
Solution-Focused Harm Reduction: 

Overview of Book 

 
Below are a list of the main themes and important ideas presented in Solution Focused Harm 
Reduction: Working effectively with people who misuse substances  by Dr. Seán Foy. The 
book presents a compelling case for integrating Solution Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) and 
Harm Reduction (HR) principles when working with individuals experiencing substance 
misuse. 
 
Key Themes 

1. Strengths-Based Approach: Both SFBT and HR emphasize identifying and building 
upon clients' strengths and resources rather than focusing solely on their problems. 
This fosters hope and empowers clients to envision and work towards a better future.  

"I have always been attracted to people who have a positive, realistic attitude. I often think of 
the glass half-full/half-empty scenario." - Dr. Seán Foy 

1. Collaborative Client-Therapist Relationship: SFBT and HR advocate for a 
collaborative relationship where the client is recognized as the expert in their own life. 
The therapist acts as a guide, facilitating the client's self-discovery and solution-finding 
process. 

"Therapists in SFBT ideally will have the following attributes to assist in their work. They are 
leading from behind and they adopt a not-knowing stance." - Dr. Seán Foy 

1. Focus on Solutions and Exceptions: Instead of dwelling on past problems, SFBT 
and HR encourage exploring moments when the issue was less severe or absent. 
Identifying these "exceptions" helps clients recognize their existing coping 
mechanisms and envision achievable solutions. 

"Were there any times at all over the past seven days when things were just a little better? (If 
the answer is yes, ask for more exploration and explanation; if the answer is no, ask the client 
how they managed to cope.)" - Dr. Seán Foy 

1. Practical and Achievable Goals: HR acknowledges that immediate abstinence may 
not be feasible or desirable for all individuals. It focuses on reducing harm and 
improving overall well-being through pragmatic steps, even if substance use 
continues. 

"Harm Reduction (HR) which is sometimes referred to as damage limitation, risk reduction 
and harm minimisation is really quite a simple idea. It is simply, to reduce the potential for 
harm." - Dr. Seán Foy 

1. Respect for Client Autonomy: Both approaches prioritize client choice and agency. 
The therapist does not impose solutions but collaborates with the client to identify 
goals and strategies aligned with their values and desires. 

"The drug user’s decision to take drugs is respected. The dignity and rights of the drug user 
are respected." - Dr. Seán Foy 
Important Ideas and Facts 



• The Miracle Question: This powerful SFBT technique encourages clients to imagine 
a future where their problem is solved and describe what that would look like. It helps 
clients identify their desired outcomes and motivates them towards change.  

• Scaling Questions: Using a scale of 1-10, scaling questions help assess the client's 
perception of their issue, motivation for change, and progress towards their goals. This 
allows for tangible measurement and tracking of progress. 

• Exceptions and EARS: Identifying exceptions to the problem and using the EARS 
(Elicit, Amplify, Reinforce, and Start Again) technique amplifies client strengths and 
fosters a sense of agency. 

• Harm Reduction Principles: Pragmatism, humanistic values, a focus on harm, 
balancing costs and benefits, and a hierarchy of goals are central to HR. The book 
provides numerous examples of how these principles translate into practice.  

• Rat Park Experiment: This research highlights the crucial role of environment and 
social connection in influencing substance use, challenging the idea of drugs as 
inherently "evil." 

• Decriminalization in Portugal: The success of Portugal's drug decriminalization 
policy in reducing drug-related harm and improving public health serves as a powerful 
example of a pragmatic HR approach. 

• Relapse as a Learning Opportunity: Rather than viewing relapse as a failure, SFBT 
and HR encourage reframing it as a learning experience, further identifying triggers 
and refining coping strategies. 

Practical Tools and Techniques 

• "Advertisement for a Drug User": This exercise helps clients recognize their 
strengths and resilience by imagining writing a job ad for someone to live their life.  

• Behavior Chains: By tracing the sequence of events leading to substance use, clients 
can identify potential intervention points and develop strategies to disrupt the chain.  

• Homework/Experiments: These co-constructed activities encourage clients to 
actively test out new behaviors and solutions in between sessions, building confidence 
and solidifying progress. 

Conclusion 
By integrating the principles and techniques of SFBT and HR, therapists can offer a 
compassionate, empowering, and effective approach to working with individuals experiencing 
substance misuse. This book provides a valuable resource for therapists seeking to enhance 
their practice and support clients on their journey towards a healthier and more fulfilling life.  

 


