
Introduction to Problem Solving in Counseling

Key concepts, steps, and practical tools for counselors

1. What Is Problem Solving in Counseling?

Aspect Description

Definition
A systematic, collaborative process that helps clients identify, analyze, and

resolve personal or interpersonal difficulties.

Purpose

• Empower clients to cope with current challenges.

• Build skills for future obstacles.

• Promote self?efficacy and autonomy.

Core

Assumption

Clients have the capacity to find solutions; the counselor’s role is to facilitate,

not to prescribe.

2. Theoretical Foundations

Theory Contribution to Problem Solving

Cognitive?Behavioral Therapy

(CBT)

Emphasizes the link between thoughts, emotions, and

behaviors; problem solving is taught as a skill set.

Solution?Focused Brief

Therapy (SFBT)

Focuses on client strengths and desired outcomes rather than

problem analysis.

Social?Learning Theory
Highlights modeling and rehearsal of problem?solving

behaviors.

Humanistic/Person?Centered
Stresses empathy, unconditional positive regard, and the

client’s innate growth potential.

3. The Problem?Solving Process (Six?Step Model)

1. Identify the Problem

Clarify the issue in concrete terms.
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Use client’s language; avoid jargon.

Example: “I’m overwhelmed by work deadlines.”

2. Define the Goal

Specify what a successful resolution looks like.

Make the goal SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time?bound).

Example: “Reduce overtime to no more than 2?hours per week within 4?weeks.”

3. Generate Options (Brainstorming)

Encourage divergent thinking; suspend judgment.

List as many possible actions as possible.

Use prompts: “What else could you try?” “If you had no limits, what would you do?”

4. Evaluate and Select a Solution

Weigh pros/cons, feasibility, resources, and potential risks.

Prioritize options that align with client values and strengths.

Decision?making tools: Pros?Cons List, Decision Matrix, Cost?Benefit Analysis.

5. Plan Implementation

Break the chosen solution into concrete steps.

Assign timelines, responsibilities, and needed resources.

Anticipate barriers and plan coping strategies.

6. Review & Adjust

Monitor progress in subsequent sessions.

Celebrate successes; identify setbacks.

Modify the plan as needed—problem solving is iterative.

4. Counselor Skills that Facilitate Problem Solving

Skill How It Helps

Active Listening Ensures the problem is accurately understood; builds rapport.
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Skill How It Helps

Socratic Questioning
Guides clients to examine assumptions and generate their own

ideas.

Paraphrasing &

Summarizing
Clarifies and reinforces key points.

Empathy & Validation Reduces anxiety, creating a safe space for experimentation.

Goal?Setting Provides direction and measurable outcomes.

Feedback & Reinforcement Strengthens motivation and confidence.

5. Common Barriers & Strategies

Barrier Typical Manifestation Counselor Strategy

Ambivalence “I want to change, but I’m scared.” Use **decisional balance
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