part of
trainings, one kind of question often appears as the topic. “I
need to make a decision”.
This kind of situation has many forms. It might be “I’m
facing a dilemma”, if there are two starkly different options. It
might be “I need to choose between these options”. And
following on from this starter is “I don’t feel ready, I don’t
know what to do, I’m feeling stuck”.
In my early days of solution focused (SF) work, I might
have been tempted to try to jump forward to a ‘better future’
after the decision; use a Future Perfect or miracle question in
the normal way – jumping forward to explore life after the
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decision or choice. However, there’s a problem with that: in
order to answer that question, we already need to presuppose
one choice or the other. And yet that’s exactly where the difficulty lies.
This paper began life as a discussion at the SOLWorld 2016
conference in Liverpool, where Géry Derbier convened a
conversation about using SF in decision making. I went along
with an idea or two to share, and was very encouraged by the
many possibilities which emerged. This paper is an attempt to
set out as many options as possible for using SF work in
coaching people towards difficult decisions.
Classical decision making

We make decisions all the time, and we don’t usually need SF
coaching to help us. There are various ways in which we can
help ourselves making decisions – these include:
• Considering the options: Listing the possible options
(and perhaps expanding the list to include previously
unconsidered options).
• Weighing up the pros and cons: Looking at the advantages and disadvantages of each possibility. Some people
go as far as to make spreadsheets with scores, different
weightings for various factors, and so on.
• Talking it through with the others involved, or a neutral
person: this is often a help in simply assessing where we
are, and what’s important.
• Paying attention to different kinds of signals: a good
decision often ‘feels’ right as well as being logical or
rational – and vice versa. Indeed, sometimes people
come to me for coaching because the ‘logical’ decision
doesn’t somehow feel right to them, and we can explore
if they are missing something in the rational analysis (or
indeed the feelings change with a better exploration of
the logic).
• Imagining making a decision one way – and see how that
feels. I personally use a coin toss for this. Heads is
8
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option A, tails is option B, toss the coin and see if you
feel pleased, disappointed, nervous or whatever – which
gives you more information. It can be a surprisingly
useful experiment.
These are the kinds of things we do all the time, and I would
say that none of them makes particular use of SF ideas and
tools. Remember the old adage that SF is not for any old
‘problem’, it’s for particularly stuck situations which we have
already made the ‘usual’ efforts to resolve, and those efforts
have been found not to be helpful. The three basic principles
of SF work are:
• Don’t fix what isn’t broken
• Find what works and do more of it
• If it doesn’t work, stop it and do something different.
Just having a bit of difficulty with a decision doesn’t qualify it
as ‘broken’: this is just a part of life’s challenge. However, if
we’ve done what we usually do to think through decisions and
that’s not helping, then it might be time to bring some SF
action into play. And, fortunately for us, there are many
options.
SF decision making options

1. Focus on the time BEFORE the decision rather than the
subsequent consequences
We can imagine the timeline of a decision between two options
as flowing like this:
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Rather than jumping into thinking about life after the decision
(as with weighing up the pros and cons as discussed above), a
useful strategy can be to look at the period between Now and
the decision being made. (Note that this is not quite the same
as the moment when the decision is acted upon . . . more about
that towards the end of the paper.)
One way to do this is to use a simple scale of confidence.
“On a scale from 1–10 where 10 is very confident indeed,
how confident are you right now of making the right
decision?”
Suppose the person says ‘4’. Now you can proceed in the
usual way with a scale:
“How come it’s a 4 and not a 3 or a 2? What’s helping you
to be confident already? What else? What else?”
And then, having gathered as long a list as possible of what is
helping them to be confident already:
“What would be the first tiny signs that your confidence had
increased to a 5? What else?”
Note that here the platform, the topic of the coaching, is not
the decision or its outcomes, it is the confidence of the person
to make a good decision. This can often turn out to be a very
fruitful line of conversation, not least because they have
usually been struggling with the usual ‘pros and cons’ thinking
and are delighted to find another track which nonetheless helps
them to prepare for this decision.
Having established this scale of confidence in making the
decision, it can then be used in various other ways:
“How high
sion? What
that point?
[significant
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What difference would that make to you? To
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2. Disentangle elements of the decision
In some situations, it can become clear that there are several
different aspects or elements of the decision. For example,
when looking for a house to buy or rent, there are several
competing elements: perhaps price, number of rooms,
pleasant location, access to transport and so on.
This gives us the opportunity to create multiple scales, and
work with them independently. On each scale, we can look at:
• What does 10 look like?
• Where is this house/flat/whatever? How come it’s that
high? What else?
• What would be high enough on this scale?
• What would be too low on this scale?
The important thing is not simply to name the number – “that
house is a 7 for price but only a 3 for location” – but to
explore how come it seems like that number, what makes it at
this level, which parts of that seem particularly important, and
so on. Another way to get into the same area might be to ask:
• What needs to be in place for the decision to be made?
This then gives the possibility of including our next SF
decision making tool . . .

3. Bring in the other people who are involved
If there is more than one person involved in the decision, it
can be very important to engage the others – either directly, or
in the conversation with the first person. If the different people
can be gathered, this gives an excellent opportunity for the
coach to have the kinds of conversations listed in section 2.
above, engaging different viewpoints and priorities.
It can feel a bit difficult if different members of the group
come to very different scaling values – but take heart! These
are the times where some good explorations can reveal
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different understandings, perceptions and priorities, which is
in itself a very useful step. Again, it’s important to look at the
details behind the scaling numbers. Useful questions might
include:
• How come you think it’s a 7 and not lower? What else?
• How come YOU think it’s a 3 and not lower? What else?
What did the 7 person see that you didn’t?
Another strategy can be to include ‘silent scaling’. Set up a
scale from 1–10 on a table or even on the floor. Get everyone
to make cards with the different options, and then have them
place them silently on the scale. Then have everyone observe
the whole picture, still silently. Then perhaps have the people
form pairs and discuss what they notice about where all the
cards are sitting, and go from there.

4. Look at the benefits of a ‘perfect decision’
There is one way to look into the future in this kind of
situation without presupposing the answer to the decision
question. This is a process rather akin to a miracle question,
and was first shown to me by my colleague Shakya Kumara,
who uses it in negotiations.
Suppose . . . That you manage to make a perfect decision –
for you, and for the other people involved . . . and afterwards, looking back, what would be the benefits of having
made a perfect decision? Benefits to you? Benefits to the
other people? What else? . . .
Note that this process does not actually require an answer of
the form ‘A or B’: rather it goes beyond that, to look at why
this is a decision in the first place. What are we trying to
achieve? It can be very illuminating to explore this, and helps
both to clarify the goals and aspirations around the decision,
as well as getting valuable input and perspective from the
others. Once again, you can use it either with the other people
12
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in the room, or at least it’s possible to tackle the question
based on what you know about the wishes and desires of those
involved.

5. Make the decision smaller
This is a classic piece of SF thinking. SF has been described
(by me, at any rate) as combining big thinking (in terms of
what’s hoped for) along with tiny thinking (in terms of details
and small steps). If a decision seems difficult, then perhaps it’s
too big. One way to address this is to look at how to make the
decision smaller. A smaller decision will usually put less at
stake, will be more exploratory than definitive and will be a
step along the way to some further decision later on.
One way to make a decision smaller is to decide to take a
step along the road, rather than go for the end of the road at
the outset. This might look like doing more exploring, trying
out a possible solution for a test period, gathering more data,
etc. This can be more recoverable in the event of a mis-step,
and allow further time before committing fully to one option
or another.
Another possibility might be to ask questions like:
• Is it safe enough to try?
• Is it good enough for now?
These come from the tradition of sociocracy (see for example
Endenburg, 1998), an early form of non-hierarchical organisation and decision making. Various forms of sociocracy have
been developed, including the more recent, highly-structured
and somewhat controversial ‘Holacracy’ (Robertson, 2015).
What these systems have in common is a desire to embrace
and work with emerging change, rather than fighting against it
or attempting (fruitlessly) to plan it out of existence.
So, if we can take a small test step as a prelude to a big step,
why not do that? We get more information as a result of the
test, we get to wait before raising the stakes, and also we get
things moving. ‘Is it good enough for now?’ helps to combat
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the desire for perfection in data and implementation, to goldplate the decision and make absolutely sure it’s correct (and
usually by so doing miss the window of opportunity).
Another approach to decision making from the sociocracy
traditions is:

6. Wait and gather more information
One of the elements of Holacracy I like is the emphasis on
taking decisions at the ‘last responsible moment’. This is
designed, of course, to allow better data gathering in fast
moving and emerging situations. If one can wait, then why
not? Of course, this doesn’t sit well with some macho type
managers who see large decisions as more powerful, more
heroic and (perhaps) less retractable later, thereby safeguarding their own legacies.
It’s important to note here that the ‘last responsible
moment’ is not at all the same as the LAST moment. Waiting
too long to take a decision can result in a rushed and confused
last-minute gamble that is not properly thought through (even
though it’s taken ages to get there). The last responsible
moment has been defined by some (see for example Sironi,
2012) as:
. . . the instant in which the cost of the delay of a decision
surpasses the benefit of delay; or the moment when failing to
take a decision eliminates an important alternative.

This is not an entirely straightforward thing to judge, and
indeed the concept has been criticised for not being rigorously
applicable (Cockburn, 2011). However, the basic principle
seems entirely appropriate in helping with difficult decisions.
It’s rather like setting out on a family holiday involving a long
drive from home to the seaside and the children wanting to
know exactly what everyone will have for dinner when they
arrive – it’s an open question, but not one that really needs to
be answered now. I do not suggest that this option is routinely
employed for everything – there are sometimes benefits to an
14
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early decision, and postponing everything may be a recipe for
uncertainty and strategic drift. However, in tough situations
this can be a useful principle.

7. Use the SOAR framework
While waiting for the last responsible moment, one useful
framework to gather data comes from the world of Appreciative Inquiry (Ai). SOAR was developed as a more
resource-based alternative to the famous SWOT strategic
planning format. SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats, and was used from the 1960s as the
basis for surveying both an organisation and its environment.
Readers of this journal will recognise that both weaknesses
and threats are not the most SF or appreciative way to look at
things, and so an alternative framework was developed.
SOAR was first envisaged by Stavros, Cooperrider and
Kelley (2003). There are different versions; the one I prefer to
use is:
•
•
•
•

Strengths
Opportunities
Aspirations
Resources.

The first two of these are carried over from the earlier SWOT
method. ‘Aspirations’ is coming from a very different place –
SWOT says nothing at all about what an organisation wants.
Rather, it was intended to act as a backdrop for the organisation deciding what it ought to do, based on its competences
and environment. In SF, the desired future plays a key role
and therefore incorporating Aspirations feels like a very
natural step. The R in SOAR sometimes (as in Stavros, Cooperrider & Kelley above) stands for Results: how will we know
we are moving forward. This is fine, but I prefer R for
Resources. Looking at what we have that’s available to use in
moving forward seems like a gap in the other three aspects. In
particular for decision making, a look at the resources
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available to help (and perhaps also obtainable as well as onthe-shelf) could make a worthwhile difference.

8. Look for ‘what works’
One key element of SF practice is to look at what’s worked
before in similar situations. This definitely applies to making
decisions. So:
How have we made similar (and successful) decisions
before?
I remember coaching someone who was having difficulty
finding the right school for their son. I tried various lines of
inquiry, but the session came to a remarkable close when I
asked “When have you made similar decisions before?” The
client thought briefly before saying “Choosing our house . . .
oh yes!” In about ten seconds she had put together the housebuying strategy with the school-finding strategy, arrived at a
new answer she was confident in, and that was that.
Another way to include ‘what works’ is to see which of
the possibilities is most based on what we are doing at the
moment (and therefore perhaps most likely to work in the
way we think it will). Building on known ground is likely
to be more firmly rooted than totally new ideas. This is not
always a prime factor, but in a tight spot it might make a
useful difference.

9. Find new options
In dilemma situations, one of the aspects which makes life
difficult is that the choice appears to be between two options –
neither of which looks terribly appealing. So, looking to
expand the choice is always going to be an interesting possibility. One way to do this is the tetralemma form.
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Deriving from Indian and Buddhist logic, the tetralemma
shows that for a given proposition X there are not two possibilities (X or not-X), but rather four:
•
•
•
•

X (affirmation)
Not-X (negation)
X and not-X (both)
Neither X nor not-X (neither).

Whereas the first two possibilities are the usual ‘horns of the
dilemma’, the original options, the tetralemma opens up two
further possibilities – both and neither. Of course, the usefulness lies not so much in the logical concept as the exploration
of what these terms mean in the actual context. How could we
manage to have ‘both’? What might it mean to do ‘neither’?
What does this open up? So, to take a possible simple
example: Moving house to another city.
• X – move house
• Not-X – don’t move house
• Both – rent somewhere in the new city to see if you like it
while keeping the original house (and other options too)
• Neither – move somewhere completely different.

10. Ban yourself from making the decision now
This is a rather paradoxical option. In the early days of Steve
de Shazer’s practice he was fond of sometimes using paradoxical interventions, where the client is told to deliberately act to
create the symptom they are struggling with. So, for example,
someone with a fear of failure is told to deliberately fail at
something. This type of intervention is not really a part of
modern SF practice, but it can serve to open up new possibilities in interesting ways if all else fails.
So, in the case of a difficult decision, one option might be to
agree that the client will STOP trying to make the decision or
even think about it for a period – perhaps a week or a month.
Having driven themselves to distraction by worrying about
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this decision, desisting from the strife and anxiety might easily
have an affect in freeing things up and perhaps introducing
new options. Or, it might have the effect of making the person
realise that they are actually keen to take the decision and now
know which way they want to turn. Whatever, this is always
an option to ‘do something different’ if nothing else seems to
be working.

11. And finally – you can change your mind
At the beginning of this article I presented a diagram showing
the time flow of a decision from preparing to make it, making
it and then acting on it. It is worth remembering that having
‘made’ the decision, there is usually some period where it has
not yet been acted upon (at least, not irreversibly so). One of
the key principles of SF is that ‘change is happening all the
time’ (Jackson & McKergow, 2007). What looks like a
sensible decision can quickly shift to looking not very sensible
at all – either in the light of changing events or even personal
reflection on being faced with the reality of the situation.
Working in an SF way we look to embrace and engage
useful change. This can ultimately mean changing our minds.
There is a certain macho element which prefers to stick with
a poor decision rather than change it – but that can look
like dogged determination rather than skilful and agile flexibility. There is an old saying that ‘if I knew then what I know
now . . .’ (then I would have acted differently then). But guess
what . . . you DO know now what you know now! So act on it
– even if you didn’t know it yesterday.
Conclusions

This paper has touched on ten different ways to use SF ideas
in helping our clients make better decisions. Far from being
the hard-to-reach scenario we feared, there are many ways in
which SF coaches and consultants can be useful resources to
our clients without actually telling them what to decide. That,
of course, is for them.
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