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Anchoring 

We are now going to address directly a major area of all Psychotherapies that 
place any interest in human behaviour. I say “directly” because we have been 
working with “conditioning”, or “anchors”, indirectly with nearly everything that 
we have done so far. Some of you have already identified them and called 
them “triggers” or “buttons”. And the rest of us have known what you meant, 
because the existence of anchors and anchoring is so much a part of our 
experience of thinking, doing and feeling. So in addressing the subject as the 
central theme of this module we are going to enhance our awareness and 
understanding of the widespread presence of anchors. The real fun though, 
comes as we refine our skillsbase in recognising, utilising, creating and 
changing anchors - our own and other people’s, and what this has to do with 
psychotherapy. 
 
So let’s get precise. What exactly is an anchor? The brief answer is: 
 
An ANCHOR is  
a specific stimulus that elicits a specific response. 
 
Or, as the behaviorist psychologists so nimbly put it: 
 
Associations between stimuli in the external 
environment, and responses made by the organism 
(Watson, 1928) 
 
“S-R” for short! 
 
The long answer is that it is a term used for a phenomenon in human 
behaviour that has been observed since the study of human beings began. 
The observation of “S-R Associationism” has enabled entire schools of 
philosophy and psychology to be born. Once articulated, this concept 
eventually dominated the mid-20th century map of human psychology. Some 
even tried to reduce all human behavior to what is often called “conditioning”. 
Then these reductionist schools were refuted and debated. Inevitably, 
anchoring was returned to, and needs to be included, in the study of work that 
we may do on ourselves or with other people.  
 
You already know and understand anchoring from your own experience of it. 
You get that immediate reaction when you see that  person's face - that smell 
carries you back over the years to a specific place and mood - that song was 
playing then and as you hear it you get all of those feelings back again. 
Obvious, isn't it?  
 
A lot of our problems are caused by automatic responses to stimuli, over 
which it seems we have no control. Our ability to use anchors constitutes a 
large part of our learning and abilities to achieve tasks like drive a car, get 
dressed, do our job.  
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The subject of conditioning gets some strong responses. It can be helpful to 
know a little bit about the background of the study of conditioning before 
forming a simple opinion. I know that many of you like the stories that 
accompany the development of a new subject. 
 
In the West, our story of conditioning starts with the philosopher John Locke, 
born in 1632. John Locke shared with several philosophers of his time a 
model that is known as EMPIRICISM. This is the argument that all knowledge 
is obtained through the senses - and in our exploration of modalities we have 
seen/said/felt how important empirical reality (sensory perception of the world 
we live in) is to the formation of the building blocks for perceiving and thinking. 
Indeed we cannot experience anything without some form of "sensing" going 
on. The empiricists argued that we could only observe the external stimulus 
received by an organism (person or animal) and the behavioural response 
that it elicited. Everything else, such as internal thought processes, emotional 
experience, et cetera, were unimportant they argued. This approach was later 
reflected in the approach of Behaviorist Psychologists who argued that 
observing behaviour in response to stimulus was all that was needed or 
possible in a complete understanding of human development. So you could 
rule out genetics, biology, sociology, innate resources and choice. Even 
today, you may hear some behaviourists declare: “Everything is conditioning”. 
And indeed, as we look into the subject, it is easy to see how they arrived at 
this - even if we reject the limits that this reductionist fundamentalism imposes 
on our experiences as human beings and our possibilities for interventions. 
 
Locke extended his investigations into empiricism and developed the idea of 
Associationism. He argued that we build up chains of associations as we 
develop and learn, eventually responding to episodes and situations as a 
whole through the apparatus of our association chaining, a set of 
associations linked together in order. And there is a lot to support this view of 
the human being. This model influences much of our current conceptual 
heritage. Influences include Gestalt Psychology as well as the development of 
“classical conditioning”, the most famous example of which is Pavlov’s 
observation of his dogs’ conditioned response to the arrival of his assistant 
who brought them food. Watson and Pavlov argued that associations were 
formed simply because two stimuli happened together and the repetition 
and frequency of these contingencies.  B.F. Skinner (works 1938-72) 
introduced a further development called “operant conditioning”, 
demonstrating that behaviour could be shaped through the use of positive 
reward for desired behaviours and, less successfully, using negative 
consequences to respond to unwanted behaviours. 
 
The S - R concept has had a huge influence on many aspects of our view of 
the human psyche, yet has also received much criticism. Largely this has 
been due to the reductionist attitude of attributing everything to one 
phenomenon to the exclusion of all else. Further, Watson in particular was 
regarded as highly ethically suspect in the conducting of many of his 
experiments. Many cannot accept the pure S - R model on the grounds that it 
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eliminates choice and any innate skills or attributes, such as the tendency and 
utilisation of language in linguistic patterns and grammatical forms (Chomsky).  
 
Bandler and Grinder, writing in 1979, said that “kinesthetic responses that 
people have to auditory and visual stimuli” and changing them were about 
90% of what they did. (They also said that information gathering was 90% of 
what they did, so we can take this as artful hyperbole rather than literal 
statistics). As Robert Dilts and Judith DeLozier embraced the higher logical 
levels of our experience into the NLP map, they integrated many other levels 
and phenomenon, thus reducing that percentage. However, as stimulus-
response is a building block of thinking, remembering and behaving we can 
ask whether any of these higher logical levels would be possible to assemble 
in our consciousness if we did not have the basic building blocks of these 
conditioned associations. 
 
Ways of using conditioning therapeutically, educationally and to enable better 
performance in behavioural tasks have refined and expanded over the 20th 
and beginning of 21st Century. Many practices that utilise behaviorist 
principles of getting “leverage” through pleasure, pain and conditioning. It is 
more or less impossible to effectively with addictions and compulsions without 
addressing the component of conditioned responses that preserve these 
active conditions despite the person wishing to stop. Work to alleviate trauma 
and phobia is almost impossible without recognsing and utilising processes of 
triggering internal memories and neurological states. 
 
Virginia Satir, a very different practitioner, said her most valuable tool in 
therapy was her hands and through a natural way of touching and gesturing 
she engaged apparently “impossible” people in resourceful and co-operative 
states, with a humane ability to re-invite those good states back into the 
process when people addressed challenges. 
 
And here we come full circle to the distinctions offered to us by Korzybski, of 
acting from neuro-semantic reaction (unconscious anchors) or neuro-
semantic responses (consciousness and choice).  
 
So maybe the common sense approach to the subject of conditioning, is that 
we are both and have control over both phenomenon, when we know how to 
drive our own minds. Using the technology to drive and re-engineer our mind 
and our responses, requires an understanding and mastery of our own 
anchoring processes, to both extinguish unwanted triggers, utilise our 
existing, useful triggers and create new, desirable ones. There are many 
areas of controversy and difference of map and opinion in the psychotherapy 
community, however it is almost universally accepted that conditioned 
responses are present and powerful and usually involved in what has brought 
a client to therapy. The sensitive, creative and ethical uses of 
conditioning are must-have skills if we are to achieve our goal of increasing 
choice in our lives. 
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Utilising the S-R Phenomenon in 
Psychotherapy 

 
Conditioning a Resource for Direct Access 
In psychotherapy we are constantly challenging fixed identity with the 
presence of the resources that the person has access to and can apply to a 
problem. Examples of this are in Erickson’s February Man work, otherwise 
known as “Change Personal History”, and Ernie Rossi’s collapsing of anchors 
in Mind/Body therapy. 
 
Conditioning a State, such as a safe-place for therapeutic 
work 
We were exploring these possibilities throughout our module on state 
management and state elicitation. It is important here to consider the 
empowerment of the client to utilise their own anchors (instrumental 
conditioning) and not just be responsive to the therapist’s authoritarian use of 
anchoring (classic conditioning). 
 
Extinguishing Unhelpful Triggers 
We will be working with this in utilizing Trauma Resolution and Phobia 
Resolve. This is also a vital part in extinguishing unhelpful habits which may 
be S-R simple structures or chains of anchors that form an unhelpful strategy. 
 
Setting up Chains of Useful Triggers in a Positive Strategy 
See Module 6. Such as useful strategies for better communication, studying, 
emotional restoration.   
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Turning Stimuli into “Anchors” 
 
As we have explored in the development of our sensory awareness, we 
experience stimuli in all the senses, in a variety of ways. There are variations 
within the modalities, below is a reminder: 

V  - visual 
Ve - visual external, seeing things through eyes 
Vi - visual internal, seeing things in mind’s eye 
Vc - visula constructed 
Vr - visual remembered 
 
A - auditory 
At - auditory tonal, sounds, music 
Ad - auditory digital, words 
Ac - auditory constructed 
Ar auditory remembered 
 
K - kinesthetic, bodily sensations 
Ki - kinesthetic internal, feelings inside the body 
Ke - kinesthetic external, tactile feelings of things outside the 
body 
Km - kinesthetic meta, emotions 
Kv - kinesthetic visceral, in the main organs of the body, “heart 
felt”, “brain crunching”, “gut feelings” 
 
O - Olfactory, smell 
G - Gustatory, taste 

 
Any modality can be experienced internally (denoted as ‘i’ ), that is 
generated from within us through imagination, physiological response or 
recall, or experienced externally (denoted as ‘e’ ), generated by our 
environment. Internally experience can be constructed (denoted as 'c' ) or 
remembered or recalled (denoted as 'r' ). 
 
Any piece of sensory stimulus may become an anchor, that is we can have 
an anchor in any modality and their variations.  
 
Pavlov identified that if a stimulus was REPEATED in connection to a 'specific 
significant' then it would eventually become a trigger for a response normally 
generated by that specific significant (bell ➔ salivate). Work conducted by 
Watson, on the creation of phobia, showed that emotional INTENSITY of 
experience reduced the number of REPETITIONS required to create an 
anchor, sometimes observing one-off experiences becoming enduring 
conditioning. We can often observe this when working with people with Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. Skinner demonstrated in his use of operant 
conditioning that anchors were reinforced by repeated rewards or forfeits, so 
MOTIVATION, towards or away from, seems to have some bearing on 
whether or not something becomes an anchor.  
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Four Keys to Anchoring 
 
We have explored, in previous modules, State Management and working 
towards Outcomes, how we can anchor positive states within ourselves so 
that a small piece of the experience can be recalled and bring with it the 
whole experience. We are now going to become even more sophisticated in 
our anchoring processes. 
 
We can create anchors for ourselves and we can also create anchors in other 
people. In fact, people cannot help but anchor their experience of us in some 
way, so we may as well be mindful of what they anchor to us, to our gestures, 
our voice, our touch.  
 
Whether or not we succeed in making something become an anchor depends 
on particular variables. We call these the Four Keys to Anchoring. 
 
O.K. So….. I lied. The fact is that different schools define the four keys of 
anchoring differently. I want you to get the most options on offer, so can you 
consider the following as cornerstones to an interestingly shaped building?! 
 
1. UNIQUENESS 
It is important that the stimulus that we wish to use as an anchor is unique to 
our purposes. For example, a handshake is considered not to be unique 
enough to create a clean anchor as we may experience a handshake in many 
different contexts and it will be associated to many different kinds of state. A 
word, in and of itself, is not a good anchor unless it is delivered in a particular 
tone that is only used when using the word as an anchor. 
 
2.  PRECISELY REPLICABLE 
The anchor needs to be easily repeated, exactly as it was when the 
association was formed. So, if anchoring something through a touch on the 
body, it is important that part of the body can be touched again, easily and in 
a socially acceptable manner! 
 
3. INTENSITY 
A strong state is required to associate it to a specific anchor. That is, the 
internal experience needs to be one which is emotional, vivid, big, strong et 
cetera. To enhance the intensity of the experience we need to use our state 
accessing skills - asking sensory specific questions and using sub-modalities 
to further intensify. In previous modules, some of you instinctively began to 
“stack” anchors, that is to find several experiences to connect with a stimulus 
to make the effect of the stimulus more powerful. 
3a. PURITY 
Purity in anchoring means that there are no competing experiences going on 
which will de-intensify or obscure the experience. So any internal dialogue 
that goes on needs to be such that enhances the experience, not distracts 
from it. Sometimes people select a past experience that has beliefs and 
expectations attached to it, so that it can be useful to inquire a little about the 
appropriateness of the feeling in the context in which it was experienced. For 
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example, a client of mine once chose a state of “trust”. It was a time when she 
believed her husband’s fidelity - but she later discovered his on-going affairs. 
As a state of trust it was a little lacking in the purity! As soon as she fired the 
anchor, all the accompanying rage and hurt at the subsequent betrayal came 
flooding out. Further, if using internally generated anchors, such as internal V 
or Ad as an anchor, we need to be very precise about the sub-modalities. For 
example, hearing the voice of the therapist rather than being given space to 
internally generate the anchor in one's own voice, can reduce the 
effectiveness of the anchor. 
 
4. ASSOCIATED 
To some this is an aspect of INTENSITY, but to others it is so important that it 
stands as a key in itself. Remember that to truly access a state, as opposed to 
just telling you about it from a distance, the person needs to be associated to 
the experience. You may recall how some people can become associated 
through the use of sensory specific questions, others through an evocative 
metaphor. Kelly’s First Law is useful here - if you don’t know what is 
appropriate, ask the client! 
 
5.  TIMING 
When a state is re-accessed, it will have a peak of intensity and then begin to 
weaken as other thoughts and states are experienced in a natural continuum. 
It is important that we anchor, that is, apply the stimulus to which we wish to 
associate the state, when the state is at peak intensity. We therefore need to 
use our observation skills to notice as the person is entering the state, and 
when it is receding. When making auditory or visual anchors this usually 
means anchoring just as the person begins the outward breath. When making 
kinesthetic anchors, we apply gentle pressure as the state is observed to 
develop, intensifying the pressure of the touch as we observe the state 
intensifying. As soon as we observe the state weaken or change we quickly 
release the touch. 
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If You Want to be Good at Using Anchors… 
 

Anchoring is an easily understood concept. It is however a practical skill and 
it takes practice to master its application. Due to its great power and apparent 
simplicity, it takes experience to be able to utilise anchoring appropriately and 
to its full range, in ourselves and in assisting others. 
 
How do you get to Carnegie Hall?  
 
Practice is, in fact, anchoring in action - repeating steps in an informed 
way until they become natural and elegant - conditioned. The more you 
practise anchoring, the more anchored you will be to the steps that make you 
good at it. 
 
In this module, we will explore using KINESTHETIC anchors by using touch, 
SPATIAL anchors by using marked areas of the floor, VISUAL anchors by 
using gesture, AUDITORY anchors by using voice tone, and CHAINING 
anchors by repeating a series of anchors in order until they become an 
automatic series of responses. 
 
“Anchoring”, or conditioning as it is called in the wider psychological 
community, raises questions about autonomy. From Goebels to Saatchi, 
anchoring has been used to lead groups of people into passive compliance, 
and there are now (not enough) pieces of legislation limiting the use of some 
subliminal anchoring techniques. That doesn't matter, because anchors work 
as well, if not better, when they are blatant. The business practices of NLP 
have gained a bad reputation in many areas of the market place because 
anchoring has often been applied to an over-simplified model of human 
management. Control through conditioning and overuse of anchoring is 
flawed management strategy and leads to a demoralised, inefficient and 
resistant workforce.  
 
The purpose of using anchoring in psychotherapy is to increase choice, 
not to dictate an individual's response. 
 
There are limits to what can be achieved through anchoring. We have 
responses of autonomy, choice making and individuation that are just as 
strong as S-R responses, so if you are out to control people - forget it.  
I have watched so many newby practitioners step out into the world with this 
intention, consciously or unconsciously, and their attempts to create anchors 
have blown up in their face.  
 
It is said by some that there are Four Steps to Anchoring. Others say that 
there are really Five Steps. ….I think you know what is coming next.  
 
Is that because of an anchor - or something other than a conditioned 
response? 

 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy – Module 5 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 - 2018 12 
 

The Four/Five Steps to Anchoring 
 
1.  RAPPORT 
It is very noticeable when we leave this step out. When anchoring, we are 
likely to anchor the strongest state at the time - I have had the experience of a 
practitioner merely anchoring on me my extreme tension when working with 
him! Further, the process of anchoring (user-friendly classical conditioning as 
Bandler and Grinder referred to it) brings up questions of choice, autonomy 
and control (but then so would working with Richard Bandler!). People are 
good at protecting themselves. They can sense if you are not acting as a 
facilitator of their desires but questing for your own (very common in selling, 
management, child raising and therapy practiced by a novice). Your client is 
more than capable of creating competing internal representations to nullify the 
effects of your anchoring. All anchoring of another person involves entering 
into that other person’s domain of authority - trespassers will be inactivated. 
 
2.  SET THE FRAME 
This involves gaining an understanding of the person’s outcomes, but also 
explaining the process to them. This is particularly important if we are using 
kinesthetic anchors as sometimes gaining permission to use touch is vital to 
the maintenance of rapport. Of course, there are times when we are 
anchoring indirectly, using an auditory or visual stimulus, but if we engage the 
person in a conscious understanding and acceptance of the internal 
processes of their neuro-logical system, then they are better equipped to align 
to changes on all levels. And here is something to consider in all your 
interventions - if the client has an understanding of what you are attempting to 
do and how, then they are able to fill in the gaps that you miss or rectify any 
mistakes you might make. Generally, the more you rely on your client’s own 
expertise and involvement in the process, the more success you will have as 
a therapist. 
 
3.  ELICIT THE DESIRED STATE 
So you remember the skills of state elicitation that you have been mastering. 
By now these may have become unconscious competence so just to re-mind 
you of your conscious competence, we are utilising our skills in: 

i.  changing physiology and internal representations 
ii.  recalling a time when the desired state was experienced and 

associating to it 
iii. asking sensory specific questions 
iv. enhancing the state through use of sub-modalities 
v.  noting accessing (existing anchors!) cues such as eye scan 

patterns, metaphors, physiological changes 
vi. observation and calibration 
 

4.  APPLY ANCHOR 
At the peak of the experience of the desired state, introduce the precise 
stimulus of the anchor. As the state starts to wane, remove anchor. 
 
Continued……… 
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5.  BREAK STATE 
Take a little time to get the person out of the state that they have just 
accessed. Talk about something else, orient them to a different time, change 
linguistic modality. Ask them their phone number backwards. 
 
6.  TEST ANCHOR 
“Fire the anchor!”. This just means, reapply the stimulus and test the response 
that it elicits in the person. Do you need to stack more experiences onto the 
same anchor? Is there a different stimulus that is more effective in eliciting the 
desired response? Or is this a satisfactory response to use in an intervention? 
Future pace it into the desired context to see if it is appropriate for your 
purposes. 
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Exercise: "Circle of Excellence" 
(Self-anchoring using all modalities) 

 
1. Decide who is to be Explorer and who is to be Guide. Guide gets into 

rapport with Explorer. 
 
2. Explorer names a state that they would like to be able to access at will. 

They may name briefly the times and contexts when this state would be 
really useful to them. 

 
3. Explorer now places an imaginary circle on the floor. Make it big enough to 

step into. Define in your mind the position and boundaries of the circle. 
 

Circle of Excellence 
Formulated by John Grinder and Judith DeLozier 

 
1. Choose a resourceful state that you would like to experience more often. 
 
2. Identify a specific time in which you fully experienced that state. 
 
3. Imagine a circle on the ground in front of you. Fill that circle with the qualities 

of this desired state, such as a colour, symbol, word, sound, or a movie of the 
time when you had this experience. 

 
4. Step into the circle and associate to it fully. See, hear, feel from within you. 
 
5. In this state, take an inventory of its specifics (self-calibrate). Notice the 

patterns of thinking and behaving that come from this state. Notice your inner 
representations in this state, including sub-modalities. Acknowledge the 
precise physiology of this state, breathing patterns, posture, eyescan patterns 
(which may connect to important internal representations). 

 
6. Enhance and amplify this state using sub-modality changes. 
 
7. Step out and shake off this state. 
 
8. Test your "circle of excellence" by stepping back into it and notice how 

quickly and fully you can retrieve it. What are the precise anchors that elicit 
this state? 

 
9. Repeat steps 1 to 7 until you can achieve an easy, clean access to the state. 
 
10. Identify situations where you would like this state and future pace yourself 

into them using this state. 
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4. Guide invites Explorer to recall an experience of this state. If they do not 
have an experience of their own, they can think of some one who they 
know who has this set of resources at their disposal. Explorer puts this 
experience into the circle. 

 
5. Explorer gives the circle colour and texture, sound and label, symbol and 

story, as seems appropriate to the resource that they wish to put into their 
Circle of Excellence. Do this silently inside, using internal representations. 

 
6. Now the Guide invites the Explorer to imagine themselves standing in the 

circle with all these resources that they want to put there. How would they 
look, what would they be saying to themselves, how would they be 
feeling? 

 
7. Then the Explorer steps into the circle, into their excellent state, noticing 

how they access it. What are the distinct features of this state, such as 
internal representations (IR) and internal dialogue (Adi) and physiology 
(Ke). What thoughts and behaviours accompany this state? 

 
8. Intensify the state by using sub-modalities, allow the qualities to grow and 

increase.  
 
9. Step out and shake off the state. 
 
10.  Reaccess the state by stepping into the circle. What are the anchors that 

help to elicit this state? Eyescan, physiology, symbol, internal dialogue? 
 
11. Explorer now steps out of the circle and considers how they can transform 

this circle into an easily replicated anchor - for example they may shrink it 
down and carry it in their little finger, ready to be released when touched 
by their thumb, or they may condense it into one word or picture and take 
that into their solar plexus.  

 
12. Break state by talking about something you did yesterday or by recalling 

your telephone number backwards. 
 
13. Now Explorer fires the combined kinesthetic anchor and any images or 

words that trigger this circle of excellence and test whether they find 
themselves standing in their circle of excellence. 

 
14. Now FUTURE PACE by imagining that you are in a time in the future with 

this excellent state. What happens when you are in this state, what 
changes about your perception, your behaviour, your communication, your 
feelings. 
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EXERCISE: BMIR Screamer 
In Pairs.  
1. Decide who is to be Guide and Explorer. Guide agrees with Explorer five 

distinct places to create five anchors on Explorer’s hand. Each anchor will 
represent one of the modalities. Ask Explorer in which order they would like 
to anchor the modality experiences. 

 
2. Guide now assists Explorer to think of 5 favourite experiences in each of 

the senses, i.e. 5 visual experiences, 5 kinesthetic experiences, 5 in A , 5 in 
O and 5 in G. Note them down.  

 
3. Guide now associates Explorer to the experiences in the first modality (V, 

for example). Do this one experience at a time. When Explorer is 
associated to the experience they nod and at this signal, Guide presses the 
agreed anchor. 

 
4. Repeat for each of the modalities, until you have stacked all the V 

experiences on one anchor, all the K on another et cetera. 
 
5. Break state. Talk about something else. 
 
6. Now Guide fires the first anchor and calibrates the effect on Explorer. 

When Explorer shows signs of changing BMIRs, press the second anchor. 
Again calibrate observable changes in Explorer and then press the third 
anchor. Continue in this way until all five anchors have been fired. 

 
7. After enjoying the effects, Explorer gives Guide feedback about when their 

anchoring was most effective, and what prevented effectiveness. 
  

BMIR Screamer 
Developed by Karen Pryor to train bevahioural psychologists.  

Very good in the treatment of depression and to acquaint your client with their 
ability to generate new feelings in response to an internal reality. 

1. Recall five enjoyable experiences in each of the modalities, VAKOG. 
 
2. Decide upon a different but similar kinesthetic anchor for each of the 

modalities. 
 
3. Elicit and kinesthetically anchor each of the five experiences for each 

state, stacking them one by one to the appropriate anchor. For example 
stack the five Visual experiences on your thumb, the five Kinesthetic 
experiences on your pinky etc. 

 
4. When you have anchored all twenty-five experiences on their designated 

five anchors, fire off each anchor one at a time. Wait until you can 
calibrate the state change of one anchor before you fire the next 
(chaining). 
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Reclaiming Causation 
Modelled from Perls, Erickson and Satir,  

developed by Bandler and Todd Epstein and DeLozier 
1. Identify a situation in which you feel powerless to choose your response 

behaviour, i.e. lost your power of causation and become at effect in the 
process. For example "That person makes me feel so stupid" or "Looking at 
homework just makes me bored". 

2. From third position, (externally focused on measurable sensory experience), 
identify precisely the trigger behaviour or other sensory specific experience 
that triggers (causes) the response in you. Write it down or tell it precisely to 
some one. 

3. Coach another person to exactly do the trigger behaviour. Or create an 
internal representation of it that can easily be retrieved. In therapy the 
therapist would (with humour and provocation) ask the client to teach them 
how to do the behaviour of the person who "makes" them do something. 

4. Break state. Now establish how you would like to respond to this person or 
situation. Elicit and anchor these resources. Test anchor. Break state. 

5. Now get the person to act out the trigger behaviour, or recall the trigger 
internal representation. As they do this, fire your resourceful anchor. 

6. Get into third position ("go meta") and test the results. What needs to be 
strengthened? Make appropriate adjustments to strength of anchor or to the 
intensity of the trigger. 

7. Re-run steps 5 and 6 until you have generated a new response to the trigger. 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy – Module 5 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 - 2018 19 
 

Positive States are Resourceful States 
 

Exercise: In threes.  
 
1. Decide who is to be Explorer, Guide and Observer. Explorer is to find a 

particular person in their life who “makes” them feel and behave a 
certain way. For example “My partner’s mother always makes me feel as 
if I don’t do enough for my partner.”  “My boss makes me feel as if I’m 
stupid and over idealistic.” They tell this situation to Guide and Observer 
and find a specific incident when being with this person had this effect on 
them.  

 
2. Explorer calibrates the state that is “feeling stupid” or “Don’t do enough”, 

so that they can recognise when they are in that state. To test it, they 
rerun the event, with the assistance of Guide and Observer and confirm 
that, yes, this person really does seem to make them feel like that. 

 
3. Guide now asks Explorer  

 
“How exactly do they make you feel like that?  
What precisely do they do that triggers off this state?”   
 
Guide’s job is to get Explorer to describe as precisely as possible (to meta 
model) the behaviour of the trigger person, for example, “they sigh and put 
the socks away” or “She looks at me with her head to one side and starts 
to ask about my childhood”. Guide keeps asking more specific questions 
of Explorer’s answers to get very specific descriptions.  
 

4. Guide takes these descriptions and physically starts acting them out. They 
ask the Explorer to help them learn how they can become the problem 
person and do as precisely as possible the trigger behaviours. Explorer 
coaches the Guide in doing the behaviour as precisely as possible. 

 
5. Observer helps to break Explorer's state now asks Explorer 
 

“What kind of state would be good to have when dealing with this 
person?” 
“How would you like to feel when exposed to the trigger behaviour?” 
  

6. Observer asks Guide to find a time when they were in this desired state. 
Observer helps them to access this state and calibrate it, and find or 
create their own anchor, so that they know how to access it when they 
want to. In what direction do their eyes move when they get into that 
state? Break state and test the anchor. 

 
7. Guide gets into their role of problem person. Guide says to Explorer  
 

“(their name), whenever I do this…..(they do the behaviour) it makes 
you feel….(undesired state), does it?” 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy – Module 5 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 - 2018 20 
 

 
8. As Guide does this, Explorer fires their anchor for their desired state, 

using their eye position and any other trigger that works for them. 
 
9. Step out of situation into meta position (third position). If Explorer has any 

difficulty accessing or maintaining their desired state they tell the Observer 
who keeps coaching Explorer in their desired state. They may also want to 
coach the Guide into doing the trigger behaviour more convincingly. 

 
10.  Guide keeps enacting the behaviour, in more and more exaggerated 

ways. Explorer keeps responding with their desired state. What happens? 
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The T.O.T.E. Model 
 

We have talked briefly of the T.O.T.E. model and how it is a natural process 
that we can consciously apply to all change making, to guide, simplify and 
assess our success. For the record, here is an expansion of our discoveries 
with some wider background. 
 
The T.O.T.E. unit was first offered as a basic unit of behavior (Miller, 1960) as 
an alternative to the mechanistic S - R (anchoring) unit first offered by Watson 
in 1913. Having been hugely influential and widely accepted, the S - R 
concept did not explain how we are able to do many things, particularly that of 
finding and adapting patterns.  
 
Nicky Hayes gives one of the most succinct descriptions of the T.O.T.E. in 
“Foundations of Psychology”: 
 
 

The first T is for ‘test’. This first step is testing for a fit between the desired 
state and the actual one. 
 

We then initiate some kind of O, an ‘operation’, which is designed to bring 
the existing state closer to what is wanted. 
 

We then test again, the second T, to see if we have got a fit, and if not this 
becomes a test to inform more operations. 
 

When an operation is successful or appropriate we can ‘exit’, E. This is an 
important step, because it frees the system to engage in the next step of 
existence, the next T.O.T.E. 
 
The T.O.T.E. is a behaviour cycle and, argued Miller, a self-correcting one 
that was much more appropriate when observing the complexity of the human 
being. Our on-going performance of tasks is a series of T.O.T.E.s, with little 
t.o.t.e.s nested inside bigger T.O.T.E.S. 
 

BIG T.O.T.E. 
 

←              g o i n g   s h o p p i n g         →  
 

←write list→←go to shop→←find and collect goods→←take to checkout→←pack→←return home→←put away→ 
 

little t.o.t.e.s. 
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The Steps of Anchoring 
Simplified into the T.O.T.E. Model 

 
 
TEST 
 
 
 
 

In a relationship of rapport, 
establish with the client the desired 
state and how it would be 
recognised. 
 

OPERATE 
 
 

Elicit the state and anchor. 
 
 

  
TEST 
 
 
 
EXIT 

Break state and then reapply the 
anchor to test. If necessary, repeat 
the operations until the desired 
result is achieved. 
 
When the anchor has brought 
about the desired response, exit 
the operation
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Healing  Historic Hurts 
Developed in many imaginative therapies, integrating of Freud's “free association” and adding 

precision using existing S-R responses, Perls’ “finishing unfinished business” and the computer 
programming and Articfical Intelligence concept of “changing history”.  

Also resembles Erickson's "February Man" approach. 
1. Identify unwanted or uncomfortable feeling or feeling of resistance. Locate this feeling 

in your body. 
 
2. Create a kinesthetic anchor for the state. 
 
3. Holding the anchor, go back in time, on your timeline from an "in-time" perspective, so 

that you are associated to the memories. Search for earlier times of having this feeling. 
Note memories that come up, what was happening and how old you feel at that time 
(transderivational search). Find the earliest memory of having that feeling. 

 
4. Reorient yourself to your timeline so that you are positioned "through-time", 

dissociated from your timeline. Be an observer of the incident you have located, not a 
participator. 

 
5. From this position, recognise and experience 

a. that you did the best that you could at that time, with the resources you had 
available to you  

b. that you are older now and have more understanding s and resources than you had 
then when the problem state first began.  

 
6. Identify what resources you would have needed in those past experiences in order to 

have reached a more satisfactory solution or conclusion. 
 
7. Elicit and anchor these resources.  
 
8. Starting with the earliest memory first, "change history" by using the resource anchor 

to enable you to send comfort, advice and new choices to the younger you. 
 
9. Step into the younger you with these resources and redirect events, enjoying changes 

of perception, new learning about the situation and yourself. 
 
10.Repeat steps 8 and 9 on the significant memories of the problem feeling, coming up 

your timeline to the present. 
 
11.Without using any of the anchors, regard these memories from your present state, in 

the here and now. How do you feel about these memories now? If required, gather 
more resources to take back to the past memory. 

 
12.Future Pace. Identify external triggers and experiences that would have previously 

triggered this unpleasant feeling. Imagine the next time you will encounter these 
circumstances. If the process has been successfully completed, these internal 
representations should trigger a sense of the resources that you previously applied. 
Notice changes in breathing, physiology and thinking that are signs of a more 
resourceful state. 

 
13. If needed, repeat steps 6 to 10, adding to the resources needed and gathering more 

and more new wisdom and choices to take into the re-shaping of the past event. 
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EXERCISE: Changing Emotional 
Relationship to a Memory with Anchors 

In Pairs.  
 

1. Decide who is Guide and who is Explorer. Gain rapport. 
 
2. Guide invites Explorer to create a circle that represents the present and to 

step into it. 
 
3. Guide invites Explorer to create another space on the floor that is going to 

become a spatial anchor for an unpleasant memory.  Put the memory into 
the space from a dissociated position. If necessary you can put an 
imaginary perspex sheet between you and the event, so that you can 
regard it from an emotional distance. 

 
4. When Explorer is ready, they are invited by Guide to step into the spatial 

anchor of the negative experience and check the feelings, sub-modalities, 
internal dialogue, physiology that are anchored to this experience. Guide 
calibrates Explorer’s state. When this has been achieved, Explorer steps 
out of the spatial anchor, shaking off all the associations with the memory 
and leaving them in the spatial anchor. 

 
5. When they have fully shaken off the negative anchor, Explorer steps into 

the circle that is the present, being sure to fully benefit from stepping into 
this anchor. 

 
6. From this position, Guide helps Explorer to contemplate, from a dissociated 

space, the past negative experience and asks them what resources would 
have helped their younger self to have brought that experience to a happier 
outcome. Elicit and anchor these resources. Test the anchor. 

 
7. When you have established a strong resource anchor, Explorer steps into 

the space of the past negative memory. As they begin to experience the 
associations of the memory, Guide fires the resource anchor. 

 
8. With these resources present in the memory, Guide invites Explorer to 

notice what different outcomes are possible. Explorer might want to go 
back a little in their memory, to just before the event, and imagine what 
different action they might have taken. Do they need to give these 
resources to any other people in the memory? Are there any sub-modality 
changes when in this memory with the new resources? 

 
9. When ready, Explorer steps back into the anchor for the present. Guide 

invites Explorer to contemplate the event again. These questions might 
help, or any other questions, observations, energy that you have to offer. 
Does this give you a more usable map of yourself and the world? Is it 
easier to let this episode close? Does this change in perception enhance 
your present life? 
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The Vocabulary of “Anchoring” 
 

STACKING  
Anchoring several responses to one stimulus. 
 
For example: 
 
Eliciting several experiences of the same state to potentiate (make stronger) 
the anchor.  
Elicit Confident State 1, anchor with Stimulus 
Elicit Confident State 2, anchor with same stimulus etc. 
Result more powerful anchor 
 
Or 
Eliciting several different states and anchoring the to the same stimulus in 
order to create a powerful multiple anchor. 
Elicit Confident State, anchor to stimulus, 
Elicit Peaceful State, anchor to same stimulus 
Elicit Alert State, anchor to same stimulus 
Result Multiple anchor 
 

CHAINING 
Creating a chain of anchors which are then anchored together through 
repetition in order so that firing the first anchor leads to an experience of the 
last anchor. 
An example of this is "The Dancing Score".  
The SWISH pattern is based on extinguishing and then replacing a two-piece 
anchor chains. 
 

COLLAPSING 
Integrating two states, such as problem state and resource state, by firing 
them at the same time, therefore bringing them into each other's presence. 
The rationale is that if the resource state is present at the same time as the 
problem, new resourceful behaviours to deal with the problem stimulus will 
emerge. The success of this relies on the resourceful state being stronger 
than the problem state. 
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Summary of Module 5 
  The success of technical behaviourist interventions rests on four 

“legs”: 
 

OUTCOMES - clear and ecological orientation towards what is 
desired 
SENSORY ACUITY - awareness of  inner processes and external 
stimuli 
FLEXIBILITY - of thinking and behaviour in response to results 
RAPPORT - Relationship is everything 

 

NLP says the four legs of behaviourist interventions stand on the 
foundations of the Presuppositions of NLP. The presuppositions of 
NLP are adaptations of Carl Rogers’ 19 Propositions and were 
behaviourally modeled by early NLPers from many humanist 
practitioners including Virginia Satir. 
 

An anchor = a specific stimuli that brings about a specific response, 
also known in behaviourist psychology as S-R. 
 
Anchors can be in any modality. 
Anchors can trigger desired or undesired responses. 
 
We can change, create and improve our anchors by becoming aware 
of them and using this natural phenomenon in a conscious and 
designed way. 
 
Pavlov discovered that intensity and repetition were important to 
creating an S-R response. 
 
Watson discovered that S-R could be linked to “towards/away from” 
motivations, with “away from” motivations being less compelling in 
human beings than “towards”. 
 
The five keys to anchoring are uniqueness, precision, intensity, 
purity, association and timing. 
 
The six steps to setting up an anchor are rapport, setting the frame, 
elicitation of desired state, applying the anchor, breaking state and 
testing. 
 
Anchoring can be seen also as practice in action, repeating thoughts 
and actions until they become automatic. 
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Summary of Module 5 Continued 

Anchors are great ways to help us access good states and are 
expressly utilised in many interventions, such as "Circle of 
Excellence". 
 
Reclaiming our understanding of our anchors can help us to reclaim 
causation, that is to allow ourselves to cause our behaviour, rather 
than our behaviour just being an effect that happens to us. 
 
When we free ourselves from an unwanted trigger to a particular 
stimulus, such as a person, situation or thing, we can perceive that 
stimulus in new ways and become free to re-evaluate and find new 
responses. 
 
The TOTE model is an over arching model from Miller (1960) that 
responded to the need for something more sophisticated than just the 
S-R to explain human behaviour. The TOTE (Test, operate, test, exit) 
refers to how we test the results we get from our behaviours and 
modify them until we achieve the outcomes we want. 
 
We can change the way we feel about the past by changing the 
anchors we have to certain memories. One technical application of 
this sort is “Healing Historic Hurts”. 
 
Triggers, whether wanted or not, can be made more intense by 
anchoring several responses to one stimulus or by repetition of the 
same response to one stimulus. 
 
Anchors can be “chained” together so that we not only have a 
response from a stimulus but a chain of responses. 
 
We can “collapse” anchors by firing two anchors at once and 
therefore integrating the two states, such as a resourceful state into a 
problem state. This is achieved by ensuring that the desired state is 
more strongly anchored than the problem state. 
 
 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy – Module 5 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 - 2018 28 

HOMEWORK 
Written 
1.  Read through the following pages on the Meta Model. What is the 

difference between Complex Equivalence and Cause and Effect? How are 
they connected to the subject of Anchoring? Challenge some of these 
patterns in your own life and notice the difference. Write up some of your 
experiences. 

 
Read and Study 
2.  Become familiar with the notation used as short-hand for modality 

distinctions, such as Vi = internal visual, Vr = Visual Remembered, Km = 
Kinesthetic emotion. We will be using these next module and you will find it 
much easier if you are familiar with them. 

 
Viewing 
3.  Enjoy these youtube clips to further consider different theories of learning 

and motivation. How are these relevant to the practice and proceses of 
psychotherapy? 

 
Learning Theories Overview 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WcrD9ufag5s&feature=fvwrel 
 
Behaviorism, Cognitivism, Constructivism & Learning and Instructional Theory 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0YOqgXjynd0 
 
Introduction to Learning Theories 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hsX5Tq3WTBw&feature=related 
 
Piaget & Vygotsky in 90 seconds 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yY-SXM8f0gU 
 
Now consider the internal processes you are activating to take in these pieces 
of learning. Would any of these pieces have been as useful if they had not 
been preceded or followed by the other clips? What does this tell you about 
the part different learning processes play in your development as a person? 
What TOTEs are you using to evaluate whether or not you have learned 
sufficiently from these clips? 
 
Practice 
4.  Get together and practise with each other, (or with willing guinea pigs from 

your friends and family, or on yourself), the skills of:  
i. positive state elicitation and elicitation of resources 
ii. anchoring, try "The Circle of Excellence" and/or "BMIR Screamers", 

or anchoring the positive states you have elicited as above 
iii. using anchors for state management 
iv. sub-modality contrastive analysis, try eliciting the difference between 

a good memory and a not-so-good memory 
and/or a recent memory and a more distant memory 
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and/or something you believe strongly, such as “the right, regular 
exercise makes you fitter”, and something you don't believe, like “The 
Easter Bunny will visit me personally in March” (well maybe he will if I 
tell him we're good friends, so choose something that seems fantastic 
to you). This process is easy to do on your own, and you’ll also gets 
lots from doing this with some one who is not NLP literate. 

v. A visual SWISH 
 
Personal Development 
Apply at least one of the interventions in this chapter to an area of your life 
that is not going as you wish it to. Observe the results when you use these 
interventions to bring new options into your responses and behaviour. What is 
the “before” and “after”? 
Now consider how you have constructed meaning around these events. 
When this situation was problematic for you, what did you make that 
experience mean, about yourself, about others or life in general? 
Now that you have new experiences in this context, what new meanings does 
it offer your beliefs about self, others and life? 
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Meta Model 
Language Patterns  

 
DISTORTIONS 

 
2. Cause and Effect 
We often tie different events together with causation, saying that a specific 
event made another event happen. This is the stimulus/response model of 
Pavlov and his famous dog. Korzybski entreated that we free ourselves from 
these neuro-reactions. Helping a person to deconstruct the chain of events 
that they believe is caused by a certain stimulus, helps to reveal the points of 
choice in the chain that would effect the outcome. It makes them free to 
choose a different response, often described as “putting ourselves at cause 
rather than effect of our lives.” We can do this by asking questions that break 
up or challenge the connection of two events.  We can also ask for further 
details about the process of being affected in a certain way. This may involve 
steering attention to what goes on inside of the person that leads to their 
reaction. 
 

Examples: 
1. “He makes me so nervous.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What happens inside you to make the response of 
nervousness?” 
“What exactly does he do that you respond to by being nervous?” 
 

2. “I get so upset when she says that” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What happens inside you when you hear what she says?” 
 

3. “You make me drink with your constant nagging” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“How exactly does that work? How does nagging get followed by 
drinking? 
 

4. “Being underpaid makes me feel worthless” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What are the feelings of worthlessness? When exactly do you 
get them?” 
“How are being underpaid and being worthless connected in your 
mind?” 
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Meta Model 
Language Patterns  

 
DISTORTIONS 

 
3. Complex Equivalence 
 
We often speak and act as if two different phenomena are actually the 
same thing. It is as if we are saying that one thing means or is the 
same as another thing. This can often be present in mind-reading and 
cause and effect distortions, but we are here commenting on a different 
part of the process. Here we are saying A=B, this means that, this is 
just the same as that. It arises when we have associated one thing as 
always being present when another thing is present. For example, if I 
believe that some one disagreeing with me is the same as/means that 
they are not respectful of me. To challenge a complex equivalent we 
can ask about the process, or ask for counter examples, to break up 
the association. 

 
Examples: 
1. “He insulted me. He said I was old.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“How is it insulting to observe your age?” 
“How old do you have to be for your age to be an insult?” 
 

2. “I’ve failed you. You expected so much more of me.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“How does the fact that I have high expectations of you mean that 
you have failed me?” 
“How is doing differently from what I expected the same as failing 
me?” 
 

3. “If I’m not challenged in my job, it’s a waste of time.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“Have you ever done any worthwhile work that you found easy?” 
“How does being unchallenged waste your time?” 
 

4. “I have no qualifications so no one wants to employ me.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“Can you think of anyone who has a job but no qualifications?” 
“Which qualifications are required for which employment?” 


