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     That’s a way to see it and there is also another way to see it. -Insoo Kim Berg  
 

     During the autumn of 2020, a group of solution-focused (SF) practitioners from around the globe gathered virtually 
for two months to discuss possibilities for applying solution-focused practice to antiracism work. We collected articles, 
blog posts, podcasts and other media relevant to racism in therapeutic contexts, first person accounts and theoretical 
investigations. We used our engagement with these resources as the basis of our discussions, both to raise our own 
consciousness and to improve our professional practice. 
     A topic that seemed to regularly arise involved conversations with those with whom we disagree, especially when we 
have an emotional investment in the topic/cause. Talking about race and white privilege had, in our experience, resulted 
in conversations with family members, friends and colleagues that had sometimes become unpleasantly personal, heated 
or worse, sometimes resulting in damaged relationships. It seemed that for all of us, our passionate conviction that 
racism should be dismantled to create a more just and peaceful world was in stark contrast with the consequences of 
the way we were expressing that conviction. 
     In response to a 1959 interview question about what advice he would give to future generations, British philosopher 
Bertrand Russell shared: 

“In this world, which is getting more and more closely interconnected, we have to learn to tolerate each other, we 
have to learn to put up with the fact that some people say things that we don't like. We can only live together in that 
way. But if we are to live together, and not die together, we must learn a kind of charity and a kind of tolerance, 
which is absolutely vital to the continuation of human life on this planet.” (Metzger, 2015, 1:25). 

     Russell’s words are, in our minds, even more relevant today for humans in community. As an increasing number of 
people engage in public discourse, it appears that the world is becoming more polarized. This polarization is particularly 
noted through social media where the expression of fiercely opposing views can take the form of personal attacks that 
demonize an opponent. To hold a particular view is no longer simply taking a position in an argument, but can often be 
experienced as an expression of the core essence of one’s being. Rejection of that view has become an excuse to reject 
the whole person. This was played out for instance during the U.S. presidential elections of 2016 and 2020 and 
throughout the period of Trump’s presidency, where families were ‘torn apart’ because of conflicting political allegiances 
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(Tavernise, 2020). In the U.K., similar rifts were reported regarding ‘Brexit’, Britain’s exit from the European Union (The 
Guardian, 2016). 
     Solution-focused practitioners are just as susceptible to such behaviors in these times of conflict as anyone else, and 
although we may consider ourselves to be well intentioned and feel justified in our respective positions, we sometimes 
miss the mark. It is easier to remain neutral in a professional context with clients, even clients who disagree with us, 
than with our own family and personal contacts. As much as SF practitioners try to minimize hierarchy, there is a power 
differential when someone is seeking our assistance, and our professional role allows us to extend grace in these 
instances. We adopt the mindset where the client is the expert, believing they are applying their best possible solutions 
and resources, and we aim to be cooperative, not confrontative. We respond with curiosity and respect, conveying 
confidence in the other person, frequently applying questions recognized by many as solution-focused. Yet, when a 
discussion becomes heated while engaging those with whom we are close (and who are NOT necessarily seeking 
assistance), remembering these SF qualities and putting them into action becomes more challenging. For the purposes 
of this article, we are limiting our discussion of disagreement to divisive conversations occurring in the personal context. 
     We invite you to reflect on this in your own life. Can you recall a time when you were dealing with a disagreement 
where it resulted in an undesired outcome? Were you left with a nagging feeling that ‘being right’ was a hollow victory 
in comparison to the disrupted relationship you left in your wake? These are questions we asked ourselves in our group. 
One of us asked, “how can I imagine a world without racism, but where I can still be angry about racism?” We accept 
that the world is always changing, and we must be able to recognize the shape of hatred even when we are striving for 
a community of love. 
     This article is an exploration of how solution-focused conversation could be used when people disagree, especially 
where passionately-held views are at stake. In her interview with Kirsten Dierolf (2021), Loretta Ross suggests self-
assessment is necessary prior to attempting difficult conversations. If we are too angry to be gracious, it is better to walk 
away and come back later. She advises to “practice some form of self-awareness and responsibility for the consequences 
of your actions, that we can actually successfully build a human rights movement, dealing with our differences as 
strengths instead of liabilities.” Framing difficult conversations as part of human rights work positions SF (as a 
conversation-based practice) as a potential contributor to human flourishing, while also cautioning against complacency; 
the model might be neutral, but humans rarely are.  We therefore approached raising our own awareness of racism, 
entitlement and privilege as a way of holding ourselves accountable and ready to engage in such constructive 
conversations. 
     Difficult conversations tend to happen spontaneously and can catch us unawares. It can be helpful to have a few 
phrases at the ready, such as “Hmm. I’ll have to think on that” or “I see it differently.” Allowing ourselves the time to get 
our emotions in check and adopt a SF mindset may prevent us from emotionally reacting in an unhelpful manner. 
Solution-focused practice tends to create a change in the way we regard others, not just in professional contexts, but 
also personal. Through our everyday practice, we become able to see others as (even) more capable, resourceful and 
cooperative—a change in us leading to further changes in our lives. We are exploring how SF thinking can influence 
living in ways that change our ways of being outside of professional spaces. It is similar to how Ghul (2015) in “The 
Power of The Next Step” explores solution-focused living or how Tara Gretton and Elfie Czerny are exploring solution-
focused parenting (forthcoming The Blossoming Family course starting in 2021). 
     Similarly, reflecting together on our own relationship to racism in our group created a profound shift in our subjective 
experience. We recognized increased calmness, humility and willingness to listen rather than argue. It was as if the 
understanding of the complexity of the issues nurtured greater compassion for how hard the work to dismantle racism 
in ourselves actually is, and made it less of an imperative to fight. Listening became mutually authentic and less 
performative or forced. 
 

Imagining Solution-Focused Disagreement 
 

     We warmly invite you to join us in imagining conversations with disagreement where we can draw on our SF practice 
and other wisdom, being at our best in those moments, while remaining true to our convictions. We examine the 
presuppositions, stances and practices of the solution-focused approach and how they could be utilized in improving the 
quality of conversations around disagreements. We also bring in some of the complimentary ideas and practices 
developed in our Dismantling Racism group. We present an amalgam of our thoughts, but we hope you will build and 
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improve on this imagining. What would you notice? What would you be doing differently? How can SF practice help us 
to have better conversations when disagreeing in a personal context? 
 
Radical Acceptance 
 
     Steve de Shazer introduced the concept of radical acceptance as a useful stance for SF practice (de Shazer, 1997), 
noting the importance of accepting all of the client’s utterances and responses. de Shazer’s experience in the therapeutic 
context demonstrated that rejecting the client’s response hampers the conversational process itself. He suggested that 
although making judgements is not easy to give up, with self-discipline and a good deal of close listening, practitioners 
may find that “clients are more reasonable than we expect” (de Shazer, 1997, p. 378). Likewise, we propose embracing 
just how radical “radical acceptance” can be, not just in the therapeutic context, but also in our personal lives. 
     Commonly-held SF assumptions that extend acceptance, such as ‘people are applying their best possible solutions 
and resources,’ lead to a stance of curiosity and respect. We recognize this in the SF questions we often ask, which probe 
the other person’s imagining of their preferred future/outcome to elicit a rich description of noticeable difference/s. We 
are encouraged not to judge these descriptions, to resist imposing our own ideas of what is realistic, possible or desirable. 
If we notice our own judgmental thoughts, we put them aside; we do not use our concerns as a starting point for 
discussion. Like an anthropologist, we assume the other is strange, and we treat even the familiar, as exotic (Agar, 1996). 
In our professional roles, we want to know what ‘happy’, ‘confident’ or ‘safe’ look like for clients, in their world. Outside 
of the professional conversation space, however, perhaps we see others as part of our world; a world we are heavily 
invested in shaping the way we think it should be. Our attachment to our own preferred future(s) may blind us to what 
we know to be true in our SF work: that every person has a unique life experience and is trying to live it to their best 
ability. When we interact in a way that highlights hopes, strengths and resources, people blossom. 
 
Cultural Humility 
 
     Developing cultural humility could also help us extend radical acceptance. Cultural humility (Hook et al., 2013) 
describes a stance to working with clients from different cultural backgrounds than our own that is based on humility. 
This form of humility involves having “an interpersonal stance that is other-oriented rather than self-focused, 
characterized by respect and lack of superiority toward an individual’s cultural background and experience” (Hook et 
al., p. 1). Cultural humility is characterized by a stance which is open to the other, particularly in relation to aspects of 
cultural identity that are most important to the person. Hook et al. discussed the need to understand the unique 
intersection of the client’s various aspects of identities and how that affects the therapeutic alliance. One can already 
begin to see the relevance of this stance in the personal context where, as we have discussed above, we would adopt 
postures of radical acceptance, cultural humility, curiosity of the other and openness to learn. Our passionate convictions, 
political or otherwise, are often strong aspects of our identities and closely linked to cultural groups and practices. Being 
part of an activist group, a member of a political party or simply taking on attitudes and beliefs within a family or 
friendship group are all ways that we identify with and perform cultural roles.  Therefore, the idea of understanding the 
intersections of the other’s culture and cultural identity with our own adds another useful dimension to help us navigate 
these trickier conversations.   
     In order to support the development of cultural humility, we believe that we, who are white or ‘white-passing’ people, 
must engage in critical self-reflection on our own individual, deep-rooted perceptions, misconceptions and behaviours 
that contribute to the ongoing racism and discrimination faced by black and other minority ethnic groups (Saad, 2020). 
In our discussion group, we noticed that through thinking, talking and reflecting together on real life experiences of 
discrimination, oppression and neglect, our ways of being have slightly, but significantly, changed. Differences in our 
way of inviting others into or holding the space for conversation has enabled more respectful discussions. This has been 
particularly true when the clashing of beliefs and perspectives occurred with people closest to us. We are finding that 
the process actually improves our capacity to acknowledge, accept and invite other people to also be in a brave and safe 
enough space for what could be difficult conversations. 
     Reflecting on what it might mean to be human and the various ways it is imaginable to be in the world seems to help 
us to better adapt to our fellow conversationalist. Conversations can be calmer, and both parties more receptive, as a 
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result of our own inner work. By offering compassion for ourselves, compassion can be found more readily in the spaces 
we offer others. Conversations are complex and nuanced; attempts to control them through pretending that we are 
listening (or interested or open) rarely succeed. For authenticity to be perceived, it is necessarily embodied. The 
assumptions we hold dear as SF practitioners become embedded within the dialogue, not just as spoken language but 
also as sentiment, atmosphere and instinct, minutely and momentarily offered and co-constructed with our clients or 
our family members and/or other significant others. 
 
Focusing on Outcomes Rather than the Problem 
 
     Solution-focused practice is characterized by engagement that shifts the focus from analysis of the problem to a 
detailed exploration of desired outcomes. Problem analysis is not always useful for human situations because the tools 
of problem-solving are limited; you have to find something broken to mend (‘fix’), or some deficit to correct (‘add’) or a 
barrier to remove (‘take away’). Furthermore, for problem-solving, we need an idea of what the perfect state of the 
object or process would be—the well-functioning washing machine, for example. Problem-solving works well even for 
complicated problems, like finding what has caused an aeroplane to malfunction, because it is still possible through 
detailed analysis to find something to fix, add or take away. However, it is rarely effective for complex situations, which 
are dynamic, unpredictable and contingent on other factors (e.g., all characteristics of people in their contexts, otherwise 
known as ‘everyday life’). 
     In difficult conversations, a problem-solving mindset will be seeking things to fix, add or take away. There are various 
options to focus on. Firstly, one might concentrate on the other person, who can be regarded as ‘difficult’, ‘racist’, ‘woke’, 
‘naïve’, or ‘stupid’. Secondly, one could emphasize the person’s attitudes or beliefs, which could be perceived as wrong-
headed, illogical, biased or unethical, for example. Thirdly, attention may be given to the other person’s behavior, which 
might be viewed as aggressive, rude, or patronizing and so on. If we think about the kinds of things which might be said 
in an argument, it’s not hard to see how the three problem-solving tools are being used. For example, 

“You need to start developing some compassion” (add) 
“You should stop watching XXX News Channel, it’s all fake news (take away) 
“You need a course in logical thinking, what you’ve said makes no sense” (fix) 

     In SF practice, we are aware that spending time on problem-solving/analysis tends to limit the discussion to the 
problem’s parameters while reinforcing it. Research has shown that it can increase feelings of negativity and does little 
to generate hopefulness or self-efficacy (Grant, 2014), which is why these kinds of conversation can leave everyone 
feeling frustrated, drained and upset. A dissonance develops between defending one’s own deeply held belief and tending 
the relationship. 
     Adopting a SF stance could offer a way out of this downward spiral by shifting the conversation early on to each 
other’s best hope for the conversation. By focusing on a preferred future, it becomes easier to collaborate. This preferred 
future could be at the macro-level (e.g., related to the state of the world) or micro-level (i.e., what they hope to achieve 
in the conversation). In nonprofessional conversations, introducing a ‘best hopes’ question might need a more naturalistic 
phrasing and tone, such as “I really don’t want to end up falling out with you over this. So how would we know, despite 
our differences, that we ended up in a good place?” At times, you may need to set boundaries and make the limits of 
negotiable issues clear. For instance, you may be able to discuss the issue of racism in criminal justice but not whether 
a police officer murdered George Floyd. You have the right to make clear what you do and don’t want to discuss, 
compromise or negotiate. Sometimes you can do that in a clear, but warm manner; other times, it requires a firmer tone. 
     A way to approach these conversations, engaging an outcome-focused mindset, could be to think about the underlying 
relationship between the two parties; what are the significance, benefits and values of it to you (both)? Thinking about 
your desired outcome for the continuation of the relationship could help to manage some of the trickier aspects of 
difficult conversations, like sharing pauses or silence, listening with respect and choosing your battles (what to argue 
and what to drop). The least useful desired outcome would probably be one where you want the other person to change, 
and yet, if we are honest with ourselves, it is probably the most common way we enter such conversations. Rather than 
adopting a curious, not-knowing stance, we may behave in ways that are not aligned with SF practice in our personal 
lives. In such cases, it may be necessary to accept the limits of what we can do and co-construct a good enough outcome 
for the conversation. For example, modifying expectations to understanding and respecting one another’s perspective 
may be helpful. 
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     Once parameters for the conversation have been agreed upon, it may be helpful to ask about the person’s preferred 
future at a broader level. In one political conversation, one of us asked her partner “I know who you want to win the 
election, but what is it that you want the future to look like regardless of who wins?” In this case, her partner responded 
with who would win a specific part of the election (which party would control the U.S. Senate, rather than the 
presidency). In our collective professional experience, we note that clients don’t always provide a clear response to a 
question about their hoped-for outcome, at least not in the way we intend. Rather than responding with what they want 
to come from the work, they respond with how they think the work should go. Knowing this, the individual above 
persisted by asking her partner what he hoped might happen in the country as a result. Asking questions such as “How 
would that be helpful?” and “What difference might that make?” allowed her to discover more points of agreement with 
her partner. As the conversation continued, the two noticed that they shared a preferred future of people getting along 
and looking out for one another because they choose to rather than being forced to do so. These shared values were 
more important than differences in political allegiance. 
 
Compliments  
 
     In their book, “I think you’re wrong (but I’m listening): A guide to grace-filled political conversations,” Holland and 
Silvers (2019) issue a series of challenges to help the reader engage with those who disagree with them. One such 
challenge is to compliment the other side. In fact, the authors make point of doing this regularly in their podcast. 
Although the purpose, methods and frequency of complimenting in SFBT may differ (McKergow, 2020), most SF 
practitioners use some form of complimenting as they look for strengths and resources that might be amplified. Yet, we 
may find that the practice is more challenging in personal situations involving emotional disagreement. Perhaps putting 
ourselves in the SF trainee seat can be beneficial in applying these skills to our personal lives. In Rayya Ghul’s training 
exercise “Moan, moan, moan.” (see Nelson, 2005), one partner complains about a problem in depth, going into great 
detail for three minutes. The second partner simply listens to the complaints without interruption, and afterwards they 
offer compliments based on what they have heard. For example, after listening to someone complain about disrespectful 
drivers who speed and ignore stop signs, the partner may note that the individual is a person who values keeping people 
safe. Participants note that in the exercise, this process very quickly elicits the other person’s strongly held values and/or 
principles. When we find ourselves in disagreement with someone, finding the value or principle that underlies the 
person’s position facilitates greater understanding. 
     Much has been written about the art of complimenting. Thomas (2016) writes about three types: direct compliments 
(as illustrated in the aforementioned ‘moan, moan, moan’ exercise), indirect compliments (questions that probe favorable 
implications about the person), and self-compliments (those which ask the person to answer a question that involves 
explaining their own accomplishments). When disagreements become emotional, it may be difficult to find something 
positive to compliment directly, and in some cases, any attempt could be received as disingenuous. When simply 
struggling to stay curious, indirect compliments and self-compliments may prove more useful because they draw upon 
the person’s words and perspective. 
     Indirect compliments often use relationship questions (De Jong & Berg, 2013) to entice the person to reflect on the 
affirming perspective of someone they respect and care about (e.g., what would your son say about you?). In 2016, in a 
debate between U.S. political adversaries Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton, the candidates were asked if they could 
say anything nice about the other. It was a question that took the rivals aback. Clinton responded that she found Trump’s 
children to be able and devoted, which Clinton felt reflected well on him. Although the context was different (debates 
are intended to show contrast rather than agreement between two perspectives), we might use this same strategy to 
gain a new perspective of the person with whom we are engaged. Learning about the good their loved one sees in them 
can help us to find that good as well. Alternatively, self-compliment questions, such as “How did you know to do X?” 
and “What does it say about you that you are the sort of person who . . .?” allow the individual to fill in the blank and 
provide you with information about what they value. For instance, in asking “How did you know that your preferred 
political candidate was the right choice?” may allow you to affirm the person’s decision making, while discovering the 
person’s priorities in a candidate. Learning about these priorities and qualities from an authentically curious stance (as 
opposed to with a snarky tone) may provide useful information for finding common ground. 
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Intentional Language 
 
     In a disagreeing conversation, we can use our language as a catalyst for hopeful and mutual understanding, or as a 
hurtful and destructive weapon. Disagreement sharpens all our senses so every word can make a difference; every word 
can be perceived with double the intensity than in other conversations. This means we should be extremely conscious of 
our own language in these interactions. The disagreements discussed in this article are often rooted in semantic 
reactions. Rather than comprehending objective definitions of the words used, we automatically evaluate and respond 
on an emotional level to the idiosyncratic meaning we have associated with the words. This is why presenting rational, 
factual or academic arguments rarely has an impact on disagreements. Our sharpened senses will make sure we are 
already extremely conscious of the language the other party is using. Honing that sharpened sensitivity so you are able 
to notice some, maybe surprisingly, positive messages is a useful activity. 
     In the Bruges’ SF model (Isebaert, 2017), language is reality. Successful conversations are defined by solution talk, 
and questions are viewed as the shortest way to the solutions of a client. Things or issues don’t have an inherent meaning; 
they acquire a meaning through our language. Consciously putting on a positive lens when thinking about and listening 
to others has many advantages: it feels more comfortable, it aligns with resources, problems and symptoms become ‘the 
best solutions for now’, and it is guilt reducing. It is hopeful and encouraging, and it implies responsibility and trust. 
     When we step into difficult or disagreeing conversations, it might be more crucial to do so with a positive lens that 
encourages us to look at the other person, our relationship and our conversation in the brightest, most hopeful way 
possible. When this lens is too difficult to find within the issue of the disagreement, we should look for it in other domains 
twice as hard, before entering the conversation. The lens will not only have an impact in our own minds (e.g., allowing 
us to step in with wide open arms, enabling us to listen to whatever the other person is saying with the expectation that 
he/she will say something interesting, inspiring, or surprising), but it will also shine through in our words, gestures and 
facial expressions. You are thereby able to influence safety and opportunity within the space of your conversations. 
Thinking, “I will get the opportunity to learn about a world I have no clue about,” will orient one completely differently 
than “I am stepping into a debate with an extremist who is so dumb to get brainwashed by politicians.”   
 
Using Their Words 
 
     The positive lens discussed above does not equate with only looking at the positive. A former military chaplain posited 
that people who tell the same sad stories over and over are people who have never felt fully heard (Manning, 2011). 
This is probably true for people who argue the same points over and over. So how do you help people to feel fully heard? 
The first way is obvious—fully listen. This means listening completely, rather than half-way listening while you plan out 
counterarguments in your head. A listening exercise often prescribed by couples counsellors involves having Person #2 
listen to Person #1 without interruption and then repeat back what was heard to Person #1’s satisfaction before moving 
on. This often involves different attempts at paraphrasing what was said. In SF work, we encourage simply using the 
other person’s own words, which appears to help people feel heard (and validated). When Nelson Mandela was fighting 
Apartheid from his prison cell, he wrote: “Because when you speak a language, English, well many people understand 
you, including Afrikaners, but when you speak Afrikaans, you know you go straight to their hearts” (Mandela, p. 144). 
Mandela knew the impact of the speaking his opponent’s language. Doing so validates their concerns more forcefully 
than any reframe we might use to make their words more palatable to us. 
 
Amplifying What Works  
 
     Many SF practitioners would argue that a tenet of SF practice is to ‘find what works and do more of it’. It is therefore 
ironic that in our personal conversations with those with whom we disagree, we seem to persist in courses of action 
which seem ineffective or make things worse. We have presented some ways that shifting to a SF stance within these 
conversations might give us greater opportunity to find ‘what works’, especially if we have gained greater clarity of the 
direction of the conversation. We can then use our self-awareness to focus on the ways of presenting and questioning 
ideas that are more likely to produce conversations where we can disagree more respectfully and with love. For example, 
one of us noticed that she is better able to disagree with love when she reminds herself of her partner’s character and 
life experiences. One disagreement with her partner was about the existence of “rape culture” or the idea that some 
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groups minimize the occurrence of sexual assault and defend men who commit such assaults; her partner did not accept 
that anyone minimizes or defends the crime of rape. By reminding herself that her partner is a man of character who 
would never dream of harming a woman, as well as an introvert who rarely engages with females outside of the family 
on a personal level, she was able to understand why he sees the issue differently than a female counsellor who has had 
multiple interactions with survivors of assault. Although they still disagree, such reminders are helpful in preserving the 
relationship in a variety of disputes. 
 
Respectfully Taking a Stand 
 
     So far, we have discussed ways to use SF and associated ideas and practices to make disagreeing conversations more 
respectful, productive and less destructive. We acknowledge, however, that sometimes you might need to take a stand. 
Deciding whether or not to take a stand is a personal choice, and knowing when to do that will depend on wisdom and 
experience. Following the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and the ensuing public outrage, many SF associations and 
organizations put out statements of condemnation of his treatment in solidarity with the black community. What is 

important is why, how and when you take a stand. If you choose to take a stand, we suggest that: (a) you make a 
conscious choice to do so, knowing very well why you make this choice, (b) you do it respectfully, and (c) you consider 
your moment and timing. The relationship, the context of the conversation, and the time you have to manage the 
consequences of your stance should be taken into account. 
     Loretta Ross makes a distinction between calling out and calling in when we take a stand (Dierolf, 2021). She suggests 
that calling people out when an offense (intended or not) is committed may come from a place of trauma. Calling out 
can result in a toxic environment that alienates people. She describes calling in as calling out with love. When you call 
someone in, you respectfully communicate your beliefs in a private setting with the intent of maintaining your own 
integrity rather than changing the other person. We believe Ross’s work gives us many options for enriching our ideas 
of what taking a stand, in a good or better way, might look like. 
 
Productive Anger  
 
     Although we don’t want to call people out in anger, the emotion itself may be useful. Anger is often considered the 
opposite of love and depicted as an emotion that disrupts harmonious scenes, or even worse, makes it impossible to get 
along and live together. Work carried out by Touché, a SF agency working with ex-prisoners and youth at risk in Belgium 
has shown that we couldn’t be more mistaken. Touché develops therapy, training, boxing, stillness and sensitization 
programs that enable people to better recognize, control, and channel their anger and utilize the energy to realize 
positive life goals. Several ex-prisoners, who had been previously labelled as extremely aggressive, switched roles over 
time by utilizing the exact same angry energy in a positive sense and with one purpose: to play a meaningful, positive 
role in the life of somebody else who is struggling. Ex-prisoners serve as mental coaches for youngsters in boxing classes, 
provide workshops in schools and trainings in other organizations, or offer one-on-one mentorship for starting clients. 
They show immense willpower, hope, goal focus, dignity, gratefulness, belief, resilience, energy, strength, and ability to 
engage in fair fighting. The impact of this work is shown on various levels: increase in self-respect; positive emotions; 
more sustainable, solidary relationships; more successful re-integration trajectories; fewer ruptures in life, school, 
professional or developmental trajectories; less harmful violence; and even an economic return for society of 72 euros 
per invested euro (Gryson & De Waele, 2017). 
     Anger only shows up when something important is at stake. It can help you decide whether to take a stand and/or if 
there is potential for a constructive conversation to take place. Anger also energizes, unlike anxiety or sadness. It 
mobilizes and gives us the courage we need to take action, to make a stand, to oppose. To face disagreement with 
somebody important to us, or about an issue that touches our heart, we need a sensitive balance, like a tightrope walker. 
If we are not true to the strength of our convictions, we may end up feeling as if we are selling our soul, compromising 
our self-esteem and causing inner grief. Conversely, holding too tightly to our own beliefs may hurt the other person or 
the relationship deeply. Only standing our ground bravely while listening until we truly understand what the other 
person is trying to say, what they are longing for and find important enough to fight for, opens the possibilities for a 
win-win outcome. Anger may be the ingredient we need to be willing and daring enough to face this difficult task. 
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     When it comes to conversations with people with whom we disagree, we should not be afraid to add at least a spark 
of anger. We sometimes tell ourselves we have to be completely calm before we are able to go into this kind of 
conversation effectively; we would dare to disagree a bit, or at least add nuance. To be willing to start and persevere in 
such a conversation, we need to be in touch with the importance of it for ourselves. And maybe the other party must 
feel at least a bit of our anger, or the importance of the issue to us, to be willing to listen to what we have to say. It is 
only when we feel the importance, or the genuine curiosity of the other person that we are willing to dive into a real 
conversation about differences, with enough trust in the possibility of a positive outcome. Of course, this spark of anger 
should not become a fire. It should not become the driver of the conversation, take over control, or burn the other one 
down. But we would dare to plead in favor of a spark of anger to make difficult conversations possible, effective and 
maintained. 
 

An Ethical Perspective 
 
     Because disagreement can evoke strong moral and emotional responses, we would like to conclude with an ethical 
perspective. Could values or assumptions that are critical for successful SF practice with clients also be relevant for 
healthy human relationships in wider contexts of disagreement? Could the approach to engagement, as described in this 
article, be understood as virtues critical for building the common good in the face of disagreement? 
     A relational connection between client and SF practitioner is, of course, foundational in SF work, and it is part of the 
practitioner’s responsibility to nurture the partnership to enable clients to build their solutions. The client’s wider 
relational network is also seen as a resource for the work of constructing the client’s solution – the solution will have to 
be worked out in these relationships. Could part of the reason for this be that we have a wider good or purpose (a telos; 
MacIntyre, 1985, 1999, 2016) of ensuring the integrity of the relational framework of our lives in different dimensions 
in the workplace with colleagues, in the home with our partners and family, with our friends, and in wider social spaces 
even with diverse strangers with (to us) strange opinions? This would explain why we want to retain a SF stance with 
people who hold an opposing point of view in various life contexts. 
     We have noted some skills from SF practice that we can draw on to enhance relationships with those with whom we 
disagree. Our discussion has indicated that there are characteristics or dispositions manifest in our attitudes, thoughts 
and behaviors that incline us to make the best use of our SF skills toward the greater human good. In moral philosophy, 

these characteristics or dispositions are defined as “virtues” (Jennings, 2009; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Wright et al., 
2021). When we listen carefully to those with whom we disagree and emphasize humility, curiosity and openness to 
discovery; these virtues also complement our virtues of compassion, respect and affirmation of the person with whom we 
are engaging. These virtues enable us to understand more of the other person’s stories and the strengths and resources 
they have developed. We can then develop a deeper understanding of their situation and gain new understanding and 
insight. 
     We do not ask questions to belittle, disempower, and push people to the margins. Rather, we converse with a positive 
intent to discover and build those areas of shared interest that might contribute to potential for collaboration in life and 
work. Such a process of questioning indicates deep respect for the person(s) we engage with as human beings who are 
to be valued, welcomed as partners in building community. These are all expressions of compassion. 
     Similarly, when we are using compliments, our purpose is neither to manipulate nor flatter but to recognize real 
strengths, achievements and values and enable those with whom we engage to have a more positive view of themselves. 
In such interactions, it is then possible to build on these strengths collaboratively, which may be more significant when 
occurring in private spaces with partners, family and friends. Compliments possibly intensify the virtue of respect to 
affirmation and ultimately, expectation that these strengths are of value and may be enhanced even further. This is a 
person with the potential to learn and grow and who offers us opportunities to do the same for ourselves. 
     In conclusion, utilizing SF ways of thinking in this manner can be more challenging when experiencing discord in 
personal relationships, particularly when discussions are a departure from pre-established conversational norms. When 
we work with clients, we are often paid for our work, or we are prompted to do so out of professional duty or training. 
But to have SF conversations with personal contacts we disagree with is all just so much bother! Why would we do it? 
Perhaps the ‘spark of anger’ is one of the clues. In SF practice, we learn to cherish the relational framework of human 
life that becomes so real to us in the moments with clients. Maybe when we see relationships challenged in the wider 
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social context by what appears to us to be hateful and destructive (e.g., racism), we are impassioned to affirm the 
strengths and resources that build possibilities for enhancing the relational framework of life. By using SF strategies in 
disagreement, perhaps we can contribute to creating the kind of charity and tolerance (described by Russell) essential 
for creating a sustainable human community. 
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