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Going Meta 
“meta” – before, above, higher than, beyond, e.g. metaphysics. 

 
Cognitive approaches to psychology formed around the desire to find out about our 
internal coding that ran our behaviours, thoughts and feelings. As we observe these 
internal and external phenomena, one of the key skills that we need to employ is 
pattern detection.  
 
This is a right-brain function, as it involves spatial perception, repetition and, often, 
rhythm or timing. It also requires the ability to bring to mind more than one incident at a 
time, to delete some specifics (context specific content) and utilise generalisations 
(aspects that repeat from context to context). Pattern-finding requires moving away 
from details and content and into repeated shapes and processes. When people say 
in Cognitive Psychology, CBT or NLP “We are not concerned with content but process”, 
they are to some extent attempting to emulate James, Lazarus’, Erickson’s, Satir’s, 
Beck’s, Ellis’, Lazarus’ and Perl’s pursuits to identify and work with the repeated 
processes that a person goes through that create patterns, to good or bad outcomes.  
 
By working with the pattern of process, as opposed to remaining in specifics of 
particular events, we can work systemically, thus influencing the many specifics that 
are affected by the change in pattern. 
 
It is hard to observe patterns from right up close, with our nose pressed up against the 
details of one particular event. To get a better vantage point we need to step back or 
above, to allow scope and perspective on similar events and various contexts. “Going 
meta” or “taking a meta position” simply means stepping away from and above a 
situation to give a vantage point to observe the elements of process and its patterns.  
 
Grinder, DeLozier and Dilts made “going meta” one of the core activities of NLP as they 
developed more of their procedures for pattern detection. Finding these patterns 
requires the mental skills of distorting, deleting and generalising in positive and useful 
ways. This becomes easier from a distance. Further, this position often promotes a 
state of benign compassion, or at least defusion of uncomfortable feelings.  
 
Some people take up a dissociated position as a temporary respite from difficult 
feelings. This is different from a flexible and centred meta position. Rigidly 
camping out in this "third position" for any length of time can bring about severe 
emotional/rational problems.  
 
In a meta position we are not so much dissociating as associating into a different 
position. It involves a softening of the eyes and a "dropping into" one's open sensory 
channels, out of the logical mind or fearful heart. 
 
It is a paradoxical thing that while we go meta, into this softening of focus and opening 
of sensory awareness, we become aware of bigger frames and at the same time 
become far more mindful of the relevant details. This is an experience that is difficult to 
describe but totally obvious to those who make a habit of practising this state. My 
theory is that when we open out to become more aware of the relationships between 
things, we are able to better sensitise to a small detail because its effect shows in the 
whole system.  
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For example, when I am in this state, I may observe that every now and then a person's 
right index finger twitches. If I only look at the finger, I'll miss everything else. So I 
soften my focus and just include the finger in my awareness. Then I am suddenly more 
aware of changes in their face when their finger twitches, even though before I was 
looking directly at their face - the finger has begun to give me a marker of a collection, 
or calibration of events. How could I have missed that narrowing of the left eye 
whenever they use that word?  
 
As I open to this package of communications and breath in time with the person, 
maybe acknowledge the finger twitch with a foot tap of my own big toe inside my shoe, 
I may become aware of a sensation in my belly. I check, is this mine or triggered by my 
connecting with this person? I start to notice that the "finger twitch moment" is 
accompanied by talk of something important to this person. It may be a value, a certain 
person or episode in their life, a part of themselves, a resource.  
 
People in Erickson's presence felt that he had “a loving probe” that looked right inside 
of them and allowed the deepest of communication, especially in what was left 
unspoken. Erickson described it as "a terrible, pleasurable intensity" and I imagine that 
this is what he was recording in his case notes when he uses phrases like "The author 
increased his attention to the somatic signals of the subject."  
 
This kind of connectedness in communication is felt by the person to whom you give 
such dedicated attention. It is a state that cannot exist if you are in any way judging 
them or attempting to interpret other possible meanings, because the instant you bring 
in your own judgments you are departing the shared moment of the person’s 
experience and you lose that connectedness in the moment you depart your own 
openness of perception. The experience of acceptance and understanding, on a 
mutually unconscious level, strengthens the energetic bubble that Stephen Gilligan 
calls the “Relational Field” (The Courage to Love 1997).  
 
In the analytic traditions of psychotherapy, this shared experience between client and 
therapist is also sought, however the theoretical paradigms that privilege therapist 
interpretation as the main tool of psychotherapy find greater difficulty in achieving and 
speaking of the therapist connecting to client’s internal patterns of perception and 
experience.  This obscuration is not necessary and the concept of pattern-finding in 
feelings and thoughts can in fact be understood as central to work of Freud, Klein and 
Winnicott. The king-pin of analytic traditions, “the transference” is, at a 
phenomenological level, just such a pattern-triggering, or “re-enactment”, or repetition, 
of significant patterns of emotional response, perception and the client’s subsequent 
meaning-making and behaviours within the relationship with the therapist. 
 
Some of the analytic traditions have recently opened up to embrace the importance of 
assisting clients to meta positioning through processes of aiding their meta-cognition, 
or awareness of their awareness and thinking. Analysts call this “mentalization” and it is 
notable that this development in practice sees psychoanalysts grappling with the 
questions which are made very accessible through more phenomenological questions 
such as those offered in the meta model. 
 
We have explored meta positioning in our work on perceptual positions, and we often 
found that this enhanced our compassion and understanding for other people’s 
position. Going meta in this way, tends to take us up the ladder of logical levels and/or 
into the realms of meta-programmes, that is, programmes which are above other 
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programmes and hence programmes which drive other programmes, that create 
patterns, both in behaviour or results. More of this at when we take Contemporary 
Psychotherapy in Practice. 
 
Another effect of going meta is that, as we increase our perceptual distance from an 
event, we may begin to see it in the context of time. Time exists, in our conscious 
mind, as relationships and continuums in events, before-during-after and past-
present-future. This perception enables identification of cause-and-effect processes, 
and future-pacing. The further we step back from time, the greater the chunks of time, 
e.g. weeks – years – generations – centuries, can be put into our perspective. “On a 
clear day, you can see forever….”.  
 
It is a measurable fact that, in our physical system, where attention goes, energy flows. 
Taking this physical pattern into a metaphysical domain, the prayer and meditation 
patterns of many cultures, (Buddhist, Celtic, Native American, Huna), any healing of a 
pattern in our life, is believed to transmit our intention to anywhere else that that 
pattern is in play. The belief recurs in many traditions that by going as meta as the 
cosmos, we can practise global healing, or healing across time, into the past or future.  
 
In Contemporary Psychotherapy we refer to this “cosmic” position, of all time, always, 
everyone, everything, as “5th Position”. It is an extremely powerful experience to 
achieve 5th position, however, equally it is a position that we can unhealthily attempt to 
hang out in, making our perceptions conflict with those of living an individual, physical 
and boundaried life. Sometimes an unhealthy 5th Position is expressed through an 
adherence to viewing all the world only through our favoured theory or religion and 
attempting to make all experiences of our own and other people fit that theoretical filter. 
It is at this point that 5th position tips into being in fact a dominant and rigid 1st Position 
– the perceptual positions can in fact form a circle or cycle.  
 
So, there is the Relational Field, between You and I, which is healthy 1st Position 
extending to 2nd Position. 
 
There is 3rd Position, which is taking a step back from You and I as separate and, from 
an embodied, sensory and non-judging position, observing the system at work between 
the different components of You and I in a unified field. 
 
There is 4th position, or the “Social Awareness” position of “WE’, the collective, as a 
group, interdependently sharing dynamics of power and responsibility. 
 
And there is the cosmic extension of our awareness, taking a “God’s Eye View” of the 
universe and eternity – often accessed by our credo, our theoretical or principle under-
pinnings through which we attempt to make best sense and best relationship with the 
infinite variety of our human expereince. 
 
So, this moveable bubble of shared consciousness between you and your client is so 
full of inexplicable paradoxes that are tangibly so yet dissolve as soon as we try to think 
about them too hard.  
 
This bubble of awareness is active as long as you are prepared to be not actively 
manipulate to our single end.  
 
It brings you closer to what you are connecting to as you step back.  
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It activates change by extending acceptance to how things just are.  
 
It is a land of paradox; therefore it transcends intellectual restriction and limitation.  
 
It transcends the boundaries of individual map and stimulates creation through the 
interconnecting of two realities. It goes beyond the sum of its parts.  
 
It is what I have called "close encounters of the third mind". 
 
 
 

	
1st	Position		
SENSING	ME	

	
2nd	Position	
SENSING	YOU	

3rd	Position		
SENSING	
THEM	

5TH	Position	
Everyone	
Always	

Everywhere	
God’s	Eye	View	

	
4th	Position		
WE/US	
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Exercise:	Creating	a	Double		Induction	for		
Un-Limitation	

	
In	Pairs.	Half	an	Hour	Together	
	
With	your	partner	create	a	brief	induction	that	utilises	Milton	Language,	especially	nominalised	
values	and	positive	presuppositions	that	suggests:	
	
You	have	used	so	many	strengths	throughout	your	life,	even	finding	that	challenges	and	
difficulties	offer	resources.	
	
You	have	learned	even	more	resources,	and	more	about	your	existing	resources,	while	you	
have	been	participating	on	this	course.	
	
Your	wider	mind	can	supply	whatever	resources	you	need,	whenever	you	need	them.	
	
Build	into	the	induction	a	story	that	engages	us	in	some	one,	or	something,	finding	that	they	
had	all	the	resources	they	needed	to	solve	a	problem.	
	
Close	the	induction	in	a	way	that	brings	us	back	into	an	uptime,	waking,	positive	state.	
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The	process	of	information	gathering	is	an	intervention	
in	itself.	People	are	not	the	same	after	the	process	as	
they	are	when	they	began	and	the	relationship	is	
constantly	evolving	as	more	is	shared	between	two	
people.	In	getting	to	know	your	partner,	you	have	been	
involved	in	their	growing	–	and	you	have	grown	in	
learning	more	about	them.		
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Why	“How?”	and	not	“Why?”	?	
	
There	was	in	some	of	those	early	groups	of	post-analytic	psychotherapy	of	the	50s,	60s,	70s	
and	80s,	a	strict	injunction	against	the	use	of	the	word	"Why?".		
	
You	may	well	ask	why	that	was.	But	what	you	might	more	accurately	mean	is	“For	what	
reason?”	
	
If	I	ask	you	“Why	did	Perls/Whittaker/Watzlawick	say	that?”	I	could	really	be	meaning	at	least	
two	different	things.		
	
I	could	be	asking	“What	for?”	to	find	out	their	intention	in	saying	that,	or	I	could	be	asking	
“How	come?”	meaning	how	did	this	come	about,	what	was	the	process	that	lead	to	this?	

	 	 	 	 WHAT	FOR?	–		
Into	Future	–	Immediate	or	life-path	
Chunk	up	
Values		
Motivation	
Life-meaning	

WHY?	
HOW	COME?	–		
Into	past	–	recent,	historic	or	early	
developmental	experience		
Belief	formation	and	structure	
Chunk	down	
Causes	of	what	is	now	
Environmental	triggers	
Behavioural	Processes	

	
Some	of	you	have	noticed	that	when	you	ask	"Why?"	in	your	information	gathering	you	might	
suddenly	lose	your	partner	into	their	own	world,	or,	as	I	have	heard	more	than	one	of	you	say,	
"That	wasn't	where	I	thought	that	question	would	take	him/her."	Or	“I’ve	lost	track	of	where	
we	were	going”	or	that	you	break	rapport	with	the	person’s	inner	experiential	world	and	they	
start	feeling	blocked	or	confused	again.	So	if	this	is	happening,	re-start	to	be	more	clear	about	
what	you	mean	with	your	question.		
	
Do	you	want	them	to	chunk	up	or	down?	“Why?”	can	mean	"What	for?",	chunking	them	up	
into	values,	or	it	can	mean	"How	come?",	chunking	down	to	how	events	came	about,	
reclaiming	the	sequence	of	the	process.	It	is	important	where	you	take	them.	
	
Asking	"Why?"	about	a	problem	area,	especially	if	this	is	within	a	limited	repertoire	of	
questions,	can	sometimes	have	adverse	effects	to	our	therapeutic	intervention.	It	can	start	to	
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get	the	client	into	a	reconstruction	of	the	reasons,	cause-and-effect	distortions	and	
justifications	for	keeping	the	problem.		
	
Remember	to	begin	to	be	able	to	understand,	own	and	know	how	we	are	experiencing	
repeated	problems	we	need	to	attend	to	our	process,	patterns	of	internal	and	external	
behaviour	that	resulted	in	the	experience,	rather	than	overly	attached	to	content,	details	only	
relevant	to	a	specific	event	or	context.	To	put	it	bluntly	we	want	their	verbs	(how	they	do	
things,	process)	rather	than	their	sometimes	unhelpful	abstract	nouns	(static	and	opaque	
labels	for	complex	and	vague	things,	yet	spoken	of	as	if	they	were	of	a	fixed	quality).		
	
"Why?"	can	be	experienced	as	interrogative,	asking	for	reasoned	justification,	taking	them	into	
a	biography	of	the	problem,	which	means	that	they	then	start	editing	their	own	story	around	
the	rational	of	the	problem,	re-presenting	justifying	cause-and-effect	to	themselves	-	so	they	
can	end	up	feeling	really	bad	by	the	time	you've	finished	information	gathering.		
"Oh	wow,	I've	got	so	many	reasons	to	have	this	problem.	And	now	I've	reminded	myself	of	all	
the	reasons	I	feel	really	stuck	in	it."		
However,	being	more	precise	in	our	own	intention	of	the	important	story	of	a	person’s	past	
that	has	lead	to	where	they	are	can	reward	us	with	the	information	we	sought	in	a	way	that	is	
empowering	for	the	client	and	informative	to	us.	Building	together	an	understanding	of	“How	
come?”,	as	in	what	events,	decisions,	necessities	and	resources	lead	to	this,	is	a	different	way	
of	holding	the	quest	of	the	“why”	question.	The	emphasis	is	then	on	understanding	rather	than	
explaining	or	justifiying.	
	
Remember	the	purpose	of	information	gathering	is	largely	to	get	your	client	(and	you)	to	think	
differently.	Re-telling	a	story	in	terms	of	past	events	that	are	out	of	my	power	to	change	leaves	
me	dis-empowered	and	a	victim	to	what	has	been.	Recovering	the	process	of	how	I	have	been	
active	in	helping	myself	survive	and	overcome	past	events,	and	thus	instrumental	in	creating	
how	I	have	my	unique	experience	of	the	problem	makes	it	something	that	it	is	worthy	of	
recognition	and	acceptance	and	within	my	power	to	change.		If	my	current	process	is	borne	of	
a	past	cause	but	now	outdated	and	causing	perpetuation	of	patters	that	belong	to	the	historic	
problem	then	I	can	change	my	results	and	experiences	by	changing	my	processes	to	being	
more	current,	flexible	and	responsive	to	what	is	here-and-now.	
	
Why	then,	or	how	come	and	what	for,	do	psychoanalytic	traditions	sometimes	define	their	
work	in	the	asking	of	“why?”	questions.	Well,	partly	because	psychoanalysis	is	deeply	
interested	in	“What	happened?”	and	Existential	Analysis	has	life-meaning,	“what	for?”	at	the	
very	crucible	of	its	forging	into	the	20th	Century.	The	earlier	analytic	traditions	believed	
unstructured	free	association,	which	“why?”	invites,	was	the	route	to	repressed	early	material	
–	and	it	sometimes	can	be.	EA	was	responding	to	the	horrors,	disillusionment	and	irrationality	
of	two	World	Wars	and	challenging	ideas	of	scientific	logic	as	sovereign	with	the	discovery	that	
subjective,	individually	formed,	life-meaning	is	literally	necessary	to	human	life.	
	
The	power	of	using	“why?”	when	that	is	what	we	really	want	to	ask	is	that	it	leaves	the	person	
who	receives	it	entirely	free	to	go	anywhere	in	how	they	try	to	answer	the	question.	They	can	
chunk	up,	down,	to	the	side,	to	values,	generalisations,	beliefs,	natural	laws	of	cause	and	
effect,	interpretations,	justifications	and	judgements.	This	helps	us	not	so	much	to	get	a	
sought-after	answer	to	our	question,	as	to	instead	observe	how	the	person’s	mind	naturally	
works	to	construct	their	connections	and	meanings	to	satisfy	the	question	“why?”.	A	slightly	
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more	precise,	but	still	artfully	vague	question	to	invite	these	patterns	of	building	constructs,	
evaluations	and	connections	is	“What	does	that	mean	for	you?”	Again,	the	person	will	chunk	in	
any	direction	to	answer	the	question	so	that	gives	you	an	opportunity	to	observe	how	they	do	
processes	of	meaning	making.	These	free-wheeling	explorations	are	without	doubt	one	of	our	
staples	in	providing	the	relational	and	reflective	space	within	which	psychotherapy	can	
happen.	
	
People	who	use	the	question	“Why?”	a	lot,	or	over	rigidly,	are	often	not	satisfied	with	the	
answers	they	receive	or	feel	the	question	has	not	been	properly	heard.	It’s	a	bit	like	the	toddler	
who	interminably	asks	“Why?”	to	the	eventual	exhaustion	of	answers.	At	this	early	
developmental	stage	it	is	partly	to	do	with	the	for	the	brain	to	go	through	an	essential	
burgeoning	stage	where	it	generates	an	explosion	of	new	synaptic	connections,	forming	
attributive	connections	between	things	randomly	and	often	with	logical	errors	(which	can	be	
super	cute	to	the	adult	who	sees	the	creativity	and	sense	of	the	connection	despite	it’s	
perceived	inaccuracy	or	idiosyncrasy).		
	
Later	these	synaptic	highways	are	“pruned”	to	those	that	are	affirmed	through	
experimentation,	experience	and	validation	through	relationships	with	others.	A	great	deal	of	
our	work	as	psychotherapists	is	to	recreate	a	space	of	experimentation,	new	experience	and	
validation	that	can	generate	the	neurogenesis	necessary	to	allow	brain	plasticity	as	we	
generate	new	synapses	to	re-open	previously	invalidated	meanings	and	possibilities	or	to	
create	completely	new	ones	that	can	increase	choice	and	possibility.	
	
But	there	is	an	additional	theory	about	why	(what	causes)	the	“why”	question	to	be	repeated	
over	and	again	and	never	seem	to	receive	the	answer	that	fully	explains	sufficiently.	Children	
of	this	age	are	experiencing	a	level	of	curiosity	and	wonder	at	an	emotional	and	neurological	
level	that	is	way	ahead	of	their	linguistic	and	logical	structuring	ability.	The	questions	in	their	
experiential	world	may	be	far	more	sophisticated	and	precise	than	the	“why?”	question	gives	
them	credit	for.	The	adult	answers	from	their	own	existing	constructs,	not	necessarily	with	
accurate	understanding	of	the	connection	the	child	is	trying	to	make.	So,	without	satisfactory	
attendance	to	the	real	enquiry	they	are	conducting,	the	child	keeps	repeating	the	one	question	
they	know	that	is	reflective.	Sometimes	you	can	see	therapists	and	clients	reach	this	sort	of	
impasse.	At	those	times,	it’s	time	to	get	some	better	understanding	of	what	you	are	trying	to	
engage	with	in	your	client’s	world	and	formulate	more	skillful	questions.	
	
In	Contemporary	Psychotherapy	in	Practice	we	will	delve	deeply	and	actively	into	the	deep	and	
numerous	processes	that	live	behind	all	our	“whys”	and	the	delicate	and	important	values	
systems	and	belief	structures	that	they	reveal	and	engender.	This	is	another	node	where	the	
Analytic	traditions	and	the	theories	of	Cognitive	Psychology	are	actually	regarding	different	
ends	of	the	same	elephant	and	where	a	flexible	integration	of	the	two	maps	and	methods	can	
bring	about	powerful	life-changing	therapeutic	healing	and	growth,	at	the	deepest	and	widest	
levels	of	the	person.	
	
To	prepare	to	get	the	most	out	of	those	practices,	give	attention	to	your	use	of	“why?”	and	
notice	what	you	are	seeking	in	its	use	and	what	responses	you	get.	When	a	more	precise	
version	of	it,	such	as	“What	for?”	or	“How	come?”	would	get	you	more	satisfyingly	to	where	
you	wish	to	question	use	those.	Where	“why?”	really	is	the	question,	you	might	want	to	ask	
yourself	why	that	is.	
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Frames	and	Reframes	

	
The	use	of	the	word	“frame”	is	very	common	in	any	study	of	communication	and	whole	
schools	of	theory	and	their	adjoining	psychotherapy	practices,	such	as	Relational	Frame	Theory	
and	Acceptance	and	Commitment	Therapy.		
	
Given	that	we	can	never	perceive	the	whole	of	reality,	but	only	a	construct	of	it,	we	are	always	
responding	to	our	experience	within	certain	parameters	of	attention	-	limited	contexts	or	
frames.	All	meaning	of	experience	is	dependent	on	the	frame	or	context	that	we	place	it	in	-	
the	situation,	presuppositions,	perceptual	position,	place	in	linear	time,	theoretical	
presuppositions.	We	can	refer	to	“time	frames”,	“perceptual	frames”,	“context	frames”,	
“ecology	frames”,	“theoretical	frames”.	For	example,	an	“outcome	frame”	is	where	we	
consider	all	information	as	relevant	to	the	values	and	outcomes	that	we	can	healthily	orient	
towards.		
	
An	“as	if”	frame	is	where	we	consider	things	as	if	certain	things	were	possible,	true	or	existent.	
This	was	a	very	commonly	used	device	of	Erickson	and	Satir.	Erickson	especially	worked	in	
frames	of	possibility	that	utterly	engaged	the	client’s	imagination,	generating	new	programs	of	
behaviour,	filtering,	resources	and	beliefs.	He	cheekily	knew	just	how	to	lead	the	client	out	of	
the	constraints	of	their	conscious	and	unconscious	constructs	by	leading	their	imagination	to	
other	areas	of	knowledge	within	them.	

	
“What	if	you	could	change	any	part	of	this	situation…..”	
“Supposing	you	could	travel	a	week	into	the	future,	to	after	this	event……”	
“If	you	could	become	so-and-so,	anyone	you	could	choose,	how	would	they	handle	
this	situation……..”	
“If	you	did	know,	what	would	the	answer	be……..”	

	
A	“Reframe”	is	when	we	take	something	out	of	its	original	frame	and	place	it	in	another	one.	
The	meaning	and	impact	of	the	experience	then	changes.	We	can	do	this	by	changing	context,	
perceptual	position,	logical	levels.	We	will	explore	the	linguistics	of	reframing	later.	
	
We	are	first	going	to	explore	one	of	the	most	powerful	reframes,	used	for	thousands	of	years	
to	effect	healing,	wisdom,	magic,	and	utilised	in	many	resourcing	and	therapeutic	processes.	
This	is	the	DISSOCIATIVE	Frame	-	the	meaning	of	an	experience	when	we	regard	it	from	a	state	
of	dissociation.	This	aids	the	disconnecting	from	uncomfortable	emotions	that	have	become	
attached	to	an	experience.	It	is	important	to	recognise	the	dissociative	frame	as	a	natural	
resource	that	can	become	instinctively	applied	in	situations	of	emotional	pain.	In	fact	often	
clients	may	come	to	us	because	they	are	in	a	permanently	dis-associated	state,	very	common	
in	victims	of	shock,	grief	or	lack	of	confidence,	experienced	often	as	“being	beside	oneself”.	
The	difference	between	this	commonly	dysfunctional	state	and	the	resourceful	dissociative	
state	is	that	in	the	latter	we	are	re-associating	into	another	state	where	we	can	have	access	to	
more	resources	and	wisdom.		
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Some	Common	Frames		
and	How	to	Move	to	Them	

	
Outcome	Frame	
We	have	already	explored	this	in	depth	on	Module	4.	The	movement	from	problem	frame	to	
outcome	frame	caused	a	revolution	in	psychotherapy	because	it	set	the	agenda	as	being	the	
client’s	rather	than	the	therapist’s	and	that	of	their	theoretical	preference.	The	outcome	frame	
can	be	equally	dramatic	in	the	course	of	conversational	reframing.	By	directing	attention	into	
the	outcome	frame	by	asking	questions	we	invite	new	connections,	consideration	of	new	data	
and	encourage	the	imagination	to	find	ways	to	practically	bridge	the	gap	between	here	and	
there,	now	and	then.	
“What	would	it	be	like	if	you	solved	this	problem?”	
“What	would	you	like	to	have	happen	instead?”	
The	outcome	frame	is	also	essential	when	working	with	any	plurality,	be	it	the	neglected	needs	
and	wants	of	an	exiled	part,	the	setting	of	collaboration	in	couples’	therapy,	or	the	way	
forward	in	a	conflict	resolution	between	different	groups	or	members	of	groups.	
	
Ecology	Frame	
All	situations	that	we	are	in	came	into	being	for	a	reason.	If	we	change	any	part	of	the	system	it	
will	impact	other	parts	of	the	system.	Brief	therapy	approaches	may	be	more	susceptible	to	
being	undone	through	ecological	adjustments	over	time,	if	the	move	towards	solution	was	
narrowly	considered	or	unaligned	to	the	good	of	the	whole	system,	physical,	social,	emotional,	
spiritual,	professional	et	cetera.	Long-term	therapy	can	get	stuck	in	over-focus	on	pathology	
and	only	specific	parts	of	the	client’s	system	or	life	experience,	forgetting	to	draw	on	the	wider	
system	of	the	person’s	strengths	that	they	have	used	to	survive	events,	or	times	and	
relationships	which	brought	contrasting	experiences	to	those	which	were	painful.	
“So	imagine	you	continue	to	operate	this	way	for	a	while?	Is	it	sustainable?”	
“Who/what	else	will	be	affected	by	these	changes?”	
“Will	these	changes	cost	you	anything	of	value?”	
“So	what	was	life	like	outside	of	your	family	home?	Was	there	ever	anything	at	school	that	
gave	you	a	different	message?”	
“So	we’ve	talked	a	bit	about	your	work-life.	Sounds	exciting	and	challenging	too.	What	about	
when	you	are	not	at	work?	What	else	is	in	your	life?”	
This	last	can	be	particularly	important	to	consider	when	we	are	working	with	diversity	and	
intersectionality,	where	a	person	has	had	to	manage	two	cultural	or	rules	systems	and	find	a	
way	of	carry	these	in	their	personal	ecology.	
	
Evidence	Frame	
What	empirical	evidence	brings	us	to	our	current	appraisal	of	the	situation?	What	empirical	
evidence	will	convince	us	of	our	achieved	outcome?	In	its	essence	this	frame	is	achieved	by	
meta	modeling,	and	emphasis	on	the	future	result,	helps	us	make	outcomes	specific	and	
believable,	and	easier	to	test	for	ecology.	
“What	exactly	takes	you	to	this	conclusion?	What	is	your	evidence	that	it	is	like	this?”	
“When	you	have	achieved	your	outcome	what	will	indicate	to	you	that	you	have	achieved	
what	you	want?”	
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As	If	Frame	
This	takes	us	into	a	frame	“as	if”	something	were	so.	It	is	a	place	of	behaving	in	a	way	that	is	
different	to	let	our	behaviour	influence	reality	and	our	results,	rather	than	waiting	for	things	to	
be	as	we	want	them	before	we	are	willing	to	change	our	behaviour.	
“So	you	haven’t	got	the	respect	you	deserve	from	your	boss.	What	if	you	began	to	behave	at	
work	as	if	you	had	the	respect	you	crave?”	
“Let’s	proceed	as	if	therapy	could	help	you.	If	you	knew	therapy	can	be	effective	in	helping	
you,	how	would	you	go	about	your	therapy	tasks	next	week?”	
	
Backtrack	Frame	
This	helps	to	clarify	that	the	people	within	a	system	of	communication	are	building	the	same	
map	of	what	they	are	communicating	on.	It	helps	to	assure	that	we	have	listened,	and	to	build	
a	logical	connection	between	where	we	started	and	where	we	have	got	to.	
“So	let’s	just	backtrack	to	see	if	I	have	understood	correctly.	You	are	here	because	you	want	
change	and	you	are	not	sure	if	therapy	can	help	you	change.	If	you	believed	therapy	could	
help	you	change,	you’d	be	more	motivated	to	engage	in	the	tasks	and	explorations	that	
therapy	offers.”	
“You	have	been	feeling	low	and	you	know	this	because	you	don’t	want	to	go	into	work	and	
you	get	a	panicky	feeling	when	you	think	about	it.	You	have	enjoyed	work	in	the	past	and	
this	feeling	has	been	there	for	a	few	weeks.	You’d	like	to	feel	motivated	by	work	again	but	
only	if	some	things	change.	You	know	one	thing	you	want	to	change	is	your	relationship	with	
your	manager.	Your	manager’s	behaviour	and	the	way	you	feel	around	her	reminds	you	in	
some	ways	of	a	relationship	you	had	with	a	significant	person	in	the	past	who	you	are	
beginning	to	recognise	was	sometimes	psychologically	abusive	when	they	were	angry.”	
	
Connection	or	“Relevancy”	Frame	
This	frame	has	two	titles	because	in	different	contexts	people	making	connections	can	be	
experienced	as	helpful	or,	by	some	in	some	places,	a	distraction.	
“How	is	that	connected	to	what	you	were	telling	about	me	earlier?”	
“How	is	that	relevant	to	the	subject	at	hand/to	this	matter?”	
Note	that	the	latter	is	often	experienced	as	controlling	and	it’s	usual	place	is	in	business	or	
committee	meetings	where	power	to	“own”	the	frame	is	less	shared	than	in	a	therapeutic	
context.	It	may	however,	warmly	assist	a	trainee	to	come	back	from	a	confusing	tangent.		
When	used	skillfully	and	with	respect	within	the	therapeutic	frame	it	can	help	a	client	to	draw	
their	own	connections	between	apparently	random	things	and	maybe	see	patterns	that	are	
emerging	in	their	narrative,	behavior	or	meaning	making.	It	can	also	be	helpful	in	a	mental	
health	assessment	when	you	are	aware	of	the	cognitive	patterns	that	a	client	may	displaying	
and	do	not	want	to	mis-name	something	as	tangential	if	indeed	it	has	significance	for	the	
client’s	presenting	issue.	
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Return	of	the	Re-Frame	
	

All	meaning	is	context	specific.	We	have	explored	the	depths	of	that	statement	a	little	by	now.		
	

What	does	that	statement	mean?		
	

One	meaning	is	that	things	have	different	meaning	according	to	the	context	or	frame	in	which	
we	view	them.	So	taking	things	into	an	"as	if	"	frame	with	our	partner	can	liberate	their	
imagination	and	activate	resources	that	felt	unaccessible.	The	filmmaker,	Sally	Potter,	recently	
asked	me	a	reframing	question,	that	took	me	into	an	“as	if”	frame.	She	said	“What	would	you	
do	with	your	life	if	you	really	knew	you	would	succeed	at	it?”	Ask	yourself	that	question	now.	
What	inner	re-presentations	occur?	What	starts	to	become	possible?	What	resources	do	you	
remind	yourself	of?	Now	that's	a	reframe!	
	

The	“Context”	Reframe	
This	goes	back	to	the	presupposition	that	all	meaning	is	context	specific	and	that	all	behaviour	
is	useful	in	some	context.	To	give	a	context	reframe	you	simply	take	the	information	you	are	
given	and	you	put	it	in	another	context	-	this	changes	the	meaning	of	the	information.	
	

The	“Content”	Reframe	
What	this	means	is	taking	the	piece	of	information	offered	and	simply	changing	its	meaning.	
	

Examples:	
Pam:	“I	worry	if	so	much	discovery	learning	on	the	course	has	been	confusing	for	them.”	
Tony:	"Being	confident	enough	to	let	people	discover	their	own	meanings	and	use	their	own	
resources	is	an	excellent	quality	in	a	therapist	and	a	trainer	(has	value	in	different	context)."	
Gill:	"How	can	you	help	yourself	be	safe	(different	context	-	Pam	being	safe)	when	you	know	
that	they	are	going	through	a	necessary	learning	stage	when	they	may	activate	transference	
patterns	and	your	job	is	to	let	them	go	through	this	uncomfortable	but	necessary	process	in	
learning	to	be	their	own	authority	(different	meaning	–	“confusion”	means	“necessary	learning	
stage”)?”	
	

Pam:	“I've	had	some	real	blind	spots.”	
Tony:	“I	rather	think	you've	been	setting	your	sights	(matching	visual	predicates)	on	other	
things	that	were	more	important	at	the	time.”	(reframe	of	meaning	-	you	weren't	blind	but	
looking	else	where,	which	was	more	important.)	
Mandy:	“You	like	to	see	the	best	in	people,	more	than	anybody	I	know,	and	often	that	works.”	
(Context	Reframe	-	enlarging	the	frame	size	-	relating	to	people	in	general).	
	

This	is	useful,	skilled.	Everyone	I	know	disagrees	about	whether	a	reframe	is	content	or	context	
and	the	truth	is	it	doesn't	matter	most	of	the	time	which	is	which	theoretically	-	it's	just	good	
to	know	you	can	be	do	things	in	different	ways	and	there	are	lots	of	choices	and	possibilities.	
This	is	conversational	therapy,	or	corridor	therapy,	and	can	fail	terribly	if	you	are	not	in	rapport	
or	are	trying	to	“fix”	the	person’s	current	feelings.	It	can	come	across	as	just	rotten	mis-
matching	if	you	do	not	match	the	person's	values	and/or	representational	system	and/or	
physiology	and	give	them	space	for	their	experience.	I	find	matching	voice	tone	can	be	very	
powerful	as	long	as	you	don't	come	across	as	mocking	someone.	Show	that	you	are	laughing	
with	them,	not	at	them,	and	always	show	that	you	are	aware	of	their	higher	intention	of	
present	behaviour.	Awareness	of	relational	field	is	crucial.		
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From	Problem	Frame	to	Outcome	Frame	
	

A	Reframe	is	a	Pace-Pace-Pace-Lead	
	

Reframing	is	a	process	of	matching,	mis-matching	and	matching	
again.	

	

Reframing	is	a	“constructive”	language	transaction	as	it	offers	and	
invites	creation	of	new	constructs	(as	opposed	to	deconstructive	

questions	of	the	frame	being	offered)	
“Yeah,	that's	what	you	don't	want.	Yuk!	…What	do	you	want?”	

	
“So	I	can	see	why	that	would	be	something	you'd	like	to	change.	Have	you	ever	gone	into	

this	situation	and	this	problem	hasn't	happened?	What	did	happen?”	
	

“That's	a	very	common	experience	and	I'm	glad	that	you	have	a	greater	expectation	of	
happiness	than	to	have	to	put	up	with	this.	It's	sad	how	many	people	don't	believe	that	you	
can	heal	from	this	kind	of	experience.	If	healing	were	possible,	how	would	you	become	

aware	that	you	are	healing	and	growing	on	from	this?”	
	

“I	appreciate	the	pain	you've	been	through	was	hell.	So	I	have	one	question	that	I	have	to	
ask	before	we	close	this	chapter	and	move	on	to	a	better	period	of	your	life.	The	question	is	
“Have	you	suffered	enough?”	Would	you	be	willing	now	to	take	what	you	have	learned	from	
this	experience	and	begin	to	build	a	life	that	won't	take	you	through	this	pain	again?	What	
could	a	life	that	is	free	of	this	be	like?	What	safeguards	would	need	to	be	in	place	so	you	can	

be	ready	to	move	on?”	
	

“Yes,	I	can	understand	why	you	say	it's	no	fun.	Doing	this	over	and	over	again	must	get	quite	
boring	for	you.	What	new	way	would	be	more	fun?”	
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Exercise:	Reframing	
	

In	threes	or	fours.	15	-	20	minutes	each	way	
	
1. Take	it	in	turns	to	be	a	person	probleming,	getting	into	a	problem	frame.	Use	a	little	

problem	you	really	have.	
	
2. Guides	calibrate	state	of	the	probleming	person	as	they	tell	the	group	about	the	problem.	

Compare	observations.	
	
3. Take	it	in	turns	to	ask	re-framing	questions	or	make	re-framing	statements.	Work	together	

to	bring	the	problemer	into	an	outcome	frame.	
	
4. Calibrate	state	of	the	person	when	they	are	in	an	Outcome	Frame.	What	changes	does	the	

person	notice	in	how	they	are	thinking	about	the	original	subject?	
	
5. Discuss	what	worked	well.	
	

Problem	Frame	
	

e.g.	“I'm	crap	at	Maths”	
	

Accompanying	State	
Accompanying	Filters	

	
Distortions	
Deletions	

Generalisations	
	

Globalised	Powerlessness	
	

Repeating	Problem	Process	
that	confirms	the	Belief	in	the	

Problem	
	

At	Effect	rather	than	Cause	

Outcome	Frame	
e.g.	“I	want	to	learn	to	use	
statistics	sufficiently	well	to	

complete	my	dissertation	as	I	will	
then	get	my	MSc	and	the	
accompanying	professional	

respect”	
	

New	State	and	Filters	
	

Sensory	Specific,	Measurable		
	

Context	and	Time	Frame	
	

Within	Capability,	Resources	
	

Ecology	and	Effects	
	

At	Cause	rather	than	at	Effect	



Skills and Principles of Contemporary Psychotherapy – Chapter 9 

© Copyright Pamela Gawler-Wright and BeeLeaf 1999 - 2020         18 

  

Meta	Frame	for	an	Organic	Facilitation	Intervention	
Approximate	Duration	75	-	90	mins	

 
 

 
What?	

Naming	and	Framing	
Presuppose	Client	is	already	changing,	already	resourceful	

“What	are	we	working	on?”		
Pace	language	of	client	and	find	the	“working	title”	

When	and	Where?	
Meta	Modelling	

“Can	recall	a	specific	event	of	this?	Where	are	you	and	how	long	ago	was	this?”	
“When	did	you	first	become	aware	in	this	situation	that	this	was	happening?”	

“How	long	does	this	last?”	“How	often?”	

How?	
Identify	Structure	of	Problem	Process	

How	do	you	do	the	problem	experience?	IRs?	Sequence?	Emotional	Sense?	
How	and	where	in	your	internal	experience?	Location?	Sub-modalities?	

What	for?	
What	do	you	want	when	you	experience	this?	What	is	missing?	

How	is	this	important?	Chunking	to	values	and	outcomes	

How	come?	
Build	the	meaning-full	narrative	of	what	happened	before	

What	contexts	of	events	trigger	the	difficult	experience?	
Is	this	like	anything	from	an	earlier	time	in	life?	

What	was	the	context	then?		
What	is	the	same	as	that	time	and	what	is	different	now?	

Who	Else?	What	Else?	
Provide	conditions	for	better	relationship	between	parts,	such	as	with	younger	

self	or	contrasting	values	
What	other	possibilities	are	there	when	compassionate	attention	is	brought	to	

these	elements	around	this	issue?	

	
Utilise	Downtime/Trance	

Milton	Language	
Physiology	of	safety	while	in	relationship	with	difficult	experience	

Create	conditions	where	relationship	between	different	elements	of	experience	
can	be	made	

Integrate	to	Whole	System	using	Client's	Values	
Suggest	Continuing	Unconscious	Learning,	Growth	and	Progress	

Future	Pace	
Re-Orient	Client	to	Future-that-Starts-Now	

Get	Feedback	
Now	and	Some	Time	in	the	Future	
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Exercise:	A	Feedback	Model	
	

With	Your	Partner	with	whom	you	have	shared	a	Close	Encounter	Session	
	
1.	Elicit	and	offer	feedback	in	the	following	form:	
	
What	has	changed	during	and	following	the	session.	
	
Things	you	did	and	said	(specifics)	that	had	these	beneficial	affects	with	me	(own	the	
subjectivity	of	your	response).	
	
Things	that	could	be	said	and	done	(specifically	and	generally)	and	have	additional	beneficial	
affect	with	me.	
	
What	I	now	feel/see/can	tell	myself	is	my	next	step	in	enjoying	and	furthering	my	process	of	
change.	
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HOME	ASSIGNMENTS	MODULE	9	

	
The	homework	for	this	module	is	very	important	as	it	draws	the	strings	together	of	all	that	you	
have	covered	and	activates	a	revision	process	for	your	integration.		
	
	
1. Re-arrange	your	Course	Manuals.	Take	out	pages	and	use	the	subject	dividers	supplied	to	

arrange	the	manual	contents	into	sets,	or	chapters,	according	to	your	understanding	of	what	
you	have	been	learning.	The	object	is	that	you	know	where	to	find	things	when	you	need	them	
-	your	unconscious	mind	will	love	this	exercise	too.		

	
Past	participants	have	described	this	as	the	most	useful	and	uplifting	exercise	of	all	their	home	
assignments.	Enjoy.	Make	the	manual	your	own	personal	and	unique	source	of	knowledge.	
	
2. For	each	of	the	logical	levels,	list	one	or	two	processes	that	you	have	learned	that	would	be	

useful	to	approach	a	problem	on	that	level.	Revisit	them	so	that	you	feel	comfortable	and	
confident	with	recognising	when	they	may	be	an	appropriate	intervention	when	working	with	
some	one,	and	getting	an	overall	sense	of	the	pattern	of	the	process.	Anchor	(remember)	the	
steps	of	the	process	through	self	practice,	mental	rehearsal	and	practice	with	others.	


