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1
NLP – the basics



NLP stands for Neuro-Linguistic Programming, developed from the 1970s onwards by John Grinder and Richard Bandler. Yes, it’s quite a mouthful. And somewhat daunting. Which is why most people say simply, ‘NLP’. Various definitions of NLP have been put forward, but the fact is that NLP is not a single discipline so much as a collection of quite different techniques. So, in reality, no definition is possible. Nor is there a widely accepted definition of what NLP does. So I’m going to give you my own:


NLP is a collection of techniques that can rapidly put you in control of your mind.


In this first chapter I’ll give you an overview of the most popular techniques and in subsequent chapters we’ll look at them in more detail.


 


Behind NLP is the observation that the things you experience must be organized in your mind in some structured way. Once you understand the structure, you can better control your mind. Once you’re in control of your mind, you’re in control of your body and your behaviour. You’re in control of your life. You have more choices.


Modelling


We’ll start with modelling, because that’s how the whole NLP adventure began back in the early 1970s. At that time John Grinder was teaching at the University of California Santa Cruz and Bandler was a fourth-year undergraduate. In the book Whispering in the Wind, Grinder recounts how every week Bandler would knock on his door and invite him to attend a group that he, Bandler, was leading in Gestalt Therapy (a style of psychotherapy that stresses the present moment). Each time Grinder would decline, saying he didn’t need therapy. It was only after a few weeks that Bandler explained he actually wanted Grinder to ‘figure out how to describe’ what Bandler and his friend Frank Pucelik were doing as therapists. Bandler was having a lot of success and, according to Grinder, bringing about rapid and profound changes in clients, but he didn’t know how to pass on his skills to others.


Grinder, who had a doctorate in transformational linguistics, was intrigued enough to attend the group and was immediately hooked. Grinder and Bandler’s collaboration led not only to a detailed analysis of the methods of Fritz Perls (the father of Gestalt Therapy) as employed by Bandler and Pucelik, but also later those of the ‘Family Therapist’ Virginia Satir. As a result they created the so-called Meta Model and published it in the first NLP book, The Structure of Magic, Volume 1.









	


Jargon buster – meta











The prefix ‘meta’ crops up quite a lot in NLP, to mean ‘going beyond’. As Bandler and Grinder wrote, ‘… each of these wizards (Perls and Satir) has a map or model for changing their clients’ models of the world…’. Meta also implies change or transcendence. The Meta Model is all about challenging superficial and imprecise ways of talking (and therefore thinking) so as to provoke people into change.





What would you say if you, as an aspiring musician, were watching the cellist Yo Yo Ma? I’ll tell you. I could never do that.


Well, NLP doesn’t accept that you could never do that. NLP believes you can do anything anybody else can do, whether it involves a physical skill, a mental skill or an emotional skill. That’s one of NLP’s basic beliefs or ‘presuppositions’.









	

Jargon buster – presupposition










The NLP presuppositions are a set of principles which underpin the whole NLP approach and which it’s recommended you should live by. NLP is still developing and new presuppositions are being added, but most coaches teach between 10 and 20 presuppositions. Here’s something rather special about them: they’re not necessarily ‘true’. In fact, as you’ll see, there are other things in NLP that aren’t necessarily ‘true’. The key thing is that the presuppositions – and everything else in NLP – should be useful. They should improve your life.





Here’s a presupposition that relates to modelling:


If one person can do something, anyone can learn to do it. 


No, of course it’s not literally true in every case. Some people start out with advantages that others do not have. But as a guiding principle it should be a crucial part of your outlook. Once you stop setting limits on what you think you can achieve then you can achieve unlimited things.


How? That’s the next question, isn’t it? One answer would be to copy people who have already succeeded. Unlike ordinary copying, modelling starts out as an intuitive process. It’s important that to begin with you don’t ask any questions either internally or out loud. One of the reasons is that the people you’re modelling may not know themselves how they achieve their results. They may think they know. But they could be wrong.


We’ll be returning to modelling in detail later. For now, here’s a little exercise to give you a flavour of the intuitive approach.


Watch part of a film featuring an actor who has a very identifiable style – but don’t try to describe anything about the actor in words, either out loud or inside your head. Simply absorb the actor by watching the clip again and again and again. Then have a go at mimicking the actor – the style of clothing, the voice, the delivery, the eyes, the way of moving and particularly (this is very important) the tiny little gestures and shifts that in NLP are known as micro-movements.


The Milton Model


For many years, Milton H Erickson (1901–80) was the most famous hypnotherapist in the USA. Once Grinder and Bandler had honed their modelling skills on the techniques of Perls and Satir, he was an obvious target for them.


According to John Grinder’s account, given in Whispering in the Wind, he and Richard Bandler effectively used Erickson’s own hypnotic techniques to persuade the famous hypnotist to see them at a time when he was ‘sequestered’ with his three closest students and not receiving visitors. Using a book called Advanced Techniques of Hypnosis and Therapy (a compilation of Erickson’s articles edited by Jay Haley), they learned several techniques of trance induction and tried them out on one another. They then extracted what they thought worked best and compiled a little speech incorporating variations on two ‘embedded commands’, which were ‘Make time now’ and ‘See us now’.









	


Jargon buster – embedded commands











Embedded commands are words or phrases that are contained within sentences and which, although unnoticed by the conscious mind, will be picked up by the unconscious as long as they’re spoken skilfully. One way of drawing the attention of the unconscious to these embedded words is to lower the voice when speaking them. Try reading out the following sentences, lowering your voice for the words in italics:


 


You can learn what they did to be successful.


You can agree it’s healthier to be a non-smoker.





Grinder and Bandler then tossed a coin and Grinder won the task of placing the phone call to Erickson. For two and a half minutes he ran through the induction that had been rehearsed, his voice gradually getting slower and slower and ‘simply finally stopping’.


There was then half a minute’s silence after which Erickson said, ‘You boys come over here immediately’.


There were several important outcomes. Firstly, Grinder and Bandler advanced their modelling skills. Secondly, they were inspired to set about developing simple techniques that could, in some instances, replicate Erickson’s results by means of clever visualizations (see below). Thirdly, they identified the key patterns of speech that Erickson used to achieve his remarkable results. These became known as the ‘Milton Model’ and were detailed in the two-volume work Patterns of the Hypnotic Techniques of Milton H Erickson, published in 1975 and 1977.


The essence of the Milton Model is that it’s often ‘artfully vague’. That was the phrase used by Bandler and Grinder in their book. In other words, rather than give a direct instruction (‘You will do this’, ‘You will not do that’) the Milton Model plants an idea. This seems to be the way the unconscious works best.



Stories and quotes


When we order people to do things, nag, or even ask quite pleasantly, we’re likely to encounter varying degrees of resistance. Most people don’t like being told what to do. On the other hand, if we tell a story that subtly illustrates the point we’re trying to make, then the other person’s unconscious extracts the meaning from it. The effect can be quite profound, because when you have to work out something for yourself the solution comes like a revelation and you remember it better than if you’d been told directly.


Quotes work a little bit like stories. Rather than give a direct instruction yourself – which might create resistance – you instead quote another person, for example: ‘As my headmaster used to say, “If a thing’s worth doing, it’s worth doing badly.”’;‘I always remember my grandfather saying to me, “Drink is a weakness.”’


Presuppositions


In this context, a presupposition is a way of speaking in which you take certain things for granted, such as that the other person is going to do what you want. Let’s say you’re a car salesman. Rather than ask, ‘Would you like to buy this car?’ you instead ask, ‘Do you want to take delivery at once or would you prefer to wait until next month?’ By presupposing that you’ve made the sale, you put the customer in the position of having to oppose your will in order to get out of buying the car. Some people find that hard to do. This kind of presupposition is known as a ‘double bind’.


Pacing and leading


Pacing and leading are standard techniques in hypnosis but they can also be used in everyday life.









	


Jargon buster – pacing and leading











Pacing means feeding someone’s experience back to them, either by copying their body language, or by stating it (‘your eyes are closing’), or both.


Leading – which follows successful pacing – means guiding someone towards what you want them to do or feel.





When you feed someone’s experience back to them, you establish both rapport and trust because the other person knows that everything you say is true. Pacing, done the right way, can also bring on an altered state of consciousness. The hypnotic technique has become well known, for example: ‘You’re sitting comfortably in that armchair, your hands resting lightly on your knees, your head against a cushion…’. However, verbal pacing in normal life would have to be a lot more ingenious, for example: ‘Fred Bloggs, are you going to sit there in that armchair, with that grin on your face, telling me…’.


Cause and effect


This device links two separate statements. The first statement is known to be true and therefore it is more likely that the second statement will also be accepted as true, for example: ‘This vehicle has an air-cooled engine and is the most reliable for desert use.’ In this example the person being addressed knows the vehicle does, indeed, have an air-cooled engine and believes that, because of that, it’s reliable in the desert, even though the speaker hasn’t actually said so.


Phrasing


Most of the time, Erickson spoke in a soft, gentle, warm and considerate manner, employing a very unusual and very particular way of spacing his words and phrases.


To actually hear Erickson speaking go to www.youtube.com and enter ‘Milton H Erickson’ in the search facility.



Self-hypnosis



Erickson sometimes taught clients how to put themselves into trance so they could continue certain aspects of treatment at home. The method I’m about to describe now is, however, attributed not to Erickson but to his wife Betty, who was herself a hypnotist.









	

Jargon buster – ecology check










When you reprogram your unconscious mind there may be unforeseen consequences – not only for you but also for everyone around you. Carrying out an ecology check involves investigating all the possible ramifications before going ahead. The key questions are:


 


What will happen if I succeed in making this change?


What won’t happen if I succeed in making this change? What will happen if I don’t succeed in making this change? What won’t happen if I don’t succeed in making this change?





Have a go


Step 1: Get yourself comfortable in a place you won’t be disturbed.


Step 2: Decide the length of time you wish to spend in self-hypnosis. So, having got comfortable, you should say something like this: ‘I am now going to hypnotize myself for ten minutes.’


Step 3: This is a key step because it’s where you state the purpose of your hypnosis. Something along these lines will do fine: ‘I am entering into a state of self-hypnosis so that I can hand over to my unconscious mind the task of…’


Step 4: State how you want to feel when you come out of your trance.


Step 5: This is the actual process of self-hypnosis. Basically you’re going to engage your three main representational systems in turn to bring the trance about. In the first part of the process you will be noting things you can actually see, hear and feel in the room where you are. In the second part you will be noting things you can see, hear and feel in an imaginary scene.


In this process some people talk to themselves internally, but I recommend that you say everything out loud.


a From your comfortable position, look at some small thing in the room in front of you and say out loud what you are looking at. Choose things you can see without moving your head. For example, ‘I am looking at the door handle.’ Then, without rushing, focus on another small item. For example, ‘I am now looking at a glass of water on the table.’ Then move on to a third item. For example, ‘I am looking at the light switch.’ When you have your three visual references, move on to b).


b Switch attention to sounds and, in the same way, note one after another until you have three, each time saying out loud what you’re hearing. Then move on to c).


c Note things that you can feel with your body. For example, you might say, ‘I can feel the seat pressing against my buttocks.’ When you have your three, move on.


d Now repeat steps a) to c) but with only two items for each sense: two images, two sounds and two feelings. They must be different from the ones you used before. Speak a little more slowly.


e Again repeat steps a) to c) but with only one item per sense: one image, one sound and one feeling. Again, they must be different from any that have gone before. Speak even more slowly.


f Close your eyes (if they’re not already closed) and think of a scene. Any scene will do. It could be the first thing that comes into your head.


 g Using this imagined scene, go through the same process you already used for the real scene, but beginning with just one example of each of the three senses: one image, one sound and one feeling. When you’ve done that, increase to two examples and then three. (Three is usually enough, but if you’ve stipulated a lengthy session you may need to continue with your fantasy scene by going on to name four images, sounds and feelings, or five or even more.) Remember, each example must be different. You’ll probably find you’re automatically speaking very slowly now but if not, make a point of slowing your voice down more and more.


h After the allotted time, you should begin to come out of trance automatically. But it may help to announce, ‘I’ll count to three and when I reach three I’ll be (whatever you said in Step 4).’ Don’t worry about getting ‘stuck’ in a trance. That won’t happen. You may feel a little woozy for a while. If so, don’t drive a car or do anything demanding until you’re sure you’re okay to do so.


Visualization


NLP uses a great deal of visualization, so it’s a skill that, unless you’re already very good at it, you’ll need to practise. Strictly speaking, the word ‘visualization’ refers only to ‘seeing’ images in your ‘mind’s eye’ (that’s to say, recalling memories or creating fantasies), but I’m using the term to include things you can imagine hearing and feeling as well. Once you’ve created your ‘internal cinema’, you’re then going to be manipulating what NLP calls ‘submodalities’ in various ways.









	


Jargon buster – submodalities











Later I’ll be asking you to make the images you’ve visualized brighter or darker, bigger or smaller, closer or further away, and so on; to make sounds louder or quieter; to make sensations stronger or weaker. In the jargon of NLP, these kinds of qualities, possessed by internal images, sounds and feelings, are known as submodalities.





Using submodalities


When we’re afraid of things we tend to imagine them big. For example, if you’re afraid of dogs, when you think about them you probably have a dog’s face completely filling your ‘screen’, its huge fangs bared and seeming to be the size of ice picks. When you think of somewhere you don’t want to go – perhaps a hospital – you probably have an image that’s dreary and colourless. Perhaps the weight of the building bears down on you and you can even smell it. And what happens when you think of something nice? Possibly the colours are warm and vivid.
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