
Solution-Focused Harm Reduction 

Your Questions Answered… 

 
What is Solution-Focused Harm Reduction (SFHR)? 
SFHR is an approach to working with individuals who use substances that combines the 
principles of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) and Harm Reduction (HR). It emphasizes 
identifying and amplifying client strengths and exceptions to problematic substance use while 
respecting their autonomy and choices. SFHR aims to reduce harm associated with substance 
use without necessarily requiring abstinence. 
 

What are the key principles of Harm Reduction? 
Harm Reduction acknowledges that substance use is a reality and aims to minimize its negative 
consequences for individuals and communities. Its core principles include: 

• Pragmatism: Accepting that some individuals may not be ready or willing to stop 
substance use and focusing on reducing harm in those cases. 

• Humanistic Values: Respecting the individual's decision to use substances and 
upholding their dignity and rights. 

• Focus on Harm: Prioritizing the reduction of negative consequences associated with 
substance use, such as health risks and social harms. 

• Balancing Costs and Benefits: Weighing the potential harms and benefits of different 
interventions and approaches. 

• Hierarchy of Goals: Starting with the individual's current situation and goals, even if 
they don't involve complete abstinence. 

What are the benefits of using a Solution-Focused approach? 
SFBT is a strengths-based approach that focuses on identifying and building upon clients' 
existing resources and successes. It emphasizes: 

• Client Expertise: Recognizing that the client is the expert on their own life and 
experiences. 

• Solution-Oriented Thinking: Shifting the focus from problems to solutions and desired 
outcomes. 

• Small Steps Leading to Big Change: Believing that even small changes can create 
momentum for larger transformations. 

• Collaboration and Respect: Working collaboratively with the client in a respectful and 
non-judgmental manner. 

How can scaling questions be used in SFHR? 
Scaling questions are a useful tool in SFHR to assess and track progress. They invite clients to 
rate their current level of motivation, confidence, or progress on a scale of 1-10. This allows for: 

• Measuring Progress: Tracking changes over time and identifying areas of 
improvement. 

• Identifying Strengths: Highlighting even small increases in motivation or confidence. 
• Setting Realistic Goals: Collaboratively determining what level of change would be 

"good enough" for the client. 

 



What are exceptions in the context of SFHR? 
Exceptions are times when the client has not engaged in the problematic substance use 
behavior or has managed to reduce their use. Identifying and exploring exceptions helps to:  

• Uncover Strengths: Recognizing the client's existing coping mechanisms and 
successes. 

• Build Confidence: Demonstrating that change is possible and that the client has 
already achieved some level of control. 

• Identify Solutions: Exploring what factors contributed to the exceptions and how they 
can be replicated. 

What is the "miracle question" and how is it helpful? 
The miracle question invites the client to imagine a future where their problem has been 
resolved overnight. By describing this ideal scenario, the client can: 

• Clarify Goals: Identifying what they truly want to achieve. 
• Uncover Solutions: Recognizing potential steps they can take to create this desired 

future. 
• Increase Hope and Motivation: Envisioning a positive outcome can inspire action and 

change. 

What are some examples of homework or experiments in SFHR? 
Homework or experiments are small, achievable tasks that clients can try between sessions to 
build upon their strengths and successes. Examples include: 

• Tracking Exceptions: Noticing and recording times when they resist urges or use less 
than usual. 

• Engaging in Pleasurable Activities: Doing something enjoyable for themselves to 
enhance their overall well-being. 

• Practicing Coping Strategies: Utilizing techniques they've identified to manage 
cravings or triggers. 

How can relapse be addressed in a Solution-Focused way? 
Relapse is viewed as a learning opportunity rather than a failure. By exploring the events 
leading up to the relapse, the client and therapist can: 

• Identify Triggers: Recognizing situations or emotions that contributed to the relapse. 
• Strengthen Coping Strategies: Developing more effective ways to manage high-risk 

situations. 
• Maintain Hope: Reinforcing that setbacks are a normal part of the change process and 

that progress is still possible. 

 


