
Collaborative Problem Solving 

Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS) is a way to communicate and problem-solve with your child so that 
his/her underdeveloped thinking skills are supported, relational connection is promoted, and feelings of 
positive self-worth are cultivated.  Remember – this technique is used to address one trigger, in one 
situation, so she/he’s not going to become good at applying the skill to new situations overnight.  But, with 
50+ repetitions, she/he will become much better!  

 

Always begin with Empathy (+ Reassurance) – will help the child get his concerns on the table. 

 The problem-solving conversation will only happen if he feels heard.  

  Empathy gets the concern on the table.   

 Parents have concerns, and children have concerns, too. Assume there are often wonderful concerns 

behind his opposition. 

 Take the emotion, acknowledge it (“I hear ya”); then, let’s put it on the shelf so we can think.   

Next: Define the Problem – Adult gets their concerns on the table. 

 A problem is 2 concerns that have yet to be reconciled (parent and child’s) 

 Parent: Identify (be highly specific) your concern. 

“I’ve noticed it’s hard for you to...[come immediately when I say it’s time to go].  What’s up?” 

 (reassurance) “...and I’m not saying you always have to stop what you’re doing right away...” 

Followed by: Invitation – to a “problem-solving party” 

 Invite him to join the problem-solving process – so he knows problem-solving is something you’re 

going to do with him, not to him.  

 “Let’s see what we can do about it” 

 “Let’s think about how we can solve this problem. Got any ideas?” 

  “I’ve got an idea – we could do....”  “What do you think?”  

 The solution has to address both concerns. You’re not using collaborative problem solving if you 

already know ahead of time what the solution is.  

 “That’s an idea that would make you happy, but it doesn’t make me happy. Let’s keep thinking...” 

Things to Note: 

 Very frequently, first solutions don’t work, and the solution may not work the next day – it takes 

time to teach these skills.     

 If a solution isn’t followed through on by the child, then back to the drawing board. If it didn’t work, 

it probably didn’t address the problem.  

 Also, some solutions aren’t ‘do-able’...setting up a solution that he cannot do is an invitation for a 

melt-down.  E.g., “I know you think that’s a great idea, and you fully intend to do your homework 

every day at 3:30. But the thing is that you’ve never done that, and it might be really hard for you 

to do it. Let’s have another look at this...” 

 If you do have to go back to solving the problem, remember you’re strategically 10 times ahead of 

solving it than you were initially.  


