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Severin: Solution-Focused Group Work in Prison

Solution-Focused Group Work in Prison
Britta Severin
Social worker and Family therapist, Swedish Prison and Probation Service
Doing Solution-Focused work in prison, which is a very normative context, is a
challenge. The request from the prison was distinct: to conduct a Solution-Focused
group program, with inmates sentenced for sexual offences - "deniers" - in an
open group. The miracle question, scaling, exceptions and tasks were useful in or
der to identify and take small steps while in prison, small steps that took the clients
closer to their goals - which are always outside the prison walls.

I was asked to conduct a Solution-Focused group program in prison, in a
ward for inmates sentenced for sexual offences against adults. The inmates
were presented as "deniers" and they were sentenced to at least one year in
prison. The conditions for the program were that it be an open group and, for
my security, that a prison officer be present in every session, with different
prison officers depending on their schedules. I was asked to conduct the pro
gram several times a week, but we agreed that once a week would suffice. I
was not to do therapy, I was to conduct a Solution-Focused program - mean
ing, "do something". Apart from that, I was free to form the program however
I chose.

History and Design of Project
At the time I was asked to conduct the program, in 2000, there was not much
literature about working in a Solution-Focused manner with groups, especially
not in prison, nor with sexual offenders. Lindforss and Magnusson (1997)
implemented a study in Sweden on Solution-Focused therapy in prison. It
* An earlier version of this paper was presented at the European Brief Therapy Association
Conference in Dublin, September 2001.
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was a randomized controlled study. The prisoners had high recidivism rates
and serious drug misuse. The study clearly showed reduced reoffending in
the experimental group, who received SFBT. Lindforss and Magnusson esti
mated that the control group cost 2.7 million Swedish crowns more in prison
costs than the experimental group during the follow-up year. But the study
was based on individual therapy, not group work. The Plumas Project (Uken
& Sebold, 1996), a Solution-Focused goal oriented domestic violence group
program in California, USA, showed very good outcome. Individual interview
ing was used in a group setting; The group met for one hour, eight sessions. I
was struck by the simplicity. However it was not implemented in prison and
not with an open group. I was also influenced by Jenkins' profound belief that
change is possible (Jenkins, 1990). Jenkins works with perpetrators of vio
lence and sexual abuse and he is incredibly attentive to the slightest little sign
of responsibility and that the client wants a change.
Designing the program I built on Steve de Shazer's idea on doing things
as easy as possible, the basic principles of Solution-Focused therapy (Berg,
1991; Berg and Miller, 1992; DeJong & Berg, 1997; de Shazer, 1988, 1991)
plus my own ideas. I chose to interview each group participant separately, as
in the Plumas Project, and to work on everybody's personal goal. The pro
gram was named "Sessions in Group", in order to clearly indicate it was not
group therapy. I was used to doing Solution-Focused work with offenders
(Berg & Dolan, 2001, pp. 75-78) and leaned on my experience from doing
Solution-Focused work within the National Prison and Probation Service. I
believed that the model can facilitate change for mandated clients (Uken et al.,
1996), even clients in prison (Lindforss et al., 1997). Throughout the project I
shared my ideas with colleagues, including Insoo Kim Berg. I continued to do
whatever worked. What I did was pioneer work.
The project led to my co-presentation -on Insoo's suggestion -with
Adriana Uken from The Plumas Project on "Working Successfully with Man
dated Clients" at the EBTA Conference in Cardiff in 2002.

An Official Program
As this was an official program, I needed a stated aim and I had to find one
that the prison management, the inmates and I could accept. This was also
a way of creating a framework for the program. I decided to say, "I come to
this group to work with each one of you to diminish the risk of you ending up
in prison again." That is how I started the conversation with the group and I
repeated it whenever there was a new participant.
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Structure

Sessions

I chose to work with a group of four since this seemed to be a manageable
number. It was also a request from the participants that there not to be too
many members. l worked individually with each one of the participants,
while the rest of the group and the prison officer were listening. Each inter
viw,,v took about half an hour per person. There was no specific topic for each
as I ask dients in any
session. I asked the same Solution-Focused
setting. I used the miracle ques.tion, scaling, looked for exceptions and some
times gave tasks. Since it was an open group new clients joined the program
continuously. In each client's first session I asked the miracle question. The
second and the rest of the sessions, I asked "What has been better since last
time we met?" l wrote on large papers that I stuck on the wall, so everybody
could see them. At the end of the session, I made a short closing statement for
each person. After the very first session, one of the clients said, "These small
conversations are good. I get the feeling this is the beginning of something
new."

Being Able to Influence
Being in prison means there are so many things one cannot influence. To
introduce the thought of being able to influence and make choices, I asked
the clients how come they decided to join the program. One client, in prison
for the first time, was very upset about being sentenced to two years in prison
and also about being reported by his wife. He was worried about not being
able to see his two children grow up. I asked him "How come you decided to
join the program?" He said he had been thinking, and that he had come in
order to discuss what would be the best for his children. Should he see them
while in prison? How could he contact them? A couple of sessions
he
said he had now come to the conclusion that he needed to work on giving the
children a positive picture of their mother - after all, they would go on living
with her.

The Mirade Question and Scaling
It was crucial to connect the small acts of life inside prison to the client's
dreams - which always are on the other side of the prison walls. Using
future-oriented questions and scales was most helpful. The clients told me
about their dreams and wishes - and they were like the dreams of every
body else; having contact with their children again, seeing their children
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again, regaining the respect of their families, feeling better, having a job, get
ting an education etc. Those who had children had goals related to their chil
dren. My previous experience from using the miracle question in prison was
that it was extremely difficult to get answers - it was like the prison waIIs
were too thick! In the first session I used another future-oriented question.
One of the clients said, "Oh, you mean, if a miracle happened?" After that I
used the miracle question.
One client had spent most of his life in institutions. His answer to the
miracle question was, "I wake up from a good morning kiss from my little
daughter. I am there for my wife. I am there for my children. 1 am a father to
my children." He would also have a job and an income and there would be no
drugs in his life. There had actuaIIy been a shorter period when he had a job
and things worked pretty well. He said that making contact with his children
again would be the first step. He had not seen them for over a year.
On a scale from 1 to 10, where 10 stood for when life was the way he
wanted it to be, and 1 was when it was at it's worst, he was at 7. A couple of
weeks earlier he had been at a 2. I asked him what he had done to reach aII the
way to 7. He said that he had been thinking and that he had come to under
stand that there were things he could not influence and he had managed to
let go of them. He had also thought that there were other things he could
influence, and had started doing more of those things. He had caIIed his law
yer and the social services to ask what would be the first step towards getting
to see his children again. He had kept working on what he needed to do and
finally he was at the point where he actuaily was permitted to call his children.
Now he did not know what to say to them and he worried about their ques
tions. He was afraid he would start talking about how dreadful it was for him
being in prison, and he did not want them to hear that. So what he did, was to
sit down and think about what would be the best for his children - and then
he wrote himself a reminder, "Ask the children about their school, ask the
children about their friends, ask the children what activities they are involved
in." This man, who saw himself as being extremely impulsive, had managed to
sit down and make plans. He had called his children and had managed to do
exactly what he had planned.

Small Steps
In order to get closer to our goals, we need to take smaII steps. One client
felt extremely mistreated and had felt so for quite some time. He thought his
sentence was unfair and he was busy writing to newspapers and appealing
to the court to get a new trial. On a scale from 1 to 10, where 10 stood for
4 - Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
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when life was the way he wanted it to be, and 1 was when it was at it's worst,
he was at -1. After having acknowledged his difficulties, I asked him how he
would know that he was just a little higher on the scale. He said that maybe,
he would have been watching some TV. In the next session things were a little
bit better. He told us that he had done other things besides pondering. He
had watched sports on the TV, he had studied a little and he had started to
socialize a bit more. In the following session he was at 4 on the same scale. He
told us that he had five tapes about positive thinking in his cell, and that he
had now listened to two of them. A couple of the clients asked if
could
borrow his tapes.

Searching for exceptions was of course essential. "Maybe this will give me an
eye-opener", one client
when I asked him what would be a sign for him
that it was worthwhile taking part in the program. He was not very coopera
tive in the first sessions but he kept coming. One
he said that he had had
some "eye-openers", that I had given him the opportunity of thinking in an
alternative way by saying, "If you were to ...". He said that what really fright
ened him was that one day he would not be able to stop
when he was
provoked and that he would eventually kill somebody. I asked him if he had
ever felt provoked but did not hit the person. He looked at me and said, "In
here or out there?" I said, "In here or out there." "l never hit my best friend",
he said.
One of the other greoup members reminded him that he was provoked
the other day by another inmate and that he had done nothing. I asked, "What
did you do?" He said that he had walked away. I asked, "What made you walk
away?" He said, "I was thinking 'It' s not worth it, I have to behave'. was think
ing about my parents and that I have to behave in order to get a chance to
be moved to a prison closer to my family, so they could come and visit me."
He said that it was an absolutely new way of """""'" for him, that he was
able to control himself. At the end of the session he was given a task l said,
"Between now and next time I would like you to notice, very carefully, occa
sions when you could have been provoked to hit someone but you did some
thing else. I also want you to observe what you do instead." At the next session
he described more exceptions. And he added, that the prison was an excellent
place for him to practice - there were lots of occasions when people pro
voked one another. And he kept on practicing thinking. After a while he said,
that he had now practiced so many times that it had become a habit and that
he did not get irritated any more. I asked what he did instead. He answered
Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy - 5
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that he was busy making plans for his future. The prison officer attending
that day said that he had noticed differences during the last few weeks. The
client was much calmer in the ward, had spent more time in his cell and was
no longer involved in arguments.

Group Participants
The group turned out to be heterogeneous in many aspects. Since the prisons
in general were overflowing, there were inmates in this ward who had been
convicted for other crimes, for instance domestic violence and assault, and
they also joined the group. Some of the clients were in prison for the first time
in their lives, others had been sentenced 30-40 times, some had just arrived
from custody, some had been in the ward for quite some time, some used
drugs, some had a drinking problem, some were native Swedes, others not.

Building Collaboration with Clients
These men were incarcerated for what most people regard as despicable
crimes. Their status is low even in prison. It was crucial to treat them with
respect in order to build collaboration. One needs to set aside one's personal
biases and find out what is important to the client, see/address the person,
not the problem. As in any other context it was important to meet the clients
where they were. Some of them felt extremely insulted and mistreated. It was
important to acknowledge them in their difficulties. Their goals were related
to life outside prison, so I was curious about their lives, their families, their
children, their interests, what country they were from etc. Throughout the
sessions I gave them compliments whenever possible.

Building Collaboration with Staff
The prison administration was all along very supportive. Building collabora~
tion with the prison officers was important. They referred the clients. Before
starting the program, I met with the staff for half a day to introduce them to
the Solution-Focused approach. Every time I came to the prison, I passed by
the ward to get a chance to meet the staff on duty and say hello to everybody
in an informal way. The staff discussed new referrals and the new inmates got
to ask me about the program. As Lindforss and Magnusson (1997) describe,
conducting a project in a prison has side effects, makes a difference for the
staff The prison officers told me that the program had influenced them.
Attending the sessions had taught them how to talk to clients in a different
6 - Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
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way. They noted changes between sessions and discovered new sides of the
clients. They also tried new things themselves. One prison officer had noticed
that the inmates did a lot of thinking between sessions. He had also heard
clients, in the ward, talk about their children, something he had not heard
before. Another one had noted that one client, who had a very tough attitude
could also be sensitive and reflecting. One client who was really
in the
having a hard time, said in a session that for him the worst time of the day
was after being locked up at night. The prison officer attending that session
knocked at the cell-door of this mmate at night and they had a taik. One of the
staff volunteered to interpret, even change his schedule, to enable one inmate
to join the program.

Evaluation
The group program was an official program and I was supposed to report
back to the management whether the program made any difference for the
clients. l asked for an individual written evaluation on the fifth session and
on the last session. On the fifth session evaluation there were four questions:
has been
♦ "On a scaie from 1 to 10, where 10 stands for "Sessions in
and 1 is that it has been absolutely worthless. Where do you
yourself?
♦ What I have done myself that I am pleased with.
♦ What the facilitator has done that I am pleased with.
♦ Other reflections.
On the last session evaluation there were five questions:
♦ "On a scale from 1 to 10, where 10 stands for "Sessions in Group" has been
helpful and 1 is that it has been absolutely worthless. Where do you
yourself?
♦ What I have done myself that I am pleased with.
♦ What the facilitator has done that l am pleased with.
♦ What I have brought with me from the sessions that will be useful for me
in the future.
♦ Advantages of group sessions - instead of individual sessions.
The clients put themselves higher on the scale in the final session than in the
fifth session. Many
themselves on 8, 9 and 10 in the final session. The cli
ents wrote, for instance, "I have come to realize how important it is to talk to
Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy - 7
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somebody when I get stuck and to think before I do things", "I have decided to
change my life", 'Tve calmed down. I have learned to think before I act" and "I
have learned how to control myself".
Many of the clients wrote that the questions asked by the facilitator were
helpful, for example, "The facilitator asked a lot of questions, questions
that made me think", "the questions made me think about things I have not
thought of before", "the many questions made me think - about the past, the
present and the future", "the questions made me think and I have realized
there are alternative ways of r'eacting, these sessions have made me calmer",
and "the facilitator made me think, her questions made me think, that is the
Socratic way".
The clients also wrote, for instance, that the program had helped them
understand that they could influence their lives, that talking about the future
had been helpful and that their hopes for a better future had increased. They
also wrote that it had been helpful to talk about their problems and that lis
tening to other people's problems and steps forward had given them new per
spectives..

Benefits of Conducting the Program in a Group/Group Process
I must admit l initially rather would have seen the clients individually, not
in a group and rather not in an open group. But that was what the prison
administration had decided. I soon realized there were benefits in conducting
the program in a group. The clients listened very carefully to what the other
group participants said. They also listened to my questions and applied them
to their own lives. Clients said they started thinking about their own scales
and what had been better for them, when I asked other clients. The partici
pants interacted with one another and they tried to help each other. One cli
ent asked, "Would you like to hear what l did in order to get closer to seeing
my kids?" They also kept an eye out for the other clients' exceptions and when
the other clients made progress, for example one client said, "I noticed that
you have been much calmer this week." And they cared for one another. One
client said to another that he was worried about him, because he was taking
a lot of tranquillizers (prescribed by doctor) and said, "If you walk around
like a sleep-walker, how shall you ever reach you goals?" The client came
back the next session, more awake, saying he had cut down on his medication.
Two of the other clients said that they too had cut down on their medication.
The group participants wrote in the evaluation that listening to other partic
ipants' problems and steps forward had given them new perspectives. Lee et
al. (2003) also describe benefits of conducting their project in a group and
8 - Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
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of the interactive group process. Sharry (2001) addresses many aspects of
group work in Solution-Focused Groupwork.

Working with sex offenders - "deniers" - in prison
The group of clients that joined the program is not considered to be highly
motivated. The clients were sentenced for domestic violence, assault and sex
ual offences. Those who were sex offenders were in addition "deniers". Some
of those clients felt extremely offended and hurt, because nobody believed
them. They pondered and pondered. In order to be able to build collaboration
it was extremely important to acknowledge them in their difficulties! Solu
tion-Focused conversations offer a respectful way too build collaboration
without confronting. Macdonald (2007) states that several studies show that
Solution-Focused therapy is effective for offenders and other hard-to-treat
clients, maybe because it is collaborative.

Challenging Contexts
A prison is not the most hope-inspiring setting. It is very normative. There are
lots of rules. Prison officers - and inmates - see many clients return after
reoffending. The inmates have to make applications for almost everything.
And they spend a lot of time waiting for the answers. Just to instil hope that
change is possible is a challenge, both into inmates and prison officers. The
program was offered to the inmates. The decision to join was up to them. One
group participant said, "Joining the program was important to me. I think this
is the first time since I came to prison my application was not rejected."

The End of the Project
The program was conducted for 1 ½ years. 22 inmates were referred to the
program. Three of them were inappropriate referrals. One thought I could
help him to get a leave - which l could not; one thought I could have an
influence on his transfer to another prison - which l could not; and one
did not want to participate in a group. One client came twice and was then
transferred to another prison. 18 inmates attended at least four times. The
program ceased as The National Prison and Probation Administration had
decided that this group of inmates was to be transferred to other prisons,
where other programs waited. Also, l was asked to supervise two groups of
prison officers and to work individually with clients sentenced for violence
(Severin, 2008).
Journal of Solution-Focused Brief Therapy - 9
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