
Circular Questioning: A Two Factor Model* 
*Adapted, from Brown, J., 1997.  Circular Questioning: An Introductory Guide Adapted  

  

 

Questions that create difference: Questions that draw connections: 

Creating difference in an interview is a way of 
increasing information available to the family and 
therapist by deconstructing generalizations. 

Helps link the problem to its context. Moving from a 
linear explanation to a systemic one. 

1. Difference across time ​(past present and future): 
When did you first notice the problem? 
When is the problem most difficult? 
When is the problem least evident? 
When might the problem be solved? 
How might the problem change in the future? 

1. Behavior: 
What happened after he slammed the door? What did you 
do?  How did it all end? 
When the family argues, does it bring you closer together or 
further apart? 
How does hitting your son relate to your parenting beliefs? 

2. Differences between people: 
Who most shows their concern about the problem? Who 
least? 
Who is most committed to the relationship? How do they 
show it? 
Who is the most argumentative in the family? Who is the 
second most? Who is the least? 

2. Feelings: (highlight emotional experience) 
What feelings come up for you when she says that you are 
lazy? 
When she feels sad what feelings do you have? 
How do you feel, knowing that he believes women should 
stay home and take care of children? 

3. Between parts of a person: 
When you feel angry with her, what part of you taps into 
your current feelings about the situation and what part of 
you taps into feelings from the past? 
Is your dad’s tender side or his gruff side easier for you to 
see? Where do you think the tender side is hidden? 
Thinking of your head and your heart, which part of you 
wants to stay in the relationship and which part wants to 
leave? 

3. Beliefs (ideas that influence how people act, think and 
feel)​: 
When she is sad about not having had a child, do you think it 
is more because she wants a child or because her family 
wants a grandchild? 
When you believe that there is a danger in expressing your 
anger at home, do you think that unites or separates the 
family? 
When he is reluctant to help with housework, what do you 
think he believes about the role of women? 

4. Between situations: 
Is her behavior better at home or at school? 
In what situation is the problem most noticeable? 
Is he more likely to be aggressive in public or private? 
Why do you think that’s the case? 

4. Meaning​ ​(taps into the way clients interpret their world 
through interaction with others):  
How do you understand it when he says that he loves you 
and he neglects to help you when you ask for assistance? 
When he is feeling sad, what do you think his sadness is 
about? 

 5. Relationship: 
When you believe that relationships should not have any 
conflict and conflict continues, what does that say about your 
relationship?  
When he shares that he feels the family has been working 
together better lately, does that make you feel closer or more 
distant from him? 


