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Chapter 17
Reframing the Problem

Ann Adams

Abstract
Reframing can be an effective tool when used with Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT) to modify cognitions around an event. The concept of reframing comes from neuro-linguistic programing (NLP) and cognitive behavior therapy (CBT). Reframing is the process of changing the perception of a situation so that it is neutralized or viewed as positive rather than negative. Reframing changes the meaning of an event, person, or relationship. The process of reframing in EFT is often misunderstood and misused, by both experienced and inexperienced practitioners. Reframes are not critical to the successful use of EFT, but the ability to fully integrate reframing can increase EFT’s speed and effectiveness. Appropriate reframes can be used at the beginning of a session to reinforce currently unacknowledged positive attributes and strengths and at the end of a session when the emotional intensity is low and acceptance of a different perspective is more likely. Reframes can be divided into conservative and bold categories. This chapter clarifies reframing, gives the steps for the effective use of reframing, defines the most common reframes, and offers examples for each type. The chapter also provides questions for checking the accuracy of the reframe as well as simplified approaches for presenting reframes successfully.
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[T]here is no torment that cannot be solved by simply reframing the problem. 
—Kaja Perina (2012)
Early in life we begin to make decisions about the world and ourselves. These decisions help us make sense of the world and constitute the “frame” through which we observe the world. We often use only a portion of the total available facts in any situation to make assumptions and presuppositions about the total meaning. This can be a useful coping mechanism, as it helps us make decisions quickly about a situation and move on without having to reevaluate everything that happens. Our frame influences how we react to and think about occurrences in our lives. The frame can be positive or negative, accurate or inaccurate. 
EFT takes the concept of reframing from neuro-linguistic programing (NLP) and cognitive behavior therapy (CBT). Developed in the 1970s, NLP was the culmination of studying what highly effective therapists actually did to foster change in clients’ behavior and beliefs. One of the noted effective similarities among these experts was reframing. Reframing is a very old concept; it’s been around for at least as long as fairy tales. The story of the Ugly Duckling provides a classic example of reframing. When the young bird looked at himself through a different “frame,” he was a beautiful swan instead of an ugly duckling.
Reframing is based on the idea that the meaning of anything depends on the point of view. When we view an event from a different setting, context, or frame, its meaning changes. When we change the meaning, our response to the event, our behaviors, and even our thinking and beliefs around the event can change as well. 

What we feel, think, and do is the result of what we believe about ourselves and the world around us. Our beliefs shape how we assess what is happening to us and around us. Our assessments are often efficient, as our interpretations guide us, without much conscious thought, as to how we should respond, thereby saving time and energy in evaluating or reevaluating everything that happens. Sometimes, however, these interpretations or evaluations create emotional or behavioral responses that are harmful or painful to us; that is, we suffer when we don’t need to suffer. This concept is foundational in EFT and several traditional therapies, including cognitive behavior therapy (CBT), which, like NLP, was developed in the 1970s.

CBT employs a technique called cognitive restructuring (Binggeli, 2010), which uses reason, logic, and evidence to help clients become curious about and more aware of their cognitions (i.e., what they are telling themselves). As they are aware of a feeling or belief, they ask themselves reality-based questions such as: “What am I saying to myself as I am feeling this emotion? What facts do I have to support this thought?” The goal of CBT is to replace distorted thinking with more accurate, believable, and useful thinking, in essence, reframing it. One challenge to this process is that people often already know their thinking is distorted and that their reactions to an event are not reasonable to the situation, but they seem unable to change it.

Though EFT does not ignore cognitions, it focuses instead on balancing the energy of the emotion involved with the belief, cognition, and behavior. When this energy balance occurs, the emotion is neutralized and cognitions change to more adaptive thoughts, which leads to more adaptive behaviors. 
A key goal of most therapists regardless of the modality used is to assist clients in gaining a healthier, more positive perception of their problems and, in so doing, work toward more adaptive coping skills. It is not what happens to us that upsets us; it is how we perceive that event that is the source of the upset. The goal of reframing is to shift how we look at or feel about a situation with the purpose of having a more useful response to it. An appropriate reframe delivered at the appropriate time while tapping often creates a new way of evaluating the situation that fits the actual events of the situation, as well as or even better than the earlier perception, or frame. An effective reframe changes the meaning of an event or situation, while the actual facts of the situation remain the same.
Skillful reframes, plus good timing, make it possible to impact and change what we previously thought was reality. We are able to use additional facts to reassess the situation. We use this concept when talking with our friends. Isn’t part of the empathy we share with our friends a way to help them see their upset from a different perspective, more positive and focused toward problem solving? On the downside, we also may attempt to reframe someone’s point of view in an attempt to persuade that person to our viewpoint. This is a risk to watch for as you work with a client, a risk that decreases as you tap away your own issues and misperceptions.
How do we keep our suggested reframes in the client’s best interest and, in addition, keep from imposing our own views, values, perceptions, and prejudices? After all, each of us has our own frames for making meaning out of the world. The answer is that EFT is client centered; we focus on using the client’s words and stories as we tap. Skilled reframers who have consistently worked on their own issues are able to grasp quickly a client’s existing “frame” and use that information to help change the client’s perception with additional information not previously observed. Timely reframes that “land” with clients can quickly change their view of the situation and of themselves. The reframing of an event, incident, or issue by the person who experienced the event may be critical to resolving it. But is the practitioner sharing the right reframe, at the right moment, critical to clients’ ability to reframe their issues? The answer is no. EFT conducted thoroughly can resolve all of the aspects of the issue and create the internal peace and calm that allows clients to form a reframe—by themselves. Certainly, “the right reframe offered at the right time encourages the shift and speeds the process” (Adams & Davidson, 2011), but it is the client that makes the shift.
An accurate reframe made by a practitioner can be helpful and speed the healing process, but reframes by the practitioner are by no means critical. Further, when it comes to reframing, it pays to be cautious. Poorly timed reframes, or reframes that follow the practitioner’s agenda versus the client’s agenda, can slow the healing process. Rapport may be lost. Clients may feel they did not live up to the practitioner’s expectations or, worse, may feel so misunderstood or manipulated that they leave and don’t come back, generally without telling the practitioner why.
Before You Reframe
The actual reframing of any situation is up to the client, not the practitioner. When someone has cleared all the aspects around an issue, a new perspective or a reframing of that issue occurs, generally very naturally. The critical part for the practitioner is to help the client identify and resolve all the aspects around the issue, including the emotions. 
This approach should be reassuring to both persons new to the EFT field and experienced practitioners. Indeed, it may reframe how you look at reframing! After all, it is a little grandiose of us to entertain the idea that another’s perception of an issue can only be changed by a brilliant reframe from the EFT practitioner. 
The key task for the practitioner is making sure that the client clears all the aspects, parts, and pieces of an issue. Realizing that reframing in EFT can happen naturally and is not essential may help remove the pressure from you of feeling that you must create a reframe. The EFT basics work very well without any reframes.
When learning any new skill, it helps to become very comfortable with the basics before moving on to more advanced concepts or attempting to modify the “rules” of the skill. 
What this means in EFT is:

· Become very good at the basics before beginning to use reframes. 

· Get comfortable using the client’s language and story in your Setups and Reminder Phrases. 
· Learn to identify the “frame” the client has of the world.
For those of you who would like to become better at reframing, the approaches detailed in the following sections will help you create reframes that fit your clients. Keep in mind that your job is to discover how each client’s specific issue is currently “framed” and to decrease its intensity—to a minimum of 3 on the SUD scale—before you even think about offering a reframe. Both timing and accuracy are important for a reframe to be fully accepted.
Using Reframes at the Beginning of a Session
Although reframes are most often used toward the end of resolving a specific event, they may also be used at the beginning of a session to reinforce clients’ willingness to work on their issues. Reframing the acceptance part of the Setup begins to reframe their self-view and show a more solid reason for accepting themselves and their issues. Some clients come with such a lack of self-acceptance that they have difficulty saying the standard Setup, “I deeply and completely accept myself.” The following gentle reframes used where appropriate at the beginning of a session sidestep their resistance: 
Even though I have all these problems and I’m not sure where to start, I recognize that I have the courage to begin the process of looking for solutions to these problems.
Even though I have so many negative feelings that they overwhelm me, I can at least give myself credit for taking the first step.
Even though I am very afraid to look at this event, I can take my time and realize I control how much and how fast to go.
Even though my life is a mess and I don’t even know where to begin, I can appreciate that I am sitting here with this EFT person and am willing to try something new to increase peace in my life.
In these examples, we are using the more general presenting problem, for example, that their life is not going well or is overwhelming, and we are still working on establishing rapport and a place of safety. This is a variation on the “rules” for reframes, as you are not yet working on a specific event. 

The “Rules” for Reframing
First, you gather enough information about the client’s issue to get to a specific event related to the presenting problem. 
Second, you use words and phrases from the client’s story to create a meaningful Setup and include an acceptance phrase that the client will actually accept. 
The default acceptance phrase is “I deeply and completely accept myself.” Some practitioners add even more to this, for example, “and I love and respect myself.” If, however, our clients actually deeply and completely accepted, loved, and respected themselves, I doubt they’d be sitting in our offices. Can you tell them, “Just say it anyway”? You can, but I’m of the persuasion that, saying it does not make it so—even with tapping. A key goal in working with people is to respect where they are now. 
It deepens rapport and trust to work on an acceptance statement clients feel is true for them in the moment. I often remind my clients that we are only asking for acceptance for this one moment in time. We are not asking them to accept everything about themselves forever. Initially, you can use a variation of “Even though I have such a hard time getting through life and feel like such a failure, I can accept for one moment right this very second that I could be okay.” Or “I can accept that at least x% of me could possibly be okay.”
Using these types of acceptance reframes gives you great practice in reframing the problem after the client’s intensity is down to 3 or lower on the SUD scale. 
Third, reframes are most effective when clients have decreased their intensity to a 3 or below. As long as the intensity remains above a 3, concentrate on using words from their story and checking to ensure you have covered all the aspects involved. Sometimes this happens with amazing speed; other times, significant detective work is necessary to uncover the issues that are keeping the intensity high. 
Fourth, the last “rule” for sharing reframes is to develop a Setup phrase that begins just like any other Setup—acknowledging the issue—then add a reframe in place of the acceptance statement. Good reframes that land are built from listening closely to how the client frames the issue and offering a timely alternative that makes sense to the client. We use lots of Setups and Reminder Phrases that are exactly the client’s words or a paraphrase of the client’s words. Reframes, in contrast, are most often your own words, your gift of a different way for the client to look at, or frame, the issue.
Conservative Reframes
A conservative reframe is a statement that will likely be easy for a client to accept, a generic statement that addresses the obvious in a way not yet considered. Generic statements such as these could explain many situations:
I was doing the best I could.
Maybe they were doing the best they could.
I was just a child. That strategy worked great when I was 3, but I have better strategies to pick from now.
She had a lot of problems. He was a wounded soul.

The accident wasn’t my fault. I was just there.

Of course, I make mistakes—like the rest of the human race.
I can begin to understand what may have caused this.
That happened a long time ago and I survived.
That was then; this is now.
Even though I am terrified there will be a fire in the house, I can be cautious instead of fearful.
Always, always check with the client about the appropriateness and correctness of any reframe, whenever it may be used, as to its meaning for the client. For example, you could ask:
· Does that fit? 
· Is that right? 
· Is that how you see this now? 
· What would be more accurate? 
As a practitioner, you will want to know if your reframe “landed,” meaning that the client accepted the reframe. Sometimes you can tell immediately by watching the body language. Did they recoil, lean back, roll their eyes, shake their head, smile, nod, or exhibit any other physical response—pro or con. Some will tell you outright whether the reframe fit or not. Keep in mind that clients will not always tell you. This is particularly true of clients who have never felt they lived up to others’ expectations. They may even agree when they really don’t agree. To quote John Morley, “You have not converted a man because you have silenced him.” These are key reasons to keep rapport, go at a client’s pace and always check for appropriateness. Just because EFT can resolve things quickly does not mean we should go as fast as EFT can go. 
It is more conservative, and therefore easier for a client to accept, to use conditional words such as: maybe, I’ll consider, someday I might, it might be possible to, I’ll think about, but not yet. Such languaging makes it easier for the client to feel comfortable in either accepting or rejecting the reframe. A reframe offered with respect and rapport, whether accepted or rejected, can simply give you and your client more information with which to continue your session.

Bold Reframes

Bold reframes ask for a bigger change in perception, making them more of a challenge for the client to accept. Some categories of reframes, which often overlap, are: 
· Pointing out patterns. This reframing approach gives insight into similarities between the current event and other times the client experienced the same emotion or behavior. Memories are often connected to other events that brought up similar emotions. Pointing out patterns may also be used when someone is not fully ready to let something go. Here are some examples of this type of reframe:
· Even though it makes me crazy when my boyfriend tries to solve all my problems, I realize he is pushing all the same buttons as my father.
· Even though I do a slow burn in meetings when my coworkers interrupt me, it reminds me of how I felt when my teacher allowed my classmates to interrupt me.
· Even though I still want to blame the government for all my money problems, I can let go of just this one part of the story.
· Even though my mother never accepted me for who I am and constantly kept correcting me, maybe it was her misguided attempt to protect me from the world.
· Even though I’m still holding onto the anger because he robbed me of everything important to me, now it’s me that is robbing myself of peace in my life.
· Good-natured humor. Taking a belief or perception and pointing out the humor or ridiculous nature of it can bring healing to it. Laughter is indeed good medicine. Sometimes reducing the situation to the ridiculous can enable a rapid cognitive shift. Once again, be cautious; humorous reframes can backfire. Be sure of strong rapport and client readiness before you introduce reframes like these:
· Even though I react to this the same way I did in first grade, I realize I am taking the problem-solving advice of a 6-year-old. 

· Even though I’m responsible whenever anything bad happens—I’m so powerful I can even cause earthquakes and tornados…
· Understanding and readiness to forgive. Understanding where the other person, or yourself, was coming from when the event occurred is important in releasing the negative energy and emotions around the event. When the emotions are down to a 0, understanding, and even forgiveness, often happens naturally. Forgiveness means different things to different people. Before you use the word forgiveness in a reframe, it is helpful to know what forgiveness means to the client. Forcing forgiveness before the client is ready is a sure way to lose that client, temporarily if not permanently. Here are some examples of this type of reframe:
· Even though she wrote that nasty e-mail, I realize she has her own problems.
· Even though my dad beat me, and that will never be okay, I realize he was operating on his own experiences and internal demons.
· Even though the old man died in the fire, I realize I am not responsible, I was just there.
· Even though my mother won’t speak to me now, I realize she has mental problems and is acting in ways to protect herself, given what she thinks and believes.
· Even though my brother beat me up for no reason, I can forgive him now because he was reacting to the beatings my father gave him.
· Addressing the client’s role. Using conditional words such as “I can think about forgiving him,” “I can entertain the possibility that…” and “I can accept that she had her own reasons that had nothing to do with me” make it even easier for the client to accept the reframe. At times, accepting responsibility for our own response to a situation is necessary before we can move on. Reframes such as the following can help clients acknowledge their role:
· Even though my sister embarrassed me on prom night, it is my reaction to her words that hurts. 
· I am not upset about what happened, after all it’s not happening anymore; I’m upset by my memory of it.
· Even though I’ve been grieving for over 40 years and I know that he would not want me to do that, I am using my feelings to protect me from getting hurt again.
After listening carefully to the client’s story and gaining perspective on the frame he or she uses in the world, the best reframes seem to come from the practitioner’s intuition. Some of my very best, perfectly timed and totally accurate, reframes were a surprise. Coming up with such reframes is amazing to me because I have no idea where such intuitive reframes originate; they are not conscious thought. Intuition is the ability to “get out of our own way” so that we can hear that quiet little voice in our heads—our intuitive guidance. Intuition is best developed by doing our own work to deal with our issues, paying close attention to the client, and gaining experience in listening and trusting our internal guidance. Hearing and trusting our intuition is easier the less interference we have from our own issues. The best EFT practitioners make a daily practice of using EFT for themselves to decrease or eliminate the chance they could be pushing their own agenda.
Conclusion

Reframes are not critical to successful use of EFT; however, reframes can be both a challenging and highly rewarding part of using EFT. The type of reframe you use depends on the situation, the client, the context, and the story. Pay close attention to your client, develop and deepen rapport, learn to ask good questions, don’t be in a hurry, use EFT daily for your own issues, and become skilled at using EFT before you add reframes.
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