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On hearing this response, many counselors become stuck. The 
use of  hypothetical if questions—“If you did know”—frequently 
helps reluctant clients develop goals. The examples in Table 2.1 
demonstrate this technique.

Table 2.1 Questions to Help Clients Set Goals

Goal Question Client Response Counselor Response

What’s your best hope for 
our meeting?

I don’t know. If  you did know . . .

What’s the reason you’re 
here?

I have no idea. If  you did have an 
idea . . .

Who do you think sent 
you?

I can’t figure it out. If  you could figure it 
out . . .

What’s the reason 
someone wants you to 
be here?

Beats me. If  you could guess . . .

What would your mom say 
you would be doing that 
would tell her you don’t 
need to see me anymore?

It’s beyond me. If  it weren’t beyond 
you  . . . 

In my view, inserting a hypothetical if removes the pressure on 
the client to give the “correct” answer, that is, an answer that the 
client thinks you want to hear. When you use the hypothetical if  
approach, most clients are willing to identify the reason for being 
sent to you. In some cases, persistent repetition of  if questions may 
be needed to ascertain the reasons the client is in your office.

When using if questions, in most cases it is sufficient just to 
say “If  you did know” or “If  you did have an idea”—you do not 
even need to finish the sentence.

“I Don’t Care” Responses

In a similar vein, your clients may give “I don’t care” responses 
during counseling. These can occur during goal setting or at other 
times during the SFBC approach, especially when you have a 
reluctant client. When this happens, you can use hypothetical 
language to engage the client and keep the session from getting 


