
exception questions in solution focused
therapy
exception questions in solution focused therapy are a vital component in the practice of
Solution Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT). These questions help clients identify times when their
problems were less severe or absent, paving the way for solutions and positive change. By focusing
on exceptions, therapists can facilitate a deeper understanding of clients’ strengths and resources.
This article will explore the significance of exception questions in SFBT, how they can be effectively
utilized in therapeutic settings, and the overall impact on client outcomes. Additionally, we will
discuss practical examples, techniques for formulating these questions, and the role they play in the
therapeutic process.
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Understanding Exception Questions
Exception questions are designed to elicit client narratives that highlight moments when their issues
were not present or were manageable. These inquiries encourage clients to reflect on their past
successes and identify specific instances when they effectively navigated challenges. The primary
purpose is to shift focus from problems to solutions and strengths, fostering a sense of agency and
empowerment among clients.

The Role of Exception Questions in Therapy
In Solution Focused Therapy, exception questions serve several critical functions. Firstly, they help
clients recognize their existing strengths and resources, which may have gone unnoticed in the
midst of their struggles. Secondly, these questions facilitate a shift in perspective, allowing clients to
envision possibilities for change based on their past successes. Lastly, by concentrating on
exceptions, therapists can guide clients toward developing actionable strategies for future
challenges.



Theoretical Background of Solution Focused Therapy
Solution Focused Brief Therapy emerged in the late 20th century, rooted in the belief that clients
possess the necessary resources to solve their problems. This approach contrasts with traditional
problem-focused therapies that often delve deep into the origins of issues. Instead, SFBT emphasizes
brief, goal-oriented sessions that prioritize solutions over problems.

Foundation of SFBT Principles
The principles of SFBT include a focus on solutions, client strengths, and a collaborative therapeutic
relationship. Exception questions align with these principles by steering conversations toward
moments of success, thereby reinforcing clients’ confidence and motivation. The focus is not on the
problem itself, but rather on the circumstances surrounding the absence of the problem.

Effective Techniques for Formulating Exception
Questions
Formulating effective exception questions requires skill and sensitivity. Therapists must create
questions that are open-ended and encourage detailed responses. This approach allows clients to
explore their experiences in depth and identify specific instances that demonstrate their resilience.

Characteristics of Effective Exception Questions
When crafting exception questions, therapists should consider the following characteristics:

Open-endedness: Questions should invite elaboration, allowing clients to express their
thoughts freely.

Specificity: Target specific situations or times to elicit detailed narratives.

Positive Framing: Frame questions in a way that highlights strengths and positive outcomes.

Curiosity: Show genuine interest in the client’s experiences to foster a collaborative
atmosphere.

Examples of Exception Questions in Practice
In practice, exception questions can take various forms depending on the client’s situation. Here are
some effective examples:

“Can you recall a time when you felt more in control of your anxiety? What was different
then?”



“Think about a recent situation where you managed to cope well despite the challenges. What
did you do?”

“When was the last time you felt happy or content? What was happening at that time?”

“Have there been moments in your life when your relationship was more satisfying? What was
contributing to that?”

These questions encourage clients to pinpoint specific instances, facilitating a deeper understanding
of their capabilities and resources.

Impact of Exception Questions on Therapy Outcomes
The use of exception questions in SFBT positively influences therapy outcomes. By focusing on past
successes, clients are more likely to develop belief in their ability to effect change in their lives.
Research has shown that clients who engage in solution-focused approaches often report increased
satisfaction and reduced symptoms over time.

Benefits for Clients
Some of the notable benefits of utilizing exception questions in therapy include:

Enhanced Self-Efficacy: Clients gain confidence in their ability to handle future challenges.

Increased Motivation: Focusing on exceptions can reignite clients’ motivation to pursue
their goals.

Strengthened Therapeutic Alliance: Collaborative exploration of successes fosters a
stronger bond between therapist and client.

Clarity and Insight: Clients develop clearer insights into their strengths and effective coping
strategies.

Common Challenges and Solutions
While exception questions are powerful tools, therapists may encounter challenges during their
implementation. Some clients may struggle to identify exceptions or may be resistant to focusing on
positive experiences.

Addressing Client Resistance
To overcome resistance, therapists can employ several strategies:



Normalize the Experience: Explain that it is common to focus on problems and that
exploring exceptions can be beneficial.

Build Rapport: Establishing trust can help clients feel more comfortable discussing their
successes.

Use Scaling Questions: Scaling can help clients visualize their progress and identify
exceptions more easily.

By addressing these challenges proactively, therapists can foster a productive therapeutic
environment conducive to growth and change.

Conclusion
Exception questions in solution focused therapy are instrumental in guiding clients toward
recognizing their strengths and past successes. By facilitating a shift in focus from problems to
solutions, these questions empower clients to envision a future where they can manage their
challenges effectively. The strategic use of exception questions not only enhances therapeutic
outcomes but also fosters a collaborative and supportive relationship between therapist and client.
As SFBT continues to evolve, the importance of focusing on exceptions remains a cornerstone of
effective therapeutic practice.

Q: What are exception questions in solution focused therapy?
A: Exception questions are inquiries designed to help clients identify moments when their problems
were less severe or absent. They encourage clients to reflect on their past successes and strengths,
facilitating a focus on solutions rather than problems.

Q: How do exception questions contribute to the therapeutic
process?
A: Exception questions help shift the focus from problems to solutions, empowering clients to
recognize their strengths and resources. This fosters engagement, motivation, and a collaborative
therapeutic relationship.

Q: Can you provide examples of exception questions?
A: Examples include: “Can you recall a time when you felt more in control of your anxiety?” or “What
was happening the last time you felt satisfied in your relationship?” These questions encourage
clients to reflect on specific instances of success.



Q: What challenges might therapists face when using
exception questions?
A: Therapists may encounter resistance from clients who struggle to identify exceptions or who are
focused on their problems. Addressing this resistance through normalization and building rapport
can be effective strategies.

Q: How can exception questions enhance client outcomes?
A: By focusing on past successes, exception questions can increase clients' self-efficacy, motivation,
and clarity about their strengths, ultimately leading to more favorable therapy outcomes.

Q: Are exception questions used in all types of therapy?
A: Exception questions are predominantly used in Solution Focused Brief Therapy, but similar
concepts can be adapted in other therapeutic approaches that emphasize client strengths and
resources.

Q: What is the primary goal of using exception questions?
A: The primary goal is to facilitate a shift in focus from the problems clients face to the exceptions
where they have successfully managed or navigated those problems, thereby fostering a sense of
agency and hope.

Q: How do therapists formulate effective exception questions?
A: Effective exception questions are open-ended, specific, positively framed, and reflect genuine
curiosity about the client’s experiences, allowing for deeper exploration of their strengths.

Q: What are the benefits of using exception questions in
therapy?
A: Benefits include enhanced self-efficacy, increased motivation, strengthened therapeutic alliances,
and clearer insights into clients’ strengths and coping strategies.

Q: What is the significance of client narratives in exception
questions?
A: Client narratives provide context and meaning to their experiences, allowing therapists to
understand their unique situations and helping clients to articulate their strengths and past
successes effectively.
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