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Foreword 

I AM DEEPLY PRIVILEGED to have been invited to edit this book by 

Richard Bandler on the subject of hypnosis and Neuro-Linguistic 

Programming. Once or twice in a lifetime, one may encounter a 

true rainmaker, someone who makes the impossible possible to the 

benefit of those around him. From the very first page I read of his 

first book, The Structure of Magic L so many years ago, I recog

nized him as one of these rare beings. Since then, I have studied 

with Richard for many years and have benefited hugely from his 

training and his personal attention, which he has always given with 

the utmost kindness, generosity, and patience. 

I cannot pretend that editing his writings has been an easy task

not because of a lack of material to include (few people on this 

planet can be as consistently creative and productive as Richard), 

but because it has been difficult to know what to leave out. 

This is not a definitive book of Richard Bandler's work. No 

single book could hope to be that. Rather, it is one of a series of 

new works written in his own voice to introduce newcomers to 

Neuro-Linguistic Programming and his endlessly creative devel

opment of this and related fields. 

In this book, Richard returns to his roots-hypnosis, altered 

states, trance-work ... he declines to call it one thing. From the 

time he met Milton Erickson nearly forty years ago, he has been 

deeply interested in how the alignment of conscious and uncon

scious processes can cure apparently intractable illnesses, remove 

deep-seated emotional problems, and create shining futures for 

xi 



xii Foreword 

those prepared to do the work. But he has also been driven to seek 

the boundaries to what is possible ... limits, he says, that he has 

not yet found. 

The principles, processes, techniques, and exercises he writes 

about here may seem simple, but do not be deceived. They are 

profoundly effective, and Richard's ability to teach with apparent 

simplicity, together with humor and a kind of laid-back energy, 

conceals highly complex and ambitious underpinnings. With 

Richard, it's never "what you see is what you get." What you get 

is not only what you get; it's always far more than you ever noticed 

him giving or you expected to receive. 

The book is divided into three main sections. The first 

addresses the structure, process, and elicitation of the patterns of 

human consciousness (how people create their unique worlds and 

how we can know how someone else is thinking), the second 

explores altered states and their role in accelerated learning, and 

the third outlines some of the applications of these principles, 

processes, and techniques in optimizing human behavior. 

The Resource Files at the back of the book are intended mainly 

for those people not yet conversant with Richard's work. Rather 

than slow the narrative with too much background information, 

the relevant files are flagged in the main body of the work, leav

ing readers, NLP and hypnosis newcomers, or experienced prac

titioners to consult them according to their needs. 

Unique transcripts of Richard at work with real clients close 

the book. 

I am especially grateful for the help and support Richard has 

given in so patiently filling in some of the many gaps in my own 

knowledge; in supporting me in the writing of my own book, 

Magic in Practice; and in the founding of the Society of Medical 
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NLp, created to promote his approach to healing and health to 

the medical profession. Already, hundreds of doctors and allied 

health professionals (and their patients) have benefited from train

ing in Medical NLP. 

I hope you enjoy reading Richard Bandler's Guide to Trance
formation as much as I have editing it. 

GARNER THOMSON 



Introduction 

IT'S BEEN FOUR DECADES since I started writing my first book, 

The Structure of Magic, Volume 1. The Structure of Magic was a 

book about how psychotherapists unconsciously use language. 

Since that time, I've studied and modeled unconscious behav

ior, not just of psychotherapists and hypnotists and great com

municators, but of experts in sports and many other fields, as well 

as of people who made profound changes in their lives with or 

without psychotherapists-people who were great learners, great 

inventors, great innovators. 

My career modeling these people, and developing behavioral 

technologies aimed at helping people solve problems and achieve 

goals, has been long and in many cases very successful, even where 

other "experts" have been unable to help. 

This book represents a little of some of the old things that I did, 

patterns that were in my books, including Trance-formations, Frogs 
into Princes, and The Structure of Magic. Many of these things, I 

feel, are still useful. They worked then, and they work now, so I 

offer them to you in the hope that you can learn from my years of 

experience. 

I want to make clear the very real difference between my work 

and psychotherapy. People who know me know I always reject the 

"therapists' label" for the following reason: most therapists looked 

for what was wrong and tried to get the client to understand what 

it was, so that the client could get better. These therapists believed 

insight was the magic key to change. However, years and years of 

xv 
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psychoanalysis didn't seem to do much more than give people rea

sons to stay stuck in their old ways, or even to reinforce the con

dition by repeatedly revisiting the problems of the past. 

Other psychologists wanted to "condition" their patients away 

from their bad behavior toward what they thought of as good 

behavior. Then, of course, psychiatrists saw the medicalization of 

psychology as a major step forward; now therapists and doctors 

could give drugs to people so they didn't necessarily get better, 

but they didn't seem to care as much. 

Still other people believed in an entirely mechanical approach to 

the brain and its functions. They saw it as a broken or malfunc

tioning machine in need of a physical tune-up. I once met a neu

rosurgeon who told me he didn't believe there was a single 

psychological problem that couldn't be solved by the application of 

"a bit of cold steel." He was an expert in performing frontal 

lobotomies-operations where they removed part of the prefrontal 

cortex. It's true that people stopped being depressed or anxious, but 

then they just ambled around like sheep. I asked him why he and 

his colleagues stopped at the frontal lobe. Why not remove the 

whole brain? Then he'd solve every problem anyone had ever had. 

Things have moved on since then. They don't do that many 

frontal lobotomies anymore. Increasingly powerful drugs can get 

the same result. People who get out of hand can just be chemically 

shut down. 

I, on the other hand, was never that interested in the client's 

problem as such. I also didn't want to just fix clients and send 

them away. I wanted to teach clients how to solve the presenting 

problem and other problems that might arise long after they left 

my office. Then, when I saw how that could work, I wanted to lay 

the same kind of foundations for other people in the helping 
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professions-not just for therapists, but for anyone in the business 

of giving lessons to other human beings. I wanted them to under

stand that people need not necessarily be lost or broken or stuck 

for the rest of their lives, and they didn't have to be treated as dis

abled. They simply had choices to make other than the one that 

caused them problems. 

I believe in the human learning process. Human beings learn 

automatically. We learn a language effortlessly because we're born 

with the wiring already in place for us to accumulate the means 

of communicating with other people of our kind. We are power

fullanguage-Iearning machines, but we are also behavior-learn

ing machines. 

Some of the behaviors we learn turn into bad habits, and some 

turn into profoundly good habits. But the fact that we learn any

thing at all means we can learn something else-something more 

useful, quicker, and better. 

We know now that it doesn't have to take time and hard work. 

In fact, human beings learn best when they learn fast, and when 

they learn to make things unconscious so that the behavior can 

run automatically. 

Of course, whenever we're learning something new, it feels awk

ward at first. But we very quickly acclimatize to behaviors we per

sist in practicing. When we first learn to ride a bicycle, we have the 

balance, the steering, the pedaling to think about, all at the same 

time-and, at first, it seems impossible. 

Then there is a magic moment when it all comes together, 

without effort. From that point, for the rest of our lives, we can 

always pedal and steer, even if we haven't ridden a bicycle in years. 

Being an optimist, my hope is that everything in this book gets 

taken even further. People often sayan optimist is someone who 
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sees a glass as half full, but a true optimist looks outside the glass 

entirely. We look at where the liquid comes from, and how it gets 

where it is. We look at the kind of containers it can be put in and 

how we can move it from here to there. We look at all the possi

bilities, and then we begin to understand that we don't just fill 

that glass, but we can fill vessels of all kinds, with different liquids, 

and move them around allover the world. In other words, we 

look for what we can apply elsewhere in other ways so we can start 

to do all sorts of things that have never been done before. 

This is what successful and creative people do naturally. People 

who are successful in business-in fact, people who are successful 

in any field-don't just look at the short run, the immediate prob

lem or challenge. They don't just look at what is. They look beyond, 

at how things got that way and how they can be better. Successful 

people apply their principles to solve many more problems and do 

many more new things for as many people as possible. 

So now it's time to learn to ride a new kind of bicycle, a bicycle 

that's about personal freedom. I'm always fond of saying that the 

chains of the free are only in people's minds. Your fears, your 

doubts, your confusions, your habits, and your compulsions are 

all by-products of how you're thinking, and how you're thinking 

dictates how you're feeling and behaving and living your life. 

If you have fears, it's not that heights or spiders or meeting new 

people, for example, scare you; it's that you learned how to be 

afraid of heights, spiders, and new people. Babies are born with 

only two fears: the fear of falling and the fear of loud noises. All 

other human fears are learned. Therefore, if you learned to be 

afraid, you can learn to be unafraid. If you learned to do some

thing one way, you can learn how to do it totally differently and 

better. Learning is the way to personal freedom. Hypnosis and 

NLP are tools to make this easy and fun. 
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One 

PATTERNS, LEARNING, 
AND CHANGE 

How to Take Charge of Your Brain 

I HAVE WRITTEN MANY BOOKS and talked to many hundreds of 

thousands of people about hypnosis and NLp, and people are still 

confused about the similarities and differences between the two. 

In this book I hope to simplify the issue. My attitude is that at 

some level or other, everything is hypnosis. People are not simply 

in or out of trance but are moving from one trance to another. 

They have their work trances, their relationship trances, their driv

ing trances, their parenting trances, and a whole collection of 

problem trances. 

One characteristic of trance is that it is patterned. It's repetitive 

or habitual. It's also the way we learn. 

After we're born, we have so much knowledge and expertise to 

acquire-everything from walking, talking, and feeding ourselves 

to making decisions about what we want to do with the rest of our 

lives. Our brains are quick to learn how to automate behavior. Of 

course, this doesn't mean the brain always learns the "right" behav

ior to automate; quite often, our brains learn to do things in ways 

that make us miserable and even sick. 

We learn by repetition. Something we do enough times gets its 

own neuronal pathways in the brain. Each neuron learns to con

nect and fire with the next one down, and the behavior gets set. 

Sleeping and dreaming are important parts of the learning 

process. 

Freud thought of dreams as merely "wish fulfillment" -and 

2 
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maybe for him they were. I regard dreaming as unconscious 

rehearsal. If I do something I've never done before, I tend to go 

home, go to sleep, and do it all night long. This is one of the func

tions of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep. REM sleep is the way 

the unconscious mind processes what it's experienced during the 

day. It's literally practicing repetitively to pattern the new learning 

at the neurological level. Quality information and quality mate

rial are important to the learning process. If the brain isn't given 

anything specific to work with, it processes nonsense. 

If we plan to take control of our learning, we need to under

stand that it's not only repetition that is important but speed as 

well. The brain is designed to recognize patterns, and the pattern 

needs to be presented rapidly enough for the human to be able to 

perceive the pattern for what it is. 

Most people have drawn a series of stick figures in the margins 

of their schoolbooks, then flipped through them to make the fig

ure appear to move. Each page has on it a static image, but the 

brain will find a pattern-in this case, movement-if the images 

run rapidly enough. 

We wouldn't be able to enjoy movies without this process. We'd 

never be able to understand the story if we only saw one frame 

a day. 

So, when we dream, we're running through things to learn, and 

we're not doing it in real time. "Internal" time differs from dock 

time in that we can expand or contract it. We learn at extraor

dinary speed-we can do maybe eight hours worth of work in 

five minutes before waking up. Sleep researchers support this idea. 

Subjects who report massively long and complex dreams are found 

through neural scanning to have been dreaming for only minutes, 

or even seconds, at a time. 
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Sleep, therefore, is one of the ways we program and reprogram 

ourselves. If you doubt your own ability to do this, try this out 

tonight: 

As you're settling down to go to sleep, look at the clock, and tell 

yourself several times very firmly that you're going to wake up at 

a specific time. Set the alarm if you like, but you will wake up a 

second or two before it goes off. 

This is something I've encountered in several different cultures. 

Some people gently bang the pillow with their heads the same 

number of times as the hour they want to get up. 

Others tap their heads or their forearms to set their wake-up 

time. Whichever way it's done, the principle is the same; you 

somehow "know" you have an internal clock that you can set, 

using a specific ritual, and no matter how deeply you sleep, it will 

wake you as effectively as any alarm. 

If we can program ourselves to do one little thing-such as 

waking without an alarm-we can program our minds to do 

many things. We can decide to go to the supermarket. Maybe we 

need bread, milk, peanut butter, and a couple of cartons of juice. 

We can drive five miles to the supermarket, walk through a thou

sand products, maybe talking to someone on our cell phone, and 

still remember the juice, peanut butter, milk, and bread. 

Academics sometimes challenge me for something they call "evi

dence." They want to know the theory behind what I do; they want 

me to explain it, preferably with the appropriate research references. 

I've even had people ask for the correct citations for things that I've 

made up. The way I see it, it's not my job to prove, or even under

stand, everything about the workings of the mind. I'm not too inter

ested in why something should work. I only want to know how, so 

I can help people affect and influence whatever they want to change. 
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The truth is, when we know how something is done, it becomes 

easy to change. We're highly programmable beings-as unpopu

lar as that idea still is in some quarters. When I started using the 

term "programming," people became really angry. They said things 

like, "You're saying we're like machines. We're human beings, not 

robots." 

Actually, what I was saying was just the opposite. We're the only 

machine that can program itself. We are "meta-programmable." 

We can set deliberately designed, automated programs that work 

by themselves to take care of boring, mundane tasks, thus freeing 

up our minds to do other, more interesting and creative, things. 

At the same time, if we're doing something automatically that 

we shouldn't be doing-whether overeating, smoking, being 

afraid of elevators or the outside world, becoming depressed, or 

coveting our neighbor's spouse-then we can program ourselves 

to change. That's not being a robot; that's becoming a free spirit. 

To me the definition of freedom is being able to use your con

scious mind to direct your unconscious activity. The unconscious 

mind is hugely powerful, but it needs direction. Without direc

tion, you might end up grasping for straws ... and then finding 

there just aren't any there at all. 



Two 

DOING MORE OF 
WHAT WORKS 

The Secret of Effortless Change 

VIRGINIA SATIR, THE FAMILY THERAPIST, once said something 

that has stayed with me for many years. She said: "You know, 

Richard, most people think the will to survive is the strongest 

instinct in human beings, but it isn't. The strongest instinct is to 

keep things familiar." 

She was right. I've known people willing to kill themselves 

because they can't face the thought of life without the partner 

who's died or left them for someone else. Even thinking about 

how things could be different overwhelms them with fear. 

There's a reason for this. One of the ways we make models of 

the world is by generalizing. We survive and prosper by making 

things familiar, but we also create problems for ourselves. 

Each day you see new doors, but at a practical level you know 

each is still just a door. You don't have to figure out what each one 

is and how to open it. You shake hands with thousands of people, 

and even though it's a brand-new hand each time, it's not a new 

event, because somehow you've made it "the same." It's been filed 

in the compartment in your brain called "shaking hands." 

But if you go to a country such as Japan where traditions dif

fer, and you stick out your hand and someone bows to you 

instead, that action completely shatters the pattern. You have to 

come back to your senses to figure out how to respond in that 

new situation. 

7 
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But that's the way it's supposed to work. When we're really 

thinking properly, we make everything familiar until the pattern 

doesn't function anymore. Then we review it and revise the way 

we're thinking. 

Sometimes, though, we make something familiar, and even 

when it doesn't function anymore, we stick with it, and that's 

when it starts to make our lives dysfunctional. Instead of redefin

ing the situation and coming up with a new behavior, we keep 

doing the same thing ... only harder! 

Pop psychologists talk about "the comfort zone" when they 

should more accurately be calling it "the familiarity zone." People 

persist in situations that are extremely uncomfortable simply 

because they're used to them. They're unaware that they have 

choices, or perhaps the choices they present to themselves-like 

being alone for the rest of their lives because they'd left an abusive 

partner-are so terrifYing that they refuse to change. 

For years, psychologists have tortured rats by making them do 

things like run mazes for bits of cheese. The interesting thing about 

these experiments is that, when the scientists change the position 

of the cheese, the rats only try the same way three or four times 

before starting to explore other possible routes. When humans 

replace the rats, however, they just keep on and on and on, in the 

hopes that if they just do the same thing often enough they'll get 

the desired result. 

Apart from proving that rats are smarter than people, these 

experiments show us that people will often stick to their habits 

until they're forced to change ... or die to avoid that change. 

All the work I do to accomplish change is based on one impor

tant principle. I go in and find out what works and what doesn't 

work. I slice away what isn't working and replace those areas with 
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new states of consciousness that work better. It's as simple as that. 

The way I see it, there are three steps to making enduring 

change: 

1. People must become so sick of having the problem that they 

decide they really want to change. 

2. They have to somehow see their problem from a new per

spective or in a new light. 

3. New and appealing options must be found or created, and 

pursued. 

As Virginia also said, if people have a choice, they'll make the 

best one. The problem is, they often don't have choices. 

In these cases, hypnosis proves a valuable tool. By definition, we 

have to alter our state of consciousness to do something new. Hyp

nosis not only facilitates this but it allows us to minimize or 

remove the impact of past experiences and to create and install in 

their place newer, more useful, and more appropriate states. With 

hypnosis, we can help people discover choices and explore them. 

And, since time distortion is a characteristic of the phenomenon 

we call "trance," just as it is of dreaming, we can lead people 

through choices very rapidly. The learning tool of altered states 

permits us to familiarize the subject with a new experience in a 

fraction of the time it would take for them in an ordinary waking 

state. 

For this to happen, we need somehow to reduce the impact on 

the subject of their past negative experiences, to make way for 

new and more useful ways of experiencing oneself and one's 

world. The way I work (and the techniques outlined in this book) 

permits a person who had been held prisoner by his past to make 

room for change. 
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Some of the patterns in this book lead people to "relive" their 

past in a new way, while other activities allow people to look at their 

past, and it just doesn't feel like it quite belongs to them anymore. 

But, to do any of this really creatively means that we need to 

understand how people create their representations of their world, 

as well as how we can help them build new and more resourceful 

alternatives. Why they behave the way they do is far less impor

tant than what they're doing to set up their problem states and 

how they maintain them. When we know that, even the most 

impossible problem can have a solution. 

When I started out, I asked some psychiatrists what were their 

most difficult clinical problems. Without hesitation, most of them 

said, "Phobias." 

This answer is easy to understand. Phobics always have their 

phobic responses, and they always have them immediately. They 

never forget. 

People often describe themselves as "phobic," when in reality 

they're suffering from some kind of anxiety disorder. Anxious 

people have to work up to their anxiety attack; phobics don't. 

They see or even just think elevator and instantly go, "Aaarghf" 
They never make an exception. 

Phobias can either be learned, say, from a parent or caregiver, 

or instantly acquired by some emotionally overwhelming inci

dent. Phobias are a graphic demonstration of the brain's ability to 

learn something really quickly-often in a single pass. 

Addressing phobias intrigued me for several reasons. Not only 

was I ready to respond to the challenge of doing the "impossible," 

but I knew how useful it could be if people could learn to use the 

brain's ability to learn quickly and easily to acquire more useful 

responses. Think of how different someone's life would be if they 
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learned to feel instantly and completely delighted every time they 
saw their partner-and vice versa. 

Even though people are often disabled by their phobias, they 

are always incredibly creative and committed to having them. 

They need to experience a unique trigger, make complex deci

sions, and have responses in less time than it takes to describe it. 

If they fear heights, they have to know precisely what "high" is to 
have the response. 

One of the weirdest height phobias I ever encountered was in 

Michigan. I asked three hundred people if anyone had a really 

outrageous phobia, and a very distinguished gentleman, aged 

about fifty, raised his hand and said, "I'm afraid of heights." 

This didn't seem particularly outrageous, but when I invited 

him up on to the stage, which was just a couple feet high, he 
turned pale and said, "No." 

I reached out my hand and said: "Step up on just one step," but 

he stepped backward and his knees gave way. To me, that's a real, 

flaming phobia. I went down in the front of the audience, turned 

him around, ran him through the Phobia Cure (see Chapter 16), 

then asked him what he did for a living. 

He said, ''I'm an airline pilot." Something about my reaction or 

expression prompted him to say, "I know what you're thinking, 
but once you're in the plane it's not the same." 

He explained that walking up a flight of stairs was impossible 

for him. He could only fly planes, such as 747s, that were acces

sible by a ramp. He told how, when he was in the air force, he 

had to close his eyes, then be lifted backward into the cockpit. 

Once he was inside an F-16, he was fine. He couldn't climb a lad
der to the plane, but he could fly it at twice the speed of sound 

and drop napalm across Vietnam without a second thought. 
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His problem had to do with the distinctions he made in his mind 

of how high "high" was. It had nothing to do with going up; it was 

all to do with looking down. Once he was high enough up, he was 

okay. He even told me: "If I get in an elevator and I go up to the 

eighth or ninth floor I can look out the window, or off the balcony, 

and I'm fine. But if! get off on the first floor, I've got a problem." 

If he was in one of those glass elevators, he wouldn't be able to 

look out. He couldn't cope with walking around and looking out 

of the first floor, but felt quite safe if his room was on the six~ 

tee nth floor. The only thing was, he had to go up to his room 

with his back to the glass, staring at the wall or the door. 

How he developed his phobia to such an elegant degree is 

probably all very complicated, but it doesn't really matter. What's 

significant is that he made the distinction that being at a certain 

height meant he could fall-but if it was much higher, he was 

safe. & soon as he got high enough, the phobia simply stopped 

functioning. 

Somewhere in his brain were a starting point and a cutoff 

point-both very specific, and both functioning entirely outside 

his conscious awareness. His starting point for a height phobia 

was the lowest I've ever seen. 

When he left the air force and became a commercial pilot, he 

had no problem flying people around in 747s, but he couldn't 

take a single step up. Of course, I did everything I could to get 

him fixed as quickly as possible. I don't want crazy people in the 

cockpit of my plane. I want people who are completely unflap

pable, with great sensory acuity, so they know exactly where real 

danger begins and ends. 

Interestingly, phobias often make a kind of sense. People usu

ally become phobic about something that could actually harm 
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them under certain circumstances. When people come to me and 

say, "I want to be completely fearless around spiders," or "I don't 

want to be bothered by heights, no matter how high up I go," I 

always make them step back and take a realistic look at what they 

are requesting. In some countries, such as Australia or Mrica, hav

ing no fear of spiders would be extremely stupid. Some spiders 

are very poisonous. Likewise, a man with a phobia of heights who 

told me he wanted to be able to dance fearlessly along the rail of 

a balcony four floors up needs a reality check. 

The outcome in curing phobias should always respect the fact 

that part of the person's brain has actually been working very effi

ciently to help them avoid danger. The real problem is overreac

tion. The brain needs a new perspective to be able to change. 

At the time I began investigating phobias, everyone was argu

ing over the right approach to psychotherapy. There were dozens, 

if not hundreds, of different schools of psychology, all fighting 

over who was right. The interesting part was that none of them 

was successful. Nobody was actually managing to cure anyone of 

their problems. To me, it seemed particularly foolish for a group 

of people who couldn't do something to be arguing about the best 

way to not do it. 

These therapists were limited by their own unconscious pat

terning, which predisposed them to failure. They were all looking 

at the content of the client's experience-the "why"-to discover 

what was wrong and find ways to put it right. They were paying 

too much attention to trying to interpret what their clients were 

saying, and not noticing what they were doing. 

I approached it differently. I advertised in the newspaper for 

people who'd had phobias they'd recovered from and offered to 

pay them money just to sit down and talk about their experiences. 
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I didn't really expect to get more than a few, but it turned out 

there were many, many former phobics who were happy to talk 
about themselves. 

They all told me more or less the same story. They said things 
like: "One day, I'd just had enough. I said: That's it! No more!'" 
Then they all said: "I looked at myself and for once I saw how 

stupid it was to be acting the way I was and I started to laugh ... ," 

and then they changed. 
I noticed that when they made the change, they switched to 

watching themselves doing the behavior. Those people who lost 

the phobia were no longer thinking of the experience as if seeing 
it through their own eyes but were literally recalling it from a dif

ferent point of view-that of an observer. No matter how scary 
the phobia had been, it no longer affected them the same way 

when they took up this detached or "objective" point of view. 

Inadvertently, they'd discovered how to dissociate from the prob

lem experience. 

People who still had their phobias, on the other hand, were 

looking at spiders or planes or elevators as if they were actually 

there. Because they were representing the thought from a point 
inside the experience, part of their brains responded as if the expe
rience was actually happening and plunged them even deeper into 

a state of panic. 

Even though each of them had differing stories to tell about 

their particular phobias, the only difference I could see was in the 

way they were representing the experience of their phobias to 

themselves. So I had some people with phobias apply what I had 
learned. I had them "step out" of their bodies and watch their 

responses as if from across the room. And it worked. They got rid 
of their phobias really quickly. Their brains simply shifted the way 
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they perceived their situation, and their problems went away. 

The psychiatrists responded by sending me more and more 

people with phobias. Some of them were extremely creative and 

entertaining in the way they had set up their problems. For 

example, one man had developed a phobia about leaving Hunt

ington, Ohio. He'd be driving along quite happily, then come to 

the city limits, skid to a halt, and freak out. He hadn't been able 

to leave town in four and a half years. 

Since I was always trying to find easier and faster ways of doing 

things, I had him imagine he was Superman. I got him to float out 

of his body and fly alongside, watching himself driving his pickup 

truck. He flew for a couple of miles, then saw himself begin to get 

nervous, jam on the brakes, and start to panic ... but he flew on! 

What made the difference was a trick. Inside his mind, not only 

was he calmly flying along, but he also left town for the first time 

in years. Now, since part of his brain could perceive that experi

ence as real, I could start to put together the stimulus he had with 

the response he desired. We sent him out to go for a drive, and he 

was away for hours. When he came back he was astonished. He 

said he'd driven to the city limits, come to a bridge leading out of 

Huntington, all the time waiting for his phobia to kick in-but 

he just drove on. 

Needless to say, some psychiatrists were deeply skeptical. They 

kept telling me that change had to be painful and slow, and I said, 

"Well, that hasn't been my experience. I've changed rapidly, many 

times, without any trouble." 

Actually, we all have. Maybe you read something in a book that 

changed your life in a second. Someone might have said some

thing that instantly changed not only the way you did certain 

things but the entire quality of the experience you were having. 
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Suddenly, without actually realizing it, something happened that 

switched off the problem and turned on the solution. 

It fascinated me that among all the warring factions, a few ther

apists scattered around the country seemed capable of acting as 

genuine change agents, and I was driven by curiosity to know how 

they did it. That was my rule then and remains my rule now: if 

you want to find out how to do something you can't yet do, find 

someone who can and ask them. Now we call that process "mod

eling," and some people have turned it into an unnecessarily long 

and complicated process. 

When I first began investigating modeling, I was astonished to 

find that highly successful people were flattered to be asked how 

they got that way and were usually happy to talk. The only prob

lem was that they didn't always know how they came to be the 

way they were. 



Doing More of What Works 17 

Exercise: 
Changing Feelings by Dissociation 

1. Recall an experience that still causes you sadness or dis
tress. As you remember it make sure you are reexperi
encing it as if it were happening right now. See everything 
through your own eyes, feel all the feelings-including the 
associated emotions-through your own body. Pay par
ticular attention to any sounds; these might include any
thing that was said by you or any other significant 
participants in the original scenario. It may also include 
your own self-talk. Make a mental note of the degree to 
which this memory still causes you pain. 

2. Now pretend or imagine you can step back out of the 
experience so you can see yourself there, as if on a 
screen. Push the entire scene away from you, further and 
further, noticing, as it moves into the distance, how the 
colors begin to leach away and the detail diminishes. 
Push it as far away as you need to push it to notice a dis
tinct difference in the way you feel about the events. 

Note: Unless you particularly wish to have the discomfort 
back, you can leave the experience where it is-or even 
spin it away into space and have it explode into the sun. 



Three 

REPRESENTING "REALITY" 
The Birth of Personal Freedom 

NEURO-LINGUISTIC PROGRAMMING WAS born many years ago, 

partly out of the events one night in a hypnosis seminar. The 

people there were achieving deep hypnotic states and demon

strating dramatic hypnotic phenomena. 

Some of them were doing things like limited vision and posi

tive hallucinations; others were controlling their blood pressure. 

One young girl even speeded up the way her eyes worked, but not 

the rest of her, so she could see the world in slow motion. With

out any training at all, she was able to run rings around a martial 

artist friend of mine. From her point of view, everything was 

slowed all the way down. To the observer, she was moving twice 

as fast as the other guy. 

Of course, different people were able to achieve different levels 

of competence, and that set me thinking. 

Already, those psychologists studying hypnosis had decided 

there was such a thing as "hypnotizability" that could be measured

meaning that one person could be more or less hypnotizable than 

another. 

I didn't really believe that. I wasn't impressed with the idea of 

a hypnotizability scale. I kept asking, "Has anybody got one? Has 

anyone even seen one?" 

What the research really told me, though, was that if you use the 

same input with some people, they will respond differently than 

others. In the case of hypnosis, some people go deeper, others not. 

To me, the analogy was simply that if you keep punching a group 

19 
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of research subjects at the same height, you'll hit some in the head 

and hit the really tall ones in the knee. The whole thing begged 

the question: What was one person doing with his brain that the 

other wasn't? It seemed to me that these psychologists were really 

measuring not hypnotizability, but their own incompetence. 

Some philosophers and scientists have suggested that the world 

we perceive ourselves in is only a representation of reality, what

ever that is. Hans Vaihinger, Alfred Korzybski, and Gregory Bate

son all made the same observation. They all discussed variations 

on the theme of "our experience of reality is not the same as real

ity itself." Some very old cultures came to the same conclusion. 

They realized thousands of years ago that what was outside the 

mind was not the same as what was inside the mind. Part of their 

way of dealing with it was to meditate for years to become enlight

ened and dissolve the "illusion." 

But the problem remained for the rest of us. Even if we 

accepted that our experience was constructed in our minds, what 

then? What could we do with that knowledge? What difference 

would it make? 

In volume one of The Structure of Magic, I wrote: "We as 

human beings do not act directly on the world. Each of us creates 

a representation of the world in which we live-that is we create 

a map or model which we use to generate our behavior. Our rep

resentation of the world determines to a large degree what our 

experience of the world will be, how we will perceive the world, 

what choices we will see available to us as we live in the world." 

My point was that those people in that workshop who could 

create positive or negative hallucinations, or become selectively 

amnesiac, or anesthetize their arms, were representing their world 

differently from those who could not do those things. They changed 
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their way of looking at things; they changed their beliefs. The 

intriguing thing is that, in some cases, not only did their subjective 
experience change with the suggestion, but their physiology did, too. 

Hypnosis, therefore, was central to the development of NLP 

because it allowed us to explore altered states. We could push 

boundaries with it, because it was a tool that allowed us to begin 

to learn what was possible. Once we saw some of the things that 

were possible, we could begin to look at how they happened and 

what we needed to do to replicate the outcomes. In this sense, NLP 

may be thought of as the underlying "structure" of hypnosis. 

It wasn't possible to turn to psychology for help, because not 

only were most of the "experts" fighting with each other to decide 

whose theory was correct, they were also focused only on why 

people became ill or stuck, or how they came to fail. 

I once spent a whole winter house-sitting for a psychiatrist 

friend, and out of sheer boredom I read every book he had. It was 

a fascinating experience. The hundreds of texts by all these impor

tant doctors and professors could tell you everything you needed 

to know about how people got sick or stuck-but not one of them 

had even the glimmer of an idea of how to help them get better. 

It didn't even seem to occur to them that it might be a useful 

direction to follow. 

That was a question I found myself asking again and again. 

How do people get better? Some of them do get better, sometimes 

with the help of doctors or psychologists. Others just get better all 

by themselves. 

But my interest went beyond that. I wanted to know how 

people achieved their goals and what made some of them excep

tional in their field. I wanted to know how some people achieved 

excellence. 
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A few therapists at the time were getting far better results than 

those of their colleagues. They lived and practiced in different 

parts of the country; their methods were different; and they didn't 

know anything about each other or the way they worked. But 

those who knew them and saw their work described their results 

as magical-and they were, compared with the results of most of 

their peers. 

Their followers praised their talent or genius or intuition, as if 

that explained their abilities, but nobody at the time really under

stood how they came to be this way, least of all the therapists 

themselves. 

As a scientist and a mathematician, I knew there had to be a 

structure, and I wanted to know what that structure was. I knew 

that, if it could be identified, it should be possible to replicate it 

and even teach it to other people. Everybody could become magi

cians in their own right. 

I spent some time with John Grinder studying these therapeu

tic wizards very closely. Initially, we focused on family therapist 

Virginia Satir, Gestalt therapist Fritz Peds, and Milton Erickson, 

the grandfather of modern hypnotherapy. We watched them at 

work, and instead of getting caught up in the content of what they 

were doing, we looked at the syntax of what they were saying and 

doing. As soon as we looked at it that way, the patterns popped 

out everywhere-in the questions they asked, the words they used, 

the gestures they made, in the tonality and rate with which they 

spoke. We started to notice that, even though they were all very dif

ferent personalities, they shared many characteristics. 

The interesting thing was that they all acted intuitively. They all 
had their own maps or models of therapy; there were similarities 

and there were differences. Often they had no idea at all why some-
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thing they had done had been successful, but all shared a belief that 

the client's model of the world could be changed. Regardless of what 

they did or thought they were doing, each believed in helping to 

expand and enrich the clients' subjective experience. 

Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) takes the position that 

no two people share precisely the same experiences. The map or 

model they create to make sense of and navigate around the world 

is partially based on these experiences and the distinctive ways in 

which each processes them. Therefore, each person's model varies 

to some degree from the model created by every other person. We 

live in different realities, some richer, and some very much poorer, 

than others. 

This fact alone doesn't always cause problems. We have some

thing called consensual, or shared, reality, which means we all, 

more or less, agree to operate according to the same hallucinations-

and this is a useful thing. We need to have certain rules by which 

we all function. We need to agree on what is up and what is down. 

We need to know the difference between left and right-some

thing I discovered for myself the first time I visited the United 

Kingdom and found out that they drive on the other side of the 

road from Americans. Stepping off the sidewalk and looking only 

one way is not a good idea if you're still operating according to a 

map that applies to somewhere else. 

Now, if a map or a model adequately represents the reality it is 
describing, the person who has created it is likely to be function

ing adequately in her or his world. But experience shows us that 

most people who come to us in pain feel blocked and limited and 

without any sense of options or choices. In other words, it's not 

the world they live in that's limited; it's the poverty of their maps 

that keeps them suffering and in pain. 
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It follows, then, that it's often much more productive-and a 

lot easier-to change the map someone has been using rather than 

the territory in which the person is functioning. The therapists 

we modeled were showing us this approach in their behavior. 

Despite the fact that some people, usually psychotherapists, 

believe change is only possible with a lot of time and effort-and 

then only if the client isn't resistant-hypnosis, the effective ther

apists, and those people who "just changed" showed us that 

change could be a lot quicker and easier. The tools to do this were 

not available at the time, so I had to create them. Through NLp, 

I have been able to develop learnable principles, processes, and 

techniques that make change systematic and easy. 

As I pointed out in Volume I of The Structure of Magic, per

ception and experience are active, rather than passive, processes. 

We all create our subjective experience out of the "stuff" of the 

external world. One of the reasons that we don't all end up with 

the same model is that our experiencing is governed by certain 

restrictions or constraints: the constraints of our individual ner

vous systems (neurological constraints), the societies in which we 

function (social constraints), and our unique personal histories 

(personal constraints). 

The NLP model we advanced at the time to explain this process 

was simplified, but it's held up remarkably well over the years. Basi

cally, the model suggested that we each use our five senses slightly 

differently from each other to process incoming information. The 

models we make depend on which senses we favor, what informa

tion we take in and how much we leave out, and how we interpret 

whatever does get through. To summarize briefly: 

Neurological constraints. We receive information about the 

world through five sensory input channels-visual, auditory, 
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kinesthetic (feelings), smell (olfactory), and taste (gustatory). 

Rather than each sense being given equal weight with every other 

sense, each of us favors one or two over the others. Of course, we 

know there's considerable overlap in the parts of the brain respon

sible for processing our senses, but one or the other usually dom

inates in experience. This is known as your sensory preference or 

preferred sensory system. 

Social restraints. As members of a particular society, we are sub

ject to a number of mutually agreed-upon filters, the most signif

icant of which is the language we are born to speak. 

The more specific our language is, and the more distinctions we 

can make, the richer our experience will be. This concept is cen

tral to the practice ofNeuro-Linguistic Programming and hypno

sis. Words are power, and the language patterns you will learn from 

this book will help harness this power for yourself and for others. 

Individual constraints. As its name suggests, the third category 

of constraints develops out of our personal experience. We are 

each born into a particular set of circumstances, and as we grow 

up we encounter an increasing number of experiences, which in 

turn give rise to unique likes and dislikes, habits, rules, beliefs, 

and values. The maps we create from these can become rich and 

useful, or limited and destructive, and unless we understand how 

we create our subjective world, we will continue to live in confu

sion and pain. 

People don't make themselves miserable out of choice, even 

though it sometimes looks that way. NLP doesn't see people as 

bad, crazy, or sick. Our viewpoint is that they are operating out 

of an impoverished map, limited in the number of choices they 

have. To put it another way, they mistake the model for reality. 

This is what we mean when we say: The map is not the territory. 
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The richness and poverty of our maps are created by three fil
tering mechanisms: deletion, distortion, and generalization. These 

are all processes we need to carry out to manage the information 

that is coming at us so we are not overwhelmed. Problems occur 

when the wrong information is deleted, distorted, or generalized, 

creating patterns that either don't support our well-being or 

actively diminish it. 

Deletion. Deletion occurs when we pay attention to certain 

parts of our experience at the expense of others, which we do 

naturally. Think about being in a crowded room, talking to a 

friend. You automatically screen out the buzz of other people's 

conversation ... until you hear your name spoken by someone on 

the other side of the room. 
Deletion is a necessary and useful mechanism for making sure 

your world is manageable in size, but in certain circumstances it 

can create pain and suffering. For example, I've never met a 

depressed person who can remember a time when he was really 

happy. As far as depressives are concerned, they've always been 

unhappy. Equally, sufferers of chronic pain often don't notice 

those times when their pain is reduced or nonexistent. Certain 

people believe the world is a hostile place and simply fail to notice 

how many people act in a caring or supportive way. 

Distortion. Distortion is a quality that all creative people have 

in abundance. We need to be able to shift the meaning of-to 

distort-present reality to be able to create something new. (Great 

writers and artists are experts in distortion.) However, as pattern

making beings, we are equally inclined to distort reality in ways 

that cause us pain and distress. 

Some years ago I was in a restaurant, listening to a couple at 

the next table having a fight. The man said something really 
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nice-obviously wanting to make peace with his partner-and 

she snapped back: "Oh, you're just saying that to make me feel 

better!" 

Of course he was trying to make her feel better-nothing wrong 

with that, as far as I could see. But she distorted into a hostile act 

his attempt to make peace. So I leaned over and said: "Yeah, he's 

really bad that way. Imagine wanting to make the woman he loves 

feel good." For a moment, they were both stunned. Then they 

laughed and started to talk to each other in a much nicer way. 

Generalization. The third mechanism is generalization-the 

process by which a person takes one or two experiences and 

decides that this is the way all things are meant to be, all the time. 

Generalization is useful as a tool in learning. If we cut ourselves 

when we are careless with a sharp implement, we generalize to 

the extent that we believe "all" sharp instruments are capable of 

injuring us, so we treat them with respect. We have learned over 

many hundreds of thousands of years to stay alive by applying 

generalization. 

Generalization, as has already been mentioned, is the mecha

nism by which people all over the planet know how to open doors, 

simply because they've generalized information out of one or two 

formative experiences, but generalization is also at the root of 

many problems. When I was still at school, teachers believed we 

left-handers should be forced to write with our right hands. Their 

method of instruction was to patrol our desks and whack us with 

rulers when they found us writing with the "wrong" hand. 

Later, I got to do more things my way. As a person who was still 

left-handed, I reversed all the doors in my house to make things 

easier for myself. Everywhere else, the front door opened inward. 

Mine opened outward; it just felt better that way. 
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However, friends of mine would come along, try to get in, then 

say, "Hey, your door's jammed." I'd come along, open it the other 

way, and then next time they came along, the same thing would 

happen. Their motor programs just couldn't cope with an excep

tion to their generalization about the way doors "should" be. 

Generalization can have serious consequences on people's lives 

when they fail to undo generalizations that no longer work. Some

one who was mistreated as a child may decide that all men (or 

women) or all authority figures are to be feared and disliked. A 

person who experiences several failed relationships may decide 

that love is for losers and withdraw into a lonely existence. Sexual 

dysfunction among some men persists because they believe a 

single incident will necessarily apply to all physical encounters. 

Basically, generalization occurs when someone applies a single 

rule to all situations that resemble the one in which the original 

rule was formulated. The context has been altered from "one" to 

"all," from "sometimes" to "always." 

Understanding this mechanism gives us insight into much 

behavior that otherwise seems strange or even bizarre. If we rec

ognize that the rule makes sense in the appropriate context, we 

can start to help people restore the behavior to the situation or 

situations in which it originated, or help to create new and more 

appropriate behaviors. Based on this NLP approach, we can say, 

at some level, that all behavior has positive intent. 

Freedom can only start to come when we restore information 

to an impoverished map. Once we begin to explore how each indi

vidual reality is constructed, we open ourselves and others to a 

whole range of options and opportunities. Rather than trying to 

take away people's discomfort or unwanted responses-to make 

people "not have" depression or anxiety or an eating disorder-



Representing "Reality" 29 

we create new choices for them in the belief that, when they have 

more and better choices than before, they will make them on a 

more consistent basis. 

Exercise: Identifying Your 
Sensory Preferences 

You can do this exercise with a partner or by yourself. If 
you are alone, it helps greatly to speak out loud, possibly 
into a voice recorder so you can review your experiences 
later. 

1. Imagine as clearly as you can a walk along a beach. It 
can be a beach you know or an entirely imaginary one. 
Your goal is to describe in as much detail as you can the 
experience, cycling through each of your five senses. First, 
describe everything you see-the color of the sky and 
the ocean, the seagulls in the air, the white foam flying 
into the air as waves crash against the black rocks, the 
colorful clothes of children playing in the sand, and so on. 
Then move to another sense-hearing, for example
and describe everything you can hear, from the sound 
of your feet on the beach to a ship's horn in the distance. 
Continue until you have completed your description in 
all five senses. 

2. Now, review your description and notice whether it was 
easier to make pictures, hear sounds, or feel sensations, 
such as the temperature of the air against the skin. Was it 
easy to imagine the smell of salt in the air; or the taste of 
a hot dog bought from an oceanfront stand? One of 
these senses will dominate. This is your sensory preference. 
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Note: Having a preference for one sensory modality does 

I
:: not mean you do not use the other senses, or that you use 

your preferred modality in all situations. We all tend to use 
all senses in processing information, but some are used to 
a greater or lesser degree. 



Four 

LANGUAGE AND CHANGE 
The Gentle Art of Casting Spells 

1 USED THE TERM "INCANTATIONS" in The Structure of Magic 

I to describe the use of language in change-work for a very good 

reason. Words-as occultists, philosophers, psychologists, and 

writers know all too well-have magical effects. When 1 invite 

dients to "sit for a spell," the ambiguity is deliberate. 1 want them 

to begin to be open to the possibility of change-and to the fact 

that the change may seem magical; often, it is. 

One important aspect to helping people change is making sure 

they feel you understand their problem, then to move them as 

quickly as possible from their problem state to the solution you 

have prepared for them. Words are the primary means by which 

you can help create this kind of change. 

Watching Virginia Satir work, I noticed that she tended to 

reflect her clients' sensory predicates-those words and phrases 

that signifY which of the five senses is dominant at the time of 

speaking. 

Someone might say: "I just feel everything's getting on top of 

me and 1 can't move forward or back. 1 just don't see a way 

through this." She would reply: "I feel the weight of your prob

lems is stopping you from finding your direction, and the best 

route you can take isn't clear yet ... " 

She did this intuitively and achieved really close connections 

with her clients. 

On the other hand, 1 often observed therapists who had no 

concept of the sensory preferences of their clients and just spoke 

31 
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the same way to everybody they met. In response to ''I'm weighed 

down by all my problems," a less enlightened therapist might 

respond, "Well, you need to listen to what I'm saying so you can 

see some light at the end of the tunnel." These therapists were 

talking a different language from their clients, and their clients 

felt as if they were somehow not being listened to or understood. 

Couples sometimes end up in trouble by not recognizing these 

differences. One person-the visual partner-might express love 

in the form of gifts and flowers, but the other-the auditory partner

still feels neglected because the words "I love you" are never actu

ally spoken out loud. 

Once you have successfully matched the other person's pre

ferred sensory system, you can begin to lead them in new direc

tions, to increase their ability to process effectively and make 

enduring change. We do not want the subject to stay stuck in one 

processing mode; this lack of flexibility landed the person in 

trouble in the first place. 

One of my objections to the Montessori method was just this. 

Originally, when a kinesthetic child was identified, he was taught 

only by kinesthetic methods. Likewise, visual children were taught 

only visually, and auditory children were taught strictly by audi

tory methods, thereby stunting their growth and possibilities. 

They were stuck on one channel, whereas real learning involves 

crossing into other sensory channels to optimize an individual's 

potential. 

Expanding a client's experience by expanding the limits of his 

or her subjective model is central to the methods adopted by all 

the truly effective therapists and teachers I have studied. Other 

characteristics of effective therapists and teachers include: 
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• They tend to be proactive and directed toward outcomes 

rather than formalized in their approach. 

• Their sensory acuity is well developed and they respond to 

the patient in the moment, rather than invoking a concept 

of what should be done. 

• They demonstrate behavioral flexibility, trying different ap

proaches, and work toward developing the same quality in 
their clients. 

• They share a belief-not necessarily made explicit-that the 

structure of the client's problem is more significant for mak

ing change than its content. 

• They see problem clients as a challenge and an opportunity 

to learn. 

• They regard the client's condition as an attempt to deal with 

a problem, rather than a sign that the client is broken or stuck. 

• They have certain unconscious or intuitive skills and behav

ior patterns in common. 

Among these commonalities was the kind of questions they 

asked. Somehow these people seemed to have the ability to ask 

questions that put the client on the way to recovery. When we 

analyzed the effective therapists and teachers, we found that they 

focused less on gaining more information about the possible ori

gins of the problem, and they paid more attention to helping the 

client retrieve deleted, distorted, and generalized information. In 

this way, the client was able to reconfigure her or his internal 

map. The syntactic distinctions, published as the Meta Model in 

Volume I of The Structure of Magic, were intended to explore the 

underlying, full sensory representation (the deep structure) of 

the thoughts and utterances (the surface structure) made after 
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information had been filtered out by the processes of deletion, 

distortion, and generalization. A simplified version of the model 

is laid out in Resource File 4 (page 311), and I suggest you spend 

some time studying and practicing the different patterns and their 

challenges. The section that follows is intended to give a feeling 

for what is possible with mastery of the model. 

Over the years, some people have come to see the Meta Model 

as a form of therapy, possibly because the book included a tran

script of a therapy session, identifying a client's violations of the 

Meta Model together with the therapist's challenges. But the 

Meta Model has nothing to do with therapy. It is a powerful, 

recursive, linguistic pattern used to uncover quality information. 

That's why, when I use the Meta Model, I always ask for the biggest 

chunk of information first. I start the opposite way to that laid 

out in The Structure of Magic 1. 

The purpose of the Meta Model is to be meticulous, to ask the 

kind of questions that will help you find out how somebody's 

problem works so that you make sure you alter just the problem, 

and not everything else in the person's life. 

Somebody comes in and says, ''I'm depressed." 

I challenge the generalization (the Universal Quantifier) within 

the statement by asking, "Every moment of every single day? Even 

in the shower?" 

They might admit, "Well, not always." 

I then ask, "So how do you know when to be depressed?" 

Some people respond, ''I'm depressed whenever I have spare 
. " tlme. 

With the Meta Model as a tool, there's no reason to quit. I ask, 

"How do you know when it's spare?" 

They say, "Because my mind races ... " 
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''Ah, the racing mind," I go. Now I start to get quality information. 

I ask, "When your mind is racing, what exactly is it doing?" and 

this is where all the details emerge of how the subject is creating 

the experience: pictures going by, voices yakking away, feelings 

slopping from here to there, or any combination. 

What actually happens with this approach is that you're defin

ing the experience as volitional instead of outside the person's 

control. You say things like: "So if you make a picture of X, then 

you say that to yourselfY, then you feel Z ... " This is all process, 

and once expressed as a process, it presupposes that the process is 

open to change. 

If we accept the other way of saying things, "I have depression" 

or "The problem is my frustration," the speaker has taken a verb 

and turned it into a noun (nominalization), and in so doing has 

also deleted information such as the fact that he's making the 

pictures, saying those negative things in his head, and feeling 

those bad feelings. 

Every sentence has a lost performative (an indication as to who 

is responsible for the action being complained of), and as soon as 

you restore that performative, you're returning responsibility and 

power to the client. I use the phrase, "So, what you're saying to me 

is ... ," to restore the lost performative. 

They might say: ''I'm not happy" and claim they've "never 

really" been happy. 

I can choose to challenge them by questioning the "never," or 

I can say something like: "So, you're saying to me that you can 

never be happy." 

They'll say, "Well, yes." 

I'll ask, "And how do you know that?"-because they're making 

a comment about their state of mind, not about the nature of reality. 
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They'll usually respond: "Well, I just know it, because ... " 

I'll say: "No, no, I don't want to know why. I want to know 

how you know." 

They'll say something like, "Well, because I've never really been 

happy." 

I'll follow up with: "Well, if you've never tried something, how 

do you know whether you like it or not? Maybe happiness isn't all 

it's cracked up to be. Maybe really happy people are actually mis

erable. They could be just pretending. It could all be a big con." 

Then they say, "Okay, I know because I've had moments when 

I've been happy." 

I say, ''Ahh, so there have been moments. What was that like?" 

Using the Meta Model requires a certain amount of finesse and 

elegance. Just asking the questions by rote is not going to get the 

results you want. There should always be the presupposition of 

change in the language you use. For example, often, as I'm bring

ing someone out of trance, I tell them to "go back and remember 

this bad feeling for the last time." Nobody ever questions it. I say: 

"Have you got it?" 

They say, "It's really hard now." 

I say, "Work at it more." 

Now, whether they get the feeling back a little or a lot doesn't 

matter. They've already accepted the presupposition that the bad 

feeling can and will be felt "for the last time." 

Meta Model questions are designed to gather information. You 

can think of the model itself as a sword that chops up meaning. 

It slices things out, sorting what works from what doesn't, always 

moving toward whatever outcome you want . 

. So, whatever it is they want, your message is, "Okay, we chop 

away all the things that won't get you there." 
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People will tell you they want something like "being comfort

able about public speaking." The presupposition in there, right 

to start with, is that what they're asking for is a good thing. You 

could challenge what the Meta Model calls the Universal Quan

tifier by asking, ''Are you saying you want to fall asleep in front of 

your audiences?" 

They'll say, "No, of course not. No, maybe, it's ... I'd like 

people to admire me." 

You might respond, "For no particular reason? You want them 

to just to hang around obsessively admiring you?" 

They'll say, "Wow, no. 1 don't want that, 1 want ... " 

You slice away the nonsense until finally they explain, "Look, 

okay, so, 1 want to be relaxed, but alert. 1 want to engage my 

audience's attention and see that they're enjoying themselves," 

and so on. 

Then they realize they've been going inside, seeing themselves 

terrified, sweating, voice cracking, everybody in the audience laugh

ing, and you say: "Good plan. That'll get you into the right state." 

Not only do they see that their old behavior was not a good 

plan, but that they've been doing it habitually and also uncon

sciously. By asking the Meta Model questions, you bring their 

behavior up into consciousness, make it move a little slower, then 

start slicing away the nonsense. It tells you everything you need to 

know, including what to do next. 

One of my favorite cases, which 1 wrote about in Magic in 
Action, involved a woman who had psychotic episodes whenever 

anyone she was expecting to meet was late. She'd been in therapy 

for eight years, had three different therapists that 1 knew about, 

and whenever anyone asked her why she had these responses, she'd 

say, "I don't know." 
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But when the woman said, "I have a problem I'm too close to," 

I knew the solution was to push away the pictures. She was mak

ing pictures of horrible road accidents that became progressively 

closer, bigger, and more detailed, until she smelled the burning 

metal and felt the warm blood spattering on her skin. That would 

scare anyone. She let me know that we needed to push the images 

out, make them less and less distinct until they disappeared. We 

did, and it worked, all in a fifteen-minute session. 

MAKING THE DIAGNOSIS WRONG 

I'm not trying to diagnose people with this approach; I'm try

ing to make the diagnosis wrong. If people come in and say they're 

depressed, I want them laughing their asses off as quickly as pos

sible, so, after that, every time they think about being depressed 

they burst out laughing. 

I want to give them a better problem. Often I listen to clients 

and think: "What a sad little problem. They need something big

ger and better." They need to find the answer to questions like: 

How much pleasure can I stand? How much can I get done in a life
time? How can I feel really great every time I go into a meeting or see 
my husband or wife? 

If people don't ask the right questions, their brains don't learn. 

I always know when the questions are coming, so I throw out a 

better question. I say, "Stop and say to yourself, 'It's time to do 

something. What should I do?'" I just switch the Referential Index 

(who is saying what). It's not elegant, but it works. 

All the above examples illustrate how the Meta Model works. 

The questions lead us directly to where we want to go, because 

we're looking at the syntax of the question, not its content. If you 
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fall into content, you'll drown because content is infinite. We all 

know how little kids going "why?" can go on forever. The fact that 

a psychiatrist might do that means therapy can last for years. 

It doesn't matter to me why something happened. I don't try to 

read minds or encourage clients to read their own minds. I want 

answers that point me in the direction of making change. You have 

to know how to ask just the right questions, and then you have to 

know how to give just the right suggestions, in just the right way, 

so that you maximize the result that you want. Being able to move 

smoothly back and forth between knowing how something hap

pens and what to do about it is what good NLP is about. 

This is where the Milton patterns become so important. The 

Milton Model (see Resource File 5, page 316) is sometimes said 

to be the mirror image of the Meta Model, but while the Meta 

Model is applied to gain quality information, the Milton Model

derived from the patterns modeled from Erickson's work-uses 

language in an "artfully vague" way to induce trance and promote 

change. 

It's often assumed I knew a lot about hypnosis before I heard 

about Milton Erickson, but when Gregory Bateson first told me 

about Milton, I knew nothing. So I gathered his collected works, 

all his journal articles, everything I could find written by him, and 

read it all. What I found interesting was that he was claiming to 

get results that nobody else said they could achieve. 

I was intrigued by Milton's claims, so I went out and got every 

book-literally hundreds of books-about hypnosis and read 

them all. I tried out everything, a lot of it on an extraordinary 

neighbor I had at the time. She was agoraphobic and had allergies 

and all sorts of things wrong, and we fixed them all. So, by the 

time I got to actually see Milton, I had quite a lot of experience, 
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and I'd already analyzed his language patterns, from the journal 

articles and the transcripts. 

It was fairly apparent that most of the people who knew about 

him were as mystified by him as they were by Virginia Satir and 

by Fritz Perls. 

Virginia, who achieved consistently good results, didn't claim 

to have the right approach to therapy. She just said that people 

could be helped more easily if all the family members were 

involved, rather than just the individual. Also, her ability to observe 

patterns and predict behavior was extraordinary. On one occasion, 

when I drove her to see a family whose epileptic daughter had been 

labeled a juvenile delinquent, she said, "Watch what happens. In 

the middle of this session, the girl is going to have a seizure. The 

moment I start talking to one or other of the family members, she's 

going to fall down in a fit." Sure enough, that's exactly what 

happened. This was the sort of thing that happened around Vir

ginia. But one of the most important qualities she had was that 

she was absolutely relentless. She was warm and sweet and kind, 

but she didn't give up. It didn't matter to her ifit took twelve hours. 

She would keep working until she got the change she was after. 

Virginia was an exquisite hypnotist, something she strongly 

denied at first. I showed her videotapes of her and Erickson, and 

for the first ten minutes they said exactly the same things. Vir

ginia had nicer tonality than Milton. He sounded a little like Boris 

Karlof£ She sounded like the sweetest person on the earth. 

It was superb hypnosis, but she said it was just a centering exercise. 

She'd talk about people's uniqueness, how each was the only one in 

the world with those fingerprints, and so on. Then I'd turn on the 

Milton tape, and he'd talk about the individuality of his patients, how 

their fingerprints were unique---the same concepts, in the same order. 
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It took her time to admit it, but, finally she came around, 

and even asked me to use hypnosis to help her with a personal 

problem. 

Virginia had met Milton and thought he was creepy and didn't 

want anything to do with him. I have to admit, I understood why 

she felt that way. He was in a wheelchair, having had polio twice, 

and was suffering from postpolio syndrome. He wore purple paja

mas, induced trance, and communicated covertly more or less all 

the time, even when he didn't need to. But he did it to amuse 

himself Interestingly, though, despite their differences, Virginia 

and Milton were, in my opinion, the best at getting results. 

Fritz's work was very hypnotic, too. Telling clients to hallucinate 

dead relatives in empty chairs-what is that if it isn't deep trance 

hypnosis? 

In reality, Fritz didn't actually have a very good track record fix

ing clients. Everybody was impressed with his work, but he didn't 

get good results. He couldn't get an insomniac suddenly to be able 

to sleep, for example, and he was very open about the fact that he 

couldn't work with psychotics or schizophrenics. He only worked 

with "neurotics." 

On one occasion, though, he did help a client get over his impo

tence by having him think about his nose and then his genitals 

and his nose again. He couldn't explain how it worked; he just said 

it was something that fit his theory. Now, of course, we know that 

in the motor cortex, the wiring for the muscles of the nose and the 

genitals are right next to each other. If you move your nose, typi

cally your genitals will move; typically, if you flare your nostrils or 

move the nose up and down, you stimulate your genitals. 

When the patterns I identified were first published as the Mil

ton Model, Milton was very pleased, even though he implied they 
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only reflected a part of his repertoire. Milton's approach could be 

very complicated. He very strongly identified with the concept of 

"being a hypnotist" and insisted that all his clients become excep

tional hypnotic subjects before they went any further. 

I was more interested in how far I could push this thing called 

hypnosis, so I tried everything that he ever claimed you could do. 

This was not because I wanted to disprove it, but because if I 

could produce the same effects, then I knew there would be a 

world of things that hadn't even been tried. 

I tried things no one had ever tried before. I wanted to find out 

what effects could be achieved with light trance and deep trance; 

I wanted to see how far we could go. I have to admit that a lot of 

my clients went through a lot of demanding stuff so I could find 

easier ways of doing things. 

The people who really should get credit for my work are the 

clients who came to me at the end of their ropes. In fact, nobody 

came to me first. They only came to me because everybody had 

given up on them. They always said, "You're my last hope," and 

I'd always respond, "Boy, you're in big trouble then." 

But I didn't give up. From Virginia Satir I learned to be relent

less. I learned that if something doesn't work, you just do some

thing else. Failure is when you stop, and I never stopped. 

In practice, Erickson didn't use all the patterns that became 

known as the Milton Model, nor do I. Since I paid attention to 

Erickson, Satir, and Perls, as well as to those "ordinary" people who 

accomplished things by themselves, it became possible to create a 

technology that was universal in its application, was fast, and that 

anyone could learn. Quite simply, the language we use has a direct 

impact on the listener's neurology. The language we use when talk

ing to and about ourselves also affects our own neurology. 
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Not everybody will use Milton patterns the same way. The 

people who become really familiar with them will find they have 

certain preferences and will naturally develop their own distinc

tive styles. 

TEMPORAL PREDICATES 

For my part, I find temporal predicates-words that refer to 

time and its passage-incredibly powerful. I use temporal predi

cates as linkage-"when you sit here breathing in and out, then 
you will relax, and as you think about this for the last time ... " 

But there are many more ways temporal language can be used. 

Inducing confusion increases suggestibility-for example: 

[BJefore you stop yourself from preventing the idea that 
you don't know what's coming later, it'll be here, but before 
we start to continue with what isn't important about 
what you don't know, you'll find that you've just begun to 
go backwards, because the past is just a future moving by 

now ... 

This passage demonstrates how language patterns can be lay

ered. Aside from the temporal predicates, that last sentence is 

stacked with ambiguities-words and phrases that could have 

more than one meaning, leaving the unconscious room to explore 

alternatives that have not been explicitly stated. 

Another reason I regard temporal predicates as particularly 

important is to make clear the very important distinction between 

the past and the future. The best thing about the past is that it's 

over. When people don't deal with the past as if it's over, then 
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they're not free to go into the future. That's why I particularly love 

the ambiguity that "the past is just a future moving by now ... " 

(I suggest that you reread that sentence very carefully to find out 

for yourself how many meanings it contains.) 

SEMANTIC DENSITY 

I often talk about people being angry or sad or depressed "for 

the last time." I like what are known as "semantically dense" pred

icates, something linguistics spends a lot of time discussing. For 

instance, one doesn't lurk up to somebody openly. The verb "lurk" 

has all kinds of connotations that don't need to be stated, so when 

you say that somebody is walking around the edge of a crowd, as 

opposed to lurking around the edge of a crowd, the semantically 

denser phrase has greater impact. 

Temporal predicates-words like "last," "first," "after," "again"

all have semantic density. Phrases including the word "when" 

("when you start to do X, you'll find something important") and 

"next" ("the next time you see him, you'll feel Y") really allow you 

to aim posthypnotic suggestions to maximum effect. 

I think of temporal predicates as targeting devices that allow 

you to place feelings, amplify them or diminish them, with great 

power and precision. 

Temporal predicates, of course, are directly connected to pre

suppositions. Presuppositions literally "presuppose" or assume that 

something is present, even though they are not explicitly stated. A 

question such as, "When you get up, could you close the door?" 

contains a number of presuppositions: that the listener will get up, 

that there is a door, that he is capable of dosing the door, and so on. 

Many syntactic environments for presuppositions are based on 
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temporal predicates. The "when" in the previous example is a tem

poral predicate that supports the presupposition. I find these to be 

extremely powerful, especially when you talk about doing some

thing "for the last time," or about feeling something "never again 

and again and again." 

There are also wonderful, simple, and effective words like 

"stop." Most people don't think of "stop" as a temporal predicate, 

but when I see people beginning to go into a behavioral loop that's 

going to run ad infinitum, where they start to get a bad feeling or 

a panic attack, I say to them, "Stop" -and, amazingly, they usu

ally do. 

Add to that a phrase such as "back up," and you have even more 

effective tools. When someone is sitting down, there's no way to 

physically back up, so when you say, "Stop. Back up and feel some

thing else this time," they know at a deep level what to do. 

Another word that is temporal in nature is "new." "New" 

implies that you're going to do something in the future so "this old 

feeling that's going past isn't going to be as satisfying as when you 

find new feelings coming ... now." 

"Now" is one of the most powerful temporal predicates in the 

hypnotist's repertoire. People, especially in altered states, can be 

very passive, so you have to tell them what to do, when to do it, 

when to start ... and now, of course, is a good time. If! tell people 

to "go deeper," it doesn't mean they will. I tell them exactly when 

to do anything I want them to do: "Your arm will drop ... now"; 

"In exactly two minutes you'll find these thoughts coming into 

your head, now, and then you'll find ... " 

Ambiguity is a useful pattern when working with somebody 

who has a suspicious conscious mind and doesn't trust himself. 

Then I'll talk "through" them to their other parts, trying to come 
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in from the back door to the front door, instead of the front door 

to the back. Of course, if! have the subject's cooperation, I'll use 

it. I'll get the conscious mind and the unconscious mind doing 

the same thing. The more you can line up a person's resources, 

the better off you are. 

PUNCTUATION AND SCOPE AMBIGUITIES 

The categories known as punctuation and scope ambiguities 

need special attention. Not only are they effective in themselves, 

but they are also modified by temporal predicates. "Time and 

again and again you'll start to have old feelings disappear"; "Those 

same old feelings will come up for the last time just before you feel 

them now disappearing ... " 

These patterns are very hard for the conscious mind to follow, 

but very easy for the language-processing centers of the brain to 

compute. I don't know how many times I've given people sug

gestions, and they looked at me and said, "What?" ... and then 

carried them out to the letter, at precisely the right time, because 

they were given specific temporal markers. 

Now, take a minute or two to find a new idea . .. 

Milton used the phrase "Your unconscious now" ("you're 

unconscious now") many, many times. It's a great ambiguity, but 

as soon as you slam that temporal predicate after the word 

"unconscious," it also becomes a command. "Your unconscious 

now ... wants new ideas," "Your unconscious now wants to know 

even more unconscious now ... You'll see that you're not doing 

what you can see the future coming now ... " 

All of those kinds of temporal phrases give you great room to 

put content on either side. It's about deciding a direction and aim-
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ing where you want things to go. What you're doing in hypnosis 

is leading someone's consciousness down a certain path, and you 

have to decide whether that path leads into their past or their 

future. Some things you want behind them and some you want in 

front. Some you want gone forever. 

LANGUAGE IN ACTION 

Forewarned is forewarned ... and the more warned you are 

about where you're not going ... you need to have signs in your 

mind that say, Stop, go back, you're going the wrong way. In the 

United States, they put those on freeway on-ramps so you don't 

go on the wrong one and end up going against traffic. I install 

them in people's minds. I say: You need a sign in your head that 

says, Go back, you're going the wrong way! 
Now, stop, go back, and remember that idea you just thought 

about, only just get to the sign at the entrance. Bad idea. Go back. 
You're going the wrong way . .. now. And then see the signs of where 

you should go. Pleasure ahead. Happiness coming. Choices ahead. 
Past behind. Leave it behind, now, so when you go ahead of time

because it's not enough to be in the now-you need to be ahead 

of the now, because the future is coming, the past is behind, so 

never, yeah, never do never again. Never forget what you shouldn't 

remember. And always remember what you shouldn't forget ... 

now. And then you'll do it correctly. Because, once again (I love 

that "once again"), you'll find tomorrow is much better. 

Yes to day (I love that one, too. That's full oflogical ambiguity, 

"yes to day"). And when it comes to hope, yes to day has no bear

ing. Now ... 

Notice how densely the language patterns are stacked. When 
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you have temporal predicates and presuppositions, and when you 

stack presuppositions-at least three at a time-it becomes 

extremely difficult for the listener to track consciously, so it pro

duces a very strong effect on the listener's unconscious. 

Another pattern I'm particularly fond of is "the more, the 

more" pattern. I use that one all the time, especially with nega

tions stacked one on top of the other. "The more you try to stop 
yourself from preventing what you know that you don't understand, 
the more you will, because, as you try to continue to not do something 

you won't be able to not see what's going on. " 
The purpose is to overload the unconscious, and once that 

happens, the doors open up and you can flood in the suggestions. 

I often say that I'm not a hypnotist so much as a "hypno

ranter." Where most people are providing gentle, nondirective 

suggestions, I'm slamming things in from every side, and every 

way that I can. 

Speaking to the unconscious processes inside somebody with 

semantic density is an art form. It's almost like being able to write 

good poetry, but it doesn't come from nowhere. It's not an innate 

talent. It's something you develop, and the way you develop it is 

through practice. 
I recommend that you spend two days on one kind of syntac

tic environment and the next two days on another. You can refer 

to Resource Files 4 and 5 (pages 311 and 316) for further expla

nation and inspiration, but to be able to generate language pat

terns without needing to think about them, you should write 

down pages and pages of each pattern. Reconfigure your brain so 

that it all becomes familiar and easy. 

If you don't have a lot of examples of what makes things different, 

it's very hard to make yourself familiar with it. Hypnotic language 
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patterns, hypnotic states-these are the building blocks. If you 

didn't know all the letters of the alphabet it would be very hard for 

you to write anything. 

People often consider me to be a very complicated person. It's 

true that I know a lot of really complicated things, but when I 

work with human beings, there's nothing complicated about it at 

all. I have broken things down for years and learned how they 

work, and then I've practiced putting them into effect. I studied 

language patterns so that I can automatically and unconsciously 

generate them in many sophisticated forms. I don't need to think 

about them anymore. I just do it, while keeping my eye on where 

I want to be. 

These are the things that set people free. 

Exercise 1: The Meta Model 

1 . Refer to Resource File 4. Begin to practice noticing Meta 
Model patterns, spending two days on each. Pay spe
cial attention to the language you hear, noting the vio
lations that occur. Television interviews with politicians 
are a rich source of Meta Model violations. 

2. As you become more familiar with each pattern, jot 
down some of the challenges you would use in a real
time situation. 
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Exercise 2: The Meta Model 

I': 1. ~:=~h=~::~~~Ei~~~~:~~~~~~~:E: 
has been deleted, distorted, or generalized. 

2. Change places and repeat. 

I 
Exercise 1: The Milton Model 

1 . Review the examples given in Resource File 5, then cre
ate at least twenty of your own. 

Exercise 2: The Milton Model 

1 . Decide on an outcome you would like for a client. 
Choose three to five Milton Model patterns, and create 
a conversational induction by linking the patterns with 
conjunctions or temporal connections. Repeat the pattern 
three times, so that each induction comprises between 
nine and fifteen examples of hypnotic language. 



Five 

DIRECTIONS OR OUTCOMES 
Planning to Succeed 

ALL THE SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE I've studied share two important 

qualities: they know where they're going, and they're prepared to 

put in whatever work is necessary to get them from where they are 

now to where they want to be. This is what I would like readers 

of this book to develop, both for themselves and for the people 

they will be able to help: their friends, family, and clients. 

Great golfers practice, practice, practice. Baseball players spend 

their time in the batting cages, having people pitch to them for 

hour upon hour upon hour. Professional musicians spend more 

time practicing than they do performing. I worked with a close

up card magician once, and he would sit there doing the same 

trick again and again and again. Interestingly, whenever any of 

these people make a mistake or fall short of their goal, they never 

complain that they were doing it wrong or underperforming, or 

failing-they simply laugh or shrug and do it again until they get 

it right. 

The magician's strategy was to make a movie of how his hands 

were supposed to move when the trick worked perfectly. Then 

he'd move around and step into the image-slide his hands into 

the hands that could do the trick perfectly-and try to replicate 

the action. 

Most successful athletes do this, or something similar. They 

know what perfection looks like. They see it being done perfectly, 

then step inside it, and carry out the action, knowing they've suc

ceeded when they get a good feeling. 

51 
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It's important to realize that they don't feel bad when they don't 

get it right; they simply don't feel anything at all. But when they 

start to get it right, they feel good, and the better they get, the 

better they feel-so it builds an addiction to trying. Even if they 

only get it right one out of ten times, that feeling makes it worth

while. They push right through the nine times for the buzz of the 

tenth. After a while, they get it twice out of ten, then four times, 

and so on, and they keep going because they become hooked on 

the good feeling. 

By contrast, many people just feel bad whenever what they 

decide should happen doesn't work out that way. This is why I 

often say, "Disappointment takes adequate planning." 

Unlike the failure-punishment approach to learning, attaching 

good feeling to action builds a feed-forward loop that gets people 

to improve their activity based on feeling better and better. When 

this strategy is properly in place, people don't mind not getting it 

right the first time, or even the fourth time, because they know 

how good it will feel when it does work out. 
What works for athletes or magicians works for all of us. We're 

all playing games of some kind or another-work games, rela

tionship games, parenting games, recreational games-and it's as 

well we learn to play them to the best of our ability. We need to 

move in useful, appropriate, and desirable directions. If we try to 

get through by avoiding discomfort or pain, we're walking back

ward, and we don't know what we're going to fall into. If we build 

feed-forward loops so we're moving toward pleasure rather than 

away from pain, we're walking toward something we want, and we 

know in which direction we're going. 

Many Neuro-Linguistic Programmers talk about getting good 

outcomes. I talk about setting good directions. It's an important 
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distinction. I want people to have a direction so they keep going. 

I want them to become involved in the process of living. Whenever 

people come to me and say, "I want to be happy," I always say, 

''I'm sorry all the Seven Dwarf jobs are gone. You're going to have 

to be a little more specific than that." 

You can't just be happy, but you can learn to do things happily. 

Living happily entails paying attention to and enjoying the process 

of doing whatever it is you happen to be doing. It's not just that 

something goes bing! and suddenly you're happy. You learn to be 

happy by following the old adage about stopping to smell the 

roses, but you have to enjoy looking at them, and touching them, 

and walking by them, and everything else about them. You can 

learn to enjoy everything. You can learn to enjoy sleeping, and 

waking up, and making breakfast, and going to work. The more 

things you make pleasant, the happier life will be. 

One of my approaches to help people improve their lives is to 

get them into a light trance, create good feelings for them, and 

then aim them in a direction where they can see themselves behav

ing differently. Everyone can learn to behave differently to some 

degree or other. And everyone can learn to create good feelings. 

They first have to know what this will be like; then and only then 

can they go about planning how to do it for themselves. 

Planning, of course, takes a little time, but it's time well spent. 

Since most people are doing it anyway (do you think the person 

who has anxiety isn't planning to have an attack when he goes 

into a supermarket, or the oeD sufferer isn't planning to behave 

compulsively at certain specific times of the day?) you might as 

well do it properly, making sure you get the result you want. 

The first step is always to build choices. This is not quite the 

same as making the right choice or doing the right thing, then 
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hoping that will make you feel good. That's the basis of many self

development programs. It's also a formula for disappointment. 

The reason is simple: we often know what we ought to do and 

how we ought to feel ... and not doing that makes us feel terrible. 

This usually occurs when we lack the flexibility to make 

choices. If we have only one response, we're stuck. If we have two, 

we can oscillate backward and forward. If we have three or more, 

it starts to feel a lot better. 

When I talk about having choices, I don't mean this concep

tually. I mean viscerally. It's about learning to feel differently and 

making sure the better feeling occurs when you're moving in the 

direction you want to go. When Virginia spoke about having a 

choice, she didn't talk about knowing about it intellectually. You 

need to experience neurologically what the options are before you 

can exercise voluntary choice. 

We may all agree that when riding in a plane it's a better choice 

to be calm than to be terrified, but that doesn't mean you have the 

choice to be calm-at least, not until you can either feel calm or 

terrified. Then you have choice. 

Many of us know what we should be doing and don't do it. 

We know we shouldn't eat the chocolate cake, but we do it. I'm 

a diabetic and I eat desserts, and I know I'm not supposed to, 

and I know it so well that I take extra insulin before I go to din

ner to compensate for it. But if you don't plan, bad choices will 

hurt you. For example, lots of men know they shouldn't be look

ing at other women when they're married, but they just can't 

stop themselves. They don't really have the choice to not care. 

They don't know how to shrug it off because they don't know 

how that feels. 

To me, having choice means that you're capable of feeling more 
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than one thing; for most people, it's straight stimulus-response. 

Thinking inside is not voluntary. Choice is when you can think 

on purpose, not when you're a victim of your thoughts. Choice 

means having different sets of possibilities, and then picking 

between them. Choice means that you get to choose intentionally 

with a clear idea of the direction or outcome your choice will pro
vide for you, not that you choose and then feel regret because you 
should have chosen something else. 

Most people who complain of being stuck will argue about 

what it is that keeps them that way-how strong it is, how over
whelming, how unique. The point is, as long as they think of it 

that way, it will overwhelm them. But it's not really strong and it's 
certainly not unique. They've just become habituated to repre

senting it that way and have not yet understood that there are 

other choices to be made. 
All I'm really trying to get people to do is to go into states they 

really go into anyway, but to stay there and to trust the natural 
processes in themselves more. Rather than exploring in exquisite 

detail the really horrible pictures that scare them, they should be 

thinking about which pictures they should be whiting out. Not 
exploring the origins or discussing the meaning-just whiting 

out, the way movies fade out at the end. 
The pattern is simple: white out the image you don't want, and 

then immediately replace it with something you prefer. Just take 
hold of the brightness control and turn it all the way to white and 

make the image disappear in a blur. If you do it five times, it 

becomes difficult to recall the picture, even if you try. 

It seems that the unconscious understands this simple proce
dure as a command: not this, that. Not A-to-B, but A-to-C. Once 

your unconscious accepts the message, it just keeps doing it. 
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Instead of thinking the thoughts that aren't doing you any good, 

you get yourself to think the thoughts that will get you where you 

want to go. 

Importantly, it does this without fear. Contrary to what many 

religious leaders and bad parents and teachers believe, it isn't fear 

that really propels people forward. Fear stops us short. That's why 

we have it. This is generally known as the fightlflight response, 

but, whether you fight or flee, you're still bouncing back and forth 

inside the primeval nervous system, not the part of the mind that 

has developed to design and follow plans. 

MOVING AWAY FROM THE PAST 

Since people worry so much about the past, I've almost com

pletely moved away from taking it into consideration. In helping 

people overcome difficulties, I mostly just blank them out and 

replace them with things toward which people are strongly drawn. 

It's often said that people can be motivated to either run away 

from negative experiences or be drawn toward positive things. I 

work by accentuating people's desires, hopes, and dreams, and 

making them absolutely irresistible. 

If they talk about compulsions, I want them to be compelled 

to move in the direction they want, in the same way as if, when 

they spot a roll of hundred-dollar bills lying in the road, they 

snatch it up. Their brains don't react with, "Oh, you don't know 

where it's been. It might have germs on it." They just go for it. 

They need to have the same immediacy of response when they 

have ideas in their head about things that are worth doing: valu

ing their relationships, telling their children they love them, going 

out and trying to get the jobs they want. They need to recognize 
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and focus on what is important and rewarding, not on what's 

terrible about life. 

I want them to come to their senses and start to figure out how 

to please the people they care about, how to act in situations 

where they need to impress somebody important, and how to 

make sure they don't do stupid things. Instead, they're building up 

anxiety and worrying about being anxious and becoming even 

more anxious as a result. 

You don't avoid trouble and achieve your dreams by thinking 

of everything stupid you could do and examining every negative 

feeling you get-and then trying to ensure those things don't hap

pen. That just keeps you trapped. 

The choice is simple. Either you plan and take action to move 

you in the direction you want to go, or you try to cope with the 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences that threaten to overwhelm 

you. The first process is called "thinking"; the second is "react

ing." You either react or you think and plan. 

I teach lessons on how to think and plan, and I've learned to do 

it very quickly. When people walk in and start to tell me what's 

wrong, typically I've seen it and heard it all before. I imagine most 

people in my profession have. I pretty much know what direction 

people need to go in, but they're still giving me a list of what they 

need to stop thinking about and what they want to not feel. 

What they're not yet aware of are all the things they need to 

live happily and successfully. 

For years and years I've told people not just to listen to what 

their clients are saying, but also to notice what they're not talking 

about, because what's not there is what they need. 

If somebody can't spell, for example, it's not because there's 

something wrong with them; it's because they don't have a good 
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spelling strategy. If somebody is shy, that's because they don't think 

people will like them. That's different from thinking that people 

won't like them. They're simply not planning on people liking 

them for who they are, so, when they meet new people, they feel 

nervous and awkward, and they're not being themselves, so people 

don't like them. It's a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Since I'm always looking for the shortest route to get people 

where they want to be, comfortably and with the greatest degree 

of enjoyment, the techniques I use change at the same time as I 

change. Over the years, I've abandoned many of the processes that 

were considered revolutionary in their time-not because they 

don't work, but because I've found something that allows me to 

get the same result quicker and more easily. 

However, I am able to do this because I built a foundation of 

experience. I know how these tools and techniques work, and 

therefore I'm in a position where I can keep developing them. But 

first I needed to accumulate those foundations on which to build, 

and I urge you to do the same. 

BUILDING YOUR SKILLS 

If you become proficient in understanding the patterns dis

cussed here and practicing the skills, you will not only be able to 

use them with confidence on yourself, your family, your friends, 

and your clients but you will be able to develop approaches of 

your own, and help evolve the field even further. 
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Exercise: Stealing a Skill 

1. Decide on a "role model"-someone whose physical 
performance you would like to replicate. Spend as much 
time as possible studying your role model in the flesh, on 
videotapes, or on DVD recordings. Simply relax while 
watching them, softening your vision and hearing and 
seeing the flow of the performance. 

2. When you feel as familiar as possible with your role 
model's performance, close your eyes, relax, and re
create your role model performing a sequence of 
actions at the highest level of excellence. See and hear 
everything there is to build a model of that compe
tence. 

3. When you have watched this performance for some 
time, move around the mental image of your role model 
and step inside. Imagine you are able to see through the 
eyes of excellence, hear through the ears of excellence, 
and feel the feelings of excellence. 

4. Run through the same sequence of actions but from 
within, noticing this time how your body feels as you do 
this. Repeat several times until you have a sense of 
familiarity. 

5. Step out of your role model's body, with the intention of 
retaining as much of the skill as possible as you return to 
normal waking consciousness. 

6. As soon as possible (and as much as possible) practice 
the borrowed skill, noticing how this exercise improves 
your performance. 

7. Repeat the entire exercise, combining it with whatever 
real-time practice you do, at least once a day for the 
first twenty-one days, then at least once a week as 
maintenance. 
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Relaxing, going inside, and starting to experience new realities 

is, by definition, a trance state. It's an important skill to develop, 

especially with the power of trance. There's a real difference 

between the visceral vividness of a hypnotic dream and simply 

thinking about something. Being told how to do something is 

different from relaxing deeply and going into a state where you 

live through an experience, using all your senses. One alters the 

neurology, and the other really doesn't. 

STEPS TO ACHIEVEMENT 

One of the earliest techniques I developed was the Visual 

Squash. This was designed to fill in the gaps between the present 

state and the desired state and to build energy and enthusiasm to 

maintain movement toward that end. 

What makes this technique different from all other goal-setting, 

planning, and motivational approaches is that it doesn't leave you 

with an artificial sense of well-being, but with strong, positive feel

ings that intensifY as you follow a series of specific, achievable steps. 

Coupled with effective planning, the Visual Squash still proves 

a valuable tool in setting your direction and identifYing the key 

actions to take. 
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Exercise: The Visual Squash 

1 . Create a vivid representation of yourself the way you are 
now (your present state), with all your difficulties. 

2. See yourself the way you would be if you got through all 
the problems. Be very clear on how you will be behaving, 
what you will be saying and feeling. Make the image as 
clear and as rich in detail as possible. Use all your senses. 

3. Place one image in each of your hands outstretched in 
front of you with a space separating them. This space 
represents the unexplored territory and unspecified 
steps that lie between the two states. 

4. Begin to make a series of images or movies of the logical 
steps from one state to the other. Adjust each picture or 
movie, frame by frame, changing whatever needs to be 
changed, until each is a fully representational, progres
sive stage of the process of change. 

5. When you have between ten and twelve stages in front 
of you, begin slowly to close your hands, collapsing all 
the stages into a single process. 

6. Bring your clasped hands toward your body and pull the 
new state into your body, making a new feeling that rep
resents action and success. 

7. Spin that feeling faster and faster, intensifying it and 
allowing it to spread throughout your body, so it perme
ates every muscle, every organ, every nerve, and every 
cell. As you do this, look at where you want to go and 
decide clearly what you need to do first. Then see your
self taking the second step, then the third, and keep 
spinning and intensifying the feeling until you feel com
pelled to get up and go for it. 
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FOOLPROOF PLANNING 

Sometimes, when people make step-by-step plans to achieve a 

specific outcome, they find themselves engulfed in even more 

problems. The outcome is so overwhelmingly large or complex, 

they are unable to distinguish between steps that will carry them 

in the direction they want to go and steps that will lead them 

astray. The planning method below clarifies direction and out

come but also ensures that only the relevant steps are included in 

the plan. 

Be sure you observe the conditions of well-formedness when 

planning. In NLP a particular outcome is well-formed-and most 

likely to be achieved-when it is: 

1. Stated in positives (that is, what is wanted, not what is not 

wanted). 

2. Initiated and maintained by the individual (to maintain 

proaction and self-efficacy). 

3. Ecological (either confined to the context where it is desired, 

or unlikely to negatively impact other areas of the subject's 

life). 

4. Testable in experience (sensory based; expressed in what the 
subject will see, hear, feel, and, perhaps, taste and smell). 

These conditions of well-formedness are offered as a simple 

checklist to ensure that you and/or the person you are working 

with are clear and focused in your undertakings. 
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Exercise: Foolproof Planning 

1 . Step into a full sensory representation of the way you will 
be behaving, talking, thinking, and feeling when you are 
completely on track with your new and preferred direc
tion. To intensify the experience, imagine going through 
an entire "ideal" day with your new resources already in 
place, spinning and building on your good feelings. 

2. Ask yourself what needs to be done immediately before 
you could have your perfect day. Make a note of your 
answer. 

3. When you have identified that, ask yourself the same 
question: what needs to be done immediately before 
you achieve that step. Write down the answer. 

4. Repeat until you have moved backward to your starting 
point. You should now have all the key steps needed to 
carry you from your present state to your desired state. 

5. Carefully give each step a start and finish date, making 
sure that they all complete within your overall timescale. 

Note: Complex tasks can be broken into separate compo
nents, each of which can be reverse-engineered as above, 
making sure that none of the start-finish dates clash. 
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SEEING INSIDE THE 
BLACK BOX 

Accessing Cues, Predicates, and Strategies 

THE BEHAVIORISTS, INSPIRED BY B. F. Skinner, tried to solve 

the problem of thinking by eliminating the brain-literally. They 

explained all behavior as the result of a stimulus that went into the 

"black box" (otherwise known as the brain, the most sophisticated 

organ in the universe) and came out as a response. They decided 

what happened in between the "S" and the "R" shouldn't be taken 

into consideration, because it couldn't be observed. 

They were wrong. 

People leak clues from every pore about how they're processing 

information. In fact, people can't avoid communicating, even 

when they choose to say nothing. 

Still, the psychologists and psychiatrists got themselves deeper 

into trouble because they insisted on defending their theories and 

trying to interpret their patients' experience, rather than listening 

to and observing what was going on with the person in front of 

them. 

Some said you could get at truth through free association, 

others by analyzing dreams. Some really believed (and still believe) 

that the more times victims of trauma go over and over their 

traumatic experiences, the better they'd feel. If that were true, all 

sufferers of conditions such as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

would fix themselves, since obsessively going back, over and over, 

their past experiences is a characteristic of their problem. 
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The biggest mystery to me is how the entire field of psychology 

could miss the fact that when people think, their eyes move in 

particular directions. Even now, some researchers question this

despite the evidence right there in front of them. 

Furthermore, the directions in which they move their eyes are 

patterned. When right-handed people are making remembered 

images, their eyes tend to go up and to the left; when they create 

pictures of things they haven't actually seen before, their eyes go 

up and to the right. When they talk to themselves, their eyes go 

down to the left {sometimes they look straight ahead and defocus}; 

and, when they experience deep feelings, their eyes go down to the 

right. With left-handed people, this pattern is often reversed. 

I noticed this pretty early on in my work. It's actually quite dif

ficult to miss when you're on stage and you ask four hundred 

people to remember something that happened to them, and four 

hundred pairs of eyes go all the way up and to the left as they're 

thinking, "Hmm. Now, let's see ... " 

It's just as difficult to miss that when people are depressed they 

look down, their eyes flicking from one side to another, as they 

talk to themselves about how downright bad they're feeling. 

Despite the controversy this observation aroused in the main

stream, people were intuitively aware of this behavior. Actors 

followed these patterns in silent movies. You could even see this 

in Betty Boop cartoons from the 1920s. But the entire field of 

psychology missed this, simply because the psychologists them

selves were not really observing human behavior, nor listening to 

people talk. They claimed they were, but really they were inter
preting behavior-and when you do that you're too busy to pay 

full attention to the person in front of you. 

I was able to notice this, and a whole lot of other things about 
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human behavior, because I approached everything not as a psy

chologist but as an information scientist. I was more interested in 

noticing what was happening and finding out what that meant 

than I was in developing a theory and trying to force the client's 

behavior to fit it. 

Auditory 
Construct 

Visual Construct 

.. 

Klno.helle / 

Visual Recall 

/ 
• Auditory 

Recall 

Auditory Digital 

Figure 6.1. How most right-handed people access information; 
left-handers are often reversed. 

Good NLP practitioners routinely calibrate to their subjects' 

individual responses by asking certain questions, then checking 

the results. Some people may demonstrate idiosyncratic eye

accessing patterns, but they will always be consistent. Their eye

accessing cues will be organized systematically for them. 

Here are some suggestions for the kind of questions you might 

ask: 

Visual Recall (Eidetic memory): 

• How did you get here today? 

• Were there many people on the bus? 
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• Have they finished painting the door downstairs? What color 
is it now? 

Visual Constructed: 

• How would you look if you lost the weight you want? 
• Can you imagine an animal with an elephant's body and a 
. giraffe's neck and head? 

Auditory Recall: 

• What is the fourth word of the national anthem? 
• Can you think of the sound of fingernails on a blackboard? 

Auditory Constructed: 

• Can you imagine the sound a snowflake would make as it 
landed on a pillow? 

• Can you sing the first three notes of "Three Blind Mice" 

inside your head-backward? 

Auditory Digital (Words or sounds; self-talk): 

• What do you say inside your head to get yourself up in the 

morning? 

• What exactly are you saying to yourself right now when you 
say you can't relax? 

Kinesthetic: 

• Can you feel what it's like to stroke a cat's fur? 
• Which of your hands is warmer than the other? 
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PATTERN; Calibrating 

1 . Create a list of several questions for each of the organiza

tional categories. Make them as conversational as possible. 

2. Test your questions with several partners and keep a record. 

Rotate through the categories systematically to test the 

consistency of their responses (and the specificity of your 
questions). 
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When people first learn about eye-accessing cues, they go out 

into the world and suddenly find themselves in the middle of a 

Fellini movie. People talking to each other or trying to make their 

minds up about what to buy in the supermarket roll their eyes 

around in the most bizarre ways-totally unaware they are doing 

it, and totally unaware they are giving away huge amounts of 

information about how they're thinking. 

But it is important to listen as well as watch. It takes some effort 

to take one's attention away from the content of someone's 

problem-the story of why they think they got to be the way they 

are-and place it on how they are expressing themselves. When 

you do watch and listen, another interesting pattern emerges

that of representational system predicates, or preferred sensory 

predicates. 

We know from Chapter 3 that people have sensory system 

preferences. People use a wide range of words and phrases that 

provide clues as to which of the senses they are using to process 

information. 

Here are some examples (see Resource File 2 on page 308 for 
further examples); 
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Visual: "I see what you mean." "I get the picture." 

Auditory: "That sounds about right." "I hear what you're saying." 

Kinesthetic: "That feels right." "I came to grips with that." 

Matching eye-accessing cues with sensory predicates will often 

confirm the speaker's preferred processing method, but it can also 

be a useful indicator of information that is outside of the 

speaker's conscious awareness-for example, a particular incident 

may have dropped out of conscious awareness, but visual or audi

tory recall cues suggest it may be influencing the person at an 

unconscious level. 

1 firmly believe that the human brain stores everything that 

ever happens to us. Using deep hypnosis, 1 have had people regress 

to childhood, sitting on a parent's knee, and being able to recall 

every word of a book they last saw forty years ago, before they'd 

even learned to read. 

So, when someone tells me, "I can't draw. 1 just don't have any 

talent," and their eyes keep flicking to their left, 1 can be reason

ably sure they're unconsciously recalling someone telling them 

that, maybe many years before. 

That's the point when I ask my favorite Meta Model question: 

"How do you know?" 

Inevitably, they'll say, "I don't know. I just can't." 

Be aware that the word "just" almost always signals that the 

speaker is at the edge of their conscious awareness, and that by 

persisting, you can help them reconnect with their unconscious 

model. 

The process this person might eventually come up with could 

be something like this: "Well, 1 get this picture of my grade-school 

art teacher leaning over me and saying in this really dismissive 

voice: 'You're never going to be able to draw. You don't have the 
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talent,' and then I get this sinking feeling in the pit of my stom

ach that I got every time my father told me how stupid I was, and 

I just can't seem to get anything right, so what's the point of even 

trying? There have been enough people in my life who've said it, 

so it must be true." 

Some psychotherapists will see a lifetime's work, a new Porsche, 

and a house on the beach in a statement like this. The experienced 

NLP practitioner will notice something else. 

Not only is the speaker driven by remembered images of criti

cal people and the statements they made, but these statements 

cause certain feelings that in turn remind him of all the other crit

ical people and the statements they made ... and so on, in a 

never-ending loop. 

The sequence of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic constructs is 

what we call a strategy. People have strategies for doing every

thing, from getting out of bed in the morning to deciding the 

right person to marry. The characteristic of any strategy is that 

the person using it has to go through the same sequence of steps 

to get a predictable result. 

Can the person draw? Almost certainly he can. The problem 

thus far has been that the strategy he has been using to feel bad 

about "having no talent" is entirely different from the strategy 

used by people who draw and paint extremely well. 

I discovered this point while watching a man painting at the 

side of the river. He kept looking up at the scene, looking down at 

his canvas, painting a stroke or two, looking up again, and so on. 

Eventually I went up to him and asked him directly: "How do 

you know how to get what you see down on your canvas?" 

He thought a bit, then said, "Well, as I'm looking at the scene 

I want to paint, I feel this wire in my mind that goes from my 



72 Part 1: Patterns of Process and Elicitation 

brush to the scene outside, and, as I mentally trace the details of 

the scene, the wire moves my hand in the same way and I can feel 

the marks I see on my canvas are right." 

Since then, I've taught this strategy to hundreds of people, all 

of whom believed they couldn't draw or paint and now are very 

competent and enthusiastic artists. 

A major key to helping people optimize their thinking is to 

understand how they use their senses and how they sequence their 

internal processing to have a particular result. If you wish formally 

to elicit and record strategies, the annotation system in Resource 

File 6 is often used (see page 327). However, like all NLP patterns 

and techniques, familiarity through practice allows one to observe 

sequencing patterns without too much distraction. 

The way children are taught to spell is symptomatic of how the 

educational system is stuck in old ways of thinking. Some people, 

it is believed, are naturally good spellers, and others are not. Of 

course, when I heard that, I was immediately interested in what 

the real distinctions were between the two. 

When I was in school, they told us spelling was phonetic. You 

had to sound out the word, and then write it down the way it 

sounded. That was the only strategy the system recognized. But, of 

course, you also had to remember all sorts of rules, such as "i before 

e, except after c," and that some letters were silent, and you spelled 

"cat" with a "c," even though it sounded like a "k." It struck me 

even then that you couldn't even spell "phonetic" phonetically. 

The system is also flawed in its concept that there's such a thing 

as a second-grade word and a third-grade word, and so on-and 

all that's nonsense. There are just words, and when you know how, 

it's possible to spell any of them. 

When I modeled good spellers, I found out why. These people 
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didn't sound out the words, even though words are auditory; they 

overlapped into the visual channel. They made pictures of the 

words. 

With that in mind, I went into schools where kids couldn't spell 

and taught them to make pictures of the words and copy them 

down. Suddenly, bad spellers became good spellers. 

The same thing is true about math; the same thing is true about 

science; the same thing is true about learning everything. People 

who are said to have innate talents simply have particularly effec

tive mental strategies. 

The late Robert Anton Wilson, a prolific writer and speaker, 

and an old friend of mine, used to recite poetry to me for hours. 

When I asked him how he memorized it all, he said, "Well, I have 

it on a really big page, and I just read it off." 

Anybody who ever saw Bob give a talk will immediately under

stand what he meant. As he spoke, Bob would move his head from 

one side to the other to "read" the sentences written there. Because 

the picture he created in his mind was big, twenty feet high and 

twenty feet across, with great big letters on it, it contained a lot of 

information. It was easy to read and easy to remember. 

My own strategy was somewhat different. When I was in 

school, I tried to memorize poetry by rote. After the first line, 

things always got tricky. So, because I was interested in music and 

words are much easier to remember if there's a melody, I learned 

to turn them into songs. I became better and better at doing it, 

because it was a lot more fun. 

Having the right mental strategy doesn't mean you don't have 

to practice a skill anymore. It means that it works and you enjoy 

it, and therefore you'll practice it more and more and more and 

more. 
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EXERCISE: The NLP Spelling Strategy 

1 . Find a word you would like to be able to spell. Make sure 
you have an example of the correct spelling in front of 
you. 

2. Visualize a large whiteboard in your upper, left internal 
field. Imagine writing the word in large, clear letters on 
your whiteboard, moving your hand as you write. Make 
each letter a different color, if you like-or you may 
choose to color-code each class of word: verbs may be 
orange, nouns blue, and so on. 

3. Check that the word is correctly spelled by comparing 
your internal representation with the book or dictionary 
in front of you. Make a special note of the feeling (kines
thetic) you get when the spellings correspond. 

4. Now, close your eyes and spell the word out loud by 
"reading" it off your internal whiteboard. Check again 
against the printed word and your kinesthetic feeling 
that it is correct. 

5. Challenge yourself by identifying the fourth letter from 
the left, third from the end, every second letter, all the 
vowels, and so on. Finally spell the word out loud forward 
and backward. File it away mentally, but take it out every 
so often to reinforce the process. 

GETTING THINGS DONE 

When people have problems getting things done, it's almost 

always because they have too much rubbish in their strategies. 

When there are too many steps or too much internal dialogue, 

there's too much fighting with yourself. You have all these exces

sive feelings, even when you're trying to do relatively simple tasks. 
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Of course, if you're going to do something complex, having a 

complex strategy is really practical, but if you're going to do some
thing simple, your strategy needs to be equally simple. 

It's worth looking at lazy people to see how it's done. Lazy 

people would never do more than they have to. Lazy people make 

things easy on themselves. 

I'm basically quite lazy, which is how I came to recognize the 
value of simplicity. I do a lot of things the easy way. I have a pair 
of glasses that I leave on my computer so when I sit down I don't 

have to say, "Oh, hell, I need to get my glasses." They're a cheap, 

ten-dollar drugstore pair, and they save me walking back and forth 

across the room ninety-five times a day. 

Any respectable lazy person plans for being lazy, and life just 

becomes easier. But if you have ro do this and forget that, and 

worry about something else, it's just a lot of work-and if you 
say: "Well, I'm just not organized," the truth is that you're organ

ized, but in a way that's not very clever. The point is, you are 

organized, because you always do-or don't do-the same thing, 

the same way. If you weren't organized, it would happen ran

domly, and that just doesn't happen. 
When the plan inside your head is just too complicated and 

something you want isn't there, rather than saying, "From now 

on, before I leave the house I'm going to remember this," you're 
saying, "I should have remembered this," "I shouldn't have for

gotten that." 

Simply put: if you give yourself bad commands, bad things 

happen. 
A bad command is not about whether it is right or ethical or 

not; it's about how it's phrased. Most people tell themselves what 
not to do and are then surprised when what they think they've 



76 Part 1: Patterns of Process and Elicitation 

planned doesn't happen. If you say to yourself, I shouldn't forget this 
phone number, your brain hears: "Forget this phone number, for

get this phone number," and, of course, you will. 

Almost every time I'm in a restaurant, some parent sees their 

kid reach for a glass or something, and they look at the kid and 

say, "Don't spill it!" and pjJJJft, over it goes, simply because the 

unconscious doesn't process a negation. 

When you give yourself commands, you have to do it in a way 

that works. Pick a simple challenge where you start making little 

visual images of carrying out a small task, such as remembering 

your keys or your purse. Figure out where to keep it so that it's 

within sight and within reach when you are ready to leave the 

house. Get into the habit of asking questions such as, "When am 

I going to use this next?" That's the magic question. When you 

put it out where it's ready, you're not going to need to be con

cerned about it until you're ready to go out. 

The quick way of installing a simple strategy such as this is to 

see yourself carrying out the action, then step into it. Then-bang/
do the thing right away, and it will rapidly become a habit. 

People often go to therapists complaining about problems such 

as procrastination, but procrastination is not a psychological prob

lem; it's just a matter of mental organization. 

Some people rebel against approaching life this way. They think 

it's too easy. But the way I think of things, there's nothing wrong 

with easy. Life becomes simpler and more efficient if, in your imagi

nation, you run scenarios in which you do things the easy way. 

Some martial artists use a similar approach in learning their 

craft. They watch the teacher do something, then make a picture 

of themselves doing it, step inside the picture, and become accus

tomed to the movements in their imagination. 
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Some Japanese martial arts have students go over and over the 

movements, criticizing them until they get it right. Chinese mar

tial artists make a picture of themselves doing a movement as per

fectly as the teacher, without even having to get on the mat. 

They repeatedly make these images over and over again, and 

then they turn the picture around, step inside the teacher, and 

make the movements. In this case the teachers were instructing 

their students on how to plan and to be successful. 

I'm asking readers of this book to do the same. Take a moment 

and plan. Make a plan inside your head, a decision about how to 

do something differently. 

If you plan to make the things that you want more passionate 

and more appealing, here's the secret. Make vivid pictures, and 

put them where you already see things about which you're pas

sionate. See what has to be done first, then what follows, and what 
follows that. Know where you're going-and, above all, make get

ting there a worthwhile undertaking. 

Exercise: Getting Things Done 

1 . Choose a situation where you feel out of control-not 
because you don't have the knowledge or the skills, but 
because your emotions get the better of you. One 
example of this might be fear of success or fear of failure. 

2. Understand at this point that this is simply an attitude 
that is stopping you from doing something you know you 
should do, so decide as richly as possible what you will 
be doing when you are back in control. Choose a spe
cific example of this behavior, preferably one that is 
immediately testable. 

3. Sit comfortably, then float out, imagining yourself sitting a 



78 Part 1: Patterns of Process and Elicitation 

little behind and up from your physical body. In your 
mind's eye, see the back of your head, the width of your 
shoulders. See what your clothes look like from this point 
of view. Make this picture as fully dimensional as possible. 

4. Now, imagine that you see yourself starting to stand up, 
and, as that happens, actually stand, so you are in pre
cisely the same position as your imagined image. 

5. Repeat this thought and action several times, making it 
faster each time, until you feel yourself being pulled to 
your feet by the vividness of your image. 

6. Imagine you are standing a little behind and up from an 
image of yourself about to start the activity you identi
fied in Step 2. Ensure that it is in the same position and 
has the same qualities as the standing exercise. 

7. Run the activity from start to finish several times. Do this 
faster and faster, stepping into the image each time, until 
you feel the same "pull" as before. 

8. Test by starting the activity and following it all the way 
through at least three times. Then sit down quietly for a 
few moments and imagine how your life will be different 
and better as this new skill generalizes out into other, 
equally useful and appropriate areas of your life. 



Seven 

SUBMODALITY DISTINCTIONS 
The Differences That Make a Difference 

NOTICING REPRESENTATIONAL SYSTEM predicates was a big door 

opener for me, especially as I began to listen more. As soon as you 

list all the visual, auditory, and kinesthetic predicates that people 

come up with, you start to hear something else. People start to 

talk about the modalities as having certain qualities. A picture 

can be "bright" or "dim" or "unclear," for example, while a sound 

might be "sharp" or "high-pitched," or it might seem to come 

from one side of the head or the other. Feelings also have distinc

tions: "dull," "throbbing," "pulsing," "surging," and so on. 

The more I listened, the more I heard people saying they had 

"big" and "bright" ideas, or they couldn't "focus" on things. They 

had "heavy" problems and "overwhelming" memories and "needed 

to get some distance" from their troubles. 

I watched as I listened, and I noticed that people actually 

moved their bodies in ways that matched these experiences as if 
they were real. 

If they couldn't "get distance" from a problem, or it was "too 

heavy," they shifted back as if they needed to move back or 

slumped in the chair under the weight of their experiences. When 

they remembered some terrible past experience and looked up 

and to the left, their pupils would actually dilate in fear. When

ever they created pictures that really upset them, they seemed to 

be actually looking at images that were life-size, or even bigger. 

They also made significant gestures. If they had tension or 

churning or a knot in their stomachs, they'd move their hands in 
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a particular direction. If you asked them directly what was hap

pening, they were able to describe it in detail. Their pictures might 

be "big and in color and moving"; their fear could be "cold and 

clammy" and sit in the pit of the stomach, "heavy and unmoving." 

Often there was internal talk going on. At that time, many 

psychiatrists refused to accept that everyone naturally has inter

nal voices. It used to be considered one of the markers of severe 

psychiatric disorder. Neuroscientists now accept that self-talk is 

one of the ways we think and try out actions before actually mak

ing certain physical moves. What makes us sane is that we know 

we are generating the self-talk. People suffering auditory halluci

nations have lost the ability to code the difference between inside 

and outside. More than once, I've been able to help someone 

diagnosed as schizophrenic recover his sanity by helping him find 

a way of distinguishing between what comes from outside and 

what is within. 

I knew that internal dialogue was a natural phenomenon long 

before the psychology world accepted the fact. Once again, it was 

a lesson learned by personal experience. 

A man came to me complaining that his internal dialogue was 

driving him crazy and he wanted it all to stop. The more I tried 

to discourage him, the more he insisted I do something to make 

it stop. More to teach him a lesson than anything, I put him into 

deep trance and told him to shut down his auditory digital chan

nel. He did that-and became completely unable to move. To any 

observer he would have appeared completely catatonic. I left him 

like that for a little while and then gave him back his ability to talk 

to himself-with some amendments. 

The problem he had was a common one. The voice that controls 

many people is also usually highly critical. Not only does it say 
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nasty things, but its tonality is particularly harsh and unpleasant. 

Naturally, having a voice that sounds harsh and critical nagging 

away inside your head is going to have an adverse effect on the way 

you feel-more, probably, than what is actually being said. 

Working on the assumption that it might be difficult to change 

whatever his internal voice was saying to him, I tried a different 

tack. 

I told him to look for the volume control inside his head, and 

turn the sound all the way down. Then I had him find the con

trol that changed the tone of the sound and told him to change 

it so that when it came back, the voice was saying all the same 

things, but in an incredibly mellow and seductive voice, like Sean 

Connery in an early Bond movie. 

He did exactly that, and his problem disappeared. 

Sometimes when I tell that story, someone asks, "Do we really 

have controls for volume and tone inside our heads?" 

My response is, "If you want to, you do." 

The key point here is that while we know the sensory modali

ties the subject uses and the sequence in which he arranges his 

experience are both important, there is another way of making 

rapid and effective change. When we alter the qualities of the sen

sory modalities-the submodalities-we alter the nature of the 

experience itselE 

If you return to some of the earlier exercises in this book, you 

will see how you have already learned to change your subjective 

experience by manipulating the submodalities. Recalling some

thing as associated or dissociated is a submodality distinction, for 

example. Moving an image nearer or farther away is another. A 

more extensive list may be found in Resource File 3 (see page 

310). 
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All this is perfectly logical, since each of the input channels is 

known to contain a number of specialized receptors. Vision, for 

example, includes the capacity to distinguish color, movement, 

light, and dark, while a feeling (both touch and internal sensa

tions) can include pressure, temperature, direction, and so on. 

The quality of sound cannot only be distinguished but so can the 

direction from which it comes, its volume, and so on. 

It follows, then, that we have the capacity to build highly com

plex combinations of the sensory modalities and their subcom

ponents in response to different inputs. It also means that we have 

the ability to rearrange these patterns in highly specific sequences 

to change our responses. 

There are probably an infinite number of submodalities that 

people use, although some recur more frequently than others. 

Visually, the qualities that make a difference for many people are 

the size and brightness of the internal image, its distance from the 

subject, whether it's in color, and ifit's still or moving. Auditorally, 

tonality is often more important than the actual meaning of the 

words. Think of how many ways someone can say "I love you"

with sincerity and passion or with sarcasm and rejection. Kines

thetically, people tend to be most strongly aware of location of 

the feeling, its intensity, and especially its direction. 

Two particularly important sub modality distinctions are analog 

and digital. Analog distinctions change along a continuum, like a 

dimmer switch, whereas digital distinctions exist in only one state 

or another, like an on-off switch. Making an image brighter or 

darker is analog change; being either associated into an image or 

dissociated from it is digital change. 

I consider the model of submodalities to be probably the most 

significant thing I've done so far. It allows us to create maps that 
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show with tremendous precision how consciousness functions to 

produce wanted and unwanted results. The strategy model shows 

us how to work sequentially; the model of submodalities explains 

how things work simultaneously. 

LITERALNESS IN DESCRIPTION 

When my books came out in the 1970s I wrote about the fact 

that, when people spoke about the representations they built in 

their minds, they tended to be very literal. This was the first time 

in the history of psychology that anyone had made that observa

tion. It's incredibly easy to test, and yet there are professionals who 

still regard it as too easy. 

For example, when somebody comes in and tells me they have 

difficulties with a problem that's "blown all out of proportion" I 

don't need to know what the problem is. I know they are making 

pictures that are far too big. When people say they have a prob

lem that they're "just too close to" or about which they "need to 

get some perspective," typically they will benefit if their internal 

imagery is moved away, or slewed in some way or another. 

Some people keep procrastinating and say, "Well, it's just too 

far off." Pulling the pictures up makes them more immediate and 

gets the subject to act faster and more decisively. 

We all have to have ways of propelling our behavior, but it's 

not the strategy alone that gets the job done. The sub modalities 

trigger change, so when you write out strategies, the little arrows 

in between each modality represent the shifts the subject makes 

from, say, thinking in pictures to talking in words to having a feel

ing. k the sub modalities of each system change, the strategy 

moves to the next step and the one after that. 
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Outside of NLp, thinking is very misunderstood. Psychologists 

talk about thoughts as if they are objects, rather like marbles inside 

a sack. But it's not that you have thoughts, it's that you think. You 

think in pictures, words, feelings, tastes, and smells. This process is 

dynamic and in constant transition, driven by the changes we make 

in size, distance, location, direction, and so on. Moving through 

these transitions produces altered states, to some degree or other. 

Between the two models-strategies and sub modality changes

lies the means of building new states of consciousness in the wak

ing and altered states. By giving people practical, immediately 

applicable lessons in how to think differently, you help them feel 

and act differently. These models allow us to elicit with great accu

racy how they create their models, what holds them together, and 

what drives them forward. 

What I want for everyone is the ability to learn to optimize 

their brains. This means learning new strategies and skills on a 

regular and systematic basis. We want to help produce people who 

live in an age where the rate at which information is evolving is 

geometric, not linear. We need to develop ways to make this pos

sible so we will be learning and relearning our jobs every two or 

three years instead of doing things the way they've been done for 

decades. 

This change is already happening to some degree. We already 

have to buy a new computer every three years, and it's a chore to 

learn how to make the new one work. I think back to the first 

generation of remote controls, and you had to memorize all the 

buttons. Now you have one remote that controls five different 

things. If you press the wrong button, you can't hear the sound 

because there are no buttons on the TV anymore. You can't simply 

turn it off and start over again. You have to make sure everything 
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is done in the proper order. Sequence, sequence, sequence. 

The same thing is true not just with the devices in your life and 

the devices in the educational system but the devices in your mind 

as well. These internal systems have to be as sophisticated as the 

ones on the outside. You can't pay attention if you don't know how. 

Before you learn to give people the right suggestions, you have 

to know how to ask the right questions, and the right questions 

are those that tell you how the problem functions, rather than 

why the person or his or her therapist believes it occurred. 

Really pervasive change is only going to happen when you 

know how to take inventory of a human being. Taking inventory 

requires knowing how people are creating their realities, which 

submodalities they are using, where they locate their strong 

beliefs, and so on. 

There's a certain amount of preparation that has to be done. I 

don't just have people walk in the door and pop them into trance. 

I take inventory to find out where their assets and liabilities are so 

that I can move things from being liabilities to being assets, and 

I can move the things they consider to be assets, but which are 

just stupid, into liabilities. 

I am methodical about this. I've reformatted the menu model 

of asking questions so I don't need so much detail, but I need 

detail of a different kind. I ask the questions that tell me about 

what's going on in their heads. I ask them how they know things, 

where images are located, whether they have borders or not, 

whether they are life-size or smaller, close or far away. I want to 

know if there's a voice, and if it's at the front, the back, left, or 

right. Does the voice sound like it's going out, or is it coming in? 

Whose voice is it? Does it sound nervous, angry, loud, or soft? 

Which way are the feelings moving? Where do they start? Where 
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do they move to? The more detail I gather, the easier it is for me 

to map out what I am going to do. 

I often think about it as if I'm applying for a job as a temp and 
I need to know precisely how they have their problems, so I can 

work out what to do to help them. 

Most change techniques are metaphoric or anthropomorphic. 
For example, they talk about people's "parts"-the "part that's 
upset" or the "part that's angry." There's no real "part," just as 

there's no real ego or id or unconscious. They're simply ways of 

talking about abstract concepts. But as soon as you stop anthro

pomorphizing internal processes and start taking them literally
that is, in terms of submodalities-then it becomes obvious that 

you need to take inventory. It's particularly important to uncover 
the difference between what the person believes and what she 

doesn't believe, because an important part of changing people's 
lives is building beliefs that change is possible. When you discover 

what someone is determined to do versus what she's not deter

mined to do, you can then make her very determined to get it, 
and she'll be more apt to be successful. 

The process of creating reality is very idiosyncratic, so you 
need to learn a lot about each person and how they represent 
things to themselves. However, there are some big generalizations 

we can pretty much count on while taking inventory, too. The 

most common is: if people are traumatized by past experiences 
and constantly reliving them, their images will almost certainly 

be life-size ... and they shouldn't be. You can't be terrorized by 
the past if you don't relive it life-size. I've worked with many 
trauma victims-Holocaust survivors, people who have been 

raped or beaten, people who've been violently mugged-and 
they're all running their internal imagery the same way. 
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Yet the things in their past that are worth remembering aren't 

remembered life-size. When you find out where these things in 

their past are in their mind, how big they are, whether they are still 

pictures or movies, what kind of sound quality they have, and so 

on, you snap those things over to where they are today. 

The purpose of taking inventory, then, is also to find out how 

to structure your approach to helping someone change. 

People are always being told to let go of the past, but nobody 

says how they can do it. If somebody says you should have more 

confidence, it's no help at all if you aren't told exactly what to do 

mentally to become more confident. However, everybody has 

confidence in some context, about some things, even though they 

might not in others. So, discovering how they do it idiosyncrati

cally and teaching them what to shift into that space and what to 

shift out of it is the fundamental structure of change. Some people 

are absolutely certain that they're unlovable. They avoid going out 

to meet people, and even if they do-they're always wracked with 

doubt. It's interesting how certain people can be about their 

doubt. As soon as you understand that even to have doubt, they 

have to have certainty, then you can find out what they're certain 

about and start to give them doubt about their limitations and 

certainty about the things they want. 

When people tell me they're depressed, I don't ask, ''About 

what?" I ask, "How do you know? Maybe you're really happy?" 

They say things like, "No, I wake up in the morning with a 

heavy weight on my chest and there's a gray cloud hanging over 

my head, and I say to myself: 'I feel really depressed ... '" 

From a statement like that, we have really useful information 

about the sequence of the speaker's behavior as well as the sub

modalities he uses to code the experience he labels as "depression." 
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I met one person who put a blue tone over everything he did. 

He'd really enjoy himself, but when he thought back to it, it was 

dark and cloudy with this bluish tint, and he'd say things like, 

"Well, at the time I thought I was happy, but when I think about 

it now, I really wasn't." 

He did this systematically with every memory, and it made him 

feel really bad. 

It emerged that his mother always said she was "in the pink" 

when she felt good, so, to him, images that felt happy had to be 

pink. If she felt bad, she "had the blues." It was just the way people 

of her generation spoke, but after years of training as a child, he 

simply took on the behavior unconsciously and automatically. 

Problems arose because he didn't realize he was doing this, and 

he had a tendency to convert all his good memories into bad ones 

by changing everything pink into blue. He was running his own 

"Swish Pattern" (see Chapter 8) and making everything that was 

good and happy feel depressing and sad. 

When you look closely at his pattern, you realize that he wasn't 

really depressed during the day when he was actually doing what

ever it was he did. But when he thought about the day, when he 

remembered what he was doing, he made everything pink look 

blue. 

He could have spent the next twenty years talking to a psychi

atrist about why his mother made him feel the way he did, or he 

could learn how to swish things back the other way-which is 

precisely what we did. 

More importantly, he learned something about how his own 

mind worked so he could use it for the rest of his life. Give a man 

a fish, he has dinner; teach him how to fish and he eats for life. 

The man went away not only able to remember feeling good 
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about certain things but with the knowledge that, if he could get 

over one fear, he could get over any fear. 

The minute I discovered that the way these people were talk

ing was literal, my life changed. I just started having them make 

pictures that were pinker, or better in some other way, and sure 

enough, they were thrilled. 

One client felt like he was encased in cement all the time. So I 

bopped him on the head, cracked the cement off, and chipped 

away at it until it was gone-and the whole time I was doing it, 

he thought it was as idiotic as I did. But that didn't change the fact 

that he felt that way. In fact, he felt that way because he had pic

tures way too close to him and wrapped around him; everything 

would go out of focus, and it would feel like real stuff. But it was 

only a picture, and once we knocked a little of the concrete away, 

it started to move off into the distance. 

Knowing how submodalities work and learning how to manipu

late them makes change simple. It also allows us to make profound 

differences in people's lives without even knowing the details of 

the problem. This allows us to make change content-free. 

When working on the exercises that follow, refer often to the 

list of submodalities in Resource File 3 (see page 310), but also 

keep notes of your own. 
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Exercise: Submodality Change 1 

1 . Choose a pleasant experience from the past and pay 
special attention to how you remember it. Focus less on 
what happened than on whether you're making a pic
ture, what the submodalities of that picture are (refer to 
Resource File 3), making sure you also pay attention to 
the sounds and feelings that make up the entire memory. 
Notice how you feel when you intensely reexperience a 
pleasant memory. 

2. Begin to push the image away from you toward the hori
zon, making it smaller and less distinct, and draining any 
colors out of it as you go. When it is just a dot in the dis
tance, notice how your feelings have changed. Most 
people find that the intensity of their pleasure diminishes 
significantly. 

3. Bring the memory back into its previous position, restor
ing all its original submodalities until you feel the same 
about the memory as you did when you began. 

4. Bring the picture toward you. Increase the size; make it 
bigger, brighter, and more detailed. Step right into the pic
ture and experience everything through all your senses. 
The experience should feel more real, more intense. 

5. Return the memory to its original place, once again 
restoring all its original submodalities. 
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Exercise: Submodality Change 2 

Not everyone responds to the same submodality changes, 
so it's important for you and your clients to identify the 
most impactful changes you can make. Often, one or two 
submodality changes precipitate a systemwide shift. 

1 . Return to the memory above, and using your list of sub
modalities from Resource File 3, change them one at a 
time. Note the effect, and then change the submodality 
back to its original state before moving on to the next. 
Continue until the entire memory changes. Remember 
to restore its original submodalities. 

Note: After some practice, you will find certain submodality 
changes appear more frequently-particularly associa
tion/dissociation, position, size, distance, color, and move
ment. After even more practice, you will begin to be able 
to read your subjects' submodalities without having to ask 
them questions. For example, a person associated into a 
memory speaks and acts very differently from someone 
dissociated from it. 
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THE POWER OF BELIEF 
Pink Poodles and the Placebo Effect 

ONE OF THE THINGS I found out a long time ago is that many 

of the people in my workshops would be able to do hypnosis and 

do it really well-and then, suddenly, there would be a point at 

which they couldn't do certain things. Somehow, they or their 

partners just couldn't do certain deep trance phenomena, such as 

amnesia, positive or negative hallucination, or pain control. 

Milton Erickson believed that most people could be hypno

tized. He said that if you spent hundreds of hours with your 

clients, eventually they'd learn to do any hypnotic phenomenon. 

The problem for me--and I suspect for most people-is that I 
don't have that kind of time. So I started to approach it another way. 

One day, somebody I was working with told me he could 

achieve most of the hypnotic effects in trance with the exception 

of positive hallucination. Positive hallucination is the ability to cre

ate full, realistic representations of things that aren't actually there. 

I believed this person had been hallucinating most of his life. 

Most people do, without realizing it. Under the right conditions, 

we are capable of producing every formal "deep trance phenom

enon" in the normal waking state. For example, how many times 

are you certain you see a friend across the street, and when you 

look again, it doesn't resemble him at all? Has there ever been a 

time when you looked at your partner's expression and "just 

knew" they were angry-and then it just turned out they were 

preoccupied with something else? This is hallucination in the wak

ing state. 
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So I told him to look at the table, close his eyes, and count to 

four, and when he opened his eyes he'd see something that sur
prised him-a very vivid picture in ftont of him on the table. 

He closed his eyes and started counting. As he was doing that, 

I slid across a picture of the cover of one of my books that I 
happened to have with me. He opened his eyes, saw the picture, 

and I immediately told him to close them again. 
I slipped the picture back under the table, then told him to open 

his eyes, look to his side, and see the six-foot pink French poodle. 

He opened his eyes-and there it was: a giant, pink poodle. 
He was fascinated, closed his eyes, and dropped into an even 

deeper trance. After that, his problems creating positive halluci

nations completely disappeared. 
Of course, I tricked him. But what fascinated me was that a 

trick as simple as that could change an entire belief about his capa

bilities. He'd gone from thinking of himself as a failure to being 

able to do something that is widely considered to be a function of 

deep, somnambulistic trance-and in that split second, he became 

a really confident person. 
To me, the wonderful thing about that experience was that he 

found he could do a whole lot more after that, simply because 
now he had changed his belief from one about being a person 

with limitations to one who could do exceptional things. That's 

how quickly the brain learns if we learn to communicate with it 

in a language we understand. 

The belief that he was bad at learning something specific gave 
way to a belief that "if! can learn that, I can learn anything." In 

the language of NLp, it "generalized" out into other areas of his 

life. He became a good learner because he abandoned the belief 
that he couldn't learn. 
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Of course, when somebody makes an unexpected recovery 

from a problem, there's always someone who says something like, 
"Oh, it's just because he believes he's better." 

I say, "Exactly." 

Belief is an enormous power in all cultures. Placebos show us 

that. All active pharmacological agents-drugs-are tested against 
a placebo. To some degree or other, the placebo always works, 

whereas the drug sometimes doesn't. 
Scientists tell us this is because the placebo somehow deceives 

the person, but it's much more a question of belief. Interestingly, 

if people believe that the placebo somehow triggers a natural 

healing response in the body, they respond, even knowing it is a 
placebo. In fact, in many cases their responsiveness actually 

Increases. 

Some years ago I decided to make use of this phenomenon. 
Together with a colleague, I set out to market bottles of empty 

capsules, along with printed booklets of the research showing how 

placebos worked. If the patient looked up the index and found 
placebos worked with, say, five out of six of other people with his 

complaint, he could take seven, just to be sure. Our idea was to 

clean up with the first wave, then market "new, improved 
placebo-with 40 percent more inert ingredients." 

Then a certain government agency stepped in. One of their 
representatives said we couldn't do it because it wouldn't work. 

We showed them their own research that showed it did. Then 

they said it was illegal. We didn't agree. How could selling empty 

capsules to people who knew they were empty be illegal? Finally, 
they told us they couldn't permit it because it was "immoral." 

When I work with clients who need extra help, I give them 
placebos. They not only know they're placebos, they have the 
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belief-which I also give them-that knowing they are placebos 

will make them more effective. Actually, these days, I don't bother 

with actual placebos. I'll use whatever's available-usually grapes. 

They work just as well. 
So, if belief can be so powerful, just stop for a moment and 

think of the most overwhelmingly wonderful things you could 

have or do if you take the belief that stops you from learning any
thing new quickly and easily, faster than you could ever suspect, 

and simply change it. How would you be if you could harness 

more of your brain's ability to alter its state, so that when you 

opened your eyes you'd created something absolutely wonderful

more so even than a six-foot poodle? 

If you want to make the most of this book, pause here and 
write down the beliefs you would like to abandon and the 
changes you would like to have in their place. Put these in 
two adjacent columns. In a third column, write down in 
some detail how your life would be better for making these 
changes. Be sure your list is sensory-specific-that is, clar
ifY what you will be seeing, hearing, feeling, even smelling 
and tasting, when you have made these changes in your 

beliefs· 

The questions for me, after the poodle incident, were these: 

What precisely was this person doing inside of himself that 
made it possible for him to change his belief? How specifically 

did he make something happen just moments after it had been 
"impossible"? 

Like everything else, I was sure this was a learnable skill and 

that everyone should be able to learn it and do it in far less time 
than the hundreds of hours Erickson believed were necessary. 
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I understood that changing a belief could only be possible if 

the way that beliefs were stored in the brain changed. The ways in 

which we coded the belief that something was possible and some

thing else was impossible had to differ from each other in some 

way. It made sense that if we changed the structure of a non belief 

to the same structure as we used to store a strong, positive belie£ 

our experience would have to change. 

I found this out simply enough-by watching and listening to 

the people in front of me. Helping people change by getting them 

to manipulate beliefs is now an important part of what I do. 

Part of the reason people can't make significant changes in their 

lives or do things like go into trances is that they don't believe 

they can. It's not that they can't. What they're actually doing is 

carrying out a posthypnotic suggestion. Somehow, they've come 

to believe that something is "too difficult," or, like so many 

people, that they're unhypnotizable. The belief can come from 

almost anywhere; maybe a stage hypnotist had attempted to hyp

notize them and failed, or a therapist couldn't get them to go into 

trance, and they felt somehow to blame for it. 

I've helped people change beliefs like these many times. Once, 

two psychiatrists brought a woman who scored zero on the Hilgard 

Hypnotic Susceptibility Scale to a hypnosis seminar I did in Wichita, 

Kansas. They said: "This woman is completely unhypnotizable." 

I looked at her and said, "You can't be hypnotized?" and her 

pupils dilated and she literally said, in a monotone, "I-cannot-be

hypnotized," in exactly the manner and tone of voice of someone 

carrying out a posthypnotic suggestion. I brought her on the stage 

and demonstrated every hypnotic phenomenon I could think of 

with her. I had her do positive hallucinations; I had her negatively 

hallucinate the whole audience. I had her do all the major deep 
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trance phenomena-and then I turned to the psychiatrists and 

said, "Well, I guess you were wrong." 

They said, "Uh ... it's probably contextual." 

I said, "Do you mean the fact that she was in front of seven 

hundred people made it easier?" and they replied, "Yes." 

The truth was, they started out by saying it was impossible to 

put her into trance. They said they had "proved" it was impossi

ble. After all, they had a hypnotizability scale that was supposed 

to be scientifically valid. 

I said, "Maybe you guys should have seven hundred people in 

the audience and then it would be a lot easier, because if people 

are scared, they retreat into deep trances. Sometimes, for some 

people, that's difficult to do when they're alone with a therapist in 

an office." 

What I was really saying was that people respond differently in 

different contexts, and that means you have to develop the flexi

bility to switch contexts, or sometimes just to have them halluci

nate the one that works. 

MEMORY AND SUBMODALITY CHANGES 

Changing an experience is just as simple. Too many therapies 

make people go back into their past and reexperience traumatic 

events, not realizing that the sub modalities change when they 

reenter that state. At some level, for the person doing the remem

bering, it's as real as if he's going through that experience again. 

I get very angry when I hear of these things happening. People 

put things into the past and forget them for a very good reason: 

they've done it already. It's over. It needs to be coded as the past. 

Sometimes, if the experience is very traumatic and a person 
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becomes amnesiac, she falls into the hands of therapists who insist 

she should remember every detail. This is nonsense: people's 

unconscious minds are very protective; sometimes they make us 

amnesiac for a very good reason. The events that happened are 

just too terrible to have to recall. 

However, sometimes people are bothered by memories and past 

experiences as if they're continuing to happen-and this is where 

they can benefit from changing their submodalities. 

To do this well, you need to make sure that the people you're 

working with become determined to succeed. Often they aren't, 

simply because they don't know enough; they don't know that 

they have choices, and they don't know how to be determined in 

pursuing those choices. 

But, of course, they can be determined to do other things in 

other areas of their lives, and I often get the submodalities of the 

things they're determined to do and of what they want to achieve, 

and then make their desires the same as their determination. 

Sometimes you have to pick the state that would best meet their 

needs. I often do that, simply because if they knew what to do 

and how to do it, they wouldn't need me in the first place. 

The other important thing you need to remember when mak

ing this sort of change is speed. The brain learns quickly; learning 

doesn't have to be slow-in fact, if the information is presented 

too slowly, the brain won't learn because it can't detect a pattern. 

Patterns only make sense when they run quickly. 

One of the earlier patterns I developed used these two abilities 

of the brain: to change its experience by changing submodalities 

and to make changes rapidly. This was the Swish Pattern, and it 

was developed mainly to move people from their present state to 

a desired state, with economy and precision. 
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Exercise: Swish Pattern 

1. Think of a feeling, response, or behavior that you would 
like to change. This format is particularly useful in deal
ing with feelings that seem to compel people to act in 
ways that do not match their self-image. 

2. Close your eyes and see what happens from an associ
ated point of view. If it is a behavior, identify the trigger 
point of the sequence. Put a border around it and make 
it bright and intense. 

3. Now see yourself (dissociated) as if you have already 
made the change. See how you will be acting, hear 
what you will be hearing. Ensure that this representation 
is preferable to the one in Step 2. 

4. Shrink the image of your desired state down to a small, 
dark square, and place it in the corner of the first image 
you made. 

5. Now, darken and shrink the large image down as you 
simultaneously brighten and enlarge the second image 
until it completely covers the first one. Hear or make the 
sound s-w-i-i-s-h as you do so. Open your eyes to "break 
state." 

Repeat five times, and then test your response to the original 

trigger. Most frequently people find it difficult to recapture the 

original image and feeling and simply shift into the second state. 

As soon as you begin to understand the mechanics of change, 

you can start to understand how the person I spoke about earlier 

could move in a matter of minutes from not being able to create 

a positive hallucination, even in deep trance, to being able to hal

lucinate a six-foot-high pink poodle. His beliefs-and the sub

modalities of his beliefs-changed spontaneously. 
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Just because you believe something doesn't make it true. 

NLP-and particularly the manipulation of your sub modalities

gives you the means of reviewing your beliefs, deciding which of 

them are useful and worth keeping, and which would benefit your 

life by being changed. 

Once you realize that things you believe are structured differ

ently from things you don't believe, you have the means, literally, 

of changing your mind. One of the most useful belief changes 

you can make right now is that you can learn new things-par

ticularly the patterns in this book-quickly and easily. 

Most people believe they have to struggle, or take a lot of time, 

to learn something new. How different would your life be if you 

were a naturally good learner-someone who could easily become 

good at NLp, good at trance, good at anything you were prepared 

to put your mind to? 

You will still need to practice the new material, but this pattern 

will help you feel that it's well within your capabilities, and there

fore enjoyable to practice. 

Exercise: Belief-Change Pattern
Becoming an Excellent Learner 

1 . Find the belief that stands in your way of learning new 
things easily. See, hear, and feel yourself trying, but not 
accomplishing, your objective. You will probably be able 
to find many examples from when you were in school. 
Notice all the submodalities of underperformance, writ
ing down your observations so you can be systematic in 
your work. 

2. Find a strong and useful belief about something in which 
you already excel. It need not fall into the same 
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category as learning the kind of skills referred to in this 
book; simply find something that you know you do really 
well. Examine its qualities, the same way as above. 

3. Compare the two, noting the differences. Pay particular 
attention to the size of each image, their positions in your 
mental space, and whether or not either involves 
movement. 

4. Push the image of the limiting belief off into the distance 
until it is little more than a pinprick, shift it across to line it 
up with your positive belief, and then snap it back 
toward you into its new pOSition, shifting all the original 
submodalities to match those of supreme confidence 
and proficiency. See yourself dropping into a profoundly 
relaxed state in which you absorb information easily and 
are prepared to explore and practice your new skills with 
deep commitment. 

5. Deepen the state by manipulating the submodalities, 
then step into that state of deep trance and pay par
ticular attention to the feelings associated with being an 
excellent learner. When you have identified a particu
larly strong feeling, anchor it by firmly pressing a particu
lar spot on your body, such as an earlobe or a knuckle, so 
that you can easily access the state at a later date by 
pressing or "firing" your anchor and remembering as fully 
as possible the experience you created in Step 4 (see 
Resource File 1 (page 305)). 

6. Slowly come back into the room, bringing all the learn
ings you've made with you, and in the knowledge that 
you can repeat this exercise as many times as you like, 
doubling the intensity of the experience each time. 
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The tools in this book allow people to think and feel differ

ently and better, giving them the means of changing themselves 
and moving toward getting what they want. I don't want people 

to just desire things; I want them to be driven toward them, into 

new behaviors. 
Successful people in all fields, whether they are physicists, 

chemists, violinists, rock and roll musicians, or inventors of won
derful things, are all driven. People who make a mark in medicine 
or education are all driven. I'm not talking about driven in the 

way Type A personalities are, but driven with curiosity. They are 

driven to do what they do better each time. 
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DEVELOPING YOUR SKILLS 
Altered States, Hypnosis, and the Power to Learn 

BECOMING A COMPETENT HYPNOTIST is an important skill to 

develop. Whether you call it "hypnosis," "meditation," or "altered 

state" doesn't really matter. The important part is that you learn 

to control your state of consciousness-and the states of those 

people who come to you for help-so you can apply a powerful 

tool to harness the ability to learn. 

We have the power to develop our skills. The better we learn to 

use our hands, for example, the more exquisite things we can cre

ate. Some artists have such precise control they can carve entire 
scenes on the head of a pin. I can't do that, because I haven't 

developed that particular degree of control. There are musicians 

who have extraordinary control over their fingers on the keyboard. 

I can play to a certain degree, and if! paid more attention to doing 

scales and practicing, I would be a better musician. 

The same thing is true about your state of consciousness. Being 

able to put yourself into a state of relaxation, a state of deep med

itation, should become a skill as natural as breathing. 

People are sometimes confused about the difference between 

hypnosis and meditation. I would say they are very similar 

states, the exception being that hypnosis has a direction to it, 

an outcome you have decided before you begin, while medita

tion is more formless. Speaking personally, when I go into an 

altered state I want to do something. I want to know when I'm 

going in, when I'm coming out, and I want to know what I'm 

doing while I'm there. Meditation, for me, is not directed 
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enough-but it really is a matter of individual taste. 

If you want to achieve anything with self-hypnosis, you plan it 

out before you begin. When you're hypnotizing other people-in 

fact, whenever you're communicating with someone else, even if 

you're simply trying to share a good memory-you're trying to 

induce in them a specific state. You're using images and feelings 

and word pictures, and, if you're sufficiently effective as a com

municator, you induce an altered state in them. Knowing exactly 

how that's done and doing it with precision is what makes some

one a good hypnotist. 

Of course, not all people who set themselves up as hypnotists 

are necessarily good at hypnosis. That's one of the first things I 

learned when I set out to study the field. 

For example, I came across that item I mentioned called a "hyp

nosis susceptibility scale," which was designed to measure how 

"hypnotizable" someone is. In my opinion, it functions as a meas

ure of the hypnotist's incompetence, rather than the susceptibil

ity of the person one is trying to hypnotize. 

I went to Ernest Hilgard's laboratory years ago, and I was told 

that some people could score a zero, meaning they were totally 

unhypnotizable, while others could score really high, which meant 

they could do positive hallucinations and other "advanced" hyp

notic phenomena. 

We know that all the so-called hypnotic phenomena-amnesia, 

anesthesia, arm catalepsy, positive and negative hallucination, and 

so on-can be seen in the normal waking state, so that makes 

nonsense out of that criterion. Think about how many times 

you've negatively hallucinated your car keys; you left them on the 

table, but they just weren't there when you went to find them

until someone else pointed to them in plain sight. 
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The hypnosis tests themselves went something like this: the 

researchers played a tape recording while people sat there and 

listened. The degree to which they could go into an apparently 

altered state and do hypnotic phenomena became the measure of 

their susceptibility. 

The problem was, it wasn't even a good hypnotic induction on 

the tape. It was monotonous and uncreative, and the way I saw it, 

it proved only that a certain minority of people could escape into 

trance out of sheer boredom. 

I was able to put a hypnotic induction on the same tape recorder 

and hypnotize many more people-and yet, officially, the Hilgard 

Scale is still given considerable credence as scientifically valid. 

The belief that you need to speak in a monotone to put some

one in trance is central to this approach to hypnosis. The 

researchers thought of this as congruent with inducing an altered 

state-but the truth is, you speak in a monotone if you're going 

to speak incongruently. If you speak congruently and slowly and 

inflect your voice downward where you give commands, people 

will respond much more intensely. 

Those kinds of beliefs have created a situation in which a lim

ited number of people were believed to be capable of achieving a 

limited number of things. That's why hypnosis was primarily used 

for simple things, such as getting people to lose weight and quit 

smoking. Therapists really didn't have tools for more complex 

problems. 

In contrast, if you trained as a psychiatrist, you learned how to 

give drugs to deal with emotional problems. If you were a psy

chologist, you might have learned a little about conditioning or 

aversion therapy, so that you could expose your clients to ciga

rettes and give them electric shocks in an effort to get them to 
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stop smoking. You might have been trained in getting people to 

challenge their thinking to change their behavior. 
The problem was, you simply weren't taught how to actually 

help your clients to think differently, change the way they felt, get 

over physiological addictions, or to do really practical things, such 

as developing amnesia for traumatic experiences so they didn't 

have to keep reliving the past, over and over again, until they 
became functionally disabled. Psychologists were never even 
taught that these things were possible. 

Since the model didn't exist, I had to develop tools from scratch 

to accomplish this. I did it by the simple and logical process of 

finding people who had already done what I wanted to study. I 

found people who had "spontaneously" recovered from certain 
bad experiences and then looked carefully at what they had done 

that was different from those who hadn't overcome their traumas. 
Hypnosis turned out to be a useful tool. As I developed newer 

and better strategies, it turned out to be a good idea to induce 

hypnosis and then install these strategies in an altered state. The 
fact is, we learn better when we're in an altered state than we do 

when we're in our normal state of consciousness. If that weren't 
true, we'd all be learning to solve our problems all the time simply 

by thinking about them. 

Hypnosis, therefore, can be thought of as a learning state in 
which we can optimize our thinking and refine our strategies. Of 

course, that sometimes happens automatically. Many people have 

found that brilliant ideas and solutions to problems came to them 

when they were asleep, or when they drifted into deep states of 

relaxation or meditation. 

Albert Einstein, for one, did thought experiments-simply 
another way of describing hallucination. He went into deeply 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































