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One of life’s little ironies is that 
the two co-creators of a world 
class analysis of communication  
methods don’t communicate 
with one another. There are 
other elephants in the room – 
major lawsuits between them, 
as well as one of them (Bandler) 
overdosing on cocaine and 
being embroiled in a drug and 
prostitution related murder trial. 
Proof, it seems that none of us are 
WKH�ÀQLVKHG�DUWLFOH��<RX�FDQQRW��
as they say, make this up.

2WKHUV�DUH�OHVV�HͿXVLYH�DERXW�WKH�
subject. Most of the discomfort 
around NLP appears to be 
around the lack of academic 
rigour in the original research. 
“NLP is really a collection of 
JRRG� SUDFWLFH� IURP� GLͿHUHQW�
areas of psychology, particularly 
cognitive psychology with 
some neuroscience overlaid. 
,W� RͿHUV� JRRG� LQVLJKW� RQ� ERG\�
language which some coach 
training programs don’t give 
much attention to. The NLP 
ÀHOG� LV� DWWUDFWLYH� WR� FRDFKHV�
EHFDXVH� LW� SUHVHQWV� GLͿHUHQW�
models in an easy-to-digest 
format. From a marketing 
viewpoint, it also gives the  
impression that the coach is 
using science.” (1)

how did NLP come about and 
how valid are the claims of its 
proponents?

Neuro-Linguistic Programming 
was developed on the west 
coast of America in the 1970s 
when John Grinder and Richard 
Bandler, both academics, teamed 
up. They shared a deep interest 
in human excellence and what 
made up genius or extraordinary 
performance, and whether 
it was replicable, initially for 
psychotherapy.

They used modelling of 
behaviours as a core part of NLP, 
in other words they analysed 
and looked for patterns of 
language and behaviour in 
people who were outstanding 
LQ� WKHLU� ÀHOG�� 7KH\� EHJDQ� E\�
using three individuals who 
ZHUH�KLJKO\�HͿHFWLYH�LQ�GLͿHUHQW�
types of therapy. Bandler 
& Grinder realised that the 
“intuition” being used had a 
structure. (Their two early books 
UHÁHFW� WKLV� DQG� ZHUH� FDOOHG�
‘The Structure of Magic I & II’) 
From this study they produced 
a ground breaking therapeutic 
model from which grew Neuro-
Linguistic Programming. 
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NLP is a term used widely in the self-help market, with over 2,700 books 
on the subject listed on Amazon alone. Its proponents are zealot like in 
WKHLU�HͿXVLYHQHVV�DERXW�WKH�UHVXOWV�1/3�LV�FODLPHG�WR�DFKLHYH��7KHVH�FODLPV� 
include curing blindness and common colds and appear from the outside to 
be as wild as those of the Snake Oil salesman of the Wild West.

by Malcolm Nicholson (United Kingdom)
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In step with the tremendous energy centering 
around Silicon Valley at that time, the pair set 
about developing their discoveries with intense 
hard work and long hours and an approach that 
was outside of, and challenging, the therapeutic 
establishment. The implications for counselling 
and psychotherapy were quite radical. Then, as 
now, the psycho-analytical mainstream was taking 
a long time to get to a cure, primarily due to the 
passive role that therapists were trained to take. 
Hence, NLP became known as the ‘fast food’ of 
therapy.

The boundless energy that Bandler & Grinder 
brought in the early days of NLP when they worked 
together lost momentum when they split. The 
thrust changed from therapy to a more mainstream 
approach in the fast emerging and lucrative self-
help and business markets.

NLP is use in a wide range of settings – some of 
which have contributed to its negative image. It 
varies from pick-up lines, business, relationships, 
sales, sports, self-help, therapy, education, many 
ÀHOGV�RI�KLJK�DFKLHYHPHQW�DQG�FRDFKLQJ���

2EWDLQLQJ� D� GHÀQLWLRQ� RI� 1/3� LV� DNLQ� WR�
questioning blind men about an elephant. Richard 
Bandler (who declined an interview for this  
article) states on his website that:

Neuro-Linguistic Programming is a method of 
LQÁXHQFLQJ� EUDLQ� EHKDYLRXU� �WKH� ´QHXURµ� SDUW�
of the phrase) through the use of language (the 
“linguistic” part) and other types of communication 
to enable a person to “recode” the way the brain 
responds to stimuli (that’s the “programming”) 
and manifest new and better behaviours. Neuro-
Linguistic Programming often incorporates 
hypnosis and self-hypnosis to help achieve the 
change (or “programming”) that is wanted. (2)

John Grinder 
however, in a 
slightly more 
free form 
i n t e r v i e w 
states:

“NLP has at its 
core activity is 
the modelling 
of excellence 
which includes 
the phase of 
u n c o n s c i o u s 
ass imilat ion, 
in which you 
suspend all 
attempts at 

conscious processing to make meaning out of 
your experience in favour of registering it with 
macro or micro muscle movements and imitating 
the behaviours – which are the behaviours which 
PDNH� D� GLͿHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� WKH� JHQLXV� DQG� WKH�
average –in a parallel context until you can then 
produce in your behaviour and invoke from your 
group the same responses with the same quality in 
roughly the same timeframe.  That’s criteria. Until 
you achieve thatcriteria you remain unconscious 
and imitative.  When you achieve that criteria then 
�FOLFNV�ÀQJHUV��\RX�FDQ�VZLWFK�RQ�DOO�WKHVH�DQDO\WLF�
competencies… you’ve worked so hard to develop 
then you go ahead and do a very powerful and 
FKDOOHQJLQJ�SDUW�RI�PRGHOOLQJ�ZKLFK� LV� WR�ÀQG�DQ�
explicit vocabulary (sensory grounded) to code 
what you are now capable of doing behaviourally 
using two data points – the model…and your own 
behaviour…” (3)

Grinder then goes on to say that NLP for 99% of 
the people in the world has nothing to do with 
what he described! This is due to the fact that most 
people come to NLP as a result of courses or books, 
which look at the application of NLP techniques in 
a packaged form. (see below)

Robert Dilts, who is, to many, the heir apparent to 
Bandler & Grinder says that ‘NLP is a pragmatic 
school of thought - an ‘epistemology’ - that 
addresses the many levels involved in being 
human.’ He goes on to state that NLP is based on 
two fundamental presuppositions:- 

1. The Map is Not the Territory. As human beings, 
we can never know reality. We can only know our  
perceptions of reality. We experience and respond 
to the world around us primarily through our 
sensory representational systems. It is our ‘neuro-
linguistic’ maps of reality that determine how we 
behave and that give those behaviours meaning, 
not reality itself. It is generally not reality that limits 
us or empowers us, but rather our map of reality.  

2. Life and ‘Mind’ are Systemic Processes. The 
processes that take place within a human 
being and between human beings and their 
environment are systemic. Our bodies, our 
societies, and our universe form an ecology of 
complex systems and sub-systems all of which 
LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�DQG�PXWXDOO\�LQÁXHQFH�HDFK�RWKHU��
It is not possible to completely isolate any part 
of the system from the rest of the system. Such 
systems are based on certain ‘self-organizing’ 
principles and naturally seek optimal states of 
balance or homeostasis. (4)

Dilts goes on to say that, all of the models and 
techniques of NLP are based on the combination of 
these two principles. 
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&RQIXVHG"�:HOO��WKHVH�GHÀQLWLRQV�VKRZ�LW·V�IDLU�WR�VD\�
that the NLP movement has splintered. The fallout 
between Bandler & Grinder, their initial lack of 
copyrighting and subsequent acrimonious lawsuits 
KDV� PHDQW� WKDW� D� YDULHW\� RI� GLͿHUHQW� FRPPHUFLDO�
organisations saw the value, moved in and 
GHYHORSHG� DQ� LQGXVWU\� RͿHULQJ� WUDLQLQJ� SDFNDJHV�
DQG�FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�3UDFWLWLRQHU��0DVWHU�3UDFWLWLRQHU�
and Trainers Training using the NLP name or brand. 
+LJK�SURÀOH�LQGLYLGXDOV� OLNH�$QWKRQ\�5REELQV�DQG�
3DXO�0F.HQQD�DUH�DEOH�WR�FKDUJH�VLJQLÀFDQW�VXPV�IRU�
their NLP infused seminars.

Both Bandler and Grinder are currently active in 
the commercial marketplace and have developed 
their own forms of NLP, including Grinder’s New 
Code NLP, whilst Bandler has a number of new 
‘human change technologies’ available, all with a 
conspicuous trade mark or registered name mark 
next to them! Grinder seems to be marketing to 
the lucrative business market, whilst Bandler, 
who despite not seeming to be intent on winning 
popularity contests, aims at the rest of us. Robert 
Dilts and Judith Delozier have developed NLP New 
Coding in their NLP University.

The length, quality and content of training inevitably 
varies around the globe and within country, and there 
does not appear to be, despite various organisations’ 
protestations, a core best practice agenda. However 
the range of techniques that are typically covered in 
FHUWLÀFDWLRQ�FRXUVHV�DUH�DURXQG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�XVH�RI�
language, metaphors, representational systems (how 
we relate to the outside world through sight, sound, 
feelings and less so smell & taste) then moving on to 
actual ‘cure’ techniques. Some key patterns include:

Anchoring looks at the links we make between what 
we see, hear and feel and our emotional state. We 
can repeat a new (better) link and like Pavlov’s dogs 
trigger it with a stimulus (like touching thumb and 
IRUHÀQJHU�WRJHWKHU�IRU�H[DPSOH���7KLV�LV�D�JUHDW�ZD\�
of accessing a more appropriate ‘state’ for a situation 
– calm and collected before a speech for example. 

The swish pattern disrupts a pattern of thought 
from one that used to lead to a seemingly inevitable 
(learned) behaviour to a new one that leads to a 
required behaviour. This involves visualizing a ‘cue’ 
that leads into the unwanted behaviour, such as nail 
biting or smoking, and reprogramming the mind to 
‘switch’ to a new picture of the desired outcome, such 

as perfect hands or a healthy look person, energetic 
DQG� ÀW�� ,W� KHOSV� WR� GLVUXSW� WKH� SUHYLRXV� FKDLQ� RI�
events by an auditory command – saying Swish!’ or 
similar when swapping to the new pictures. 
 
Future pacing is a form of mental rehearsal, based 
on the assumption that the subconscious mind 
GRHV�QRW�NQRZ�WKH�GLͿHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�D�UHDO�DQG�DQ�
imagined event. It can be used therapeutically to 
check that a cure has worked, or for enhancing future 
performance by rehearsing the outcome.

Reframing, not original to NLP is based on the 
principle that, as Shakespeare said, ‘There is nothing 
either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.’ A sunny 
day can be a disaster for someone yet a godsend to 
another. So by changing the way we perceive an 
event by the language we associate with it, we can 
change the way we react to it. This may include the 6 
stage reframing model and the development of well-
formed outcomes.

So, what are the outcomes? Is it successful? The 
answer, in the absence of rigorous academic research, 
could depend on whether you believe that the plural 
of anecdote is data, or is not data…. Go to a travelling 
road show where a visiting NLP guru teaches their 
wisdom for a fee and you will hear time after time 
you will hear delegates saying `NLP changed 
my life.’ Whilst the science establishment tries to 
debunk NLP, (who respond that it is “the study of 
the structure of subjective behaviour”) the pragmatic 
proof in the form of people who have (or, just as 
importantly, believe they have) a better or easier life 
makes a compelling case. Additionally, the number of 
excellent coaches, writers and practitioners who are 
implementing its techniques week after week would 
seem to indicate there is no collective blindspot about 
what they are working with.

At the end of the day, thousands of people, in their 
everyday lives, in the therapeutic, high performing, 
sports, educational and public life arenas are 
experiencing often transformational changes. 
Bandler & Grinder never set out to start a science. 
They initially wanted to create a paradigm shift 
and improve the outcomes from therapy. NLP may 
QRW� KDYH� KDG� WKH� GUDPDWLF� LPSDFW� WKDW� ZDV� ÀUVW�
envisaged on the establishment that is mainstream 
academic therapy, but, through the growth of the 
self-help, coaching and business training markets, 
it has touched the lives of far, far more people than 
could have ever been imagined when Richard 
%DQGOHU�	�-RKQ�*ULQGHU�ÀUVW�PRGHOOHG�WKH�ZRUN�RI�
Virginia Satir. ۙ

��'U�*HRͿUH\�$EERWW�²�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�DXWKRU�
2 http://nlplifetraining.com/what-is-nlp/index.html
3 http://youtube.com/watch?v=hJzO5x6ko6w 
4 http://nlpu.com/NewDesign/NLPU_WhatIsNLP.html
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sUCCess-INsPIRING 
sToRIes WITh The 
Use oF NLP IN 

CoAChING
By Malcolm Nicholson (United Kingdom)

Having studied Ericksonian hypnosis under 
Stephen Brooks of British Hypnosis Research, I 
occasionally use this approach for helping clients 
in their change process.

I recently worked with a Sales Director who 
had been promoted to Managing Director of 
his business. He came along to our meeting, 
was tall, well built, immaculately dressed and 
charismatic. My immediate reaction was why is 
he here, and where am I going to add value?

Information gathering questions lead him to 
unburden. He had not wanted the MDs job, and 
felt out of his depth. To use his metaphor he 
said he felt that he was sitting at the table with 
his father’s friends. He was tense, resistant to 
change and feeling despondent. 

Having met him previously, rapport building 
was straight forward. We went to an indirect 
command induction, involving imagining 
ZDONLQJ�WKURXJK�D�VHULHV�RI�VFHQDULRV�LQ�GLͿHUHQW�
seasons. Normally it is easy to tell when a person 
is in a trance (See Trance-Formations, Neuro-
Linguistic Programming and the Structure of 
Hypnosis; Grinder J & Bandler R, Real People 
Press, 1981. Take note – if you have a copy, look 
after it; it could be worth hundreds of dollars!) 
as their breathing changes and becomes deeper, 
their muscle tension diminishes and skin tone 
changes. In this case, the person started snoring 
as well! I was a little perplexed as to what to do, 
then thought that if the connection with the 

subconscious had been made, then we should 
continue.

We then went through a processing of reframing 
outcomes – looking at how things were going to 
be going forward; relaxed, in the zone, quietly 
H[XGLQJ�OHDGHUVKLS��KDYLQJ�WLPH�DQG�FRQÀGHQW��
From somewhere came to me an analogy about 
‘changing out of short trousers and now wearing 
long trousers’, which was followed by a re-
integration process and helping the person come 
back to a conscious state. He apologised, and 
VDLG�WKDW�KH�PD\�KDYH�QRGGHG�RͿ�IRU�D�PRPHQW��
I replied that I had not noticed, even though 
the previous half hour had been conducted to 
the accompaniment of thunderous snoring! We 
agreed to speak the following week to catch up 
and see how he was progressing. 

We spoke again some 5 or 6 days later. I was 
delighted when he replayed to me the metaphor 
used when he was asleep. He said that he felt as 
if he was at last wearing long trousers and was 
a grown up sitting at the table amongst equals. 

It was great to see the individual immediately 
ÁRXULVK� DQG� JURZ� LQ� KLV� QHZ� UROH�� +H� WRRN�
charge, was charming but in command, decisive 
yet inclusive and insightful. It reminded me that 
ZKLOVW�DOO�WKLQJV�PD\�QRW�EH�VFLHQWLÀFDOO\�SURYHQ��
there is tremendous power available in the 
change process by accessing the subconscious 
mind. ۙ


