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Summary:  
 
Solution Focus (SF) involves a selection procedure: to “find what works” (and do more of it), 
navigating among the many other options that don’t work (and where you better “do 
something else”). This distinction is simple to understand, but may lead to many iterations 
before finally arriving at what works.  
With only limited time for try-and-error iterations using a strictly “SIMPLE” (Jackson & 
McKergow 2002) map, it might help to increase the “requisite variety” (Ashby 1956), the 
capability to process complexity to reach a solution with less search-time.  
To that end I describe here a map of some “solutions landscape”. Its “core fractal unit” 
(CORFU) may enrich our understanding of the landscape’s “topology” and our options to 
successfully navigate trough it, towards good solutions: for ourselves, and our consulting 
clients. As usual in SF-work, the options of simplicity and variety are not mutally exclusive; a 
flexible balance may be tailored to the changing needs of developing situations.  
 
  
Maps of maps and territories… 
 
Solution Focus (SF), as the name implies, is one form of developmental consulting directly 
focusing on solutions, without lengthy investigations of the problems for which a solution is 
sought. It is said to follow a “theory of no theory”, to be simple, staying on the surface, 
respecting descriptions and phenomena for what they are - in some way just like Zen 
philosophy. But then again, SF consultants are real people of flesh and bone, with a history, 
with their own complications, with their own theories, following their own inner maps during 
their consulting process. And clients, too, have their own reasons, explanations, 
contradictions, secondary worldviews, and inner maps.  
 
Of course we know since at least 1931 (Korzybski) that “a map is not the territory”, but as 
Bateson (1970) made clear, we never have direct access to any “territory” anyway. All we 
have is “maps of maps, and maps of territories” (Heinz von Foerster). In some way the two 
should be related, should be just similar enough to be helpful for reaching goals in life’s 
territories. Imagine two persons meeting in New York, one asking the other for the way to the 
train station because he wants to catch a train to Paris, France, and the other person uses a 
roadmap of Shanghai, China, to explain the way: how, when and where will they arrive? 
So to have an appropriate map of “solutions territory” and to make good use of it when trying 
to focus and reach a solution, may be crucial. The question then is: What’s “a solution” 
anyway, and how do we make a helpful, appropriate map of it?  
 
What’s “a solution”? The linear parts …  
 
The first two dimensions for our SF-topology come from the word itself. Looking for “a 
solution” implies, unavoidably, something that is a) better than what we currently have, and b) 
not yet reached, but hopefully accessible somewhere in the future.  
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If it weren’t better we would call it “(ex-) change” or “deterioration” rather than solution. If 
we weren’t hopeful to reach the desired state sometime in our life we’d call it “mere 
phantasy”, “wishful thinking” or “futile daydreaming” rather than solution. So one dimension 
already included in “solution” is time, usually thought of as some linear sequence of events 
reaching from the past through the presence towards the future. The other dimension included 
is the attribution of value: assessing some state, constellation of elements or process of events 
as something between good and bad, marvelous or awful. Notice that both of these 
dimensions may be described as a scaleable continuum or line between two ends of a polarity. 
They are linear, just like most of current management’s “input-output“, or “cause-and-effect”-
models. Combining these two primary dimensions of time and value leads to figure 1.  
 

 
Figure 1: “solutions” = positive & in the future… 
 
The uppermost line in the right quadrant in SF-jargon is often called the “Future Perfect” 
(Jackson & McKergow: 19), and can be accessed by answering the wellknown “Miracle 
Question”. This could be further divided by some kind of reality check into two parts: 
illusions (or unrealistic dreams), and solutions.  
 
Solutions are nothing to touch and take away, nothing “rock solid” and in one piece. Solutions 
usually consist of several elements in some specific arrangement or constellation, and require 
some series of steps to reach them. (Accordingly, the word “solution” in a slightly fuzzy way 
is used for both the desired outcome of a process, and for the process itself!)  
Many ingredients may contribute to a solution: things, people, skills, past experience, money, 
energy, creativity…, collectively called resources. Resources and elements of the desired 
solution may be found in all times, all along the “time”-axis or “timeline”. Those from the 
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past may be called “experiences”, those in the present “skills”, those from both the past and 
present “exceptions”, and those for the future “visions” or “goals”.  
 

 
Figure 2: solutions’ components in time… 
 
What we do is, trying to find out where we are (“A”), define what our goals (“G”) will look 
like, and then initiating first steps - in consulting called: “interventions” -, using the 
ressources we can access, to move from A to some B, hopefully bringing us closer to G. This 
has been nicely described in Jenny Clarke’s “Albert Model” (Clarke 2005: 3). Topological 
“closer to” (my goal, or my solution) in SF usually is measured by scaling (Jackson and 
McKergow 2002: 95f.). On a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 is the worst and 10 is the best case, 
the closer my assessment of the current situation gets to 10 the closer I get to my goal. So as 
time moves along the time-axis, our interventions try to steer the results further up the value-
axis. If we don’t violate any restrictions along the way, reaching G will equal “the solution”. 
 
Model Questions (for the linear part) 
 
How can that “2x2”, that two-dimensional “map” be used in a practical way to support 
someone finding their goals and solutions? One way to use it is to translate all components of 
the map into solution oriented questions. The nice thing about that is: it doesn’t really matter 
which quadrant of the map your client starts with - you can always find questions that point 
towards the upper right square, the solutions’ quadrant! (Figure 2b) 
 
If somebody is already talking about his vision or describing parts of his solution, the 
questions are about confirming, reinforcing, extending and moving towards action. What else 
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is helpful? Who will do what with whom until when? Who else will support this? What’s the 
first practical step to start with? Can we start now?  
 
If someone is more happy about the past than about his ideas of the future (upper left 
quadrant) helpful questions will look for active and transferable parts of that past. How did 
you do that? What helped? What else? How could you do it again? Which part of that could 
you do again? What else?  
 
If someone is afraid of, or complains about (his phantasies of) a “bad future” (lower right 
square) turning-around questions may be tried. How could that be avoided or turned around? 
Who would have to do what to change that perspective? What would you like to see instead? 
What else?  
 
And if a client is focusing on, or feels trapped in a “bad past” (lower left square) coping 
questions apply. How did you survive under these tough conditions? How come it wasn’t even 
worse? What did you learn or gain from that terrible experience? What else? How could that 
be useful today (now that you’ve obviously survived, and made it until here and now …)?  
 
Thus, the map can help to give orientation where the client stands, and what kind of question 
to select to support focusing positive possibilites and resources.  
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Now, who‘ll do what, with whom, 
until when?

What else is helpful? 

Can we start now?

What is the first step? 

How could that be reversed?

What else? 

And how can you cope well 
with the unavoidable? 

How did you do that?

What helped? 

Which part of that could be
recycled, and how? 

How come it wasn‘t even worse?
So how did you survive?

What strength did you gain
from that bad situation?

And what was great about
that problem? What should happen instead? 

How could you repeat that? 

Figure 2B

 
 Figure 2B: solutions-oriented questions from all directions… 
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Multiple causes and effects 
 
Now any intervention can produce more than one outcome. Some may bring us closer to G 
(higher on our value-axis), some may on the contrary be counterproductive and enlarge the 
distance to G (be lower on the value-axis), some may be neutral, producing neither harm nor 
benefit. So beyond the desired effect of our intervention or first step there may be (“emerge”) 
expectable side-effects that we may or may not accept as being worth the effort, and there 
may be still further unforeseen, or even unnoticed effects. The same is true for the so called 
“causes”: Of all possible events that contribute to the result only a fraction is noticed, and of 
these only a fraction has been taken into account during planning the intervention. And even 
the current situation, the point in time between the causes in the past and the effects in the 
future, is “not what it used to be” if we change its description at any one of the possible 
“logical levels” (Dilts, 1990), or from any other “thinking colour” (De Bono, 1985) 
 
Worse still, not all causes are locatable in the past (Aristotles’ “causa finalis” lies in the 
future!), and some effects even link back to the causes. “Feedback” happens!  
 

 
Figure 3: multiple causes & (side-) effects… 
 
Some causes are home-made, effected by the effects they caused… Now how did they do 
that? This has to do with another unavoidable ingredient of solutions: people.  
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Solutions - the reciprocal part …  
 
The first person a solution cannot avoid is the one for whom it is a solution. Without someone 
who defines something as a solution, it isn’t any. (The same, by the way, is true for 
“explanations” - and for “problems”!) Now persons cannot exist alone for some fundamental 
reasons. People, as all living beings (and in fact most components of the universe) are “open 
systems”, entities that can’t avoid having some exchange with the world around them.  
 
Each human being (or, in a more abstact way, each “viable system”) vitally depends on 
exchange with others, on a variety of levels: contact, food, sex, products and services for 
money, ideas… If no part in the outside delivers what’s needed, the person starves. If no part 
in the outside world takes away the output, the person suffocates in its own waste. So every 
person, in fact every open or viable system needs to have at least one partner, who can recycle 
the “waste” (the output / C1’s product P1) and convert it into “food” (useful input / C2’s 
product P2) again, and vice versa. Please notice that “food” and “waste” between humans is 
not restricted to material input and output. Many “currencies” apply: the exchange could just 
as well comprise services, informations, communication (talking, listening), attention (more 
and more the rarest good in the world!) apprecitation (compliments, smiles) affection 
(fascination, love), and whatever else individual people cannot produce for themselves, but 
for other people. (Just like in: “Nobody is so poor that he can’t give you a smile, nor so rich 
that he doesn’t need one.”)  
 

 
Figure 4: one partner’s output is the other’s input - and vice versa… 
 
Only in interactive exchange both parties’ needs can be satisfied – and a larger system will 
emerge.  

Win-Win: „offering P1 – looking for P2“ 

C1 C2 

P1 

P2 

Figure 4 Do©KS 2006 
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Outside abstract models these systems usually comprise of many more than only two 
components. But the functioning principle remains the same: Totally different goals of each 
of the partners lead to a common solution! Which, the other way round means that what’s a 
goal for one part of a larger system can and will be different from what’s a goal for some 
other part of the same larger system - and again very different from what’s a goal for the 
entity of ”larger system”! So where do we focus in SF?  
 
This description is “true” (in that it can be applied) across a range of systems of different 
magnitudes. Our bodies’ cells prefer 37°C and 100% relative humidity as environmental 
conditions - our body as a whole would be rather stressed by the same as climate. A factory as 
a whole may need to run 24h a day and all week - none of the workers operating it would 
accept the same for themselves. Still both need each other, the body and its cells, the factory 
and its workers. And both need what’s exchanged between them, the food and the 
metabolites, the work and the money. So both have to respect the larger or smaller system’s 
needs while trying to optimize their own functioning. The viability needs of wholes and of 
their parts are different, but they mutually inform and restrict each other.  
 
Towards the core topology: combining the parts …  
 
So if persons can’t be deleted from solutions, and they come in pairs or larger numbers, how 
do they fit with the preliminary time x value topology of solutions? Simply: by combining the 
two models “orthogonally” to each other, as sketched out in figure 5, and with more detail in 
figure 6. I like to call this full model “CORFU”, for “core fractal unit” (with the mathematics-
derived term “fractal” intentionally referring to the aspects of self-reference and scaleability 
across orders of magnitude).  
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Figure 5: towards individual goals - thriving on exchange… 
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Figure 5 

tl1 

tl2 

Do©KS 2006 

C = component 
tl = timeline of c 



Dr. Klaus Schenck:  „Solution-Focused (SF) Topology“ 

 

 
Figure 6: “CORFU”, the “core fractal unit” of systems - and of their solutions… 
 
Here we have two components (C1 and C2), each with its own timeline (tl1 and tl2) and on its 
own way towards its own goal (G1 and G2). To be able to keep moving they have to exchange 
some products (P1 and P2). From all this together - the components with their goals and their 
exchange of products - emerges a larger system (LS) with its own goal (GLS) approached via 
its own timeline (tlLS). Any valid “solution” will have to take into account all involved 
parties’ goals (G1 and G2 and GLS) and the balance of their exchanges. A “solution” is not just 
reaching my goal - but doing so while other parts of the interlocking system reach, or at least 
approach their goals, too.  
 
If the goal can be clearly named but still no progress towards it observed, the obstacle might 
be in the interaction rather than on the individual’s timeline. Any goal neglected or 
jeopardized is a source of conflict and jeopardy for the solution. Similarily, when the values 
of the exchanged contributions P1 and P2 are too unequal: Then one of the components runs 
out of fuel or into the accumulating waste, goes out of business either way, and the whole 
system ceases to work.  
 
Jackson & McKergow stated (2002: 37): “Systems have properties that are in between their 
component parts. It is the interactions between the parts that define the system.” This 
description now might be extended: It is the parts and the interactions between them, and the 
emergent larger system these create, and the interactions between the parts and the system 
(and between the system and the next larger environment etc.) which define the system. And 
it is the balance between the parties and contributions involved that keeps it running.  
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P1 

P2 

LS 
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(LS = emergent larger system) 

Figure 6 
(tl = time-line of a component) 
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Now the picture is more complete - but at the same time on the edge of looking 
complicated… (I hardly dare to mention that the LS can itself be again understood as a 
component of the next even larger system! Just as each of the components C1 and C2 could - 
and usually will - be comprised of smaller components or sub-systems…) It might violate one 
major demand of SF: to “keep it simple!” The advantage of this model is its versatility: it can 
be applied to, and help navigating through, many different situations looking for solutions. 
And whenever we pick out some specific part for some specific application, this part should 
be sufficiently simple again even for us “solutionists”…  
 
CORFU-questions 
 
And again, for practical application of the model each component can be “translated” into 
useful, solution-oriented questions! What do I have to offer (P1) that is attractive for someone 
else (C2)? Who (C2) could supply me with what I need (P2) for my getting closer towards my 
goal (G1)? If I know who (C2) provides what I need (P2): what do I know about their goals 
(G2) so that I can offer something in exchange (P1)? What do I know about the goals of the 
larger system (GLS) to be able to take action that supports it, or at least doesn’t contradict it? If 
I don’t get what I need and know the other party could provide, what do I have to change? 
What do I have to do more of or less of? Do I have to decrease my price or increase my 
product information? Do I have to talk more or to listen more? Would some other “currency” 
of what I have to offer help (i.e. attention rather than money, compliments rather than critical 
comments?)? The list can be extended almost indefinitely …  
How many more questions would be helpful for you, the reader? Who could provide them? 
What would you do differently if you had them? What would you have to offer in return? 
How could you communicate that? Who would notice your offer, and how?  
If you changed your questions, how would that change your problems - and your solutions?  
 
Some examples of applications:  
 
Imagine a manager (C1) in conflict with a co-worker (C2), who doesn’t seem to actively 
support the goals of the team (GLS). The miracle question only showed that none of them was 
a customer for change yet: both of them were convinced that mainly the other one would have 
to change. And while trying to make the other one change, their own initial goals got out of 
sight. The pseudo-goal “the other one has to change” had replaced their original goal. By 
gentle and stepwise interviewing C1, eliciting what he knew about the goals G2 of C2 and 
about the contributions P1 from his side which C2 would perceive as helpful towards his G2, 
and vice versa, both of them started to open up for change. They realized that intuitively they 
had confused the organization’s and the involved persons’ goals - and that they had to think 
counter-intuitively before finding a satisfying solution. They realized they had to support their 
“enemy” to have their goals met, because they couldn’t meet them without the other person.  
 
As Jackson & McKergow put it (2002: 44): “The main route to the world treating us 
differently is for us to initiate a different way of treating the world. […] The doing gets 
amplified and comes back to us from a different world.” The “different world” that feeds back 
on any component is the other components involved, and the larger system they create 
together.   
 
Imagine a company C1 and their customer base C2. Now both “components” consist of larger, 
multi-person systems. Again the model can be applied. The decision-makers in company C1 
have to find out what product range (P1) they offer as to make their customers (C2) pay 
enough money (P2) to allow C1 to reach their goal (G1): survive and make a profit. The 
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interest of the customer C2 will vary with the degree to which P1 (what he receives) is 
supporting him in reaching his own goal G2. Vice versa C2 may ponder the fair amount of 
money P2 to deliver for the company’s product P1, and that will depend again on both parties 
current goals. Internal sub-components, the company’s departments will focus on different 
aspects of the whole picture. Sales will be eager to increase P2, income; engineering will be 
interested in adding features to P1, their “baby”, the technical product; marketing will want to 
learn more about G2, the customers’ needs, to connect the former two. Each of these sub-
perspectives can be addressed specifically by SF-questions.  
 
A solution that helps both parties to survive is reached by balancing the needs involved. 
Neither the company nor the customers, nor any of the companys’ internal functions can be 
taken out of the system or their goals ignored completely without the system falling apart 
completely. So solutions almost always are a question not of “either - or”, but rather of 
balancing the “how much of which ingredient or what aspect, for today, in this specific set of 
context conditions?” “Terms of trade”, assessed in “human currencies”, if you’d use business 
jargon. Here, scaling comes in handy as a tool to check for relative amounts.  
 
 
Possible extensions of the model:  
 

1. The whole CORFU is, obviously, viewed from an outside, observer’s, perspective. 
From an insider’s perspective it looks different: all the other components, and P2, and 
the LS are “environment”, into which own products, services, and waste (P1) are 
released! Now this insider’s perspective is equally valid to be taken from P1 or P2 - 
counter-intuitively in the beginning. P1 could be a project, looking for what project 
team it would take to create benefit for whom. Both the team and the project’s 
customers might be exchangeable - from the project’s perspective! P1 could be money: 
from the perspective of international financial markets it is quite secondary where it 
comes from and what it is used for to produce with, as long as it enlarges its own 
volume profitably. Or when P1 and P2 are communications, the people uttering them 
may be viewed as environment for, rather than part of the communications. Strange at 
first, but offering perspectivic differences that may make a difference… 

2. Of course there usually are more than two partners involved. This is where 
competition starts, markets emerge, components and products acquire life cycles. Only 
when the individual parts can be exchanged for others can the LS survive departure or 
death of any of its components.  

3. Contrary to the basic model picture, the components may be of widely un-equal size: 
one may represent the sub-, the other the supersystem or environment. As described 
above, when seen from one component’s perspective all others together are perceived 
as - more or less differentiated, inner or outer - “environment”. This links nicely to 
conventional managerial wisdom: Many of the well known portfolios or “two-by-
twos” (SWOT, BCG-matrix, McKinsey-matrix,…) compare and combine features of 
one element (i.e. a company) and its relevant environment (i.e. the market) to identify 
opportunities (for solutions!).  

4. All of these extensions, and more, may of course be combined… 
 
And as above, all can be converted into solution oriented questions. Which we’ll skip here for 
now, but invite the reader to eplore the options that may be opened up by inventing as many 
useful questions as you can, and asking them.  
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Conclusion 
 
In searching for solutions, for ourselves or for clients, we sometimes may focus in directions 
that look promising, but don’t work. The so called “theory of constraints” (Goldratt 1994, 
1997) convincingly shows the need to especially focus on a system’s “bottleneck”, its limiting 
resource or process step. Putting effort into parts of a system outside its bottleneck resource 
doesn’t help, doesn’t improve the system’s overall performance. The CORFU-model helps 
mapping the bottleneck of a system more easily when searching for a solution.  
 
The main mode of applying CORFU in practical management and consulting is translating its 
components into all sorts of solution oriented questions. Depending on where you are 
focussing, you’d choose confirming, reversing, or coping questions, hypothetical, circular or 
scaling questions, precise, diffuse or “clean” language - whatever helps you and your client to 
focus on solutions. The model provides an orienting frame for selecting appropriate questions.  
 
The model also helps to understand that “a solution” never is just one party getting closer to 
their goal at the expense of others involved. A sustainable solution always means gains for all 
parties involved: the interacting subjects, and the larger system they unavoidably create by 
interacting.  
 
With its moderate complexity CORFU offers some “requisite variety” - while still respecting 
the human mind’s “9-components-maximum-at-a-time” proposed by Miller (1956).  
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