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68 Chapter Six

PREVIEW THE CHAPTER

In this case, Michael describes a single-session treatment in which he offers a therapist-generated
metaphor in the broader context of an hypnotic intervention for Carol, a client racked with indecision
about whether to get a divorce from a long-standing marriage. With typical Yapko clarity, he outlines
the processes he used to access the client’s resources and goals, while focusing on her processes for
handling the challenging task of decision-making. We see the thinking involved in his assessment and
planning of treatment, the basis of his therapeutic constructions, and the rationale for incorporating
metaphor in the session. The metaphor presented in this chapter is just one of the “interventions”
offered to Carol during the therapy session. The session in its entirety was filmed professionally and

is available on Dr. Yapko’s web site: www.yapko.com.

Therapeutic Characteristics

Problems Addressed

Indecision

Ruminative thinking
Ambivalence

An unhappy marriage

Fear of leaving

An “approach-avoidance” conflict

Resources Developed

A compelling, positive vision

Positive coping mechanisms
Follow-through on a decision

Acceptance of doubt and mixed feelings

A sense of progress

Increased confidence

Acceptance that there is no “right” decision

Outcomes Offered

Empowered decision-making
Sense of purpose
Self-development and evolution
Stepping forward

Acceptance of the cost factors
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70 Chapter Six

In listening to Carol describe the huge, potentially life-changing, decision she wanted to make,
my focus was on trying to understand the process by which Carol approached making such a deci-
sion. After all, a flawed decision-making process is unlikely to yield a sound decision. Thus, I wanted
to know what factors Carol was considering, which ones she might be giving too much weight, and
which ones, if any, were being overlooked or underrepresented.

WHY USE METAPHOR IN CAROL’S CASE?

In working with Carol in the unusual context of a single-session intervention performed before
hundreds of strangers, my approach needed to be supportive and nonthreatening. I didn’t want to
ask too much and make her feel vulnerable in front of the group, nor did I need much informa-
tion beyond what I asked for. More details and more examples of her process would only have told
me more of what I already knew. Indirect suggestions, including the use of metaphor, are ideal in
such situations—that is, when someone is potentially vulnerable—and with clients who both want
and resist direct advice, preferring to get where they want to go independently (B. Erickson, 2001;
M. Erickson, 1958; Erickson & Rossi, 1976; Haley, 1973). Thus, the use of metaphor seemed a re-
spectful way of simultaneously challenging and supporting Carol. Furthermore, because Carol, by
her very nature, tends to think more deeply about things than other people might, it was apparent
to me that I could employ metaphors and rely on Carol’s natural tendency to engage in a personally
meaningful search for relevance. It was not all indirect, however: I provided Carol a direct framing
of the key issue when I questioned how she was going about the process of decision-making. By
the time I introduced the principal metaphor at the heart of her therapy session, Carol was already
attuned to the issue I was addressing: making and implementing a difficult decision despite mixed
feelings in the present by focusing on eventual benefits. Consequently, she was easily able to absorb
herself in the cognitive and perceptual frame provided by the story.

GENERAL POINTS ABOUT HYPNOSIS,
INDIRECT SUGGESTION, AND METAPHOR

As a longtime practitioner of clinical hypnosis, and a writer and teacher on the subject, I have been
deeply committed to advancing a more widespread application of hypnosis among clinicians. There
is certainly substantial evidence that hypnosis enhances psychotherapy in general, and cognitive be-
havioral therapies in particular (Lynn, Kirsch, Barabasz, Cardefia, & Patterson, 2000; Schoenberger,
2000;Yapko, 2003). Integrating hypnosis with cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) and strategic ap-
proaches to treatment has been a strong professional focus throughout my career, particularly in the
treatment of Major Depressive Disorder (MDD;Yapko, 1992, 2001, 2006).

Hypnosis is generally not considered to be a therapy in its own right (American Psychological
Association, 1999). Instead, hypnosis is considered to be a means of delivering therapeutic concepts
to the client as well as a means of creating an appropriate environment (i.e., client’s internal readiness
and supportive context) for the client to better absorb key therapeutic messages. When one studies the
scientific and clinical literature regarding hypnosis, one learns a great deal about human information
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72 Chapter Six

goals. In this chapter, however, I will focus primarily on the use of metaphor as it was applied in this

demonstration of hypnosis.

IDENTIFYING GOALS OF TREATMENT

When I am interviewing a client, most often I find it easy to align with the client’s goals. My clini-
cal experience suggests that most of the time people know what they want but are unsure how
to obtain it. Sometimes, however, people find themselves in a forced-choice situation, where they
need to make a decision but none of the alternatives are attractive. Worse still is when people feel
they must choose between alternatives that are not only unattractive but maybe even painful. This is
Carol’s dilemma: She is unhappy in her marriage and doesn’t want to stay, and she is afraid to leave
her marriage. Neither choice is desirable for her, and both choices carry with them the potential for
considerable emotional pain. This is a classic “approach-avoidance” conflict. Carol needs to be able
to make a decision and implement it, realistically knowing that whatever decision she makes will
have some negative consequences for her, but none she can’t manage if she knows what she’s doing
and why she’s doing it.

What allows someone to endure the pain of a divorce? What allows someone to cope with and
eventually transcend painful life episodes? In my experience, there are several factors that determine
whether someone will be able to make a hard decision and carry it out. First, and foremost, the
person has to have a compelling vision of what is positive enough in the long run to justify endur-
ing the short-term distress it takes to get there. Unless Carol has a clear sense that the benefits will
eventually outweigh the costs, the costs alone can seem huge and become paralyzing. Second, the
person has to have positive coping mechanisms, such as the ability to manage inconsistent feelings
as well as the feedback from others, which will invariably be mixed. Carol will inevitably have mo-
ments of doubt about the correctness of her decision, and she will probably also encounter others
who question what she’s doing and why she’s doing it. She’ll need to be able to follow through on
the decision even when in doubt if she wants to avoid the paralysis of indecision. Third, the person
needs to have some sense of progress as time unfolds. There must be benchmarks indicating that he
or she is indeed moving forward in a progressive manner. Carol must be able to notice signs along
the way that she’s doing all right with her chosen path if she is to build confidence in herself and in
her ability to make sensible decisions that she can trust without suffering later regret.

As I listened to Carol, it seemed to me that she was skilled at analyzing her emotions and was
generally quite insightful. These valuable resources that she possessed were ones I could acknowledge
and utilize. Yet she also might have been giving her feelings too much attention in some ways. Focus-
ing on, and thereby amplifying, feelings of dissatisfaction with one’s circumstances can inadvertently
also amplify associated feelings of fear and doubt about changing them. In other words, when Carol
uses her feelings as the reference point for making decisions, her mixed feelings can actually delay or
even prevent her from making a difficult decision.

Can someone be in Carol’s situation and not have mixed feelings? It seems highly unlikely. She
was taking a risk and gambling with her sense of well-being regardless of which path she chose.
As she acknowledged, she had both fear and excitement, but neither feeling alone. Yet, instead of
accepting the inevitability of mixed feelings in such circumstances, Carol wanted the clarity of a
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74 Chapter Six

sensation that she experienced during and after our session, specifically broader shoulders and in-
creased upper-body strength. Thus, her emotional and physical awareness, as well as her intellectual
gifts, combined with her insights about the processes of human change to provide valuable resources
to utilize in her session.

As a psychotherapist herself, Carol obviously believes that people can grow, that people can
change. She surely knows that as they do so old attachments are broken while new ones develop.
This belief system was functionally separated, to her detriment, from the decision that she needed to
make in her own life. It became a primary goal of my session with Carol, therefore, to remind her
in the context of her own decision-making that if she was going to move forward with her life, it
would inevitably mean leaving some things behind.

HYPNOSIS AND DELIVERING THE METAPHOR TO CAROL

Following the interview and the delineation of the goals given earlier, the induction of hypnosis
began. Hypnotic induction is a process of securing the attention of the client and slowly building his
or her focus and receptivity. Hypnosis typically, but not necessarily, involves suggestions for relaxation,
reducing the client’s anxiety and its potential for interference. Hypnosis also involves building a mo-
mentum in the client’s thinking, a sense that there is a purposefulness to the suggestions given. This
helps establish an expectation that a meaningful learning can take place while the client is absorbed in
the process. Hypnosis in and of itself cures nothing—rather, it’s the new associations the client forms
during the process that have therapeutic potential, and metaphor, within the context of hypnosis, can
be a vehicle to assist the formation of such new associations (Yapko, 2003).

Once Carol was focused, her eyes closed and her attentiveness to my words building, I began to
describe to her the normalcy of having mixed feelings in some situations and some of the positive
personal resources I had found in her. I spoke in a general way about the fact that life inevitably
involves changes, whether they be changes in social environments, geographical environments, work
environments, friendships, or personal interests. I suggested that what defines mental health is the
ability to adapt to these changes. I went on to observe that there are many different ways of making
decisions and pointed out that some decision-making processes are efficient in some situations but
not others. I next described how much of life is inherently ambiguous, in the sense that there is no
apparent clear meaning or best decision. Some of the most important decisions that we all have to
make in life are decisions that must be made on the basis of inadequate information. Yet what most
determine our quality of life are the consequences of the decisions that we make. So I drew Carol’s
attention to the concept of ambiguity and helped normalize (depathologize) her feelings of uncer-
tainty, so that she could accept fear or doubt as inevitable while still moving forward with intelligent
decision-making.

Once the concept of ambiguity was introduced and developed, I could reinforce the point that
uncertainty means risk. This was a natural lead-in to talking about how any decision of importance
will have both associated benefits and liabilities. This point allowed me to talk about how even transi-

tions that are clearly progressive will have at least some negative consequences associated with them.
It was at this point in the hypnotic process that I introduced the principal metaphor, a segment of
the play Inherit the Wind (Lawrence & Lee, 1951/2003).
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