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Abstract 

 

Background  

           

  The popular literature assumes that solution-focused (SF) 

questions have positive effects on variables such as expectancy and 

commitment (which are crucial for goal attainment). Typically contrasted 

with problem-focused (PF) alternatives, SF questions/techniques were 

originally developed in family therapy and deployed in face-to-face 

interactions. However, they are now commonly used in educational 

contexts and frequently delivered through writing. It is therefore important 

to examine the effects of written SF/PF questions/techniques on students’ 

expectancy and commitment. 

 

Content of Thesis        

   

  There are two parts to this thesis. The first part is a systematic 

review of experimental studies published between 1988 and 2020 

investigating the effects of written SF (and PF) questions on students’ 

expectancy and commitment. The aim of this review is to clarify what was 

known before the author’s1 first publication.     

  The second part of the thesis outlines some of the contributions of 

the author’s public output, which (for the purposes of this PhD) consists of 

6 papers, all of which were published in peer-reviewed journals between 

2021 and 2022. Each paper reports at least one randomised controlled 

experiment examining the impact of written SF questions in female 

secondary school students. 

 

Findings 

 

  The systematic review reveals several important limitations in the 

evidence base that existed before the author’s publications. Those 

limitations include (i) the use of undergraduate samples (only), (ii) the 

absence of commitment from the dependent variables, and (iii) the failure 

to isolate particular questions/techniques.     
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  The author’s publications contribute to the literature by (i) 

reporting results obtained with secondary school students, (ii) illuminating 

the effects of SF questions on students’ goal commitment, (iii) examining 

the impact of particular SF questions/techniques, and (iv) highlighting the 

importance of ease-of-retrieval/difficulty-in-generation (i.e. students’ 

experience of ease/difficulty in responding to SF questions). The findings 

reported in the author’s public output include the following: (1) the positive 

effects of written SF questions on students’ expectancy and commitment 

are likely to be more modest than the popular literature suggests; (2) 

compared to PF questions, some SF questions may have positive indirect 

effects on goal commitment by enhancing students’ expectancy; (3) 

compared to PF questions, some SF questions may also have negative 

direct effects on commitment, and (4) when students are  

asked SF questions, their expectancy/perceived self-efficacy may be 

affected by the ease/difficulty experienced in generating a response. 

 

Conclusion 

 

  The author’s public output indicates that certain written SF 

techniques may have some positive effects on expectancy and 

commitment, but these effects are probably small or moderate rather than 

large. Moreover, the author’s publications suggest that solution-focused 

practitioners should also consider the impact of ease-of-retrieval / 

difficulty-in-generation. Collectively, the author’s studies suggest that it 

would be unwise to treat written SF techniques as “magic bullets.” More 

obviously positive effects may (perhaps) be achieved in longer 

interventions including multiple SF questions and/or face-to-face 

interactions. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Solution-focused (brief) therapy was developed by Steve de Shazer, Insoo 

Kim Berg and their colleagues at the Brief Family Therapy Centre in Milwaukee in 

the 1980s (de Shazer, 1988). It was later adapted for use in non-therapeutic 

contexts, for example as solution-focused coaching (e.g. O’Connell et al., 2012). In 

the context of coaching, solution-focused (SF) approaches are primarily designed to 

facilitate goal attainment rather than to alleviate distress (Sanderfur, 2014). SF 

approaches focus on people’s strengths, resources and success. They are often 

contrasted with problem-focused (PF) approaches, which address people’s 

weaknesses, obstacles and lack of success (Davis & Osborn, 2013; O’Connell et al., 

2013). Table 1 in Appendix A presents several classic SF approaches and contrasts 

these with PF alternatives. Proponents often argue that SF approaches raise 

people’s (goal attainment) expectancy2 - the extent to which individuals expect to 

attain goals - and (goal) commitment3 - the extent to which individuals are committed 

to attaining goals (e.g. Ratner et al., 2012; Reiter, 2010; Wilson, 2020). 

Importantly, SF approaches pride themselves on being “brief.” Indeed, many 

proponents claim that SF approaches can deliver immediate results (e.g. Jackson & 

McKergow, 2011). Iveson (2018, p.153) states that in “solution-focused brief therapy, 

single-session transformations are common enough not to be a surprise.” Similarly, 

advocates of SF coaching suggest that substantial progress can be made within a 

single session (e.g. Ratner et al., 2012).        

 Table 2 in Appendix A presents some of the commonest questions/techniques 

used in SF interventions. These questions/techniques are widely championed in the 

popular literature. For example, scaling questions are described as “extremely 

useful” (Lutz, 2014, p.78), “very effective” (Meier, 2005, p.109) and as “powerful 

tools” (Steenbarger, 2018, p. 212). More specifically, commentators assert that 

scaling questions raise expectancy and commitment (e.g. Hepworth et al., 2017; 

O’Connell, 2001; Thomas, 2013). The “Miracle Question” has been described as 

“one of the most powerful interventions there can be” (Winbolt, 2011, p. 119). It too is 

often said to raise expectancy (e.g. Reiter, 2010). The virtues of the other SF 

questions/techniques presented in Table 2 (Appendix A) have been similarly extolled 

by commentators. 
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Solution-Focused Approaches with Students 

 

SF approaches have been used in schools since the 1990s (Franklin et al., 

2012). Teachers have increasingly drawn on SF questions/techniques, sometimes 

with the support of school psychologists (Niu & Niemi, 2020; Simm & Ingram, 2008; 

Simmonds, 2019). Qualitative interviews and case studies indicate that school 

professionals consider SF questions/techniques to be some of the most powerful 

tools in their arsenal (Atkinson & Amesu, 2007; Doveston & Keenaghan, 2010; 

Franklin et al., 2012). Self-report data suggest that children too consider SF 

questions to be helpful (e.g. Grandison, 2007).  

 Evidence suggests that multisession SF interventions may be effective with 

students. For example, the SF intervention known as “Working on What Works” has 

been implemented with success in numerous schools in both the US and UK (Berzin 

et al., 2012; Wallace et al., 2020). Solution-focused interventions are also used in 

universities and colleges (Seko & Lau, 2021). For example, SF interventions have 

been used to help students with doctoral dissertations (Johnson & Conyers, 2001). 

Moreover, specific techniques such as scaling questions are used in the supervision 

of doctoral students (Walsh et al., 2018).  

 

SF Techniques Delivered Through Writing 

 

SF therapy was originally developed as a face-to-face intervention. SF 

coaching also typically involves interaction with another human being (i.e. the 

coach). However, SF questions/techniques are now frequently delivered through 

writing. For example, Richmond et al. (2014) report positive effects of SF questions 

presented in a short counselling intake form. Clients who answered SF questions 

described more solutions and fewer problems than clients answering problem-

focused questions. SF questions are also embedded in many written/computerised 

self-help tools (Cepukiene & Pakrosnis, 2018; Isherwood & Regan, 2005; Kramer et 

al., 2014; Pakrosnis & Cepukiene, 2015). Some of these tools are designed 

specifically for students (e.g. Pakrosnis & Cepukiene, 2015). Experimental research 

on SF (and PF) questions has also used written delivery (e.g. Grant & O’Connor, 

2010; Theeboom et al., 2016). 

 The advantages of written delivery (over face-to-face interventions) include 

scalability, ease-of-access and cost-effectiveness (e.g. Rost et al., 2020). For 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196
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example, a school can disseminate SF questions to its entire student body via a 

single email. This is considerably less expensive (and may even be more efficient) 

than training teachers in face-to-face coaching. Moreover, some students prefer 

computerised (to face-to-face) interventions (Cepukiene & Pakrosnis, 2018). It is 

therefore important to examine the effects of SF techniques in written/computerised 

formats. 

 

Expectancy, Commitment and SF Questions/Techniques 

 

Solution-focused coaching is often described as “light on theory” (O’Connell et 

al., 2012, p.36). Nevertheless, given its focus on goal attainment, its relationship to 

goal-setting theory should be considered. The primary contention of goal-setting 

theory is that specific, challenging goals lead to higher levels of performance (Locke 

& Latham, 2013). However, the relationship between goals and performance is 

moderated by goal commitment (Klein et al., 2013). Challenging goals lead to higher 

levels of performance (only) when goal commitment is high (Klein et al., 1999). As 

already noted, advocates of SF approaches claim that SF questions/techniques (e.g. 

scaling questions) naturally build commitment (e.g. O’Connell et al., 2012). The 

systematic review in Chapter 2 attempts to investigate that claim.   

One of the primary determinants of goal commitment is (goal attainment) 

expectancy (Klein et al., 2013). If individuals do not expect to attain a goal, then they 

are unlikely to be committed to attaining it (Locke et al., 1988). Conversely, high 

levels of expectancy are associated with high levels of commitment, particularly in 

the early stages of goal pursuit (Huang et al., 2017).  As explained above, many 

commentators claim that SF questions/techniques are effective in raising expectancy 

(e.g. Reiter, 2010). That claim is also examined in Chapter 2.  

 Advocates generally do not explain why SF questions/techniques should raise 

expectancy and commitment. This silence stems from the absence of theory in most 

solution-focused work. However, Bandura’s theory of perceived self-efficacy appears 

relevant (Bandura, 1997). According to Bandura, the primary sources of perceived 

self-efficacy include an individual’s own “mastery experience” (i.e. previously 

achieved success) and verbal/social persuasion from others. Inspection of Tables 1 

and 2 in Appendix A suggests that SF practitioners may be relying on those sources 

when using SF questions/techniques. For example, in examining previous success 

and asking questions about “exceptions”, SF practitioners are effectively focusing on 
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clients’ “mastery experience.” Meanwhile, in giving their clients “compliments,” they 

are providing a form of verbal/social persuasion. Bandura’s theory suggests that in 

both cases perceived self-efficacy should be raised. Although perceived self-efficacy 

is not (for Bandura) identical to expectancy, the two constructs are clearly related 

(Klein et al., 2013). Whatever enhances perceived self-efficacy may therefore 

enhance expectancy as well. Given the strong positive relationship between 

expectancy and commitment, SF questions/techniques that enhance expectancy 

may then also indirectly enhance commitment.       

 SF techniques may also enhance expectancy and commitment by creating or 

activating desired “possible selves.” “Possible selves” refer to the ideas that 

individuals have about what they might become, what they would like to become and 

what they are worried about becoming (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Both theory and 

research suggest that “representations of the self in a desired end state may create 

and sustain motivation” (Norman & Aron, 2003, p. 501). Several SF techniques do in 

fact involve “representations of the self in a desired end state.” For example, the 

“Miracle Question” invites individuals to imagine a scenario in which their problems 

are solved and a desired goal has been achieved. The “Miracle Question” is similar 

to Positive Psychology’s “Best Possible Self” intervention, which appears to raise 

expectancy (e.g. Peters et al., 2010) and commitment (e.g. Altintas et al., 2012). The 

Miracle Question may therefore enhance expectancy and commitment by creating/ 

activating a desired “possible self.”        

 In summary, there are some theoretical reasons for thinking that (written) SF 

questions/techniques may indeed have positive effects on expectancy and 

commitment. The systematic review in the following chapter examines the empirical 

evidence for such effects. 
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Chapter 2: Systematic Review 

 

Previous systematic reviews and meta-analyses have focused on multi-session SF 

interventions delivered to students (or others) in person (e.g. Bond et al., 2013; 

Franklin et al., 2020; Gingerich & Peterson, 2013). No previous systematic review 

has focused on single-session SF questions/techniques delivered in writing (or, for 

that matter, in person). In the introduction to their own study on SF/PF questions, 

Grant and O’Connor (2018) do briefly review previous studies of written SF 

questions. However, brief narrative reviews are generally regarded as more 

subjective and less informative than a thorough systematic review (e.g. Petticrew & 

Roberts, 2006). Moreover, Grant and O’Connor (2018) ignore unpublished studies 

and pay little attention to the limitations of previous research. What is known about 

the effects of written SF questions on expectancy and commitment has therefore not 

yet been adequately summarised. The present systematic review was designed to 

redress that deficiency.  

 Formulated in terms of the PICO model - “Population,” “Intervention,” 

“Comparison” and “Outcomes” (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006) - the primary review 

question was as follows: “What are the effects of single-session, written solution-

focused (vs. problem-focused/neutral) questions on students’ expectancy and 

commitment?” Three of the “PICO” components in the question above have already 

been discussed: “Population” (students), “Intervention” (SF questions) and 

“Outcomes” (expectancy and commitment). For the final element (“Comparison”), 

problem-focused (PF) techniques were the primary target since SF approaches are 

commonly contrasted with PF alternatives. However, studies comparing SF 

questions with “neutral” alternatives (e.g. questions that are neither solution- nor 

problem-focused) were also considered to be relevant. The PRISMA guidelines for 

systematic reviews (Page et al., 2021) were followed as far as the constraints of a 

PhD by publication would allow.  

 

Methods 

 

Eligibility Criteria 

 

Studies were included if they met the following criteria: (1) SF 

questions/techniques were compared against either PF questions/techniques or 
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neutral questions/techniques (2) participants were randomly assigned to conditions; 

(3) participants were students (of any age); (4) questions/techniques were delivered 

in writing (not face-to-face); (5) the intervention consisted of a single session; (6) 

dependent variables included expectancy (or a closely-related variable, e.g. 

perceived self-efficacy) and commitment (or a closely-related variable, e.g. 

motivation); (7) the study write-up was published between 1988 (the year in which de 

Shazer’s book “Clues” was released, which contains one of the earliest formulations 

of the “Miracle Question”) and 2020 (the year before the author’s first paper was 

published); (8) enough information was provided to estimate an effect size; (9) the 

study report was in English. Both published and unpublished studies were eligible. 

Studies meeting the inclusion criteria were later grouped on the basis of similarities 

(e.g. experimental design, intervention materials, and dependent measures).  

 

Information Sources 

 

Two online databases were used - Google Scholar and Web of Science. 

Searches were conducted on Google Scholar between the 30th March 2022 and the 

27th of April 2022. Searches were conducted on Web of Science between the 27th 

of April 2022 and the 3rd of May 2022. The search terms that were used are listed in 

Appendix B. If an otherwise unobtainable thesis published on Proquest appeared as 

an abstract in Google Scholar/Web of Science and seemed to meet the eligibility 

criteria, access to the full thesis was sought at the British Library. In addition, 

corresponding authors of published studies (meeting the inclusion criteria) were 

contacted and asked for any relevant unpublished data. Reference lists of included 

studies were also examined for other potentially relevant studies.  

 

Search Strategy 

 

Each search string was run separately in Google Scholar and Web of 

Science. Quotation marks were used in Google Scholar to increase the precision of 

the search. The strategy was then as follows. The titles and snippets of all results 

(from each search) were initially examined for relevance. Any result that appeared to 

be relevant was added to an Excel list. Duplicates were then removed from that list. 

The abstracts of all remaining results were then read. If an abstract suggested that a 
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report might meet the inclusion criteria, an attempt was made to access the full 

report. 

 

Selection Process 

 

Each potentially relevant result was screened by the author alone, who 

applied the inclusion criteria in the order in which they are listed above (see 

“Eligibility Criteria”). The flow diagram in Appendix C provides an overview of the 

search and selection process.  

 

Data Collection Process 

 

If a report described a study meeting the inclusion criteria, a data extraction 

form was completed (see Appendix D). Attempts were made to contact authors if 

reports lacked important information. 

 

Data Items 

 

The outcomes for which data were sought were expectancy and commitment. 

Variables were considered to be (potentially) synonymous with “expectancy” and 

“commitment” only if they were goal-directed. Thus, “motivation” was accepted as a 

synonym for “commitment” only if it designated motivation to attain a particular goal. 

“Motivation” in the sense of undirected arousal (e.g. a feeling of being “energised”) 

was not considered relevant. The other types of information extracted from each 

study are listed in Appendix C. If data were reported for multiple time points, only 

those data recorded immediately after the intervention were extracted. In order to 

facilitate comparisons between SF and PF (or SF and neutral) techniques, data 

reported for combined conditions (i.e. SF+PF) were ignored. Goal-focused research 

(particularly in education) often contrasts “approach goals” (e.g. to pass an exam) 

with “avoidance goals” (.e.g. to avoid failing an exam) (Elliot, 1999). In studies 

including both types of goal, data for “Approach goals” were considered to be of 

primary importance. “Approach goals” are very much in keeping with the solution-

focused ethos. On the other hand, SF interventions and indeed coaching in general 

normally eschew “avoidance goals.”  
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Study Risk of Bias Assessment 

 

The Revised Cochrane risk-of-bias tool for randomised trials was used to 

evaluate the quality of included studies (Sterne et al., 2019). 

 

Effect Measures 

 

The following effect size estimates were calculated: (i) the raw mean posttest 

difference (= SF posttest mean – PF posttest mean); (ii) the raw pretest posttest 

effect size estimate (= [SF posttest mean – SF pretest mean] – [PF posttest mean – 

PF pretest mean]); (iii) the standardised mean posttest difference/Cohen’s d (= the 

raw mean posttest difference / pooled pretest standard deviation); (iv) standardised 

pretest posttest effect size estimate (= the raw pretest posttest effect size estimate / 

pooled pretest standard deviation). In all cases, positive values indicate an 

advantage for the SF (over the PF) condition. 

 

Synthesis Methods 

 

One of the commonest criticisms of meta-analysis is that it (often) combines 

“apples and oranges” (Card, 2015). Quantitative synthesis was therefore reserved 

for studies that were conceptually, methodologically and experimentally 

homogeneous. Specifically, meta-analyses were conducted of studies that used 

precisely the same experimental design, precisely the same measures for the 

dependent variables, and precisely (or almost precisely) the same SF (and PF) 

questions. In other words, the meta-analysed studies were essentially exact 

replications. In such a situation, a “fixed-effect” meta-analysis may be appropriate 

(e.g. Harrer et al., 2021). The fixed-effect model (which assumes that all studies 

share a common “true” effect) was therefore adopted. 

Two sets of “fixed-effect” meta-analyses were conducted. The first set 

involved posttest data only and used raw mean posttest differences. The second set 

involved both pretest and posttest data and used raw pretest posttest effect size 

estimates. The weight for each study was calculated as the inverse of the estimated 

sampling variance of that study’s effect size estimate. Weighted means and 

confidence intervals were calculated using standard formulas (Borenstein et al., 

2009; Morris, 2008). Raw effect size estimates were used in all meta-analyses 
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because of the problems of comparing standardised effect size estimates (Simpson, 

2018). Meta-analysis of raw differences requires all studies to use precisely the 

same measure and scale. Consequently, studies were meta-analysed only if they 

appeared to meet that requirement. 

The second set of meta-analyses (involving both pretest and posttest data) 

require correlations (r) between pretest and posttest data for the calculation of the 

estimated standard error (see Morris, 2007). If such correlations were not reported, 

reasonable values for r were imputed (i.e. values that could be calculated from any 

relevant available data). Sensitivity analyses were then conducted by varying the 

value of r. Many methodologists suggest that moderator analyses (in meta-analysis) 

require at least ten studies for each putative moderator (Littell et al., 2008). Since the 

meta-analyses included fewer than ten studies, no moderator analyses were 

conducted. The Q statistic was used to investigate potential heterogeneity of effects. 

A statistically significant Q value is normally taken to suggest that the studies do not 

all share a common “true” effect (i.e. that true effects differ across studies). It should 

be noted, however, that when there are only a few studies involved this test is likely 

to be underpowered (Borenstein et al., 2009). A “non-significant” Q value should 

therefore not be taken as “proof” that all studies are estimating the same true effect. 

 

Reporting Bias Assessment 

 

Publication bias (i.e. the publication of studies with statistically significant 

results and the non-publication of studies with “null” findings) can undermine any 

systematic review and/or meta-analysis. The methods commonly used to assess the 

risk of bias associated with missing results require “a reasonable number of studies” 

(Borenstein et al., 2009, p. 291). In the present systematic review, only a very small 

number of studies met all inclusion criteria. It was therefore not possible to use 

typical methods (e.g. funnel-plots) to assess the risk of publication bias. Published 

and unpublished studies were compared in terms of effect size estimates but with so 

few studies in each of the two categories (“published” and “unpublished”) the results 

of such a comparison are limited. 
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Certainty Assessment 

 

 The GRADE system was used to assess the “certainty” or strength of the 

evidence (Guyatt et al., 2008). Four verdicts are possible: “high”, “moderate”, “low”, 

and “very low”. Evidence based on randomised controlled trials is initially considered 

to be of “high” quality but may be downgraded for (at least) one of five reasons: (i) 

study limitations, (ii) inconsistency of results, (iii) indirectness of evidence; (iv) 

imprecision, and (v) reporting bias. 

 

Results 

 

Study Selection 

 

The results of each stage of the literature search (including the identification, 

screening and selecting of studies) are depicted in the flow diagram in Appendix C 

Eight studies ultimately met all the inclusion criteria and were included in the review. 

Examples of studies meeting several but not all inclusion criteria are provided in 

Appendix E. 

 

Study Characteristics 

 

Wehr (2010, Experiment 2) involved a posttest-only design. The other seven 

included studies used prettest posttest comparison group designs with PF conditions 

as the comparisons (Asai, 2017; Braunstein & Grant, 2016; Grant, 2012; Grant & 

Gerrard, 2020; Grant & O’Connor, 2018; Neipp et al., 2016a, Neipp et al., 2016b). 

Six of the included studies were reported in published journal articles (Braunstein & 

Grant, 2016; Grant & Gerrard, 2020; Grant & O’Connor, 2018; Neipp et al., 2016a, 

Wehr, 2010). The two other included studies were described in poster presentations 

(Asai, 2017; Neipp et al., 2016b). No study included a measure of goal commitment 

(or motivation). All studies involved undergraduates and at least six involved 

psychology students (Braunstein & Grant, 2016; Grant, 2012; Grant & Gerrard, 2020; 

Grant & O’Connor, 2018; Neipp et al., 2016a; Wehr, 2010). Sample sizes ranged 

from 80 to 512. All studies included a measure of expectancy (vel sim4). Appendix F 

summarises the characteristics of the included studies.     

 With one exception (Wehr, 2010), all of the studies presented students with a 
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battery of SF or PF questions. The batteries used by Grant (2012) are presented in 

Appendix I. Braunstein and Grant (2016) do not present the full batteries but the 

examples of questions that they provide in their paper suggest that they used the 

same batteries as Grant (2012). Grant and O’Connor (2018) list three PF questions, 

which are identical to the last three questions in Grant’s (2012) PF battery. The SF 

questions listed by Grant and O’Connor (2018) are identical to Grant’s (2012) SF 

battery. Grant and Gerrard (2020) provide exactly the same questions/battery as 

Grant and O’Connor (2018). Two studies took place in Spain (Neipp et al., 2016a, 

2016b) and used Spanish translations of Grant’s (2012) SF/PF batteries. Similarly, 

Asai (2017) presented students with Japanese translations of Grant’s (2012) 

batteries. In six of the studies, therefore, the (batteries of) SF/PF questions were 

identical to (or based on) the batteries provided by Grant (2012).     

The first question in Grant’s (2012) SF battery (‘Think about a possible 

solution to the problem you have just described. Now, imagine a solution had 

somehow ‘magically’ come about. Describe the solution’) may be regarded as a 

condensed or truncated version of the ‘Miracle Question.’ The second question in 

that battery (‘Describe some ways you could start to move towards creating this 

solution”) could be regarded as a form of the ‘small steps’ technique (see Table 2 in 

Appendix A). The remaining questions in Grant’s (2012) SF battery do not fall easily 

into any of the familiar categories listed in Appendix A. 

Wehr (2010) does not provide the wording of the questions used in his study 

but reports that students were asked either to list examples of a particular problem 

(the PF condition) or to list ‘exceptions’ to the problem. Thus, unlike the other studies 

(which presented students with batteries of questions), Wehr (2010) appears to have 

presented students with a single type of SF question – questions about ‘exceptions’ 

(see Appendix A). 

 

Risk of Bias in Studies 

Application of the Revised Cochrane Risk-of-Bias tool led to an overall 

assessment of “some concerns” for all studies. The risk of bias was deemed to be 

low in all studies in terms of randomisation, deviation from intended interventions, 

and measurement of the outcome. There were some concerns with regard to 

reported outcomes in Neipp et al. (2016b): perceived “goal attainment” was 

apparently measured but no outcome data for this variable were reported. Only Wehr 

(2010) reported the number of participants who failed to complete the study, which 
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meant that there were some concerns about missing outcome data in all other 

studies. Appendix G summarises the results of the risk-of-bias assessment. 

 

Results of Individual Studies  

As indicated, no studies measured commitment. For expectancy (vel sim), 

point estimates were positive in all cases except for “confidence” in the “1 situation” 

condition in Wehr (2010) and the pretest posttest effect size estimates for “self-

efficacy” in Asai (2017). Thus, in almost all cases SF conditions appeared to lead to 

greater expectancy than PF conditions. If the unpublished study reported by Asai 

(2017) is excluded, standardised pretest posttest effect size estimates ranged from 

0.18 to 0.89. If these estimates are interpreted according to Cohen’s (1988) criteria, 

they include small, medium and large effects. Comparing standardised effect size 

estimates can be misleading when there are between-study differences in outcome 

measures, standard deviations and a number of other factors (Simpson, 2018). 

Some readers may therefore prefer to consult the summary statistics and raw effect 

size estimates displayed for each study in Appendix H.  

 

Results of syntheses 

 “Self-efficacy” - Five studies apparently used the same 3-item “self-efficacy” 

measure on the same 1-6 scale (Asai, 2017; Braunstein & Grant, 2016; Grant, 2012; 

Neipp et al., 2016a; Neipp et al., 2016b). Meta-analysis of posttest data from the 

aforementioned studies yielded a weighted mean of 1.14, 95% CI [0.57, 1.71]. Thus, 

on average, SF conditions resulted in total “self-efficacy” scores just over 1 point 

higher (and mean “self-efficacy” scores just over ⅓ of a point higher) than PF 

conditions5. The 95% confidence interval indicates that this estimated effect was 

statistically different from zero. There was little statistical evidence for heterogeneity 

of effects across studies (Q = 1.69, p = .79). 

  Inspection of pretest data revealed that in Asai’s (2017) study, mean “self-

efficacy” was considerably higher6 at pretest in the SF than in the PF condition 

(presumably an accident of randomisation). The meta-analysis was reconducted 

without the study reported by Asai (2017) in order to examine the sensitivity of the 

results. This yielded a weighted mean of 1.10, 95% CI [0.77, 1.43]. Thus, results 

were barely affected.  

 The same five studies were included in the second set of meta-analyses, 

which used raw pretest posttest effect size estimates. Pretest-posttest correlations 
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were not reported in any of the study write-ups. However, raw data were obtained for 

the study reported by Asai (2017), from which the pretest-postest correlation was 

calculated (r = .78). That correlation was then used for the other four studies in the 

calculation of (estimated) standard errors. Meta-analysis then yielded a weighted 

mean of 1.21, 95% CI [0.87,1.56]. In other words, on average, the pre-to-post 

improvement in total “self-efficacy” scores appeared to be approximately 1¼ of a 

point greater in SF than in PF conditions. However, there was evidence of 

heterogeneity of effects (Q = 13.71, p = .008). The outlier in terms of effect size 

estimates was Asai (2017). The raw pretest posttest effect size was estimated to be 

in the 1.24-1.96 range for all other studies. However, for Asai (2017), the estimate 

was extremely small and negative -0.02, 95% CI [-0.078,0.74]. When the meta-

analysis was conducted without that study, there was no longer any strong statistical 

evidence of heterogeneity (Q = 5.29, p = .15).      

 The meta-analysis was reconducted in order to examine whether results were 

sensitive to the (imputed) value of the correlation (see Borenstein et al., 2009). When 

r was assumed to be .5 (rather than .78) the weighted mean was essentially 

identical: 1.21, 95% CI [0.69, 1.74]. 

 

“Goal Approach” - Three studies appeared to measure “goal approach” (i.e. 

the extent to which students considered themselves close to attaining their goals) on 

the same 0 to 10 scale (Grant, 2012; Grant & O’Connor, 2018; Neipp et al., 2016a). 

Meta-analysis of posttest data from the aforementioned studies yielded a weighted 

mean of 0.56, 95% CI [0.19, 0.94]. Thus, on average, SF conditions resulted in “goal 

approach” scores approximately half of a point higher than PF conditions7. Once 

again, the estimated effect was statistically different from zero. There was no strong 

(statistical) evidence of heterogeneity of effects (Q = 3.37, p = .19).  

 The same three studies were meta-analysed in the second set of meta-

analyses, which used raw pretest posttest effect size estimates. Pretest-posttest 

correlations were not reported in any of the study write-ups. The author was not able 

to obtain any raw data (for any of the studies) from which the correlations could be 

calculated. The values used in the analyses for “self-efficacy” (r = .78 and r = .50) 

were therefore imputed. When the correlation was assumed to be .78, the weighted 

mean was 0.47, 95% CI [0.21, 0.73]. Thus, the pre-to-post increase in “goal 

approach” appeared to be approximately half a point greater in SF than in PF 

conditions. There was no statistical evidence of heterogeneity (Q = .13, p = .94). 
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When the correlation was assumed to be .5, the weighted mean was essentially 

identical: 0.47, 95% CI [0.08, 0.86]. 

 

Reporting Biases 

 Pretest-posttest effect size estimates for the studies in published write-ups 

were considerably larger than those for one of the unpublished poster presentations 

(Asai, 2017). Data for Asai (2017) were in fact only obtained only by chance8. With 

so few studies included in the review, it was not possible to compare the five 

published and two unpublished studies statistically. However, the extremely small 

(and partially negative) effect size estimates calculated for Asai (2017) highlight the 

possibility of publication bias.  

 

Certainty of Evidence 

 Expectancy - All of the included studies provided evidence regarding effects 

(of written SF/PF questions) on students’ goal attainment expectancy. The studies 

had many strengths, including (relatively) large sample sizes and pretest 

measurements, both of which help to increase the precision of estimated effects. 

There were some limitations in all of the studies (e.g. the failure to report the number 

of participants who did not complete all outcome measures). However, those 

limitations were not deemed sufficient (on their own) for a downgrading of the 

evidence.            

 GRADE may also lead to downgrading if results across studies are 

inconsistent. However, downgrading is not inevitable if a plausible explanation for the 

inconsistency can be found (Higgins et al., 2022). In the present review, estimated 

effects in Asai (2017) were not consistent with those in the other studies. Asai’s 

(2017) study was conducted with Japanese (rather than “Western”) students. 

Cultural differences may therefore explain the inconsistent results. Rather than 

undermining the strength of the evidence provided by the other studies, Asai’s 

(2017) study may simply indicate that written SF/PF questions have different effects 

depending on culture/nationality. When Asai’s (2017) study was omitted from meta-

analyses, effect size estimates were generally consistent. The quality of the 

evidence was therefore not downgraded on the basis of “inconsistency.” 

 Evidence was “direct” insofar as studies directly compared the effects of 

written SF and PF questions on students’ (goal attainment) expectancy. However, all 

studies involved undergraduate students only. Thus, evidence for effects on other 
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types of students (e.g. secondary school students) was, at best, indirect. In addition, 

the study by Asai (2017) highlights the risk of publication bias, which also leads to a 

downgrading of the strength of the evidence. These considerations led to a 

downgrading of the evidence to “moderate.”  

 

Brief Discussion 

In the studies included in the systematic review, SF questions appear to have 

been more effective than PF questions in raising expectancy (referred to as “self-

efficacy” or “goal approach”). PF conditions were associated with pre-to-post 

improvements in total “self-efficacy” scores of approximately a third to a half of a 

point (see Appendix H). If Asai’s (2017) study is ignored, SF conditions were 

associated with pre-to-post improvements in total “self-efficacy” scores of 

approximately two points. With Asai’s (2017) study again excluded, SF conditions 

were also associated with a greater pre-to-post improvement (than PF conditions) in 

“goal approach”. Together these results suggest that written SF questions are more 

effective than PF alternatives in raising (university) students’ expectancy. 

Nevertheless, the included studies have several important limitations.  

 First, all studies involved undergraduate students only. It may be unwise to 

assume that effects are the same in samples of secondary school students. 

Research indicates that perceived self-efficacy is not constant throughout 

adolescence but rises and falls with age (e.g. Schunk & Meece, 2006). Perceived 

self-efficacy also appears to be affected by different factors at different educational 

stages (e.g. Pajares et al., 2007). In addition, some research suggests that adults 

may benefit more from SF interventions than children and adolescents (Stams et al., 

2006). The relative effects of SF/PF questions may therefore differ between school 

children and adult undergraduates. Researchers, therefore, need to examine the 

impact of written SF/PF questions in schools (as well as universities).  

 A second major limitation of the studies in the review is the fact that the 

dependent variables did not include commitment. This omission is especially 

surprising given the importance of commitment in goal pursuit (Klein et al. 2013). 

One of the primary determinants of goal commitment is in fact goal attainment 

expectancy. If written SF questions do indeed have positive effects on expectancy, 

then they may indirectly raise people’s commitment. This possibility - not examined 

in the reviewed studies – should be investigated, 
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 A third limitation uncovered by the review relates to the experimental 

conditions. In extracting information from each study, the author listed all of the 

questions that were used in an intervention and then characterised the intervention 

as either (i) a ‘single-category’ intervention if only one type/category of SF question 

was used, or (ii) a ‘battery’ intervention if more than one type/category of SF 

question was used (see the note in Appendix D for clarification). All of the studies 

except Wehr (2010) may described as battery interventions in that collections of 

(different types of) SF questions were compared with collections of PF alternatives. 

This is illustrated in Appendix I, which displays the SF/PF questions originally 

compared by Grant (2012) and then used (or adapted) in all of the other studies 

except Wehr (2010). As will be observed, the SF condition begins with (what may be 

described as) a truncated version of the ‘Miracle Question,’ follows with (what may 

be described as) a version of ‘small steps,’ and then includes three other questions 

that (do not fall neatly into one of the recognised categories but) enquire into 

participants’ thoughts about the ‘solution’ and reactions when having those thoughts. 

Thus, at least three different types/categories of questions may be identified in this 

battery: ‘Miracle Question’ + ‘Small Steps’ + Thoughts/reactions. The questions in 

the PF condition are even more diverse, covering the duration of the problem, the 

origins of the problem, the individual’s feelings about the problem and more besides. 

It is impossible to evaluate any given type of question when multiple types of 

questions are included. More focused studies would therefore be useful in which 

specific (types of) questions are isolated and compared – a point acknowledged by 

Neipp et al. (2016). For example, a study might compare the solution-focused 

emphasis on resources (“what helps?”) with the problem-focused emphasis on 

obstacles (“what hinders?”). Alternatively, a study might isolate the effects of 

“scaling” questions by excluding all other types of question.    
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Chapter 3: Contributions of the Author’s Public Output 

 

The systematic review (Chapter 2) uncovered three important limitations in the 

evidence base that existed before the author’s publications: (i) the fact that 

participants were university students (only); (ii) the absence of commitment (or 

motivation) from the dependent variables; (iii) the combining of multiple types of 

question in the same experimental condition. The author addressed these limitations 

in his own experimental studies and made important contributions to our 

understanding of the effects of written SF/PF questions on students’ expectancy and 

commitment. The progression from study to study is summarised in Appendix K. 

Four of the main contributions of the studies (taken together) are discussed below. 

 

Contribution 1: Illuminating the Effects of SF Questions in Secondary School 

Students 

Many popular books advocate the use of solution-focused approaches with 

secondary school students (e.g. Franklin et al., 2018; Murphy, 2015; Ratner & Yusuf, 

2015). However, SF research with secondary school students has generally involved 

extended, multi-component interventions such as “Working on What Works” (e.g. 

Wallace et al., 2020). Such interventions typically include not only solution-focused 

questions but also goal-setting, feedback and face-to-face interactions with teachers, 

interventionists and sometimes other students. Assessing the impact of SF questions 

(alone) is not possible in such interventions. As indicated in Chapter 2, the research 

that has focused on (written) SF questions has involved university students. For 

example, Grant and Gerrard (2020) found that undergraduates responding to SF 

questions reported a greater improvement in perceived self-efficacy than students 

responding to PF questions and students responding to both SF and PF questions. 

Seeking to extend the research to secondary school students, Abdulla and Woods 

(2021b) found that students responding to SF questions (about resources) reported 

higher expectancy than students responding to PF questions (about obstacles) and 

students responding to both SF and PF questions. This finding mirrored that reported 

by Grant and Gerrard (2020). However, the finding reported by Abdulla and Woods 

(2021b) was directly relevant to schools rather than universities. Moreover, the 

results reported by Abdulla and Woods (2021b) have more ecological validity and 

are therefore more useful for schools than those reported by Grant and Gerrard 

(2020). Whereas Grant and Gerrard (2020) presented students with a battery of 
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questions not normally asked outside the laboratory, Abdulla and Woods (2021b) 

presented students with simple questions commonly asked in everyday secondary 

school contexts.         

 The author’s other studies, however, suggest that the effects of (other) SF 

questions on secondary school students may not be as positive or as large as 

practitioners and the popular literature suggest. For example, Abdulla and Woods 

(2021d) found that success scaling questions (and commonly used follow-ups) did 

little to enhance secondary school students’ expectancy and commitment. Similarly, 

Abdulla (2021) found that asking secondary school students to recall success did 

little to enhance perceived self-efficacy. Abdulla and Woods (2021c) found that 

questioning secondary school students about “what’s going well” apparently had 

both positive and negative effects (as explained later on). In all of the author’s 

studies, attrition or “drop-out” was close (or even equal) to zero. This suggests that 

secondary schools administering written SF questions may achieve high response 

rates from students. However, the author’s public output also suggests that the 

effects of (many of) those questions on expectancy and commitment are likely to be 

small and mixed.  

 

Contribution 2: Illuminating the Impact of SF Questions on Commitment (as 

well as Expectancy)     

 One of the primary aims of SF coaching is to enhance motivation or 

commitment (e.g. O’Connell et al., 2012). And yet in the research on SF questions 

prior to the author’s publications “commitment” or “motivation” was not one of the 

dependent variables (see Appendix F). The studies reviewed in chapter 2 focused 

instead on expectancy-like variables (e.g. “self-efficacy”) and other variables such as 

positive/negative affect. One of the most important contributions of the author’s 

public output is therefore the focus on commitment. “Commitment” was a dependent 

variable in four of the author’s studies (Abdulla & Woods, 2021a; 2021b; 2021c; 

2021d). 

 Abdulla and Woods (2021a) found that the level of commitment in students 

presented with a small package of SF questions was statistically indistinguishable 

from the level of commitment reported by students who had engaged in mental 

contrasting with implementation intentions (MCII) – a popular goal-setting and 

planning technique9. On the face of it, this suggests that SF questions may be as 

effective as MCII in terms of (enhancing) goal commitment. However, it should be 
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noted that “autonomous planning” (a third condition in which students were allowed 

to formulate their own plans) was associated with a level of commitment statistically 

indistinguishable from both SF questions and MCII. Thus, the positive effects of SF 

questions on students’ goal commitment should not be overemphasised.  

 Abdulla and Woods (2021b) did find that (compared to PF questions about 

obstacles) SF questions about resources may have a positive indirect effect on 

commitment by enhancing expectancy. In other words, relative to the other 

conditions (e.g. PF questions about obstacles), SF questions raised expectancy, 

which in turn raised commitment10. As far as the author is aware, this was the first 

study to provide evidence that written SF questions may indirectly enhance 

commitment by raising expectancy. It should be noted, however, that the estimated 

indirect effects on commitment were small. Moreover, total and direct effects of 

condition on commitment were not statistically different from zero. Similarly, Abdulla 

and Woods (2021) found that success scaling questions (and typical follow-ups) 

apparently had little effect on commitment (direct or indirect). 

 Abdulla and Woods (2021c) in fact hypothesised that some SF questions may 

even have a negative direct effect on commitment (in addition to a positive indirect 

effect). SF advocates typically argue that asking individuals about “what’s going well” 

(rather than “what’s not going well”) has a positive effect on confidence and 

motivation/commitment (e.g. Blundo et al., 2014). However, Abdulla and Woods 

(2021c) hypothesised that (compared to “what’s not going well”) “what’s going well” 

may have both positive and negative effects. On the one hand, “what’s going well” 

may raise commitment by raising expectancy11. On the other hand, when expectancy 

is held constant, “what’s going well” may be associated with lower commitment (to 

improvement) than “what’s not going well,” given that students may rest on their 

laurels. In other words, “what’s going well” may lead to complacency whereas 

“what’s not going well” may stimulate a desire to improve. If so, then “what’s going 

well” may in fact have a negative direct effect on commitment (to improvement) 

relative to “what’s going well.” Results of the study conducted by Abdulla and Woods 

(2021c) supported this hypothesis: “what’s going well” was associated with both a 

positive indirect effect and negative direct effect on students’ goal commitment. 

 In summary, the author’s public output suggests that the effects of (particular) 

SF questions on students’ goal commitment may not be as large (or even as 

positive) as popular texts suggest. Some SF questions (e.g. questions about 

resources) may have a small positive effect on commitment via enhanced 
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expectancy. However, other types of SF question may have little or no positive 

effects or both positive and negative effects.  

 

Contribution 3: Investigating the Effects of Specific (Types of) Questions 

Chapter 2 made it clear that almost all previous research on SF/PF questions 

combined various types of question (see Appendix I). Such research cannot shed 

any light on the impact of specific (types) of questions/techniques (when used in 

isolation). One of the most important contributions of the author’s public output was 

to illuminate the effects of particular SF/PF questions/techniques. Separate studies 

were conducted on questions about resources (vs. obstacles) (Abdulla & Woods, 

2021b), “what’s going well” vs. “what’s not going well” (Abdulla & Woods, 2021c), 

questions focusing on “what else” students could do to attain their goals (Abdulla & 

Woods, 2022), questions about previous success (Abdulla, 2021), and scaling 

questions (Abdulla & Woods, 2021d).12It was noted under Contribution 2 that 

compared to PF questions about obstacles, SF questions about resources may have 

a positive effect on expectancy and commitment (Abdulla & Woods, 2021b). 

However, compared to a PF focus on “what’s not going well,” “what’s going well” 

appears to have both positive and negative effects on commitment (Abdulla & 

Woods, 2021c). In addition, asking students to generate multiple (rather than few) 

means of goal attainment appears in some cases to have both positive and negative 

effects on expectancy (Abdulla & Woods, 2021d), a finding discussed in more detail 

under Contribution 4. In the remainder of this section, a little more is said about 

questions focusing on previous success and “success scaling” questions.  

Abdulla (2021) investigated the effects of asking students to recall success on 

perceived self-efficacy in writing ideation13. Students in a “recollection of relevant 

success” condition reported higher perceived self-efficacy for writing ideation than 

students in the other two conditions. However, the “advantage” was extremely small 

(1-2 percentage points on 0-100% scale) and group differences were not statistically 

significant. In a second experiment, students in the “recollection of relevant success” 

condition again reported higher perceived self-efficacy than students in the control 

condition. However, the estimated “advantage” was again very small and not 

statistically significant. Abdulla’s (2021) findings suggested that asking students to 

recall previous success (a common SF technique) may do little14 to enhance their 

perceived self-efficacy.   
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Abdulla and Woods (2021d) focused specifically on “success scaling” 

questions15.Scaling questions may be the most frequently asked questions in 

solution-focused work (e.g. Skidmore, 1983). Qualitative research suggests that 

teachers consider scaling to be highly effective (e.g. Doveston & Keenaghan, 2010). 

However, prior to the study conducted by Abdulla and Woods (2021d) experimental 

research had combined scaling questions with other SF techniques (e.g. Daki & 

Savage, 2010). This makes it impossible to assess their impact. As far as the author 

is aware, Abdulla and Woods (2021d) conducted the very first quantitative study 

focusing specifically on scaling questions. In the first experiment, students in a 

success scaling (only) condition reported higher improvement expectancy and 

commitment to improvement (on average) than students in the other two conditions 

(binary assessment of performance and success scaling plus a typical follow-up 

question). However, the “advantages” were very small (e.g. ¼ of a point on a 0-10 

scale) and not statistically significant. In the second experiment, students in a 

“success scaling plus two follow-up questions” condition reported higher expectancy 

and commitment (on average) than students in the other two conditions. However, 

group mean differences were again very small and not statistically significant. 

Overall, therefore, Abdulla and Woods (2021d) did not find much evidence to support 

the use of success scaling questions as opposed to PF questions or a binary 

evaluation of performance. Other types of scaling questions need to be studied. 

 In summary, the effects of specific SF questions on students’ expectancy and 

commitment appear not to be as large or as clearly positive as the popular literature 

would lead one to suppose. Combinations of SF questions (e.g. questions about 

previous success + scaling questions + questions about resources + questions 

eliciting “small steps”) may have a clearer positive effect, especially when compared 

with combinations of PF alternatives, as is the case in the research conducted by 

Grant and colleagues (see Chapter 2). However, SF questions may also have 

inherent limitations. For example, as explained, the positive indirect effect of “what’s 

going well” on students’ goal commitment (via enhanced expectancy) may be offset 

by a negative direct effect (i.e. a sense of complacency contrasting with the 

dissatisfaction associated with “what’s not going well”). There are other possible 

reasons for smaller-than-expected positive effects of written SF questions. These 

include the difficulty that may be experienced in generating a response – the basis of 

the final major contribution considered here.       
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Contribution 4: Highlighting the Importance of Ease-of-Retrieval / Difficulty-in-

Generation 

SF questions put the onus (of recalling an example or generating a response) 

on the student or coachee. For example, students might be asked to recall the last 

occasion on which they were successful in school (Metcalf, 2008) or they might be 

asked “how else” they could achieve a goal (e.g. Proudlock, 2017). As one popular 

text puts it, the core of solution-focused approaches (in education) is “helping 

students generate their own solutions” (Kim et al., 2017, p. 22, italics added). 

However, the ease/difficulty that students experience in generation may affect their 

expectancy or perceived self-efficacy. A great deal of research has in fact highlighted 

the importance of “ease-of-retrieval” (Weingarten & Hutchinson, 2018). This research 

suggests that individuals are influenced not only by the content of their thoughts but 

also by the ease/difficulty with which it is retrieved or generated. For example, in a 

study involving undergraduates, students asked to generate many means of goal 

attainment – a relatively difficult task – reported lower expectancy than students 

asked to generate only a few (Sanna & Schwarz, 2004).    

 However, the study by Sanna and Schwarz (2004) illustrates a major failing in 

the “ease-of-retrieval” research conducted prior to the author’s publications. Like 

other researchers in this domain, Sanna and Schwarz (2004) did not directly 

examine the association between expectancy and ease-of-retrieval/generation (by, 

for example, regressing the former on the latter). Instead, they simply assumed that 

the observed between-group differences in post-test expectancy must have been 

due to between-group differences in ease-of-retrieval/generation. Two of the author’s 

studies addressed this limitation and illuminate the effects of ease-of-

retrieval/difficulty-in-generation on students’ perceived self-efficacy and expectancy. 

In two experiments involving secondary school students, Abdulla (2021) 

examined whether asking students to recall success in a particular domain raises 

perceived self-efficacy in that domain. However, Abdulla (2021) also sought to 

determine whether secondary school students are influenced by ease-of-retrieval. It 

was hypothesised that the easier/more difficult it is for students to recall success the 

higher/lower their perceived self-efficacy. Results from both experiments supported 

that hypothesis. Moreover, ease/difficulty in recalling success was associated with 

higher/lower perceived self-efficacy (PSE) even when baseline PSE was 

controlled16. Numerous books on teaching and education suggest that students 

benefit from recalling success (e.g. Cash, 2016). Similarly, solution-focused 
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practitioners frequently ask individuals to identify and reflect on previous success 

(e.g. O’Connell et al., 2012). Abdulla’s (2021) study suggests that the efficacy of this 

approach is likely to depend on the ease with which examples of success are 

recalled. Students struggling to recall past success may even come to have a lower 

sense of self-efficacy.  

In three experiments with different year groups, Abdulla and Woods (2022) 

investigated the effects of attempting to generate multiple (vs few) means of goal 

attainment on goal attainment expectancy. Amongst students relatively low in 

baseline expectancy it was found that ease/difficulty in generating means was 

associated with higher/lower posttest expectancy. As far as the author is aware, 

Abdulla and Woods (2022) thereby provided the first experimental evidence that 

(certain) secondary school students are influenced by ease/difficulty-in-generation 

when generating means of goal attainment17. This has extremely important 

implications. Secondary school students are frequently asked to generate (multiple) 

means of goal attainment. For example, teachers routinely ask students to list “as 

many ways as possible” to attain a particular goal (e.g. Beghetto et al., 2015; Conkin, 

2012; Lapp et al., 2011). Similarly, when coachees have provided an answer to a 

solution-focused question, SF coaches typically ask “what else?” (e.g. de Shazer & 

Dolan, 2021). O’Connell et al. (2012, p. 51) state that the search for multiple 

solutions “may feel like hard work to the coachee, but brings far greater success than 

accepting someone else’s solutions.” Although these authors acknowledge the “hard 

work” (associated with generating multiple solutions) they do not appear to realise 

that it may actually lower expectancy (at least in female students with low baseline 

expectancy)18.  

 

Overall Contributions and Limitations of the Author’s Public Output 

All of the author’s publications focused on the immediate psychological effects 

of written SF questions (delivered in a single session). As noted in the introduction, 

SF questions/techniques - originally developed in face-to-face therapy - are used 

increasingly frequently in writing. For example, SF questions are presented in 

counselling intake forms (Richmond et al., 2014) and computerised self-help tools 

(e.g. Cepukiene & Pakrosnis, 2018). Schools have the potential to deliver written SF 

questions to their students via a single survey (e.g.  Murphy, 2015). Moreover, 

coaching itself - traditionally delivered face-to-face - is now offered through 

email/writing (Ribbers & Waringa, 2015). Understanding the effects of written SF 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0361476X22000455#b0070
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questions is therefore extremely important.      

 Collectively, the author’s studies suggest that certain written SF questions 

may have some positive effects on expectancy and commitment, but these effects 

are likely to be smaller than popular texts imply. For example, compared to PF 

questions about obstacles, SF questions about resources may have a moderately 

positive effect on expectancy and a small positive indirect effect on commitment 

(Abdulla & Woods, 2021b). However, success scaling questions (Abdulla & Woods, 

2021d) and questions about previous success (Abdulla, 2021) may do little to 

enhance expectancy/perceived self-efficacy and commitment. Moreover, some SF 

questions may have both positive and negative effects on commitment, e.g. “what’s 

going well” vs “what’s not going well”. These effects may ultimately cancel each 

other out, in which case little overall effect on commitment may be observed (Abdulla 

& Woods, 2021c).           

 The author’s research also sheds light on the importance of ease-of-

retrieval/difficulty-in-generation. SF questions put the onus on the coachee to 

generate a response. In fact, it has been said that the most frequently asked 

question in SF therapy is “what else?” (Ratner et al., 2012). “What else?” is also an 

extremely common question in SF coaching (Beumer-Peeters, 2021). In asking a 

question such as “what else?” SF practitioners attempt to elicit a large number of 

examples, ideas or “solutions.” The author’s research, however, suggests that the 

ease/difficulty experienced in generating a response sometimes has an impact on 

students’ perceived self-efficacy/expectancy (Abdulla, 2021; Abdulla & Woods, 

2022).   

 Of course, the author’s research has its own limitations. All experiments were 

conducted with female students at an independent secondary school in London. 

Questions may therefore be asked about generalisability. For example, researchers 

(and practitioners) may wonder whether the findings are likely to apply to (a) male 

students and (b) students in state schools. Each of these extensions is now briefly 

considered.            

 It is sometimes suggested that males respond better than females to action-

oriented solution-focused approaches (e.g. Liddon et al., 2019). Unpublished 

research conducted by the author suggests that gender may indeed moderate the 

effects of certain written SF/PF questions19. In one large study (currently under 

review) the author found that positive effects of the “Miracle Question” may be 

restricted to males. This study, however, involved adults rather than school children. 
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Research on school-age children should also be considered and may shed some 

light on the extent to which boys would engage with (and benefit from) the 

interventions considered here. School-age girls consistently have higher scores than 

boys on measures of conscientiousness (e.g. De Bollet et al., 2015). In addition, girls 

are often considered (by teachers and by themselves) to be more motivated in 

school and to be superior (to boys) in self-control and self-regulation (e.g. Duckworth 

et al., 2015). These characteristics (conscientiousness, motivation, self-control and 

self-regulation) may mean that girls are more likely than boys to engage with and 

complete the sorts of interventions examined here, especially, perhaps, when 

unsupervised. Indeed, one study comparing the survey responses of male and 

female undergraduates found evidence suggesting that women “participate more 

conscientiously than men when unsupervised” (Ramsey et al., 2016, p.357). If the 

same is true of children, then the extremely high completion rates achieved by the 

author with females may not be replicated with males, especially if (male) students 

are asked to complete the interventions at home. Moreover, if (as a result of lower 

conscientiousness, lower motivation or poorer self-regulation), boys do not invest as 

much effort as girls when taking part in the interventions, then effect sizes may also 

be reduced. Although not always consistent, research on positive psychology 

interventions suggests that the more effort and time that participants invest the more 

likely they are to benefit (see Wang et al., 2017 for a brief review). In addition, effect 

sizes tend to be smaller in self-administered surveys when participants pay 

inadequate attention (Peyton et al., 2021). Inadequate attention may be more likely if 

participants are boys lacking in conscientiousness/self-control. 

 The considerations in the above paragraph suggest that the (generally) small 

“effects” observed in the author’s studies may be even smaller with boys. However, 

there are some reasons for thinking that the opposite may be true. For example, 

research suggests that mastery experience has a stronger (positive) effect on 

perceived self-efficacy in males than in females (Zander et al., 2020). Several types 

of questions examined by the author focus on mastery experience (e.g. asking 

students to recall success, success scaling questions, etc.). These questions may 

therefore be more effective with boys than girls. For example, asking students to 

recall success may have a stronger effect on perceived self-efficacy in male 

students. The author’s current research includes both males and females, which 

makes it possible to examine this possibility.      

 The fact that participants attended an independent school also raises 
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questions about generalisability. On the one hand, the type of school that students 

attend may have very little effect on the author’s findings. Students in state schools 

are very similar to students in private schools in many important respects. For 

example, a study comparing the characteristics of students in the two types of school 

found only a “negligible difference when it came to scores for Confidence (and for 

Emotional Control)” (AQR, 2017, p.3). It may therefore be assumed that baseline 

expectancy levels in state school students are similar to the levels observed in the 

author’s studies. Moreover, many of the author’s findings are likely to apply to 

students at any type of school. For example, five of the author’s experiments across 

two studies suggest that students’ perceived self-efficacy and expectancy are 

influenced by the ease/difficulty that they have in responding to SF questions 

(Abdulla, 2021; Abdulla & Woods, 2022). It is difficult to see why this would be true in 

independent schools only. The metacognitive experience (i.e. finding it easy/difficult 

to generate a response and then drawing conclusions from that ease/difficulty) 

presumably has little to do with the type of school that a student is in. Ease-of-

retrieval “effects” have been reported with different types of students in different 

types of institution, including undergraduates in colleges/universities (e.g. Hermann 

et al., 2002) and “typically developing children aged 4, 6, and 8 years old” (Geurten 

et al., 2015, p.407). The author’s findings regarding ease-of-retrieval and difficulty-in-

generation are therefore unlikely to apply to independent schools only.  

On the other hand, some of the SF questions examined by the author may 

have somewhat different effects in state schools. For example, asking students to 

identify their resources and to consider how they might use them - as the author did 

in one of his studies (Abdulla & Woods, 2021b) – may not have the same effects in a 

state school. Independent schools (and their students) have considerably more 

resources than state schools (e.g. Henderson et al., 2022). Inviting students in 

independent schools to reflect on their (many) resources may therefore have a larger 

effect on expectancy than asking students in (certain) state schools to reflect on their 

(relatively) few resources. Abdulla and Woods (2021b) found a moderately large 

effect (on expectancy) of asking students to consider their resources – 0.68 of a 

point on the 0-10 scale. Whether the same intervention would have a similar effect in 

a state school is not clear. If students in (some) state schools struggle to think of 

“resources” they may come to have lower expectancy (via “difficulty-in-generation”). 

Nevertheless, even if the positive effects of asking students about resources are 

confined to (or larger in) independent schools, it should be remembered that there 
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are over half a million students in independent schools in the UK (UK Government, 

2022). Thus, the population about which generalisations could be made would still 

be in the hundreds of the thousands. 

 Before other limitations of the author’s research are considered, one final 

point should be made about generalisability. In several important cases, the author’s 

research is fully consistent with previous research, which suggests that the results 

are generally true. For example, a great deal of research has found that expectancy 

is positively related to commitment (Klein et al., 2013). The author conducted four 

studies in which both expectancy and commitment were measured (Abdulla & 

Woods, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2021d). In all four studies expectancy was positively 

related to commitment. Critcher and Rosenzweig (2015) found that undergraduate 

students had higher improvement expectancy when recent performance was 

perceived as satisfactory. Abdulla and Woods (2021c) obtained the same result with 

secondary school students. Hermann et al. (2002) found that undergraduate 

students were more sensitive to retrieval difficulty when they were high in self-doubt. 

Abdulla and Woods (2022) found that secondary school students were more 

sensitive to retrieval difficulty when they were low in expectancy. Those who are high 

in self-doubt are likely to be low in expectancy (Carroll et al., 2009; Ghassemi et al, 

2021). The findings of Abdulla and Woods (2022) are therefore entirely consistent 

with those of Hermann et al. (2002). In summary, it should not be assumed that 

results obtained with female secondary school students are unique to that 

population. On the contrary, many of the author’s findings are likely to apply more 

generally. 

 Another limitation of the author’s research concerns the timeframe. The 

author’s studies focus on immediate psychological effects (i.e. effects arising within 

minutes after presentation of the questions). It is possible that the effects of SF 

questions are more noticeable (or enhanced) when they are used repeatedly in 

extended or multi-session interventions20. In some cases, longer SF interventions 

involving human interaction have been associated with large effects (e.g. Daki & 

Savage, 2010)21. SF questions may also have delayed effects. For example, 

students presented with an SF question about resources at Time 1 may not be able 

to list many resources at Time 2 (a few seconds after reading the question) but may 

think of resources at Time 3 (e.g. half an hour later), at which point their expectancy 

may be enhanced. Future studies could therefore include a second (delayed) 

posttest. Finally, the author’s research has focused predominantly on expectancy 
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and commitment. The effects of written SF questions on other important variables 

(e.g. goal clarity and affect) also deserve to be examined22.  

  

Conclusion 

 The author’s studies suggest that written SF/PF questions can be easily 

delivered to large groups of secondary school students. Completion rates may be 

very high, at least in the context of an independent school of female students. 

Nevertheless, the immediate effects of written SF questions (when used in isolation) 

appear to be more modest than the popular literature would lead one to suppose, at 

least with regard to expectancy and commitment in female secondary school 

students.  

 It may be useful to consider how the author’s findings could be disseminated 

and applied in schools. Educators (and their students) are often advised to “focus on 

the positives” (e.g. Breaux & Whitaker, 2014; Richman et al., 2013; Williams et al., 

2016). Students (and teachers) are therefore commonly encouraged to pay attention 

to “what’s going well” (e.g. Berger et al., 2021). A school culture of “positivity” may 

benefit students in several ways but educators should also be aware of the possible 

drawbacks. On the one hand, “what’s going well” may indeed have a positive effect 

on commitment (via enhanced expectancy). On the other hand, it may also be 

associated with lower commitment-to-improvement as a result of the ensuing 

complacency Teachers could be asked to reflect on the following question(s): When 

will students be (more) motivated to improve? When they have (already) achieved a 

satisfactory outcome? Or when they are dissatisfied with their current performance? 

Such questions may serve to remind teachers (who prefer to “focus on the 

positives”) that negatives too can be motivating. The author has been asked to train 

teachers at various schools in coaching and related skills. When delivering this 

training, the author often includes questions such as the above, which allow teachers 

to weigh up the merits and demerits of focusing on (a) satisfactory and (b) 

unsatisfactory performance. Most teachers agree that some mix of the two should be 

considered. 

 Those working with students may also benefit from learning about the effects 

of ease-of-retrieval and difficulty-in-generation. Teachers, counsellors, coaches and 

school psychologists regularly ask students to list “as many ways as possible” to 

achieve goals (e.g. Beghetto et al., 2015; Conkin, 2012; Mazza et al., 2016). In 

addition, educational professionals are often told that confidence is enhanced by 
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recalling prior success (e.g. Cash, 2016; Cross, 2011; Matthews, 2012). These 

professionals should be informed that the ease/difficulty that students experience in 

generating means of goal attainment or in recalling prior success is likely to affect 

their expectancy/perceived self-efficacy (especially, it seems, if students are low in 

expectancy to begin with). Once they are aware of the likely effects of ease-of-

retrieval/difficulty-in-generation, educational professionals may respond in a number 

of ways. First, teachers can help students by pointing out that ease-of-

retrieval/difficulty-in-generation does not imply that students themselves lack ability. 

Research indicates that if individuals can be led to attribute difficulty-in-retrieval to 

some aspect of the situation (rather than some aspect of themselves), then it may 

not have a negative effect on their judgements (Ruder & Bless, 2003). In addition, 

professionals working with students may wish to consider how they can facilitate 

recollections of success and generation of “solutions.” They could, for example, 

encourage students to keep “success journals” (Pajares, 2008) and/or invite them to 

make a list of “solutions” that prove useful for goal attainment. Students wanting to 

remind themselves of past success or identify means of goal attainment could then 

simply consult their journals and lists. 

 Finally, those inclined to use SF questions/techniques should be aware that 

they are not “magic bullets.” Asking students to recall success, or to reflect on 

“what’s going well,” or to consider their performance on 0-to-10 scale may bear some 

fruit in the long run. But if these techniques are used in isolation, any immediate 

positive effects on expectancy/commitment are likely to be small (or perhaps 

moderate) rather than large.        

 The author is disseminating his findings in several ways. First, he shares his 

key findings whenever he is asked to deliver training in schools. Second, the author’s 

open access publications are available for download on Researchgate and have 

already been read hundreds of times. Third, the author has been invited to present at 

educational conferences. The author however recognises that much more research 

needs to be conducted on SF questions before any major policy recommendations 

can be made. 
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Endnotes 

 

1Throughout this thesis “the author” is used to refer to the PhD student – Adam 

Abdulla. 

 

2There are many terms in the popular and academic literature that are more or less 

synonymous with (goal attainment) expectancy. These include (goal-specific) “hope” 

(Feldman et al., 2009), “perceived goal attainability” (e.g. Huang et al., 2017), (goal-

related) “confidence” (Ghul, 2009) and “perceived likelihood of goal attainment” 

(Kruglanski et al., 2011). Some researchers also use (perceived) “self-efficacy” in 

such a way that it is synonymous with (goal attainment) expectancy (e.g. Grant, 

2012). In almost all cases, authors have in mind the degree to which individuals 

believe that they will attain particular goals, i.e. goal attainment expectancy. 

Throughout this thesis, “expectancy” is used as a shorthand for “goal attainment 

expectancy.” 

 

3Many authors use the term “motivation” instead of “commitment.” Klein et al. (2013) 

distinguish between “motivation” and “commitment” but many others treat the terms 

as synonymous. For example, in their measure of “commitment” (to reduce bedtime 

procrastination), Valshtein et al. (2020) include the following two items: “How 

committed are you to get to bed on time?” and “How motivated are you to reduce or 

stop your bedtime procrastination?” (italics added). In this case there is little 

difference between being committed to attaining a goal and being motivated to attain 

the goal. The term “commitment” will be used throughout this thesis, but it should 

always be remembered that some authors use the term “motivation.” It should also 

be remembered that throughout this thesis “commitment” will always mean “goal 

commitment,” i.e. the extent to which individuals are committed to (attaining) 

particular goals. 

 

4The researchers used different terms to refer to the “expectancy” variable in their 

studies. The terms used included “self-efficacy,” “confidence” and “goal approach” 

(see Appendix H). The measures for these variables were extremely similar and in 

several cases identical (in spite of the difference in terminology). Grant (2012, p.24) 

presents the three items used to measure “self-efficacy”: “Right now I feel very 

confident that I know how to solve this problem,” “I feel very confident I can deal with 
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this problem,” and “I am confident that I can find a solution to this problem right now.” 

Students who are (very) confident that they can solve a particular problem are likely 

to expect that they will solve the problem. Students who are not (very) confident that 

they can solve a particular problem are likely to have lower expectations of solving 

the problem. Thus, “self-efficacy” as conceptualised in the included studies seems to 

be akin to expectancy. Grant (2012, p.25) reports that the following item was used to 

measure “Goal Approach”: “[P]lease rate how close you feel right now to your goal of 

actually solving this problem.” It can be argued that this “goal approach” variable (like 

the researchers’ “self-efficacy) is also akin to expectancy. Students who feel “close” 

to their goal are likely to be those who expect to attain it. Students who do not feel 

“close” to their goal are likely to be those who have lower (goal attainment) 

expectancy. In short, “self-efficacy” and “goal approach” are extremely similar to 

expectancy, 

 

5 Total “self-efficacy” scores are the sums of the scores on the three items. Mean 

“self-efficacy” scores are the mean of the scores on the three items. Given that a 1-6 

scale appears to have been used, the minimum and maximum possible total scores 

are 3 and 18, respectively. The minimum and maximum possible mean scores are 1 

and 6, respectively. 

 

6Although considerably higher than the pretest mean of the PF condition, the pretest 

mean of the SF condition (9.63) was far from the maximum possible total score (18). 

There was therefore little to suggest a ceiling effect. That is to say, the lower pre-to-

post change in the SF condition in Asai (2017) (relative to the pre-to-post SF change 

in other studies and the pre-to-post PF change in Asai's (2017) study) cannot be 

explained by the higher pretest SF mean (relative to the pretest PF mean) in Asai's 

(2017) study. As far as scores on the "self-efficacy" scale are concerned, participants 

in the SF condition in Asai's (2017) study could have experienced a larger gain from 

pretest to posttest than they actually did. They could also have experienced a gain 

from pretest to posttest similar in size to that experienced by the PF condition 

(although in fact they did not). 

 

7In the three identified studies, “Goal Approach” was measured by a single item (on 

the 0 to 10 scale). Thus the minimum and maximum possible scores were 0 and 10 

respectively and mean scores and total scores are the same. 
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8The data associated with the study reported by Asai (2017) were obtained as 

follows. The author contacted Mark Beyebach - one of the researchers involved in 

the studies reported by Neipp et al., (2016a, 2016b) - and asked about other 

unpublished data. Mark Beyebach did not have any further data to share. However, 

one month later he emailed the author, having learned about a Japanese 

researcher’s “null” (and unpublished) findings. He provided the author with the 

contact details of the Japanese researcher. The author emailed the researcher and 

obtained the details and data for the study reported in Asai (2017). 

 

9MCII (Mental contrasting with implementation intentions) was developed by 

Gabriele Oettingen and Peter Gollwitzer (Oettingen & Golwitzer, 2010). It is a brief 

(largely) problem-focused goal-setting and planning intervention designed to 

increase commitment and goal attainment. In a typical case of MCII, individuals are 

initially asked to identify and imagine the “best thing” about attaining their goal. Then 

they are asked to identify and imagine the biggest obstacle in their way. Finally, they 

are asked to formulate an “if/when…then” plan that specifies what they will do if the 

obstacle arises, e.g. “If I feel too lazy to start my essay, then I will get out my laptop 

and start writing.” When students have at least moderately high expectancy, MCII 

appears to be an effective means of increasing goal attainment (e.g. Duckworth et 

al., 2011). 

 

10It is important to note that statistical mediation analysis does not “prove” that an 

independent variable (X) has an indirect effect on a dependent variable (Y) via some 

putative “mediator” (M). In order to be confident in asserting that X has an indirect 

effect on Y through M, one must be confident that X has a causal effect on M and 

that M has a causal effect on Y. In the study conducted by Abdulla and Woods 

(2021b), the independent variable (X) is “SF questions about resources” vs “PF 

questions about obstacles” vs “SF questions about resources and PF questions 

about obstacles, the putative mediator is expectancy, and the dependent variable is 

commitment. Random assignment means that one can be confident that X 

(experimental condition) causes M (expectancy). However, individuals cannot be 

randomly assigned to different levels of expectancy (the “mediator”). Instead, 

different levels of expectancy are observed in the dataset. (Observed) expectancy is 

then associated with commitment. The question therefore remains whether 

differences in expectancy cause differences in commitment. It is beyond the scope of 
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this thesis to address the question in detail. Suffice it to say that researchers and 

theorists generally assume that expectancy does indeed have a causal effect on 

commitment (e.g. Klein et al., 2013). 

 

11The reader may wonder why “what’s going well” should be associated with greater 

improvement expectancy than “what’s not going well.” After all, if students feel that 

something is already “going well” then perhaps they see less room for improvement 

than when something is “not going well.” However, research by Critcher and 

Rosenzweig (2014) suggests that students apply a “performance heuristic.” That is 

to say, if students perceive performance to be good then they consider themselves 

to have a higher chance of improvement than if they perceive performance to be 

bad.  

 

12The author also conducted a large study focusing on the “Miracle Question,” which 

is currently under review. 

 

13“Writing ideation” includes generating ideas for written work and expressing those 

ideas in writing. 

 

14The title of the author’s 2021 paper was: “Asking students to recall success may 

not enhance their perceived self-efficacy” (italics added here). The author would now 

prefer the title: “Asking students to recall success may do little to enhance their 

perceived self-efficacy.” The editor and reviewers who read the author’s manuscript 

were (like the majority of editors and reviewers in psychology) advocates of null 

hypothesis significance testing (NHST). NHST leads to dichotomous thinking. That 

is, it encourages researchers to ask the question: “Is there an effect? Or not?” The 

author now has major reservations about this approach and about NHST in general. 

Rather than asking whether there is a (“significant”) effect, researchers should ask 

how large the effect is likely to be. This is what Cumming (2012) refers to as 

“estimation thinking.” In both of the experiments conducted by Abdulla (2021), 

students asked to recall relevant success reported higher perceived self-efficacy 

than students in the comparison condition(s). The estimated “advantages” were, 

however, very small in both cases. The title “Asking students to recall success may 

do little to enhance their perceived self-efficacy” reflects estimation (rather than 

dichotomous) thinking and is therefore more appropriate. 
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15Examples of “success scaling” questions include: “What is the highest level of 

success that you have achieved on a scale from 0 to 10?” “How did you reach that 

point on the scale?” “How could you go up one point?” 

 

16Recall that the “ease-of-retrieval” hypothesis is that ease/difficulty in recalling 

success lowers perceived self-efficacy. According to a “reverse causation” objection, 

it is in fact higher/lower (baseline) PSE that causes greater ease/difficulty in retrieval. 

Abdulla (2021, Experiment 2) addressed this objection by measuring baseline PSE 

and including it in the regression model. The hypothesised association between 

ease-of-retrieval and PSE was still observed (even when baseline PSE was 

statistically controlled). In other words, amongst students who had the same baseline 

level of perceived self-efficacy (PSE), the easier/more difficult it was to recall 

success, the higher/lower the posttest PSE. This supports the hypothesis that 

ease/difficulty causally affects PSE. 

 

17Like Abdulla (2021), Abdulla and Woods (2022) addressed the “reverse causation” 

objection by measuring the key variable at baseline and including it in the regression 

model. Note that in the 2022 study the hypothesis is that greater ease/difficulty in 

generating means of goal attainment raises/lowers goal attainment expectancy (or 

“perceived goal attainability” - PGA - as it is described in the study) in students with 

lower baseline PGA. According to the “reverse causation” objection, it is in fact 

higher/lower (baseline) expectancy that causes greater ease/difficulty in generation. 

Abdulla and Woods (2022) found that amongst students with the same (relatively) 

low level of baseline expectancy, greater ease/difficulty in generation was associated 

with higher/lower posttest PGA. This supports the hypothesis that ease/difficulty in 

generation causally affects (posttest) PGA. 

 

18Equally, however, the results reported by Abdulla and Woods (2022) imply that 

ease-in-generation may have positive side-effects. This suggests that SF 

practitioners would do well to facilitate the generation of means. Telling the coachee 

how (s)he can attain a goal (i.e. providing a list of means) would not be in keeping 

with the non-directive ethos of coaching. However, a skilful SF coach may be able to 

facilitate the generation of means by asking particularly effective questions, e.g. 

“What has worked for you in the past?” 
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19The author has now conducted two large multi-experiment studies that involve both 

females and males. In both studies (under review) dependent variables include 

expectancy. One of these studies compares the effects of the terms “weakness” and 

“area for improvement” in students in both secondary school (Experiment 1) and 

university (Experiment 2). The results of Experiment 2 suggest that the effects of the 

terms may indeed depend on gender. The second study (involving males and 

females aged 17-76) compared the “Miracle Question” against a problem-focused 

and neutral coaching intervention. Two of the experiments in this study suggest that 

positive effects of the “Miracle Question” may be restricted to (or at least greater in) 

males. Thus future research on written SF/PF questions would do well to consider 

gender as a potential moderator. 

 

20It is important to remember, however, that SF advocates argue that SF approaches 

can be effective in a single session (e.g. Ratner et al., 2012). They also often assert 

that SF approaches can deliver immediate results (e.g. Jackson & McKergow, 2011). 

This makes it important to examine the immediate effects of SF questions delivered 

(and answered) just once. 

 

21Comparing effect size estimates across different studies is much more difficult than 

many researchers/commentators assume. First, different studies use different 

measures (and sometimes even different dependent variables). Second, different 

studies often involve different populations. Third, within-group variance (and 

therefore standard deviations) may vary considerably from study to study. If so, then 

standardised effect size estimates (e.g. Cohen’s d) will also vary from study to study 

even if the actual effect of interventions is the same. This follows from the fact that a 

standardised effect size estimate such as Cohen’s d involves dividing a raw mean 

difference by a standard deviation that is calculated (or rather estimated) from the 

data in a given study. If the observed variance in a study is small/large, then the 

standard deviation will be small/large, which will lead to large/small standardised 

effect size estimates (since the raw mean difference is being divided by a small/large 

number). Importantly, however, variances/standard deviations differ from study to 

study. For example, the variance in highly homogeneous samples (e.g. 11 year old 

girls in the same class in the same school) is likely to be smaller than the variance in  

heterogeneous samples (e.g. students aged 18-30 in different schools across the 

world). A standardised effect size estimate in the first (“homogeneous samples”) 
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case is therefore likely to be larger than a standardised effect size estimate in the 

second case not because the effect was “larger” in the first case but simply because 

of the lower variability in scores on the dependent variable (which leads to a smaller 

standard deviation, and therefore a larger Cohen’s d). This problem is highlighted by 

Simpson (2018). It may seem that one way to solve the problem is to compare raw 

effect size estimates rather than standardised effect size estimates. However, this is 

possibly only when studies use precisely the same measure/scale, which is often not 

the case. The author therefore hesitates to say that longer SF interventions involving 

human interaction are associated with “larger” effect size estimates than those 

calculated in the author’s own studies. However, certain multi-session SF 

interventions (involving human interaction) do appear to have had (moderately) large 

positive effects. Whether these effects are due to the length of the intervention or to 

the element of human interaction is not clear. 

 

22Two of the author’s additional studies (currently under review) measured several 

other dependent variables including goal clarity. hope, affect, perceived stability, 

perceived controllability and perceived value. These are all psychological variables 

measured through self-report. The author also intends to conduct studies (of SF/PF 

questions) in which behavioural outcomes are also assessed. 
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Appendix A 
Solution-Focused Approaches and Techniques 

 
Table 1.  
 

Typical Solution-Focused Approaches and Their Problem-Focused Counterparts 
 

Solution-Focused Approach 

 

 
Problem-Focused Approach 

Focusing on “what’s going well” 
 

Focusing on “what’s not going well” 

Asking people about resources 
 

Asking people about obstacles 

Examining previous success 
 

Examining previous failure 

Exploring people’s strengths 
 

Exploring people’s weaknesses 

Describing preferred solutions 
 

Describing current problems 
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Table 2. 
 

Common Solution-Focused Questions/Techniquesa 

 

 

SF Question/Technique 

 

 

Example(s) 

 

 

Scaling Questions "On a scale from zero to ten, with ten 

representing the best it can be and zero 

the worst, where would you say you are 

today?" "In the past, have you ever 

been higher up the scale? How did that 

happen?" (O’Connell et al., 2013, p.72)  

 

Miracle Question(s) 
  

“Suppose you were to go home tonight, 

and while you were asleep, a miracle 

happened and this problem was solved. 

How will you know the miracle 

happened? What will be the 

difference?” (de Shazer, 1988, p.5) 

  

Questions About “Exceptions” 
  

“When does the problem not occur?” 

(Franklin et al., 2008, p.41, italics 

added)  

“When was the last time you were 

successful in school?” “What did you do 

then that worked?” (Metcalf, 2008, p.42) 

                                                                   

Questions About Current Success  

  

“What’s going well at the moment?” 

(Adams, 2015, p.95)                                       

                                                                           

Questions about Recent Improvements “What’s better since we last met?” 

(Milner & Bateman, 2011, p.26) 
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Questions About “Resources” 
  

“What do you have that helps you?” 

(Sparrer, 2007, p.19)                                               

“Who could support you in this?” 

(Rohrig & Clarke, 2008, p.225) 

 

“Small Steps” “What small step are you willing to take 

next week to move a little closer to your 

goal…?” (Murphy, 2015, p.123) 

 

Compliments “What you achieved last week shows 

how resourceful and determined you 

are.” (O’Connell et al., 2012, p.61) 

 

Eliciting More Ideas/Solutions “What else could you do?” (Sundman et 

al., 2020, p.60) 

 

“How else could you get the same 

thing?” (Proudlock, 2017, p.99) 

 

“Coping” Questions “How are you managing to cope with 

this to the degree that you are?” (de 

Shazer & Dolan, 2021, p.10) 

 
 
 
 
a The (types of) SF questions listed in this appendix are those that are found most frequently 
in the SF texts written by the founders of solution-focused brief therapy (e.g. de Jong & Berg, 
2012; de Shazer & Dolan, 2021). 
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Appendix B 
Search Terms Used in the Literature Search for the Systematic Review 

 
● “Solution(-)focused question(s) “expectancy” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “(perceived) self-efficacy” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “confidence” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “goal approach” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “commitment” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “motivation” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “intention” 

● “Solution(-)focused question(s)” “hope” 

● “Miracle question” “expectancy” 

● “Miracle question” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Miracle question” “(perceived) self-efficacy” 

● “Miracle question” “confidence” 

● “Miracle question” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Miracle question” “goal approach” 

● “Miracle question” “commitment” 

● “Miracle question” “motivation” 

● “Miracle question” “intention” 

● “Miracle question” “hope” 

● “Scaling questions” “expectancy” 

● “Scaling questions” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Scaling questions” “perceived self-efficacy” 

● “Scaling questions” “self-efficacy” 

● “Scaling questions” “confidence” 

● “Scaling questions” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Scaling questions” “goal approach” 

● “Scaling questions” “commitment” 

● “Scaling questions” “motivation” 

● “Scaling questions” “intention” 

● “Scaling questions” “hope” 

● “Coping questions” “expectancy” 

● “Coping questions” “Scaling questions” “perceived goal attainability” 
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● “Coping questions” “perceived self-efficacy” 

● “Coping questions” “self-efficacy” 

● “Coping questions” “confidence” 

● “Coping questions” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Coping questions” “goal approach” 

● “Coping questions” “commitment” 

● “Coping questions” “motivation” 

● “Coping questions” “intention” 

● “Coping questions” “hope” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “expectancy” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “perceived self-efficacy” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “self-efficacy” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “confidence” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “goal approach” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “commitment” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “motivation” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “intention” 

● “Solution-focused” “resources” “hope” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “expectancy” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “perceived self-efficacy” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “self-efficacy” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “confidence” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “goal approach” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “commitment” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “motivation” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “intention” 

● “Solution-focused” “exceptions” “hope” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “expectancy” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “perceived goal attainability” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “perceived self-efficacy” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “self-efficacy” 
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● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “confidence” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “perceived likelihood” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “goal approach” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “commitment” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “motivation” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments” “intention” 

● “Solution-focused” “compliments “hope” 
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Appendix C 
Flow Diagram Depicting Results of Each Stage in the Literature Search 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Identification of studies via other methods Identification of studies via databases  

Records identified from 

contacting researchers               

(n = 1) 

Duplicate records removed     

………….(n = 147) 

 

Records identified from 

Databases                                 

(n = 548) 

 

Records screened 

(n = 401) 

 

Records excluded 

(n = 344) 

 

Reports not retrieved 

(n = 0) 

Reports sought for retrieval 

(n = 1) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 

(n = 57) 

 

Reports not retrieved 

(n = 0) 

 

Reports excluded: 

No random assignment (n = 25) 

Not all students (n = 5) 

Questions not written (n = 11) 

Not single session (n = 2) 

Wrong DVs (n = 5) 

Not enough data for effect 

estimate (n=1) 

Not in English (n=1) 

 

 

etc. 

Reports excluded: 

(n= 0) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 

(n = 1) 

Reports assessed for eligibility 

(n = 57) 

 

Studies included in review 

(n = 8) 

Reports of included studies 

(n = 8) 
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Appendix D 
Data Extraction Form Used in the Systematic Review 

 

Date of retrieval: 

 

 

How was the study found/retrieved? 

e.g. Google scholar? Reference list? 

 

Year of publication: 

 

 

Publication status: 

- Published journal article? 

- Unpublished report? 

 

Researcher/research characteristics: 

- Discipline? 

- University? 

- Funded? 

 

Nature of Participants: 

- Age 

- Gender 

- Nationality 

- Ethnicity 

- Socioeconomic status 

- Education Level 

 

Nature of Sample: 

- Sample size? 

- Random sample? 

- Convenience sample? 

- Self-selecting? 

 

Manipulation/Independent variable(s)a 

- What exactly was manipulated? 

- What was done in each experimental 

condition? 

 

Dependent Variables? 

- What were the DVs? 

- How were these measured? 

 

Study Design:  
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- True experimental? (Random assignment) 

- Quasi-experimental? 

- Pretest posttest? 

- Number of sessions? Single-session?  

Study delivery 

- Remote? Digital? On paper? 

- In person? 

 

Attrition/Drop-out/Missing data? 

- Reported? 

 

Summary Data for Effect Size Estimates 

- Means and standard deviations for each 

condition 

 

 
a In extracting information about the manipulation/independent variable(s), the author made a 
list of the questions that were used in each experimental condition. The author then 
compared the questions used in the studies with the categories/types of questions listed in 
Appendix A (Table 2). There are no ‘canonical’ versions of SF questions that all SF 
practitioners are compelled to use. The wording of SF questions is flexible. ‘Scaling 
questions’ (e.g. ‘Where would you say you are now on a scale between 0 and 10?’) may not 
include the word ‘scale.’ de Shazer and Dolan (2021, p.76) provide a good example: ‘Where 
would you say things are between 0 and 10?’ This question clearly qualifies as a ‘scaling 
question’ although it does not use the word ‘scale.’ Similarly, the ‘Miracle Question’ may be 
asked in many different ways and, as Quick (2008, p.36) points out, ‘use of the word 
“miracle” is not a requirement’ (italics in original).’ Hanton (2011, p.77), for example, uses the 
expression “something wonderful” (instead of “miracle”). Kayrouz and Hansen (2017) provide 
examples of other adaptations. The author therefore did not characterise 
interventions/questions by referring to an unalterable “canon.” Instead, the author attempted 
to fit the questions used into one of the familiar categories, e.g. “scaling question,” “Miracle 
question,” “small steps,” “exceptions” etc. (see Table 2 in Appendix A for the categories/types 
of question). An intervention could then be characterised as i) a “single-category” (or “single-
type”) intervention if it presented students with just one category/type of question (e.g. 
‘exceptions’), or ii) a “battery” intervention if it presented students with multiple 
categories/types of question (e.g. “Miracle question” + “Small steps” + “Exceptions”). 
 There is inevitably some subjectivity in characterising questions in the above manner. 
For example, one reader may consider a particular question to be a version of “small steps” 
whereas another may not characterise it in that manner. If the author had been part of a team 
conducting the review, then other members of the team would have been asked to 
characterise the questions as well and inter-rater agreement would have been estimated. 
Given the constraints of a PhD (which requires students to work alone), the author relied on 
his own judgement and experience. The author has read hundreds of solution-focused 
papers, articles and books, has been formally trained in solution-focused coaching and has 
himself authored a carefully-researched book on solution-focused (cognitive-behavioural) 
coaching (Abdulla, 2017). He is therefore confident in the validity of his characterisations. 
Moreover, although some readers may disagree with the categorisation of a particular 
question, fewer (if any) would disagree with the characterisation of a study as a “single-
category” or “battery.” It is easier to notice that more than one type of question has been 
asked (i.e. that a battery has been presented) than it is to characterise each type of question 
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precisely.  The author therefore believes that his characterisation of studies as ‘single-
category’ or ‘battery’ is unlikely to be contested.
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Appendix E 
Studies Meeting Several but not All Inclusion Criteria 

 
Study SF 

questions/ 
techniques 
compared 
against PF 
(or Neutral) 
questions / 

techniques? 

Participants 
Randomly 

Assigned to 
Conditions? 

Participants 
(all) Students? 

Questions / 
Techniques 
Delivered in 

Writing? 
 

Single 
Session? 

Dependent 
Measures 
Included 

Expectancy or 
Commitment 

(vel sim)? 

Published 
between 
1988 and 

2020? 

Enough 
Information 
to estimate 
an effect 

size? 

Study 
Report in 
English? 

 
Fruwert 
(2013) 
 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Noa 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Yes 

Grant & 
O’Connor 
(2010) 
 

Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 
Gribbin 
(2017) 

 
No 

 
No 

 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 
Richmond 
(2007) 
 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

Theeboom 
et al. (2016) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes 

 
Terni 
(2014) 
 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yesb 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
Yes 

 

 

aFruwert (2013, p.12) writes that participants were asked to indicate “how motivated they were to follow the steps” but no outcome data are reported for this 
variable. Instead, “energetic arousal” scores are recorded. 
 
bTerni (2014, p.18) writes that participants were asked “how confident” they were that they were going to “stick to” their study goals. However, no outcome data 
are reported for this measure. 
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Appendix F 
Characteristics of Studies Included in the Systematic Review 

 
Study Report type 

 
Nature of Students 

/ Educational 
institution 

 

Age of 
participants 

Sample 
size 

Female 
(%) 

SF condition Comparison 
condition 

Relevant 
dependent 
measure(s) 

Asai, K. (2017) 
 

Poster 
presentation  
 

Undergraduates 
(subject not 
indicated) 
/Japanese 
university 
 

Mean = 20.11        
SD = 1.64 

132 65% Battery of SF 
questions 
(translated into 
Japanese) 

Battery of PF 
question 
(translated into 
Japanese) 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal approach” 

Braunstein & 
Grant (2016) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Psychology 
undergraduates / 
Location of 
university not 
provided 
 

Mean = 20.27        
SD = 5.42 

142 66% Battery of SF 
questions  

Battery of PF 
questions 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Perceived goal 
progress” 

Grant (2012) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Psychology 
undergraduates / 
Australian 
university 
 

Mean = 20.5        
SD = 5.4 

225 75% Battery of SF 
questions  

Battery of PF 
questions 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal approach” 

Grant & Gerrard 
(2020) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Psychology 
undergraduates / 
Location of 
university not 
provided 
 

Mean = 19.56        
SD = 3.55 

80 71% Battery of SF 
questions  

Battery of PF 
questions 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal attainment” 

Grant & 
O’Connor (2018) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Psychology 
undergraduates / 
Australian 
university) 
 

Mean = 19.77        
SD = 4.51 

512 71% Battery of SF 
questions  

Battery of PF 
questions 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal approach” 

Neipp et al. 
(2016a) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Nursing & 
Psychology 
students / Spanish 
university 
 

Mean = 20.5        
SD = 5.02 

204 78% Battery of SF 
questions 
(translated into 
Spanish)  

Battery of PF 
questions 
(translated into 
Spanish) 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal approach” 
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Neipp et al. 
(2016b) 
 

Poster 
presentation 

Nursing students / 
Spanish university 

Mean= 21.79 
S.D. = 5.71  

107 79% Battery of SF 
questions 
(translated into 
Spanish)  

Battery of PF 
questions 
(translated into 
Spanish) 
 

“Self-efficacy”; 
“Goal attainment” 
(no data given) 

Wehr (2010, 
Experiment 2) 
 

Published 
journal article 

Psychology 
undergraduates / 
University of Trier 

Mean = 24.0 
(SD not 
provided) 

92 73% Recalling 
“exceptions” (to 
“problems”) 

Recalling 
“problem” 
situations 

 

“Confidence” 
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Appendix G 
Summary of the Results of the Risk of Bias Assessment for Studies Included in the Systematic Review 

 
Study Risk of Bias in 

Randomisation 
Risk of Bias in 
Deviation from 

intended 
interventions 

 

Risk of Bias in 
Missing Outcome 

dataa 

Risk of Bias in 
Measurement of 

the outcome 

Risk of Bias in 
Selection of the 

reported outcomeb 

Overall 
Risk of 
Bias 

Asessment 

Asai (2017) 
 

Low Low Some concerns  Low Low Some 
concerns  

Braunstein & Grant 
(2016) 
 

Low Low Some concerns  Low Low Some 
concerns  

Grant (2012) Low Low Some concerns 
 

Low Low Some 
concerns 

Grant & Gerrard 
(2020) 
 

Low Low Some concerns Low Low Some 
concerns 

Grant & O’Connor 
(2018) 
 

Low Low Some concerns Low Low Some 
concerns 

Neipp et al. 
(2016a) 
 

Low Low Some concerns Low Low Some 
concerns 

Neipp et al. 
(2016b) 
 

Low Low Some concerns Low Some concerns Some 
concerns 

Wehr (2010) 
 

Low Low Some Concerns  Low Low Some 
concerns  

 
a Sterne et al. (2019) suggest that if no information is provided about the extent of missing outcome data then a high risk of bias will normally result. However, 
two factors mitigate the concerns in the present review. First, the Cochrane risk-of-bias tool was primarily designed for extended trials in a healthcare/medical 
context. The number of patients dropping out of an extended medical trial may be fairly high (as a result of adverse events), which can cause a significant 
‘missing data’ problem. On the other hand, the studies included in the present systematic review were brief single-session interventions. Such interventions may 
be completed in just 10-15 minutes, which considerably reduces the risk of drop-out (and missing data). The author was able to obtain the raw data for Asai’s 
(2017) study and to investigate the issue of missing data directly (at least for that study). Inspection of the data-set indicated that 93% of (randomly assigned) 
participants who began the study provided outcome data for all the measures. Wehr (2010) reported that (only) one participant failed to complete the 
experiment. If the other studies in the review had similarly high completion rates, then the risk of bias arising from missing outcome data may not be very high. 
A verdict of “some concerns” (rather than “high risk of bias”) was therefore recorded for (missing) outcome data. 
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b Analysis plans do not appear to have been preregistered for any of the included studies. However, all of the studies except that reported by Wehr (2020) used 
the same experimental design (the pretest posttest comparison group design) and statistical tests. It is therefore likely that analyses were conducted in 
accordance with pre-established intentions, which lowers the risk of bias. 
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Appendix H 
Summary Data for Experimental Conditions and Estimated Effect Sizes in Included Studies  

 
Study Variable(s) 

 
Measure / 
Scale 

Pretest 
Mean of SF 
condition 
 

Pretest 
Mean of PF 
condition 
 

Posttest 
Mean of SF 
condition 
 

Posttest 
Mean of PF 
condition 
 

Raw Mean 
Posttest 
Difference  
(SF – PF) 

Raw 
Pretest 
Posttest 
Effect Size 
Estimatea 

Standardised 
Mean 
Posttest 
Differenceb 

(Cohen’s d) 

Standardised 
Pretest-
Posttest 
Effect Size 
Estimatec  

Asai (2017) 
 

Self-efficacy Sum of 
three items 
/  1 to 6  

9.63 
(SD = 3.17) 

8.36 
(SD = 3.56) 

9.94 
(SD = 3.42) 

8.69 
(SD = 3.70) 

1.25 
[0.09,2.41] 

-0.02 
[-0.78, 0.74] 

0.37  
[0.03,0.71] 
 

-0.01  
[-0.02, 0.00] 

 
 

Goal 
Approach 
 
 

1 item /       
1 to 10  

4.51 
(SD = 1.99) 

3.75 
(SD = 1.72) 

4.82 
(SD = 1.99) 

3.93 
(SD = 1.79) 

0.89 
[0.24,1.54] 

0.13 0.47 
[0.12,0.82] 

0.07 
 

Braunstein 
& Grant 
(2016)d 
 

Self-efficacy 
 

Sum of 
three items 
/ 1 to 6  
 

10.71 
(SD = 3.08) 
 

11.21 
(SD = 3.45) 

13.17 
(SD = 3.10) 

11.71 
(SD = 4.05) 

1.46  
[-0.27,3.19] 
 
 
 

1.96 0.45 
[-0.03,0.92] 
 
 
 

0.60 
 
 
 

Perceived 
Goal 
Progress 
 

one item / 
0-100  

49.43 
(SD = 20.71) 
 

52.65 
(SD = 25.74) 
 

61.43 
(SD = 20.17) 
 

55.00 
(SD = 25.14) 
 

6.43  
[-4.51,17.37] 

9.65 0.28 
[-0.19,0.76] 

0.41 

Grant 
(2012) 
 

Self-efficacy 
 

 

Sum of 
three items 
/ 1 to 6  
 

8.12 
(SD = 3.76) 

8.17 
(SD = 3.27) 

10.03 
(SD = 4.31) 

8.53 
(SD = 3.69) 

1.5  
[0.44,2.56] 
 
 

1.55 0.42 
[0.16,0.69] 

0.44 

Goal 
Approach 
 

 

one item / 
0-10  

3.86 
(SD = 2.41) 

3.37 
(SD = 3.32) 

4.98 
(SD = 2.52) 

3.94 
(SD = 2.33) 

1.04 
[0.40,1.68] 
 

0.55 0.43 
[0.10,0.62] 

 

0.23 

Grant & 
Gerrard 
(2020) 
 

Self-efficacy 

 
sum of 
three items 
/ -3 to +3 
 

-1.10 
(SD = 3.33) 
 

0.48 
(SD = 5.10) 

4.13 
(SD = 3.35) 

1.89 
(SD = 4.85) 

2.24 
[0.05,4.43] 

 

3.82 0.52 
[-0.00,1.04] 

 

0.89 
 
 
 

Goal 
Attainment 

 

one item / 
0-100 

49.14 
(SD = 18.29) 

52.89 
(SD = 23.68) 

66.79 
(SD = 19.69) 

60.48 
(SD = 24.86) 

6.31 
[-5.49, 18.11] 

10.06 0.30 
-0.22,0.82] 

 
 

0.48 
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Grant & 
O’Connor 
(2018)e 
 

“Self-
efficacy” 
 

one item / 
scale not 
specified  

3.34 
[SD =1.33] 

3.41 
[SD = 1.23] 

3.91 
[SD = 1.48] 

3.47 
[SD = 1.34] 

0.44 
[0.09,0.79] 

 
 

0.51 0.34 
[0.10,0.59] 

0.40 

“Goal 
Approach” 
 
 

one item / 
0-10?f 

4.87 
[SD =2.47] 

 

5.10 
[SD =2.32] 
 
 

6.02 
[SD =2.59] 

 

5.76 
[SD =2.42] 

 

0.26 
[-0.58,1.10] 

 

0.49 0.11 
[-0.14,0.35] 

 

0.20 

Neipp et al. 
(2016a) 
 

“Self-
efficacy” 

Sum of 
three items 
/ 1 to 6 

9.77 
[SD =3.63] 

10.42 
[SD =4.29] 

11.70 
[SD =4.01] 

10.88 
[SD =4.38] 

0.82 
[-0.34,1.98] 

 

1.47 0.21 
[-0.07,0.48] 

 
 

0.37 

“Goal 
Approach” 
 
 

one item / 
0-10 

5.16 
[SD =2.13] 

5.21 
[SD =2.49] 

5.88 
[SD =2.37] 

5.51 
[SD =2.72] 

0.37 
[-0.33,1.07] 

0.42 0.16 
[-0.12,0.44] 

 

0.18 

Neipp et al. 
(2016b) 
 

“Self-
efficacy” 

Measure 
and scale 
not 
specifiedg  
 

10.72 
[SD =3.71] 

11.54 
[SD =4.31] 

12.42 
[SD =4.13] 

12.00 
[SD =4.32] 

0.42 
[-1.20,2.04] 

1.24 0.10 
[-0.28,0.48] 

 

0.31 

Wehr 
(2010, 
Experiment 
2)h 
 

“Confidence” One item?i  

/ 7-point 
scale 

N/A N/A 4.58 
[SD =1.66] 
 

5.33 
[SD =1.65] 

-0.75  
[-1.73,0.23] 
 

N/A -0.45 
[-1.04,0.13] 

 

N/A 

 
Note. SD = Standard Deviation; N/A = Not Assessed/Not Applicable 

 
aThe raw pretest posttest effect size estimate was calculated by subtracting the mean pre-post change in the problem-focused condition from the 
mean pre-post change in the solution-focused condition. Calculation of the (estimated) standard error of this quantity requires knowledge of the 
pretest-posttest correlation, which was not reported in any of the write-ups. The author was able to obtain raw data from Keigo Asai who conducted 
the first study (Asai, 2017). This made it possible to calculate the pretest-posttest correlation for the “self-efficacy” variable in that study, which in turn 
made it possible to derive an estimate of the standard error required for the associated CI. However, CIs could not be calculated for any variables in 
any other study (since the necessary pretest-posttest correlation was not reported). 
 
bThe standardised mean posttest difference was calculated by dividing the raw mean posttest difference by the pooled pretest standard deviation. In 
the case of Wehr (2010, Experiment 2), the pooled posttest standard deviation was used since there was no pretest. 
 

cThe standardised pretest posttest effect size estimate was calculated by subtracting the mean pre-post change in the problem-focused condition 
from the mean pre-post change in the solution-focused condition and dividing the result by the pooled pretest standard deviation. This formula is 
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proposed by Carlson and Schmidt (1999). Morris (2007) proposes a very similar formula, which involves a correction for small sample bias. Such 
corrections are generally recommended only when sample sizes are small, e.g. <20 (Card, 2012). In the present systematic review, all sample sizes 
were (moderately) large. As a result, a correction for “small sample bias” was not considered necessary or appropriate. Confidence intervals (CIs) for 
the standardised pretest posttest effect size estimate require (an estimate of) the standard error, the calculation of which also requires knowledge of 
the correlation between pretest and posttest scores. As already noted, that correlation was not reported in any of the write-ups. Confidence intervals 
for the standardised pretest posttest effect size estimates could therefore not be calculated, except for the “self-efficacy” variable in the study reported 
by Asai (2017). 
 
dThe data presented in the table are those associated with the researchers’ “approach goal” condition. In the “avoidance goal” condition, pretest mean 
“self-efficacy” in the SF condition (M=11.22; SD = 3.11) was almost identical to pretest mean “self-efficacy” in the PF condition (M=11.21; SD = 3.91). 
However, mean “self-efficacy” at posttest was higher in the SF condition (M = 13.65; SD = 2.76) than in the PF condition (M = 12.09; SD = 4.43). The 
raw mean posttest difference was 1.56[-0.17,3.29] and the standardised posttest mean difference was 0.43 [-0.05,0.89]. The standardised pretest-
posttest effect size estimate was 0.44. At pretest, mean “perceived goal progress” was higher in the SF condition (M = 48.92, SD = 24.70] than in the 
PF condition [M = 45.88; SD = 24.76]. At posttest, mean “perceived goal progress” was higher still in the SF condition (M=61.98; SD = 24.93) than in 
the PF condition (52.35; SD = 26.18]. The raw mean posttest difference was 9.54[-0.10,0.84] and the standardised mean posttest difference was 
0.37[-0.10,0.84]. The standardised pretest-posttest effect size estimate was 0.26. 
 
eGrant & O’Connor (2018) compared their SF condition not only against a PF condition but also against a “positive affect” (PA) and combined SF+PA 
condition. At pretest, mean “self-efficacy” was slightly higher in the PA condition (M=3.42, SD = 1.42) than in the SF condition (M=3.34; SD=1.33). At 
posttest however, mean “self-efficacy” was higher in the SF condition (M=3.91; SD = 1.48) than in the PA condition (M=3.78; SD=1.38). The raw 
mean posttest difference was 0.13[-0.22,0.48] and the standardised mean posttest difference was 0.09[-0.16,0.34]. The standardised pretest-posttest 
effect size estimate was 0.15. At pretest, mean “goal approach” was very slightly higher in the SF condition (M=4.87; SD=2.47) than in the PA 
condition (M=4.83; SD=2.35) At posttest, mean “goal approach” was higher still in the SF condition (M=6.02; SD=2.59) than in the PA condition 
(M=5.75; SD = 2.60). The raw mean posttest difference was 0.27[-0.37,0.91] and the standardised mean posttest difference was 0.10[-0.14,0.35]. 
The standardised pretest-posttest effect size estimate was 0.10. 
 
fThe researchers state in their paper that they used a 0-100% scale for “Goal Approach.” However the outcome data reported for “Goal Approach” in 
fact appear to be on the 0-10 scale used in other studies. 
 
g Although the poster presentation in Neipp et al. (2016b) does not specify the measure or scale used for the “self-efficacy” variable, they are likely to 
have been the same as in Neipp et al. (2016a) since the studies appear to be (exact) replications. 
 
h The data presented in the table are those associated with the researcher’s “1 situation” condition. The experiment also involved a “5 situations” 
condition in which participants were asked to identify five examples of [exceptions to] the “problem.” When the two “5 situations” conditions are 
compared, the SF condition (M = 5.00; SD = 1.66) had higher mean confidence than the PF condition (M = 4.20; SD = 1.63). The raw mean posttest 
difference was 0.8 [-0.18,1.78] and the standardised mean posttest difference was 0.48 [-0.11,1.06]. 
 
iWehr (2010) does not make it clear (in the main paper) how many items were used to measure “confidence” but it appears that only one item was 
used. The main text states that a 7-point scale was used but no further information is provided 
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Appendix I 
 

Solution-Focused and Problem-Focused Questions Originally Compared by Grant (2012) 
 

Solution-Focused Questions Problem-Focused Questions 
 

● “Think about a possible solution to the problem you have just 

described. Now, imagine the solution had somehow ‘magically’ 

come about. Describe the solution” 

 

● “Describe some ways you could start to move towards creating 

this solution” 

 

● “What are your thoughts about this solution?” 

 

● “How do you react when you have these thoughts?” 

 

● “What impact is thinking about this solution having on you?” 

 

● “How long has this been a problem?” 

 

● “How did it start?” 

 

● “What are your thoughts about this problem?” 

 

● “How do you react when you have those thoughts?” 

 

● “What impact is thinking about this issue having on you?” 
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Appendix J:  Publications Included in Author’s PhD Portfolio 
 

Publication 
 

What the Author did 

Abdulla, A. (2021). Asking students to recall success may not enhance their 
perceived self-efficacy. Learning and Individual Differences, 101984. 

This paper was based on the author’s Master’s degree thesis. The author did 
everything himself, including reading the relevant material, designing the study, 
collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the manuscript. The manuscript 
was almost entirely rewritten after the author’s Master’s Degree. Data analyses 
were reconducted (in accordance with up-to-date recommendations made by 
quantitative methodologists); the theoretical background was significantly 
expanded; and the manuscript then underwent multiple revisions (requested by 
reviewers) before it was finally published. In short, a great deal of work was 
required (after the author’s Master’s degree) before this paper could be published. 
 

Abdulla, A., & Woods, R. (2021a). Comparing mental contrasting with 
implementation intentions against solution-focused and autonomous planning. 
School Psychology International, 42, 398-421. 

The author did everything himself, including reading the relevant material, 
designing the study, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the 
manuscript. The author’s co-author read the author’s manuscript and made 
suggestions about wording, formatting and argument. The author took some of 
these suggestions into account before submitting the paper for publication. 

 
Abdulla, A., & Woods, R. (2021b). Obstacles vs. Resources - Comparing the 
Effects of a Problem-Focused, Solution-Focused and Combined Approach on 
Perceived Goal Attainability and Commitment. International Journal of Applied 
Positive Psychology, 6, 175-194 

The author did everything himself, including reading the relevant material, 
designing the study, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the 
manuscript. On this occasion, the author’s co-author was asked to code some of 
the qualitative data, which allowed the author to estimate inter-rater reliability. The 
co-author also read the manuscript and made suggestions about wording, etc. 

 
Abdulla, A., & Woods, R. (2021c). The effects of current unsatisfactory 
performance and evaluative approach on improvement expectancy and 
commitment to improvement. Motivation and Emotion. Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-021-09864-= 

The author did everything himself, including reading the relevant material, 
designing the study, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the 
manuscript. The author’s co-author read the author’s manuscript and made 
suggestions about the wording, formatting and argument. The author took some 
of these suggestions into account before submitting the paper for publication. 

 
Abdulla, A., & Woods, R. (2021d). The Effect of Solution-Focused Scaling and 
Solution-Focused Questions on Expectancy and Commitment. School 
Psychology Review. Advance Online Publication DOI: 
10.1080/2372966X.2021.1942196     

The author did everything himself, including reading the relevant material, 
designing the study, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the 
manuscript. The author’s co-author read the author’s manuscript and made 
suggestions about the wording, formatting and argument. The author took some 
of these suggestions into account before submitting the paper for publication. 
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Abdulla, A., & Woods, R. (2022). “How Else Could You Do that?” The effects of 
generating multiple means of goal attainment on female students’ perceived goal 
attainability. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 70. 

  

The author did everything himself, including reading the relevant material, 
designing the study, collecting the data, analysing the data and writing the 
manuscript. The author’s co-author read the author’s manuscript and made 
suggestions about the wording, formatting and argument. The author took some 
of these suggestions into account before submitting the paper for publication. 
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Appendix K:  The Progression from Study to Study 
 
The author’s papers were not published in the order in which the studies were conducted. In addition, each paper was published in a different (type of) 
journal. The purpose of this appendix is to explain the overarching aims of the author’s research programme, to illuminate the progression from study to 
study and to explain how each study sought to build on the last. SF questions can focus on the past, the present or the future. They may also be used on 
their own (e.g. a scaling question) or with follow-up questions (e.g. scaling + 1 follow-up question) or they may be combined with other types of SF 
questions (e.g. a scaling question + question about resources + a question about “small steps”). The (types of) SF questions that the author set out to 
examine were: 
 

1. Questions about previous success - focuses on the past 
2. Questions about resources – focuses on the present 
3. Scaling Questions (plus follow-ups) – can focus on the past, present or future 
4. “What’s going well”  – focuses on the present 
5. “Small steps” - focuses on the future 
6. Questions designed to elicit more ideas/solutions  - can focus on the past, present or future 
7. The “Miracle Question” – focuses on the future 

 
Examples of the above (types of) questions can be found in Appendix A (Table 2). The primary research question addressed by the author’s research 
programme was almost identical to the question for the systematic review in Chapter 2: “What are the effects of single-session, written solution-focused 
(vs. problem-focused/neutral) questions on female students’ perceived self-efficacy/expectancy and commitment?” The key difference between the 
author’s research question and the question asked in the systematic review is the inclusion of the word “female”. The author chose to focus on female 
students for several reasons, which include the fact that female students are often (relatively) low in expectancy (e.g. Massey et al., 2009). The author’s 
programme covered SF questions about the past, SF questions about the present and SF questions about the future. The author also sought to determine 
the efficacy of the above (types of) questions (a) when used alone, (b) when used with follow-ups, and (c) when combined (in some way) with one 
another. One of the author’s secondary aims was to understand how and why these questions might affect expectancy and commitment and what might 
limit (or enhance) their efficacy. Clearly the questions listed above could be combined in hundreds (or even thousands) of different ways (e.g. 1 + 2, or 1 + 
3, or 2 + 4, or 1 + 2 + 5, etc) The studies submitted in the author’s PhD portfolio obviously could not address every possible combination. It is also 
important to note that the author’s research is ongoing. His study on the “Miracle Question,” for example, has yet to be published. For the purposes of this 
PhD, the author’s research programme should be understood as consisting of studies on the first six of the above (types of) questions. The studies 
submitted in the author’s portfolio all take a similar approach. In all cases, female students were randomly assigned to conditions in which they answered 
(in a single session) written solution-focused (or problem-focused/neutral) questions and then reported their perceived self-efficacy/expectancy and (in 
some cases) their commitment. The studies differed in terms of which of the above (seven) questions were included, whether follow-up questions (in the 
same category) were asked (e.g. scaling question + follow-up scaling question) and whether the questions were combined with questions in a different 
(SF) category (e.g. scaling question + question about resources). The flow chart on the next page explains the progression from study to study. 
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1. Abdulla (2020) – The author’s first study examined a single type of SF question focusing on the past – asking students to recall success. (Very) 

small (and non-statistically-significant) “effects” were observed. The author wondered whether some students might find it difficult to retrieve 

examples of past success and whether this might limit the efficacy of the question. Statistical analyses did indeed suggest that the ease/difficulty 

that students experienced in retrieving past success had positive/negative effects on perceived self-efficacy. The author therefore wondered 

whether students would find it easier to answer SF questions about the present (e.g. questions about current resources), If so, larger (positive) 

effects might be observed. In addition, the author needed to examine possible indirect effects on commitment, which was not measured by 

Abdulla (2020). These considerations led to the next study. 

 

2. Abdulla and Woods (2021b) – This study focused on a single type of SF question focusing on the present – asking students to reflect on their 

current resources. It also included a measure of commitment. Students appeared to benefit from this more than students had benefitted from 

reflecting on past success (in the author’s first study). There was evidence of a moderately large positive effect on expectancy and a small indirect 

effect on commitment. Statistical mediation analysis suggested that asking about resources affected commitment via expectancy. Qualitative 

analysis shed further light on possible mechanisms and mediators. It was found that students in the PF condition made more reference to “self-

regulation” issues, which may have had a negative effect on expectancy. Up to this point, the author had examined an SF question focusing on 

the past (Abdulla, 2020) and SF questions about the present (Abdulla & Woods, 2021b). However, the author had not yet examined SF questions 

about the past and SF questions about the present together in the same intervention. Moreover, the author had yet to examine the most widely-

used type of SF question: scaling questions. The next study was designed with these considerations in mind. 

 

3. Abdulla and Woods (2021c) – In this study, the author investigated the effect of a single type of SF question focusing on the present (“what’s 

going well”) together with a scaling question about the past. Abdulla and Woods (2021b) had demonstrated that SF questions (about resources) 

may affect commitment by enhancing expectancy. This study (Abdulla & Woods, 2021c) built on its predecessor and provided further evidence 

that SF questions may have positive indirect effects on commitment via expectancy, In this case, “what’s going well” was associated with a 

positive indirect effect on commitment-to-improvement via enhanced improvement expectancy. However, the effect of the scaling question was 

extremely small. The author therefore wondered whether effects of scaling questions would be larger if follow-up (scaling) questions are asked. 

That possibility was addressed in the next study. 
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4. Abdulla and Woods (2021d) – This study built on the preceding study by adding one follow-up question (Experiment 1) and then two follow-up 

questions (Experiment 2) to the scaling question used by Abdulla and Woods (2021c). Effect size estimates were still small. Unlike Abdulla and 

Woods (2021b) and Abdulla and Woods (2021c), Abdulla and Woods (2021d) found little evidence of a positive indirect effect (of the SF 

questions) on commitment (via expectancy). Scaling questions are at the heart of SF practice. However, a typical SF coaching session generally 

involves more than one type or category of question. The author therefore wondered whether SF questions (e.g. scaling questions and questions 

about resources) would be more powerful when combined. The author’s next study was designed to examine this possibility. 

 

5. Abdulla and Woods (2021a) – This study combined some of the SF questions used in the author’s previous studies. Like Abdulla and Woods 

(2021c) and Abdulla and Woods (2021d), Abdulla and Woods (2021a) included a scaling question in the SF intervention. The SF intervention also 

included questions about resources (as in Abdulla & Woods, 2021b) and a question about “small steps.” Goal commitment (like goal progress) 

was very similar in all three of the study’s experimental conditions. On the one hand, the package of SF questions appeared to be the equal of 

MCII – a famous (partly problem-focused) intervention. On the other hand, the SF questions had not proved themselves to be any more effective. 

Indeed, they were no more effective than asking students to engage in their own form of planning. At this stage the author wondered whether 

students might be experiencing an issue similar to the ease-of-retrieval issue examined in his first study (Abdulla, 2020). Perhaps students were 

struggling to answer the SF questions and perhaps this was having a negative effect on expectancy. One of the follow-up scaling questions asked 

by Abdulla and Woods (2021d) had invited students to consider how they could make further progress. Similarly, the “small steps” question in 

Abdulla and Woods (2021a) asked students what they could do to make further progress. The author noted, more generally, that almost all SF 

questions put the onus on the student/coachee to generate “solutions”, examples or ideas. It might be the case that ease/difficulty in generating 

responses to SF questions enhances/limits the efficacy of those questions. The author had found some evidence for this with regard to SF 

questions about the past (Abdulla, 2020). But no study had examined the issue with regard to SF questions about the future. In addition, the 

author had not examined one of the most widely-used types of SF question: “How/what else…?” (which is designed to elicit more ideas/solutions. 

The next study was designed with these considerations in mind. 

 

 

 

6. questions about resources (as in Abdulla & Woods, 2021b) and a question about “small steps.” This package was no more effective than the 

comparison conditions. The author wondered whether students were being affected by ease-of-retrieval/difficulty-in-generation when responding 

to SF questions. Another study was conducted to investigate this possibility more closely. 
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As already explained, the author’s research programme is ongoing. Perhaps the most famous solution-focused question of all – the “Miracle Question” – 
does not feature in the author’s published studies. However, the author has conducted a large study of the “Miracle Question,” which is currently under 
review. 
 
 

6. Abdulla and Woods (2022) –.This study focused on one of the most commonly used SF techniques for eliciting more ideas, namely asking 

individuals “what else” they can do to make progress towards their goals. In the author’s previous studies, participants had been asked to provide 

one or two ideas. Abdulla and Woods (2022) compared two conditions (in three experiments) – a “think of few (ways to achieve the goal)” 

condition and a “think of many (ways)” condition. Like the SF questions in the author’s previous studies, the “think of few” condition asked 

students to generate only a small number of ideas. The “think of many” condition, however, asked students to generate many. One of the main 

aims was to investigate the effect of difficulty-in-generation (i.e. the ease/difficulty experienced by students in generating ideas) on expectancy.  

As already explained, illuminating the effects of ease/difficulty-in-generation might shed light on the (likely) effects of all SF questions that put the 

onus on the coachee to generate (multiple) “solutions.” For example, Abdulla and Woods (2021d) speculated that students in one of the “scaling 

questions” conditions may have struggled to generate ideas (when asked how they could go up one point on the scale). The author(s) then 

suggested that difficulty-in-generation may have lowered expectancy. A similar issue may have limited the efficacy of (some of the) SF questions 

used in the author’s previous studies. As noted above, Abdulla (2020) had examined the effects of ease/difficulty of retrieval with regard to SF 

questions about the past. This study (Abdulla and Woods, 2022) examined effects of ease/difficulty in generation with regard to SF questions 

about the future. Like Abdulla (2020), Abdulla and Woods (2022) found evidence to suggest that ease/difficulty in generating responses to SF 

questions does have a positive/negative effect on expectancy. This led the author to conclude that difficulty (or ease) in generationg responses 

might be one of the key factors that limit (or enhance) the efficacy of SF questions in general. 
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