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Playing with the
Meta-model Questions
(Distortions in Thinking: Part 5)
By Joe Cheal

Joe Cheal

I

n a second article inspired by The Structure
of Magic I, (*1) I am curious as to how
the meta-model questions affect us
psychologically. Where do they take us and
what do they ‘do’ to us? This is not designed to
be a rehash of all the meta-model distinctions;
it is more about having an understanding of
the potential impact of the questions. (*2)
The purpose of the meta-model questions
is to help someone get back to their original
experience with a view to re-evaluating
that experience in a more constructive and
helpful manner. By changing the frames (e.g.
categorisations, beliefs, evaluations) someone
holds about their experiences, this, in turn
should affect their ongoing states (*3) and
hopefully give them other explanations,
interpretations and options.
So it begins...
Whilst running a project management course

I am curious as to how the
meta-model questions affect us
psychologically
recently, I heard a delegate (let’s call him
Fred) say: ‘My project isn’t working...it’s a
nightmare!’ Now, in order for him to reach
that conclusion, Fred had to go through a
(probably unconscious) thinking process.
In a previous article I introduced the READ
model (*4) (see Figure 1) and I believe that
will serve as a useful platform for describing
the thinking process. In a nutshell, we have
an experience of the outside world (or we reaccess a memory) and then we describe that
experience (i.e. what happened?) We then
analyse or categorise the experience (i.e. what
type of experience is this? What category
does this ‘thing’ fall into?) We evaluate the
experience (i.e. what does this mean? Is this
good or bad?) And then reflect (i.e. what do I
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do with/as a result of that? What do I learn from that?).
Fred is running a project and encounters a couple
of challenges. He experiences a mistake and a missed
deadline. For Fred, these two things fall into the
category of ‘failures’. This means the project isn’t
working ‘properly’ (i.e. it’s a nightmare) and so he feels
despondent about the project. From the ‘deep structure’
(*5) (stored experience) of seeing and remembering two
mistakes, Fred gives us the ‘surface structure’ (words) of:
‘My project isn’t working...it’s a nightmare!’
Using the meta-model questions
When someone presents a problem, Bandler and Grinder
suggest we have at least 3 options (aside from ignoring
the statement): (i) accept it at face value (e.g. Oh dear,
that’s a shame); (ii) guess what the details are (e.g. is that
due to a lack of planning?); or (iii) ‘meta-model it’, i.e. ‘ask
for the piece that has been linguistically deleted’ (e.g.
which project? What is not working?)
When listening to someone with a view to ‘metamodelling’, I like the idea that they are presenting
me with a mental jigsaw puzzle picture (i.e. their
generalisation). If there are too many pieces missing and
hence I cannot make a picture of what they are saying,
I will need to ask for more information to fill in the gaps
(the deletions). Then I’m interested in what holds the
pieces together to make the picture (the distortions).
Finally, I want to reframe it, to give the other person
some alternative ways of looking at the picture.
Using the READ model, I start getting them to redescribe the situation to ‘get the full picture’ (mostly
through ‘deletion’ questions) and then re-analyse/
re-categorise what they have told me (mostly through
‘distortion’ questions). With re-evaluation and rereflection, some of the questions I will ask them directly
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and some I ask myself to create some new frames
and reframes:
Re-description: e.g. which project are they referring to?
What happened? When/where did it happen?
Re-analysis: e.g. what is the project designed to
deliver? How do they know it’s not working? What
might have caused the issue? How is ‘what went
wrong’ different to most other projects? How many
projects have no mistakes and no missed deadlines?
Re-evaluation: e.g. how is the situation manageable?
What might be useful about what happened? Aside
from the two issues, what is working well?
Re-reflection: e.g. what have they learnt from this?
What might they do differently now and in the future?
Questions, questions...
When asking ‘deletion’ questions we are usually
chunking down into detail. This encourages the ‘client’
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The purpose is to help someone get
back to their original experience

Figure 1
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to detail out their model of the world in the context
you are discussing. In terms of the psychological
effect it has, I would suggest that it gives them a
clearer internal representation of the situation.
Whilst everyone is individual, perhaps the submodalities of their picture might become a movie,
more in focus, more colourful and at a more
comfortable distance?
However, where do the ‘generalisation’ and
‘distortion’ questions take the client?
If we take an example with a modal operator
of impossibility, e.g. ‘I can’t manage projects’, we
might ask a range of questions but what direction
does the question orient the client? See Figure 2.
The examples in Figure 2 are not necessarily
guaranteed to take the client in a specific direction
and none of the questions are particularly better
than the others. However, when asking people
meta-model questions it is perhaps useful to
understand where you intend on taking them. In this
way, you are becoming more purposeful with your
questions.
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Question

Possible psychological affect/direction

What would happen if you did?

Takes client forward to possible future timelines

What causes you to think that?

Takes client back to past experiences

What stops you?

Takes client to current experience, probably to
limitations in their capabilities and environment

How do you know?

Takes client on a ‘reality check’, back through
more specific evidence (i.e. chunk down) of past
experiences

According to whom?

Takes client back to themselves or other people
telling them of their limitations

Figure 2

Eliciting generalisations and distortions
If you wish to know more about your own
generalisations and distortions about a particular
context you might try writing down some answers
to the following questions. The results should give
you some ideas of both limiting and empowering
beliefs you have. So pick a topic (e.g. relationships)
and take a moment:
What are... (e.g. relationships)?
What is true of... (e.g. relationships)?
The good thing about (e.g. relationships) is?
The problem with (e.g. relationships) is?
What do (e.g. relationships) allow you to do?
What do (e.g. relationships) stop you doing?
In the context of (e.g. relationships), I am good
at...?
In the context of (e.g. relationships), I am not so
good at...?
What should (e.g. relationships) be/be like?
In order to get a sense of some of your (empowering
and disempowering) distortions, for each answer
you give, create another column and ask yourself:
‘How do I know this?’
Once you’ve done this, take any of the
generalisations you’d like to change and metamodel away...
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