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“Sow an act, and you reap a habit. 

Sow a habit and you reap a character. 
Sow a character and you reap a destiny.” 

 
Charles Read 
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Driving Your Mind 
 
We have spent some time letting ourselves explore the components of 
perception and identifying the differences-that-make-the-difference to our 
experience of life. Sometimes just becoming aware of these different choices 
in how we construct our reality is enough for us to “wake up” and do 
something different. Yet, as we have experienced, habit is a strong force. 
Sometimes the neural pathways are so entrenched, the automatic, sub-
conscious TOTEs so effectively rooted, that awareness alone is not enough to 
shift us into a new way of responding. 
 
How do we exert our influence (BEHAVIOUR) on the world around us 
(ENVIRONMENT) to bring events in line with our desires (VALUES)? 
 
The assertion that we create our experience of external reality through 
internal processes is no new idea. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant is 
usually credited with the beginnings of constructivism (now the title of an 
independent modality of therapy within which Contemporary Psychotherapy 
comfortably resides), the concept that we do not operate upon reality but upon 
our construct, or map, of reality. When Bandler, Grinder, DeLozier and Dilts 
set about revealing “the structure of subjective reality” (1980), their main 
interest was to gain access to the way in which a person constructs and acts 
upon their reality.  
 
The birth of Neuro-Linguistic Programming happened within a wider context 
where the “how” (process) rather than the “what” (content). However NLP 
marked a new precision and applicability of these investigations. How we 
can make mindful changes to turn unconscious reactions into chosen 
responses, and take these new choices into the realm of our 
unconscious patterning. This enabled the modelling of successful linked 
chains of behaviours, or “strategies”, of successful individuals so that they 
could be learned by others. 
 
“A behaviour chain is an event in which units of behaviour occur in 
sequences and are linked together by learned cues. Back-chaining, which 
means teaching those units in reverse order and reinforcing each unit with the 
cue for the next, is a training technique.” 

Karen Pryor 
 
We have chosen to reach this destination via the pretty route, tracking the 
paths of how we edit our experience, exploring the landscape of ecology, the 
monuments to values and the cultivation of rapport and communication.  
 
As Psychotherapy has developed, it has become more and more obvious that 
the structure of change facilitation has, at the core of all structures, the 
processes of rapport and ecology. No matter how sophisticated our 
interventions, they will be deactivated by our client, consciously or 
unconsciously, if these two principles are not honoured. So let’s keep in mind 
as we work through this module and any subject that we explore, that 
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relationship, respect and ecology are the first and last of all 
Psychotherapeutic Skills of change facilitation. 
 
As the following exploration demonstrates, adapted from Psychosynthesis, 
Ericksonian Psychotherapy, Gestalt Psychotherapy and Mind Development 
work of Tony Buzan, awareness of “habit force” stretches across the 
Contemporary Psychotherapies and has copious uses in Psychotherapy  that 
can be practiced with the therapist and owned as homework by the client.
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QUESTIONING OUR HABITS  
 

 
Introduction 
During this session we’ll be endeavouring to turn the spotlight on ourselves to 
discover what we are up to - how we are operating within our environment 
both mentally and physically.  Specifically, we are going to be looking at our 
habits - of thought, mood and posture.  We’ll be asking:  How are they 
formed?  How do they affect us?  and  What can we do to change those that 
are ingrained and are not serving us?   
 
Most people are in a habit trance 
The way we habitually think about ourselves is probably something we don’t 
question very often.  Yet it is likely that most of the time we are functioning on 
automatic pilot, with a programmed set of responses.   
We wake up in the mornings, pick up the old thought patterns and 
moods and then get up and go about our business, in what amounts to a 
“habit trance.”  According to Erickson and Rossi, most people remain in trance 
for the major part of their lives.  A scary thought!  More about this later.  
 
Waking Up 
What can we do to wake up?  We’ll be looking at different ways during  this 
module, but I’d like to start with an exercise in imagination.  Einstein is 
reputed to have said “Imagination is more important than knowledge,” and the 
following is a way of using the imagination to help us to loosen our grip on our 
habitual way of thinking.    
 
Exercise:  Do the following experiment in a playful spirit. As in other exercises 
we have done, please feel free to stop at any time if you don’t want to carry 
on. 
 
1. Consider the following everyday life-situations, or activities as if they were 

precisely the opposite of what you customarily take them to be.  Imagine 
yourself in situations that are the reverse of your own, where you have 
inclinations and wishes exactly contrary to your usual ones.  Try to 
suspend your usual judgements of what is good or bad, desirable or 
undesirable, sensible or silly, possible or impossible.  Endeavour to stand 
in between them - or rather, above them, in third position - interested in 
both sides but not siding with either.  
 

2. Think about how you felt when you woke up this morning?  Were you full of 
energy and enthusiasm?  Did you leap out of bed as soon as you were 
awake?  If so, consider what it might have been like if you were the sort of 
person who hated getting up.  What might have happened if you had 
decided not to get up at all.  If you hate getting up in the morning, imagine 
what it would be like if you loved leaping out of bed.  If you loved to do 
exercise and deep breathing in the mornings.  How would it be if you were 
the kind of person who loves the mornings?   
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3. What thoughts were in your head as you woke up?    Were they positive, 
enthusiastic, full of self-encouragement?  Or were they pessimistic, 
depressed, bored?  What thoughts are usually in your head when you 
wake up?  Are they negative?  If so, imagine what it would be like if you 
were the kind of person who had  the exact opposite to your usual morning 
thoughts.  Imagine what it would be like to think positive thoughts in the 
morning.   
 

4. Today you have come to this course.  But what are you usually like during 
the day?  What is your usual mood when you are at work, for example?  
What is the usual tone of your thoughts?  Just for the moment, imagine the 
opposite.  Imagine you are the kind of person who has inclinations, 
thoughts and wishes exactly contrary to your usual ones.   
 

5. Think of any object, or image in this room.  How would it be if their 
functions were the exact opposite of what you habitually take them to be?  
For example the chairs may be for eating from rather than sitting on.    
Imagine the tables being used for some other purpose.  What if the doors 
were on the ceiling, the windows were for entering or leaving the room.   
 

6. Imagine what it would be like if you were travelling to work and the people 
in the tube all started talking to each other, exchanging addresses, 
laughing aloud, sharing their sandwiches, putting on their make-up!  What if 
they all walked backwards. 
 

7. Imagine fishes flying through the air.  Let loose the Monty Python, 
schizophrenic possibilities of your imagination.  As Fritz Perls points out, 
“most of them are no more strange than the bitterly held conviction that 
persons, and society as a whole, act in an obviously sensible way.”   
 

8. Imagine what sort of person you might be if you didn’t hold some of the 
views you hold?  Imagine what it would be like to be full of confidence, if 
you are not.  Or, if you are confident, imagine how it would feel to be timid?  
Imagine being a man, if you are a woman, or a woman, if you are a man.  
What it would be like if you were very rich?  Very successful?  Imagine 
what it would be like to be happy most of the time. That’s if you’re not of 
course.  If you are, imagine what it would be like if you felt unhappy and 
discontented. 

 
 
We do have choices 
One of the benefits from developing an ability to see things in reverse is that 
we may get a glimpse of our own power in making evaluations.  We may see 
that we have indeed made the choice to accept or reject something.  It’s a first 
step. Its good to know that we could see things differently if we chose to.  Our 
western culture is changing rapidly.  What was once rejected (e.g.  the idea of 
equal rights for women), is now generally accepted.  And what was once 
considered good  (e.g. sexual repression) is now generally thought to be bad 
(although, this may be changing yet again if the moralists have their way).  It’s 
useful to know we have the ability to adapt.  That we don’t have to hang on to 
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our habitual ideas, beliefs and values, as if they were the truth.  We often feel 
judged by people whom we see as more knowledgeable and authoritative 
than ourselves.  Perhaps, simply by noticing that  we have nothing more than 
a clash of opposite evaluations and opinions, we can become aware that it 
may be we who are doing the judging! 
 
How do we form habits? 
For the most part our Habits are like old friends. We feel comfortable with 
them, because they are predictable (even if they annoy us at times).  We 
know them well and so we stop noticing what they are telling us.  We slip into 
them seamlessly as soon as we wake up in the morning and go through the 
day hardly noticing that we are in a habit trance.  Does it matter?  Perhaps not 
if our habits are working for us.  If they are causing us trouble it may be 
another story. 
 
Repetition 
Habits are formed by repetition. When we were babies our nervous system 
was trained by repetition.  Have you ever watched a baby  trying to pick up a 
spoonful of food for example and guide it into its mouth?   The correction of 
the hand is obvious.  It has very little stored information to draw on and its 
hand zigzags back and forth groping obviously as it reaches.  As it repeats the 
action and learns, the correction becomes more and more refined.  Once a 
successful response has been accomplished, it is “remembered” for future 
use.  It’s interesting to note that the baby remembers its successes and 
forgets its failures and repeats the successful action without any further 
conscious thought - as a habit.  Why do we tend to dwell more on our failures 
as adults? 
 
We can compare the formation of habits to the idea of pushing through the 
undergrowth to form a beaten track.  Once the track has been cleared it is 
easier to follow than continually striking off into the uncultivated land.  Each 
time you travel that route it is a little easier because of the path you have cut.  
The more times you travel this path, the less resistance you encounter.  The 
track becomes wider and requires little or no clearing. 
 
 
Neuronal pathways 
A similar thing happens in our brains every time we repeat a habit of thought 
or action.  The message is passed from brain cell to brain cell and a 
biochemical/electromagnetic pathway is established known as a ‘memory 
trace.’ The more the habit pattern is repeated, the more the 
biochemical/electromagnetic resistance along the neural pathway is reduced.  
It seems that the more times a ‘mental event’ happens, the more likely it is to 
happen again. (Buzan, 1993).   
 
This can be a good thing 
To go back to our forest analogy, repeated use keeps the track clear and 
therefore encourages further traffic.  According to one expert on the brain, this 
can be a good thing for clarity of thinking. He says: “the more tracks and 
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pathways you can create and use, the ‘clearer’, faster and more efficient your 
thinking will become (Buzan, 1993).  As habitual actions are taken over by the 
unconscious the conscious is freed for other and higher activities. Certainly, 
as we know, repetition helps us to remember better.   
 
What if we become stuck in a rut? 
But what if our well well-defined track becomes a deep rut in which we get 
stuck?   We form all sorts of habits: many are useful, but some may have 
become inappropriate.   And too much habitual activity may keep us 
permanently asleep.  Certainly this is an idea put forward by Erickson and 
Rossi who believe that our ordinary, everyday state of awareness or 
consciousness consists mostly of habitual patterns of state-dependent 
memories, associations and behaviour.  They believe we only wake up during 
rare “creative moments” or when we have those “ah ha!” experiences of 
insight - that are breaks in these habitual patterns.   We need to know how to 
wake up. 
 
How can we change? 
How can we change our habits, then?  Well, sometimes they are broken by 
force, as when we go through crises.  In crisis old patterns have to be revised 
and changes for the better can often be initiated. This is why in therapy a 
breakdown can often be a breakthrough, and why people may note with 
astonishment that the disaster they tried so hard to avoid became a blessing 
in disguise .  As a matter of fact, the Chinese symbol for ‘crisis’ is also the 
symbol for ‘opportunity.’  In times of crisis the attention gets refocused on 
where priorities lie so that choices can be made with more understanding than 
previously.   
 
Are there easier ways to change? 
However, we don’t seek out crises and we might like to know of easier ways 
to change habits that are not helpful.  That is, those habits that were not freely 
developed and are maintained simply because we have become used to 
them.  We may find that any attempt to change them brings us up against 
strong resistances.   
 
Two exercises for becoming aware of our habits 
We need to become aware of our habits first and the following exercises are 
recommended for noticing what we get up to at any time during the day. 
 
Notice some of your habits - the way you dress, the way you brush your teeth, 
the way you open or close a door, the way you eat, etc.  If they don’t seem as 
efficient as they could, or if some alternative seems just as good and has the 
advantage of offering variety, try to change.  What happens?  Do you take 
pleasure in learning the new way?  Or do you encounter strong resistance?  
Does changing something that you usually do throw off the rest of your 
routine?  Just notice. 
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Shortly after waking up in the morning we slip into a feeling tone that is 
habitual and a sequence of actions that undoubtedly tie up much of our 
available attention and energy.  Try the following: 
 
Before getting up, think of feeling or acting differently.  Don’t be hard on 
yourself.  Don’t try to make resolutions to be grimly carried through, but simply 
visualize in a vivid way doing something different in your usual routine. 
 
Lunch Time Exercise: 
During the lunch time today try the following exercise: 
 
Notice your eating habits.  What do you tend to concentrate on whilst eating?  
On your food?  Or on the conversation (perhaps talking and forgetting to eat)?  
Do you taste all of your food?  Or only the first bite?  Do you chew 
thoroughly?  How do you eat your food?  Are you choosing to eat the food 
you like best?  Or do you force yourself to eat something you don’t like so 
much because you feel it is good for you?  Are you adventurous with new 
food?  Does the presence of a particular person influence your appetite? 
 
Notice the relation between the taste of your food and the ‘taste’ of the world.  
If your food has no taste, does the world seem equally dull.  If you relish your 
food, does the world also seem interesting? 
 
As you do notice your eating habits don’t attempt to do anything about them.  
Eating is a very important biological (and social) function.  It is worth attending 
to.  You may feel resistant, impatient or irritated.  Just notice this and return to 
awareness of the fact that when you are eating, you are eating! 
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CHANGE WORK utilising Body Based Trances 
Change may be uncomfortable at first 
We need to be aware that change may not feel comfortable.  This is why we 
have a tendency to slip back into the old ways. We may  think we want to 
change, but, more often than not, we are unconsciously resisting it.  We need 
to understand that we have to make change work for us and not against us.  
We need to embrace change and not fear it.  As we begin to change we may 
feel insecure and unsettled, but that’s OK.  The new habits will eventually 
become comfortable.  It may take a while. In order to change we have to push 
past our comfort zone and that doesn’t feel good.  Forming new habits is 
actually a skill we can learn.  We never really break habits - we replace them 
with new ones, layering new positive information on top of the old 
 
We acquired our habits without effort, it is no good using effort to overcome 
them or learn new ones.  Making an effort to refrain from a habit actually 
reinforces it.  The best way to break a habit is to form a clear mental image of 
the desired end result and to practise without effort towards reaching that goal 
(as we’ll see when we do the Swish). 
 
Habits of posture 
Finally what about postural habits?  Over the years we have become used to 
inhibiting muscular movements and this suppression has become 
unconscious.   We are going to see to what extent we have lost connection 
with our bodies and how we can renew it.  Lets do some physical 
experiments.  As we’ve said, when things change it doesn’t always feel 
comfortable.   
 
Try the following:   
 
Arm Folding and Leg Crossing Exercises 
Fold your arms in your usual way.  Notice this feels comfortable.  Now fold 
them in the opposite way.  In other words, if you habitually fold your right are 
over your left, fold the left over the right.  Notice this doesn’t feel so 
comfortable?  However, if you look at yourself in the mirror you’ll see it looks 
the same from the outside.  Next down and cross you legs in your usual way.  
Notice it feels comfortable.  Now try crossing your legs the other way.  Notice 
this doesn’t feel right.  But after a while you would get used to it.   
 
Standing Straight with head forward and up, neck free 
Stand up straight and feel as though there is a string pulling your head up at 
the crown.  Imagine your neck being pulled up.  Just imagine, don’t do it.  Say 
to yourself “my neck is free to move.”  Feel it free as you move it from side to 
side.   
 
Lying down straight 
Lie down full length on the floor in a straight line.  Does it feel straight.  You 
may be surprised to find it is not.   
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Lying in Semi-Supine 
Lie in semi-supine position.  From here notice how freely you can breathe.  
Notice that your spine is moving towards the floor, that your arms are free to 
move.  You can easily reach different parts of your body for self-massage. 
 
SEMI-SUPINE: 
For this you will need about three, perhaps four, inches of paper-back books.  
Try it out and see what height is most comfortable.  You can always remove 
one or two books if it is too high.  Sit on the floor with the books about three to 
four feet behind you (you can try this out and see what is the correct distance 
for you).  Raise your knees so that your feet are flat on the floor, about hip 
width apart and, looking straight ahead, slowly unfurl your spine, vertebrae by 
vertebrae until the back of your head comes to rest on the books.  Support 
your body with your hands on the floor beside you as you roll down. 
 
Once your head is resting on the books, don’t be tempted to adjust the 
position of your back.  You will have come down in a straight line, even 
though it may not feel straight.  You may, if you wish, bring your feet a little 
nearer to your buttocks.  Rest your hands on your lower abdomen with the 
elbows away from the body (armpits free!!).  If the small of your back is not 
resting flat on the ground, resist the temptation to push it down.  As you lie 
there you may notice that it gently moves towards the floor of its own accord.  
Simply notice what you are feeling.  Notice where you have contact with the 
floor.  Always keep your attention on what is happening in the here and now. 
 
Imagine an arc from knees to forehead 
Imagine that there is an arc curving from your knees to your forehead, and 
your forehead to your knees.  Imagine that this is smoothing your spine in a 
boat shape so that your tail bone and your cervical spine are gently moving 
towards each other.  Just imagine this, don’t try to do it.  If, after a while, your 
lower spine is not touching the ground you can gently ease your hips off the 
ground and then ease your spine down again, unrolling it vertebrae by 
vertebrae (imagine an animal’s tail unfurling). 
 
Easy Breathing: 
Notice that, in semi-supine, your back is supported and your lungs are free.  
Breathe in deeply and feel your lungs expand out to the sides and down into 
the floor.  Experiment with your breathing.  You can do deep belly breathing, 
allowing the abdomen to expand as you inhale and contract as you exhale.  
Concentrate more on the out breath.  The in breath will usually take care of 
itself.   
 
Gentle movements of the Joints 
You will notice that in this position your spine is supported and you can make 
gentle movements of the joints.  Experiment with this.  Imagine the movement 
first and then do it.  You can lift your arms up and behind your head, laying 
them on the floor at a comfortable angle.  Ease out the shoulder joint.  From 
this position you can gently rub or massage your shoulder joints and the 
muscles on top of your shoulders and neck.  You can also lift both arms up, 
fingers pointing towards the ceiling, shoulders on the ground.  One at a time 
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push your fingers up to the ceiling, stretching your arm, easing the shoulder 
off the ground and then returning it.  Experiment with movements with your 
spine supported.  You can move your neck from side to side to ease it.   
 
Leg lifting 
From this position you can also lift your legs, one at a time, or together and 
bring your knees to your abdomen.  With the hand on the side of the knee for 
support, rotate each hip, separately, or together.  Lift your feet up and, 
supporting the back of the thighs with your hands, rotate your feet, very 
slowly, feeling the stretch of every muscle in your ankles and calves.   Have 
fun with the movements.  Be inventive.  Give your joints attention - they will 
love it.  It will ease you back into your body. 
 
MEDITATE on body… 
When you have finished the movements, meditate on your body.  Notice how 
it feels now that you have eased it out.  Feel that you are fully in every part of 
it.  Feel yourself down in your toes, all the way up your legs, into your trunk - 
buttocks, abdomen, spine, chest.  Feel yourself in all your organs, your lungs, 
liver, heart.  Fill yourself up with your own energy. 
 
…and breath  
Notice your breath.  Notice how it feels cool in the nostrils as you breathe in 
and warm as you breathe out.  Take that cool breath up into your head, and 
feel the freshness of it washing round your brain.  Feel it swish around your 
pituitary gland - the third eye - cleansing and clearing.  Take it right out 
through the top of your head and notice the tingling sensation around the 
crown and all down the back of the neck and spine.  Breathe out the warm air 
and imagine you are breathing out any negative energy, or any feeling of 
discomfort.  After a while, breathe in the cool breath and feel it penetrating 
deep into the lungs and down into the body, cleansing and clearing.  Breathe 
out and imagine any negativity or discomfort being washed away.  Experiment 
with this.  Don’t underestimate the power of imagination.   You might want to 
imagine that you are breathing in colour and sending this all round the body.  
Your unconscious mind will be aware of what colour you need.  Have fun. 
 
 
Standing 
We’ve all been standing since we first got up on our feet as toddlers, but it’s 
likely that we are not doing it correctly and habitually slump our shoulders, 
lock our knees or stand with the weight unevenly distributed on one hip.   
 
We need to “stand tall” but that doesn’t mean stiffly.  As you stand, feet 
shoulder-width apart, your back should be comfortably straight, knees very 
slightly bent, abdominal muscles slightly tensed and the weight distributed 
evenly.  Remember that the balance point of the body is about two inches 
below the navel and it helps to keep the mind concentrated here when 
standing or moving.   
 
Imagine that the head is being pulled up by an invisible string attached to the 
crown.  Just imagine it - don’t “try” to do it.  The chin is parallel to the ground 
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and the instruction to yourself is “my head is forward and up.”  If you are going 
to be standing for a while, subtly and slightly shift your weight from one foot to 
the other every once in a while.   
 
SHOULDER CIRCLES 
Imagination is important before you make any movement.  Imagine your 
shoulders are free and relaxed and allow your neck to be free to move.  Say 
to yourself many times “my shoulders and neck are free to move” and then, 
with your arms hanging at your sides, lift your shoulders up, forward, down, 
back, up and forward to complete a should circle.  Make the circles as smooth 
as possible, imagining all the time that your shoulders are free to move.  Then 
do ten reverse shoulder circles (up, back, down, forward, up and back).  
Finish by lifting your shoulders up as far as they go, holding them in place for 
ten seconds, then gently dropping them back down to their normal position. 
 
NECK BEND AND TWIST 
First sink your head down on to your chest, stretching the back of the neck, 
and hold it there for ten seconds.  Lift your head and, imagining that your neck 
is free to move,  lower it gently towards your right shoulder.  Again, hold for 
ten seconds, then lift the head and move it down to the left shoulder.  Hold for 
ten seconds.  Lift your head and, imagining that your neck is free, turn to your 
head to the right as far as it will go without straining.  Hold the stretch for ten 
seconds. Then turn your head to the left as far as it will go.  Again, hold it for 
ten seconds. 
 
(The above shoulder and neck exercises can also be sitting with spine 
straight) 
 
Bibliography: 
Assagioli, R. (1974) The Act of Will, Northants: Crucible. 
Buzan, T (1988) Master Your Memory, London: David & Charles. 
Maltz, M. (1969) Psycho-Cybernetics, London: Pocket Books. 
Perls, Hefferline, Goodman, (1979) Gestalt Therapy, London: 

Penguin Books. 
Rossi, E. L. (1993) The Psychobiology of Mind-Body Healing, 
London: W. W. Norton & Co. 

 
 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy - Chapter 7 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 – 2018 14 

Strategies 
 

Have you ever noticed how some one you know is always late, or early, or gets 
lost? They may not seem to be doing it on purpose, it could even be a source of 
recurrent stress in their lives, with each event accompanied by abject apology. But 
they still seem to have the same “bad luck” the next time that they approach a 
similar task. The fact is that to re-run “being late” so consistently, they must be 
interacting with their environment in an equally consistent way. There must be a 
pattern of thoughts and actions that keep repeating to get that repeated result. We 
call this set of procedures a strategy. “Strategy” gives the impression that we are 
consciously planning to get this result, but what we mean here is something much 
more subtle, if you like, a chain of habits, that occur one after the other in 
response to certain contexts and tasks.  
 
When you think about it, we have these strategies, or chains of sequenced internal 
processes and behaviours, for everything, even to get worried, to remember things, 
strategies to feel safe or valued. And strategies are either successful, in that they 
get us the results we want, or unsuccessful, in that they bring us unwanted results 
in the effects of our thinking or behaving. 
 
This label can cause some rapport difficulties if not used judiciously. “So, you have 
a really effective strategy for being late!” Doesn’t sound too good, does it, unless 
some one is aware of the irony implied? Further, lots of strategies have 
SECONDARY GAINS attached to them, unconscious results that are in some way 
desired. For example, being late can be a way to insist on doing things our way. 
Smoking might be a lousy strategy for relaxing but a good strategy for getting away 
from your desk for ten minutes as it involves going into the smoking area.  
 
People can get ever so slightly enraged if you give the impression of interpreting 
their actions as being motivated by secondary gains. So it’s good to explain what 
you mean in plain English, frame your thoughts and questions as your own fallible 
and subjective experience, and run a quick ecology check when working on 
strategies.  
 
The common sense rule, if it ain’t broke don’t fix it, obviously applies. The success 
of a strategy needs to be tested using the client’s, not the therapist’s, or the boss’s, 
or Daddy’s, criteria. 
 
Also, different people have different processes of using their intelligence and have 
different biases towards using data for learning or getting a result. Some one may 
have a very different relationship to direction or to written letters than some one 
else. This may result in that person needing more attention paid to a spelling 
strategy, for example, or to using environmental data to locate themselves, than 
some one who has unconscious access to strong resources of this kind.  
 
Be gentle. Often people call themselves “stupid”, have stories of getting lost or 
being criticized, when really they just have a different learning pattern from most 
other people. 
 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy - Chapter 7 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 – 2018 15 

In Contemporary Psychotherapy, we use our precision observation of behavior to 
identify the chain behaviour, or strategy, that is being used to gain a consistent 
result. We can model, tailor and install new chains of behaviours or 
“strategies” that are more successful in bringing about the desired outcome or 
improving our results. 
 
Simple, huh? 
 
The only slight difficulty is that chain behaviours are, for the most part, 
unconscious, automatic, well-practiced patterns, not at all as conscious and 
deliberate as the term “strategy” implies. In order to track down the unconscious 
strategy as it zooms past us, we need to refine our ability to observe very fast 
indications of internal processes (BMIRs). Skillful curiosity and elicitation helps to 
slow down the internal processes by asking very elegant, precise questions that 
help to bring the exact pieces of a strategy back into consciousness. 
 
Here comes the science….(because it’s not L’Oreal and we’re still worth it). 
 
Remember this. It’s another way of expressing what we looked at in the very first 
module, editing our experience through distorting, deleting and generalising, 
keeping only a few things in our pinpoint awareness while our greater mind takes 
care of the rest. 

7 (+ or - 2) chunks 
CONSCIOUS AWARENESS 

 
UNCONSCIOUS AWARENESS 

Test - Operate - Test - Exit 
 

Following the reduction of all human behaviour into the S-R response (Skinner, Watson, 
Pavlov), the groundbreaking paper of 1956 by Miller introduced the TOTE model, which 
pays more extensive attention to the complexities of human choices. Because, Miller 
asserted, the conscious mind can only hold between 5-9, usually 7, pieces of information 
at any given time, the running of TOTEs needs to be given over to the unconscious 
mind. As we learn something new and the steps in the TOTE become more familiar, it 
drops down into unconsciousness, which makes it easier to operate, but more difficult to 
track down and change if it is not getting us the result that we want. Miller asserted that 
consciousness is “an emergent property of neural system activity.” Representations 
reach consciousness when they reach a certain level of intensity, or when we finally get 
the “wake up call”. 
 
All internal behaviour, it is argued, (remembering, motivation, learning, communicating, 
choosing,) is made up of systematically ordered sequences of internal sensory 
representations, whether conscious or unconscious. So the patterns of thinking, deciding 
and operating on our environment occur as chains of associations (anchors, S-R) and 
testing and operating processes (TOTES). NLP takes the exploration a couple of levels 
closer by zooming in on how those TOTES are made of elements of internally generated 
sensory data, representational systems (RS) and the qualities of those representations 
(sub-modalities). A further layer of sophistication is to track down the way that these 
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pieces of information are sequenced and structured -the syntax that holds these 
components as programmed unconscious patterns.  
 
In NLP the label of STRATEGIES is used to refer to these chain behaviours, patterns of 
thinking, behaving, deciding, learning, loving, responding. We can benefit in 
Contemporary Psychotherapy from mastering this precise chunking and identifying of 
normally unconscious pieces of subjective experience. We can use all of the 
Representation Systems (RS) notation to get an accurate reading of the sequence and 
structure of the chains of internal representations. 

Modality Distinctions Revisited 
 
V  - visual 
Ve - visual external, seeing things through eyes 
Vi - visual internal, seeing things in mind’s eye 
 

A - auditory, Ai - auditory internal, Ae - auditory external 
At - auditory tonal, sounds, music, Ad - auditory digital, words 
 

K - kinesthetic, bodily sensations 
Ki , + or - , - kinesthetic internal, feelings inside the body,  
+ or - , - evaluating through comparison 
Ke - kinesthetic external, tactile feelings outside the body 
Km - kinesthetic meta, emotions 
Kv - Kinesthetic visceral, in the main organs of the body, 
“heart felt”, “brain ache”, “gut feelings” 
Ko - Kinesthetic operation, a motor action 
 

O - Olfactory, smell, G - Gustatory, taste 
 

/ - Synesthesia, e,g. V/K - picture accompanying feeling 
 

Eyescan Patterns (typically) 
V construct        V remembered 
 
 
 
A construct        A remembered 
 
 
 
 
 
K Internal        A internal dialogue 
(feelings and sensations) 

This is how it looks with the person looking at you so 
←this is their right   and   this is their left→
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“Tradition is entirely different from 
habit, even from an excellent habit, since 

habit is by definition an unconscious 
acquisition and tends to become 

mechanical, whereas tradition results 
from a conscious and deliberate 

acceptance….. Tradition presupposes the 
reality of what endures.” 

 
Igor Stravinsky 
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Eliciting Strategies 
Robert Dilts, 1976 

 
1. Establish a positive rapport and a presupposition for the person’s 

resourcefulness and ability to succeed.  
“I’d like to learn from you about your way of achieving x because you 
seem to get good results.”  
“There are times in your life when you succeed at things/ are really good 
at things, so is it OK to assume that you have within you the necessary 
abilities to achieve this little thing, if we find out how you achieve some 
of those other bigger things that you do so well?"  
"Can you remember a time when you did succeed at something similar 
to this?” 

 
2. Get the person to access the state of the strategy. Enable them to 

associate fully into the place and time, the physiology and internal 
representations that they have when they run the strategy. 

 
3. Intensify the state by asking about the finer details of their sensory 

awareness in this state, where they are looking, the size of their area of focus, 
the colours, sounds feelings, internal dialogue. 

 
4. Explore the precise steps by using “How?” questions. Be very sensitive 

to gestures, predicates of speech and eyescan patterns. If you detect an 
eye accessing cue, point it out to them, get them to repeat the eye position 
and identify the internal representation that may be there. 

 
5. Remain alert and attentive, using all your observation skills (third 

position, meta position while pacing physiology). NLP jargon calls this 
“uptime”. The client might start to go very internal, “downtime”, as they are 
exploring normally unconscious processes. It is your job to keep focused and 
bring your observations to attention and inquire more and more strategically. 

 
6. Exaggerate and repeat the strategy.  This will enable more of the internal 

representations to surface and especially those that are occurring in the 
person’s least used, or most unconscious, strategy. 

 
7. Keep focussed on the process, not the content. We are interested in the 

formal structures that get or can be repeated in different contexts and 
situations. Content can obscure and complicate the procedure. 

 
8. Use shorthand notation to arrive at a clear and simple breakdown of the 

sequence and structure.  
 
9. Reduce the strategy to the minimum number of required steps. 
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Strategy Elicitation Questions 
 
The art of eliciting strategies comes with practice and the fundamental quality 
of respectful curiosity. We need to question cleanly, that is not to create any 
internal representations by asking leading questions in a specific modality, 
and to be very careful about the presuppositions contained in these 
questions. For example, asking “What do you see when you……?” could 
trigger a picture that was not there in the original strategy. Whereas “How do 
you know that it is time to…..?” is more likely to lead the person into their 
authentic modality. Here are some guidelines. 
 
Trigger Questions 

 
“How do you know that it is time to do ……..? 
 (deciding, planning, cleaning) 
What lets you know that you are ready to…….? 
In what circumstances do you………? 

 
Operation Questions 

 
“What do you do first?” 
“What is the beginning of….?” 
“How do you know that you are doing…..?” 
“What do you do when you are not sure about beginning?” 
 
“What are the next steps?” 
“How do you continue to the next step?” 
 

Test Questions 
 

“How do you know that you are ready to continue?” 
“How do you know that you have satisfied your criteria?” 
“Do you make any comparisons?” 
 

Re-Operating/Exiting Questions 
 

”How do you know that you have finished?” 
“What lets you know that you have not completed satisfactorily?” 
“How do you know that the process is over?” 
“When do you know that it is time to do something else?” 
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“A map is not the territory it 
represents, 

but if correct, 
has a similar structure to the 

territory,  
which accounts for its usefulness.”  

 
Alfred Korzybski 
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Examples of Strategies and their Notation 
 
A successful strategy for getting out of bed 
“I get out of bed in the morning by asking myself "What is the day doing?". I 
start to visualise the things that I can look forward to. 
When the pips on Radio 4 mark the hour, I remember the feeling of my feet in 
my slippers and swing my legs out of bed and watch that my feet are in the 
bathroom by the time the hourly radio news has finished.” 
 

AId ➜  VCVCVC ➜  AE ➜  KIR ➜  KE ➜  VR ➜  
VEAE

 

 
TEST  ➜                               OPERATIONS                                    ➜ TEST 
 
A strategy for getting motivated and completing the job 
 
“I look at the job that needs doing and then I get a picture in my mind’s eye of 
the job completed. This makes me feel relieved and confident. I then ask 
myself “What’s the next step?” After each step I stop to look at the result and 
let myself feel good about the achievement. I then say “What now?” The 
feeling gets stronger and stronger with each step I complete. When I have 
finished, I compare it with my original picture of the job being complete and 
make any adjustments necessary. When I am satisfied, I call the customer 
and tell them that the job is done and tell them about anything unusual or 
tricky and how the problems were solved. While I’m doing that I have pictures 
of the job as I did it.” 
 
VE/VC/KM ➜AId ➜KO ➜VE/KM➜ KO ➜VE/VC➜KO➜AEd/VR 
        looping and increasing intensity 
TEST          ➜                   OPERATIONS            ➜TEST➜OPERATE➜EXIT 

 
This could be simplified to  
 

V/K ➜ A ➜ K  ➜ A/V  
Looping    Exit 

 
 
The Good Spelling Strategy 
Hear the sound of the word. Internalise a remembered or constructed picture. 
Check if it feels right. Spell the word out loud or write it down. 
 

AE ➜VR/C ➜KI+ or - ➜AE or KE 
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“Not choice, but habit rules the 

unreflecting herd.” 
 

“I shook the habit off 
Entirely and for ever, and again 

In Nature's presence stood, as now I 
stand,  

A sensitive being, a creative soul.” 
 

William Wordsworth 
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Interrupting Strategies 
 
Sometimes, we have a relentless strategy that prevents new possibilities from 
developing. Just as the SWISH pattern interrupts unwanted anchoring 
processes, interrupting strategies, or "pattern interrupt", disconnects 
unwanted chains of anchors. In order to communicate with some one who is 
in the middle of a negative strategy, or to make any change possible, we may 
need to interrupt the strategy that they are running.  
 
We often do this intuitively. We might say “Earth to Fred. Do you read me, 
Fred?” The change in language and voice tone is interrupting the seemingly 
normal conversation. When people are in an anxious or self-destructive 
strategy we may feel an instinctive draw to "snap them out of it". Of course, all 
interruption requires a mis-match so being able to regain rapport after such an 
intervention is essential. Other ways to interrupt unuseful or compulsive 
strategies are: 
 
1.  Give them an information overload, such as a very loud noise, or a 

strong positive feeling, like revealing to a child a hoard of Frusli bars when 
they are having a tantrum. 

 
2.  Change the representation system. If the child has their hands over their 

eyes you might say  “Look at all those Frusli bars.” When some one is 
talking incessantly in your face, you could say “Can you smell caramel?” 
This may be much more effective than trying to interrupt an incessant talker 
(who is in an Ad focused state) with “Can you hear what I'm trying to tell 
you?” because they will still be in Ad processing and only able to hear their 
own loop. 

 
3.  Stop or block accessing cues, for example, turning them away from 

looking at the visual stimulus, waving arms in the air to interrupt internal 
anchors, shouting “STOP”, putting a line through our internal image of the 
trigger, deliberately moving eyescan patterns to a different domain or 
pattern. 

 
4.  Change physiology. We can’t keep the same strategy running without 

maintaining the state and physiology of that strategy. 
 
5.  Spin out the strategy. Name the recognised components and take them 

to their logical components, “So now you can tell yourself “I’ve failed” and 
that will give you a bad feeling, so that you can see all the times in the past 
when you have felt similarly and start to feel really bad, because that’s how 
you’ll get yourself really prepared to fail again, isn’t it? 

 
6.  Scramble the strategy. A pattern of numbering the components of the 

strategy's syntax, and then repeating the components in a different order 
from how they normally occur. By losing their order the components lose 
their anchoring to each other and their logic. 
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Using Effective Strategies Effectively 
 
So there are three elements that make up strategies. 
 
Internal Representations - represented in sensory modalities and  
sub-modalities. 
 
Syntax - sequence and structure of those internal representations. 
 
Physiology - posture, breathing and eyescan patterns. 
 
And there are many ways to work with them. 
 
 
To ELICIT strategies, using observation of speech predicates, eye-scan 
patterns and elegant questioning, to “wake up” to and recognise the 
pieces of the strategy that we are running. 
 
To UTILISE successful strategies that we already have, that are applied 
in one context and could be mapped over to another context, or that 
were successful at one time in our life, but which we have not made into 
an unconscious, automatic pattern. 
 
To MODEL strategies, by eliciting successful strategies of ourselves or 
others and applying them in chosen contexts. 
 
To TAILOR strategies, by designing well-formed TOTEs, using effective 
modality sequences, or by making alterations to existing strategies. 
Tailoring elegant Strategies involves simplifying them down to only 
those elements that have causal importance, i.e. are necessary to the 
outcome. 
 
To INTERUPT strategies that are being unconsciously repeated with 
undesirable outcomes. The SWISH pattern can be an example of this. 
 
To INSTALL strategies, as newly acquired sub-conscious TOTES, 
through a sequence of steps, rehearsal and anchoring. 
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A Decision-Making Strategy  
Robert Dilts  

 
1. Identify an area in which you need to make a decision. Explore your 

desired Outcome, so you know the results you would like and have 
criteria against which to test your options. 

 
2. Visually access one possibility (Vc). See one possible decision and the 

results of it. Use eye-scanning to access this - traditionally, upwards to 
your right. 

 
3. Associate into the feelings (K) of the option. Step into the option as if it 

were actually happening. Notice the feelings that come with this option. 
Is there any other information that comes at this point? 

 
4. Invite comment (Ad) about the situation. Become aware of the thoughts 

and beliefs connected to this option. Sometimes people become aware 
of questions that are not answered by the option which can help to 
influence the next option (only when you get to it, keep the various 
options separate for now ). 

 
5. Step out of that option and find another option to explore. Go through 

steps 2-4 with each option that can be explored. Keep the options 
separate if possible, but if two or more options begin to blend helpfully 
into a new option then explore that. Keep the modality distinctions 
distinct. 

 
6. Now find a meta position from which to select the best option. Prioritise 

the criteria that are important in this decision and select which option 
most fills the criteria. See and compare the options (Vr/c). You may want 
to merge some options, in which case repeat steps 2-4 on them.  

 
7. Future pace this option. Imagine moving out into the future with this 

option. Go to the time in the future when you will know the results of the 
decision. 

 
8. Ecology check. Do you have to take into account any objections that 

come from within about this choice? Will you lose anything by taking 
this choice?  

 
9. Troubleshoot. If there are objections that you cannot feel comfortable 

with then creatively apply other patterns to find solutions, get more 
information, summon resources, whatever is needed to make this option 
possible and desirable. After all, as soon as you take any positive action 
you are starting to take control of your decision-making. You can always 
revise as you go along, and if you need to can stagger the course of 
action into several decision points. 
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The Decision-Making Strategy 
 
This pattern is the result of good, old fashioned modelling. Modelling works on 
the premise that a good strategy that brings successful results for one person 
can be modelled by another to gain equally successful results. 
 
Being able to make our own decisions, and having a way to make decisions 
well is tantamount to be adult, steering our life in the direction we wish and 
responding to unexpected events. In psychotherapy many people are in 
dilemmas because of poor decisions that they have made. Many people come 
because their life is controlled by indecision, forcing them to take action only 
when they have reached a crisis. Others leave their decisions to other people 
around them, creating co-dependence, control and resentment. Being unable 
to make decisions damages the health of our relationships as our self-
sufficiency is compromised. Many people in co-dependent relationships or 
who fall into addictive patterns lack a healthy decision-making strategy.  
 
One of the key skills in successful management and leadership is to help 
people make their own decisions, rather than just to give orders. This can be 
hard for "natural leaders" because it is often their decisiveness that got them 
to a position of authority. However, the new paradigms of leadership rest on 
the encouragement of people's involvement in decision-making. Then workers 
and team members can take responsibility for their actions, work to their own 
strengths and strategies, and thus add creatively to the sum of wisdom and 
expertise in the team. 
 
 
Before you use "The Good Decision-making Strategy Pattern" with some 
one, I would recommend you first establish whether the person already 
has their own good strategy, by eliciting a time they made a good 
decision. Then simply map this, their own successful strategy, over to 
the context in which they need it. 
 
  

“There is no more miserable human 
being than one in whom nothing is 

habitual but indecision.” 
 

William James 
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Eyescan Patterns of the Decision-making 
Strategy (typically) 

 
  1. Vc      4. Vc/r 

 
 

   
 
 

  2. K           3. Ad 
 
 
The Decision Making Strategy is a simple VKA loop. By using all three 
rep.systems it helps us access all information. It also uses a "meta-frame", 
helping us to take a step back or up in order to consider several things at 
once. 
 
Like the Spelling Strategy, the Decision-Making Strategy employs the 
resources of Visual thinking as a way to compare and access information, and 
Kinesthetic thinking to judge when something is right. 
 
People who visualise easily and have good access to their kinesthetic 
resources may not need any eyescan intervention to help them through these 
strategies. However if you or the person you are guiding has difficulty 
accessing these modalities, guiding their eyescan positioning is useful. 
Often people become bad at making decisions precisely because they use 
their Ad or Ki functions to try to compare options. This can lead to stress and 
confusion as conflicting voices or feelings compete. Comparing visually helps 
us to step out and enjoy clear and distinct differences and similarities in the 
way that Vi is so good at. 
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The Sign of a Good Strategy 
 

 
 
Uses at least two of the main modalities, 
VAK. 
 
 
Follows a TOTE. It satisfies the demands of 
the first test and it EXITS when completed. 
 
 
It is economised to the minimum of steps 
required to achieve the outcome. 
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Meta Cognition – Thinking About Thinking 
 
Neuroscience of the 21st Century is revealing that the age old processes of 
meditation, prayer or self-hypnosis are highly effective methods of creating 
changes in brain structure and thought habits. Each of these are culturally 
expressed forms of intentional practices for developing awareness, managing 
our thoughts and attention, learning to cultivate altered states of awareness – 
all through paying attention to our thoughts. 
 
We are in an age in psychotherapy and personal development when we no 
longer need to justify these methods of cultivating mental health. Previously 
regarded as esoteric and without evidence of effectiveness, advances in 
neuroscience explain the anecdotal reports of life-changing experience 
through “mindfulness” based psychotherapy. Changes in both brain activity 
and brain structure that are akin to reduced stress and improved cognitive 
ability have been observed as results of mindfulness types meditation (Lazar 
et al 2005). 
 
We have explored this so far in the expansion of sensory awareness. Mrs 
Erickson’s Self-Hypnosis and pacing sensory signals and experiences into 
naturalistic trance are examples of what we have used so far to induce altered 
states of awareness in a mindfulness way. These applications have largely 
focused on bringing attention to what is externally sensed in our environment 
and within our physical environment of our body’s sensations – increasing 
awareness of the somatic mind. 
 
We have also explored bringing a state of better rest and comfort to the 
cognitive mind by using the language of a person’s values to combine with 
breath rate. This attention to the cognitive mind’s activity, the chatter of our 
mind, is behind many approaches that recognise the core ingredient of 
internal dialogue in stress, anxiety, worry, guilt, shame, low self esteem etc. 
 
We are now going to refine some of our approaches to the “internal dialogue” 
or what NLP calls Adi (“internal auditory digital”). 
 
We will start with a process that is very close to a six step reframe. This 
retains our presupposition, shared in the ethos of meditation,that we need to 
reconcile our relationship with thought rather than attempt to fight it off. 
This process works also on an assumption that internal habits started out with 
positive intention. We will use sub-modalities and parts work to gain a better 
relationship and understanding of persistent thoughts. 
 
Then we’ll look at creatively playing with sub-modalities to moderate and 
improve the content and process of our automatic thoughts into something 
that can befriend us rather than berate us. This is called “Self-Sponsorship”. 
 
And finally we’ll look at some reality testing and evaluating of these thoughts 
using the principles of REBT. For an introduction to Rational Emotive 
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Behavioural Therapy see the article by Wayne Froggat at the end of this 
chapter. 
 
These different approaches will suit different clients differently and at different 
stages and intensities of distress. Play around with them and we can 
appreciate they are not competing modalities but practices built on similar 
principles, approaching similar phenomena, offering different tools for different 
times and people. 
 
 
Sara W. Lazar, Catherine E. Kerr, Rachel H. Wasserman, Jeremy R. Gray, 
Douglas N. Greve, Michael T. Treadway, Metta McGarvey, Brian T. Quinn, 
Jeffery A. Dusek, Herbert Benson, Scott L. Rauch, Christopher I. Moore, and 
Bruce Fischl (2005)  
Meditation experience is associated with increased cortical thickness 
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Internal Dialogue 
Ally or Addiction? 

 
Nearly all models of psychic well-being, across cultures and millennia, emphasise 
the importance of learning to “still” or “quiet” the mind. This suggests that rest from 
mental activity while in a waking state is a universal goal for well-being and mental 
health.  
 
Different modalities of psychotherapy offer different approaches to working with our 
inner “voices”. Older models that dealt with pathological conditions such as auditory 
hallucinations can sometimes appear quite dark and frightening. It can be helpful 
for people to know that we all have inner chatter and this is in itself is not a 
symptom of anything untoward.  
 
Auditory hallucinations are a very specific symptom of sounds and voices that 
originate in a person’s inner world, rather than being “real” in their external 
environment, but which cannot be recognised by the person as being generated 
from within their own mind. A client who is experiencing such symptoms would first 
need to be referred for psychiatric assessment. 
 
The vast majority of what NLP calls “Auditory Digital”, (Ad, although technically it 
should be “Internal Auditory Digital”), is experienced and recognised as generated 
by one’s own mind. It can range from being helpful to annoying to distressing. We 
can call it “self-talk”, “worry” or even “beating myself up”. 

 
For much of the 20th Century psychotherapeutic theory and practice, the 
importance of meditation, self-hypnosis, mindfulness, peace of mind, was relegated 
to a religious or esoteric concern, with the themes of analysis and emotional 
catharsis taking more attention. Unfortunately, analytic loops can be the very 
component pieces that make up incessant worry. Strong emotional states can be 
induced through chain behaviours and actually create habitual emotional states 
rather than freeing the person to be more emotionally responsive to memories and 
new experiences  
 
Milton Erickson, in collaboration with Aldous Huxley and Gregory Bateson, was one 
of the first psychiatrists to methodically explore and integrate altered states of 
awareness into psychotherapy practice. With the developments of neuro-science 
and the embrace in the West of Eastern paradigms of meditation, “mindfulness” is 
now firmly on the mental health agenda. Marsha Linehan, centralised mindfulness 
into Dialectic Behavioral Therapy in the 1980s in order to treat people with 
Borderline Personality and people with strong suicidal urges. 
 
There are 3 core different approaches we will explore regarding working with the 
unhelpful inner voice or automatic thoughts. 
1. Calibrate the sensory qualities of the voice and its somatic effect. Play with 

these qualities (sub-modalities) to enjoy a new somatic experience and sense of 
ownership of these inner processes. 

2. Create a new relationship with it on the basis of finding its positive intention. 
Adjust qualities and content that help this voice do its job in a better way. 
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3. Review, test and change the actual content of the inner dialogue, as in the 
ABCDEF model of REBT, or other cognitive behavioural approaches. 

 
These approaches may appear separate but in fact they often enhance each other. 
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 Classic NLP – Changing Sub-Modalities of 
Inner Sensory Process 

 
Guide facilitates Explorer through the following process by using elicitation, 
curiosity, calibration and respectful suggestion. At all times affirm the 
Explorer’s ownership and control over the voice, and encourage them to make 
their own suggestions and experiments in using the exercise. Be playful. 
 

1. Explorer identifies a persistent and unhelpful inner voice (Ad). It may 
just be unhelpful chatter which stops the Explorer relaxing.  
 

2. Guide invites Explorer to hear that voice and to note how it affects them 
in a somatic way. For example, what emotions (Km), physical sensations 
(Ki) or visual memories (Vr) or visual constructs (Vc) accompany the 
voice? 

 
3. Explorer encourages Guide to be curious about how they could bring 

that voice up at will. What sub-modalities does the voice have, such as 
location, speed, tone, pitch? Does this awareness of the voice’s 
qualities make it more or less powerful in its effects? 

 
4. Now Guide gently suggests a sub-modality change, such as moving the 

voice from left ear to right ear, or to a place slightly further away or at a 
different angle. Explorer is invited to calibrate any changes in the voices 
effect and then return the voice to its original sub-modalities. 

 
5. Guide and Explorer continue to play with sub-modality changes and to 

calibrate the effects. Make it fun. Turn the voice into a cartoon character, 
or slow it down or speed it up. After each change invite the Explorer to 
return the voice to its original qualities. 

 
6. Eventually the Guide will simply ask the Explorer for their own ideas 

about changing the qualities of the voice. Reflect back how they know 
how and can do this. After each change, calibrate the effect and then 
invite the Explorer to return the voice to the original state. 

 
7. Finally the Explorer is invited to adjust the sub-modalities of the voice to 

the most useful sub-modality settings for them.  
 

8. Test a few times that the Explorer can change these qualities with ease,  
by starting in the original sub-modalities of the voice and then swiftly 
converting it to the more comfortable sub-modalities, breaking state 
after each repetition, so as not to make a chain of anchors going back to 
the less comfortable setting. 

 
9. Calibrate how the Explorer responds now to the voice as it comes up. 

 
It is acknowledged that relapse and required repetition are to be expected. In 
this case the return of the voice can also be a signal regarding stress or 
another important message. 
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Systemic NLP Intervention –  
Forming a New Relationship  

with an Inner Voice 
 

The following intervention resembles many different psychotherapeutic 
approaches to working with a persistent and “malicious” inner voice. Similar 
applications can be found in Self Relations and Psychosynthesis. 
Key presuppositions are that inner process has positive intent and that we 
cannot “get rid” of parts of us, only transform and integrate them more 
helpfully. 
Guide facilitates Explorer as in the previous exercise. 

 
1. Explorer locates a different inner voice, this time one that feels critical 

or antagonistic. Calibrate the effect of the voice in somatic responses. 
 

2. Guide asks the Explorer to consider if they would speak to any one else 
in that way. Conversationally consider why they would not talk to some 
one else in this way. 

 
3. Play with the sub-modalities of the voice as in the previous exercise, 

this time in order to find a location and presentation of the voice so that 
it is easier to see the speaker of it and gain more information about it. 

 
4. It is not uncommon for the speaker to take on a metaphoric identity 

such as “green troll”, “gooey blackness”. Use these names when 
referring to the part of self that is speaking the voice. 

 
5. Ask what the voice wants to do for the Explorer. An apparently unhelpful 

answer may come back like “to make me feel bad”. Guide facilitates by  
accepting whatever answer comes and chunking up the answers until 
the top positive intention is revealed. For example, “And if green troll 
succeeds in making you feel really bad what will that do for you?”, 
“Great, it makes you stop and not take action, and what does that 
stopping and not taking action do for you?”, “Ah, and what’s important 
about not rushing into things?” 

 
6. When the “top” positive intention has been revealed, ask when the voice 

learned this was important. Affirm that the Explorer can now do this job 
in a better way, using updated resources, knowledge and choices. 

 
7. Calibrate any changes that have already spontaneously occurred 

regarding the internal representation of the voice and encourage it to 
change more so that it can be a helpful ally helping the Explorer to do 
the important positive intent in a better way. 

 
8. Future pace to a time when this new voice will be useful and commit to 

letting it do its job in this new better way. 
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Cognitive Behavioral Approach –  
Reviewing and Challenging the Content of the 

Inner Dialogue 
The approach below is an REBT style of working with inner dialogue (See 
Froggatt’s article in your online resources). This modality of therapy particularly 
addresses the inner thoughts which loop and cause us to feel anxious or 
depressed. These approaches see the somatic and emotional responses as 
being the result of thoughts. However, effective CBT and REBT therapists also 
hold awareness of the client’s somatic signals and achieve an empathic rapport 
with the person while affirming the person’s self-efficacy in making changes to 
feelings through adjusting thoughts. 
 

1. Guide asks Explorer to identify a state of stress or despond that is 
familiar to them (C – consequence). 
 

2. Then the Explorer is invited to identify the Activating event of context of 
this state (A – Activating event). 

 
3. Now the Guide engages the Explorer in considering what meanings and 

evaluations they have given to the event. Together Guide and Explorer 
consider the validity of inferences, evaluations and core beliefs around 
the thinking they are doing about this event. 

 
4. Guide assists Explorer to Dispute the beliefs in the thinking (D – Dispute 

and Disprove). Questions the Explorer can themselves ask are: 
Is my thinking factual here? Where’s the proof? 
Is my thinking certain here? Who says? Where is it written? 
Have there ever been exceptions to the rule I am using to give this 
meaning? 

 
5. Now the Explorer can begin to move to consider the effects of what they 

are getting and the effect that they would like (E – Effects). Questions that 
are useful are: 

Is my thinking helping me to have the feelings I want to have? 
Is my thinking here helping me to stay safe and well? 
Is my thinking here helping me reach my short and long term 
goals? 
What thinking would be more effective? 
 

6. Now consider follow up action (F – Further Action). What can be planned 
to do and what thoughts can be called upon to take the Explorer closer to 
their desired feelings and goals? Design this as a task and decide a 
review date when the Explorer will check up on their progress with these 
further tasks and the results. 
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Meta Model 
Language Patterns  

 
DELETIONS 

3. Comparative Deletions 
These occur very often in people’s strategies for success or failure, because 
they are a kind of languaging that reveals comparisons, and comparing is often 
an important part of an unconscious TOTE. Have you noticed how many TESTS 
involve the act of comparing? In the comparative deletion however, what we are 
making the comparison with has been deleted, so that it is no longer a valid test 
but a habit of judging. Lots of these comparative deletions involve a word ending 
in “er”, e.g. happier, nicer; or “est” such as “best”, “nicest”, or “more” or “less”. To 
meta model the comparative deletion we need to recover the deleted standard, 
criteria or belief. 
 
Examples: 

1. “She’s better than my last boss” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“ In what way is she better?” 
“ What does she do in a better way than your last boss?” 
“ What makes a better boss?” 
 

2. “This is the best way” 
Meta Model Challenge: 
“What demonstrates to you that it is the best way?” 
“Could it not be even better?” 
“What makes other ways not as good?” 
 

3. “I’m just getting worse” 
Meta Model Challenge: 
“What indicates to you that you are worsening?” 
“What aspects of who you are and what you are experiencing are not 
improving?” 
 

4. “This is far more relevant” 
Meta Model Challenge: 
“More relevant to what?” 
“More relevant than what?” 
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Meta Model 
Language Patterns  

 
DELETIONS 

 

4. Unspecified Processes - Adjectives 
We may use adjectives as a way of giving a value to something, modifying the value of a 
noun, while actually we are simply projecting an internal process (such as a sub-modality 
filing) onto something outside of us. In this case, we need to bring to the surface the 
person’s projected, or subjective, sense of value. 
Examples: 
1. “That’s a crafty move.” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What is it about that move that strikes you as crafty?” 
“What demonstrates to you that something is crafty?” 
 

2. “That’s a strange thing to say” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What makes it seem strange to you?” 
“In what way is it strange?” 
 

3. "There's an enormous spider in the bath" 
"Exactly how big is this spider?" 
 

5.Unspecified Processes - Adverbs 
Similarly, we can use words to describe processes, verbs, that have subjective 
judgements at their base. 
 
1. “She happily left us all waiting” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What suggested to you that she was happy about leaving you waiting?” 
“What do you believe makes a person happy when they leave some one waiting?” 
 

2. “He is slowly getting the hint ” 
Meta Model Challenges: 
“What suggests that he’s slow?” 
“How much time is that taking?” 
“How, according to you, would he be doing it if he were doing it quickly?” 
 

3. "That spider is looking at me hungrily" 
"What is the look a spider has when they are hungry?" 
"What makes you think they’re hungry?" 
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Summary of Module 7 
 
Strategies are (usually unconscious) chains of states, Internal 
Representations and behaviours that result in a consistent outcome. 
 
Strategies may have desired or undesired outcomes. 
 
Strategies need to be unconscious most of the time because we can only 
keep 7 (+ or - 2) pieces of information in our conscious attention at a 
time. 
 
Strategies run the path of a TOTE. Some unhelpful strategies, such as 
addictions or compulsive thoughts or behaviours, keep running because 
they do not have an EXIT component. 
 
Eliciting questions is a skill of enabling a person to access information 
that is normally stored unconsciously. Rapport, patience, curiosity, 
sensory acuity and clean language are necessary soft skills in this 
process. 
 
Hard skills in this process are clean questioning such as meta modeling 
to get to the sensory pieces of a process, observing eyescan patterns 
and accurate notation. 
 
Modelling effective strategies from ourselves and others is the central 
skill to NLP - and to most human learning. 
 
Many of the NLP Patterns that are the techniques of NLP are in fact 
successful strategies that have been modelled and simplified so that 
others can learn to use the same strategies. 
 
A good strategy is economised to the minimum of required steps to 
achieve the desired outcome. 
 
A good strategy will utilise at least two of the main modalities, and more 
usually all three, VAK, in a specific order of steps and inner processing. 
 
Repetition and physiology (including eyescan patterns) are crucial to 
installing a strategy so that it may become unconsciously driven. 
 
Often, the key to facilitating recovery may be to identify and interrupt an 
undesired strategy, this can be called a "Pattern Interrupt". 
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Summary of Module 7 continued
 
Habits are formed in both the somatic and cognitive structures, in 
physiological patterns and cognitive patterns. 
 
We can change habits in somatic and cognitive awareness and often 
awareness in one mind will impact the other. 
 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) holds that thinking causes 
feelings, and therefore linguistic content of thinking should be 
addressed as the key point of attention in therapy. 
 
Contemporary Psychotherapy holds that thinking and feeling are in a 
reciprocal causal loop and we can bring our attention to different points 
in the system to effect change in the whole system. 
 
Contemporary Psychotherapy addresses thinking in its linguistic forms 
and in its sensory representations, utilising sensory modalities and sub-
modalities as well as linguistic content to thoughts. 
 

Mindfulness approaches support the Contemporary Psychotherapy 
goals of cultivating good relationships with thoughts and feelings and 
releasing ourselves from a need to perfect our thoughts and feelings. 
Compassionate awareness is more important than “correcting”. 
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HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS MODULE 7 
 
1. Writing 
Familiarise yourself with Unspecified Processes of Nouns and Verbs 
(Adjectives and Adverbs), by writing down four of examples and a meta model 
challenge for each. Write down four Comparative Deletions and challenges for 
those. Begin to notice yourself using them in everyday speech and notice 
what changes when you challenge them. 
 
Apply “The Decision Making Strategy” to a decision in your life. It can be a 
very trivial decision, the point is that you utilize the strategy. How is this useful 
for you? How might this model have limitations? 
Ask some you know to help you learn by letting you practice taking them 
through the strategy. What feedback do they give? 
 
2. Practice 
Practice habit observation, breaking, changing and creating. 
 
Elicit a strategy of a person who is able to do something well and model 
them. 
 
3. Personal Development 
Elicit a strategy of something you did well in one context and transfer 
this strategy to another similar context where you would like similar 
success. 
 
Test the results. 
 
4. Reading 
As always, read the chapter for the module we have just done and that 
for the upcoming module. 
 
Also read the notes on your Portfolio and begin to gather ideas and 
pieces from the work you have completed. 
 
Read Wayne Froggart’s piece on Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy 
which is in your online resources. 
 
5.Viewing 
 
Youtube clip:Marsha Linehan – Mindfulness Skills & DBT I 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eec_SA6oSEA 
 
Mindfulness with Jon Kabat-Zinn 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3nwwKbM_vJc 
 
Please note module 7 is the last occasion when you can hand in 
homework to receive feedback. You are now able to start a process of 
self-assessing your homework and reflection to build your portfolio. 



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy - Chapter 7 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 – 2018 42 

 


