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von Tobias Vof3

Working with interaction metaphors

Based mainly on systemic-constructivist thought
and solution oriented models such as Ericksonian
hypnotherapy and NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Pro-
gramming), the author has developed an applica-
tion-oriented concept for the use of interaction
metaphors in team and organizational coaching.

Interaction metaphors: A definition.

A story from Persia: The mullah, a preacher, was
known around the village for his magical ability
to heal people. One day, he was seated in front of
his house when a travelling merchant came by and
said to him: ,,Great mullah, please help me, [ am in
pain! All year long, I travel from village to village
with my donkey, offering my goods for sale and
earning my daily bread. But I am unhappy, because
I seldom get to see my wife and children and miss
them very much. When I return home, I cannot get
enough of them and swear to myself to never leave
them again. But that is just an illusion, because I
must go out travelling and selling my goods again.
But when I do, I count the days until I hold them
in my arms again.“

Without saying a word, the mullah took a jug filled
with sweet nuts and offered them to the travelling
merchant. Sinking his hand deep into the jug, the
merchant greedily tried to take as many nuts as he
could into his hand. But when he tried to pull his
full hand out again, it would not fit through the
narrow neck of the jug. He tried and tried, but the
more violently he pulled to free himself, the more
painfully his hand became stuck. He looked at the
mullah for help. The mullah nodded knowingly
and asked him: ,,Do you want to free yourself from
the pain?“ The merchant begged: ,,Oh yes, please
help me, hurry!” The mullah replied: ,Put your
hand back to the bottom of the jug, open it, and let
go of all the nuts! The merchant did as he was told.
He let go of the nuts and pulled out his freed hand.
»But what about the good nuts?* he asked, because
he had hoped for their sweet taste in his mouth.
Smiling wisely, the mullah took the full jug, turned
it around and, one by one, poured the nuts into the

merchant’s opened hands. The merchant was con-
fused. ,Are you a magician? he asked, to which the
mullah replied: ,No, but I have learned that if you
keep a balance between holding on and letting go,
you will have more of both in the end!” With his
head held high and a satisfied smile on his lips, the

merchant took his donkey and travelled on.

Interaction metaphors ,translate” one specific sit-
uation to another level. They address all the senses
of the person involved. In terms of hypnotherapy,
they trigger a transderivational search process. This
means that individuals look for the personal mean-
ing of the metaphor, based on their own models
of reality. The structure of the metaphor defines
the structure of the search process. All interaction
metaphors are invitations to change one’s point of
view. Like a new reality filter, they offer new ways
of seeing, hearing, and feeling. The main point is
that by being involved in a metaphorical situation
which is isomorphic to a realworld problem, each
individual extracts the meaning from the interac-
tion - and the solution - which makes the most
sense to him or her.

The mullah knew this and used an interaction met-
aphor to allow the merchant to change his logic
from ,either/or" to ,,not only/but also.”
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In this sense, many of the classical, experience-based
activities like ...Spider Web, The Blindfolded Rope
Square, etc., are interaction metaphors. META-
LOG® training tools (www.metalog.de) offers you
a range of recently developed and improved inter-
action metaphors. These scenarios for learning, un-
assuming at first sight, give you clear advantages:
They can be used very flexibly, and are also suita-
ble for indoor use. Additionally, they facilitate the
group rapport and help prepare the participants for
larger activities and projects.

What if they refuse?

During in-house coaching for businesses, trainers
are often faced with groups which do not react to
the use of interaction metaphors in the way the
trainer or coach had intended. ,,Unfortunately, the
participants were unable to truly engage in the ac-
tivities, although they would have gained so much
from them,” and , The group rejected the activity,”
are frequently heard complaints. Situations like
these place the trainer in a difficult position. Not
only is one’s personal feeling of comfort dimin-
ished, the success of the group is affected too.
From a systemic-constructivist point of view, ,re-
jection of an activity” is merely a description from
a personal perspective. But since any interaction
between group and trainer is a circular process it
must be described as one. And since humans always
tend to have reasons for their behaviour, ,,rejection®
can perhaps be better described thus: , The activi-
ties offered to the group by the trainer apparently
did not make enough sense to the participants at
the time. They reacted in a sensible way by rejecting
the offer.”

Therefore, in order to motivate a group to partici-
pate actively in an experiential learning scenario, it
is important that needs like ,, We want to be heard!*
or questions such as ,Why are we doing this?* are
acknowledged and catered to first. These needs may
be signals of a strong group desire for self-organ-
ization and self-reliance. As such, they signal an
important resource for the further training process.
Rejection by the group, in this sense, could mean:
»Right now, our needs are different from what
youre offering us!“ or ,I need more information
about what else is going to happen today.“ It is es-
sential for a trainer to include adequate ,,product
information® when introducing a new experiential
learning activity. Offering the group an appropriate
frame of reference is a very important step towards
this goal.

It all starts with the frame of reference

A systemic-constructivist thought experiment: To
illustrate the importance of choosing the ,right*
frame of reference, here’s an interaction metaphor
for you. To make it work, all you need to do to is

agree to follow a few really simple rules. OK? Good.
Let’s begin by covering all of the following images
with a sheet of paper. Slide the paper downwards
to reveal the top image. Write down your answer
to the question. Continue with the other pictures,
revealing one at a time. Ready? Let’s go!

What do you see?

B 14

What do you see now?

ABC

How do you read the symbol now?

a8

What if the information is offered to
you in this way?

The making of meaning

If you have done the experiment in the way I sug-
gested, you have experienced the impact of frames
of reference on your own subjective perception of
reality. In the first image, your frame of reference
only consisted in the blank sheet of paper, which
might seem not much of a frame of reference at all.
(The way it is printed lets you know you were hold-
ing the images the right way, not, say, upside down.
Strictly speaking, you did have one more; this arti-
cle! What you have read so far probably made you
anticipate some mind-bending in this activity.) In
the second image, you will most likely have read
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the symbol as ,,13% and in picture number three
as ,B“. What meaning did your mind provide for
number four?

The meaning of a message lies in what the
receiver makes of it

If you chose to ignore the rules I gave you, or if you
interpreted them in a way that suited you better,
you have experienced an additional phenomenon:

the selforganizing force of autonomous systems.

“Reality-optician”

You (i.e., the autonomous system) may have chosen
to memorize your answers instead of writing them
down, or to start with image number three, or you
may even have declined my invitation to participate
in the experiment and read right on. Whatever your
choice, you surely had a reason to do as you chose to
do. It just proves that frames of reference are invita-
tions with no guarantee that they will be accepted.
However, the more sense they make to the person
receiving the message, and the better the contact
between sender and receiver, all the more likely they
are to be accepted. In any case, it is the receiver
who gives meaning to a message according to his
or her map of the world. This idea - that we create
reality through frames of reference - also applies
to experiential learning. It soon becomes clear that
we all are constantly in a process of adding meaning
to data. All activities offered to the group need to be
charged with meaning initially. Any specific mean-
ings we provide as trainers focusses the participants’
perception and thus guides their experience. There-
fore, the perception of the various activities and the
event as a whole depends to a very large extent on
the frame, or stage, which the trainer sets for them.
I may introduce the same activity as a ,game® to
one group, while calling it an ,interactive experien-
tial project® in another group if I feel it makes more
sense for that particular group. The generalizations

derived from experience will be different each time
(see Heckmair: ,No more games").

Frames of reference for experience-orientated
learning should include the following:

Pacing:

An appreciative manner of connecting with the
thoughts and feelings of participants and the entire
group. The group’s needs should be met, and every
person’s subjective point of view should be accepted
without reservation. The coach should be careful
not to take sides to avoid the isolation of certain
individuals or parts of the group.

Transparency and goals:
Knowing what will happen creates a feeling of safe-
ty within the group.

States:
It is useful for the learning process to evoke states
like curiosity, excitement, fun, etc.

Changing frames or ,new glasses”

As trainer, you should foster the expectations with-
in the group that allow participants to really engage
in the exercise and gain the fullest possible benefit
from it. When designing frames of reference, the
trainer is a kind of ,reality optometrist®. Good
frames of reference, in this sense, are not necessari-
ly limited to the introductory words. For example,
an interaction metaphor may itself provide an ade-
quate frame. What follows is a real-life example of
working with interaction metaphors which I took
from working with a team of I'T professionals.

An interaction metaphor as a frame of refer-
ence for team building: The bicycle method
Stable, appreciative contact with the group is the
basis for getting anything done in a workshop or
seminar. Every group member wishes to be noticed
and recognized. The emotional risk level, i.e. the
amount of social risk individuals are willing to take,
must be identified and regarded. Also, it is easier
for people to allow themselves to actively commit
themselves to carrying out an unusual task if the
experience makes sense to them. Take, for exam-
ple, the group of IT specialists I mentioned earlier:
What sense could they find in lifting each other
through the holes of an oversized spider web? W,
of course, do know that they would understand,
that they would have plenty of emotional ,,com-
munication material - if only they had already
been through that experience as a team... But we
are not there yet! For now, they are still seated in a
semicircle, and although most have taken off their
ties, their shirts are still buttoned up all the way.
Which approach, specifically, can a trainer take to
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connect with this group and to increase the com-
mitment level of everyone involved? How do you
get in touch?

The group

The purpose of this activity is to establish a com-
municative connection with and among an interna-
tional team of I'T professionals and to start them off
with a workshop which will include several interac-
tive metaphors, especially ,low* events. As regards
content, the activity aims to create group synergy
and foster a culture of team work. All participants
had been telephoned in advance, and some had
mentioned personal issues within the team. After
a short round of small talk, the team members take
their seats, full of anticipation.

Focussing the unexpected

The trainer draws a bicycle on the flip chart and
explains: ,We are going to use this day to do some
practice-oriented work together. To start the day,
and to explain my method to you, 'm inviting you
to do a little thought experiment. Imagine this bi-
cycle standing right in front of you, in this room.
One of you is holding it by the handlebars so it will
not fall over. It can still move forward and back-
ward. The pedals are upright, so one is pointing
straight up, and the other is pointing straight down.

Q92

Which direction?

The one pointing down is facing your way. Now
imagine me tying a piece of rope to that pedal and
pulling on it, parallel to the ground and towards the
rear of the bicycle.“ The trainer adds a rope to his
flip chart image.

An initial invitation to do something out of the
ordinary

The trainer continues: ,,Which way will the bike
move? Please discuss this briefly with the person

sitting next to you.“ The team members put their
heads together. Unanimously, they decide the bike
will move forward. At this point, the trainer brings
out a real bicycle he has been hiding so far. He
brings the pedals into the right position and ties a
rope to the bottom pedal. Two team members are
asked to stand up, one to hold the bike by the han-
dlebar, the other to pull on the rope.

The magic of the unexpected

To everyone’s astonishment, the bicycle moves
backward! The trainer uses this state of confusion
and offers a handful of ,new glasses®: ,What I
wanted to show you with this experiment is the re-
lation between theory and practice. Now, there are
many theories about cooperating in teams. But in
practice, things can look quite different - as we have
just experienced. That's why I suggest we use this
day to embark on various experience-based projects
and find out what those experiences mean to you
as a developing team. All righe? Well, first, T'll need
you all to stand up and...“ The first activity begins.

What happens during this initial phase of the
teambuilding process?

Pacing by utilizing the group’s ,technical® world
map with the help of a technical brain teaser.
Focussing the group’s attention on the unusual and
unexpected. This creates a state suitable for giving
certain procedures (here, team building) a special
meaning.

The bicycle analogy creates the equation ,interac-
tion metaphors = real life.“ On an emotional level,
the ,,wow" effect is associated with future activities.
This creates a state of curiosity and anticipation.
Words and phrases like ,,you as a developing team®,
»practice-oriented work®, or ,,cooperating in teams*
are implicitly used. Pacing of the group is facilitated
by the use of an interactive metaphor. At the same
time, the group process is set in motion on various
different levels.

Moving conflicts

Winston Churchill and Konrad Adenauer used to
take walks together that sometimes lasted for hours
while they were having the most difficult discus-
sions. They seemed to have understood that bodily,
external movement promotes mental, inner move-
ment. With every step they took during their ne-
gotiations, as their perspective on the surroundings
shifted, so did their mental positions.

Conflict choreography

Our bodies give away our emotional states through
movement, breathing patterns, posture, voice pitch,
etc. These mostly inadvertent ideomotoric body
patterns are then stabilized in feedback loops during
interaction with others. So when we have seemingly
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communication tends to turn into a kind of repet-  during the activity with the group.

itive ,,conflict choreography.“ It may begin with a
rolling of the eyes and a sigh at the coffee maker,
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and mumbling something unintelligible, which in
turn is answered by a shrug and a sharp ,Phhhh....*
etc. This is the process level of the conflict. It pro-
vides information about the ,how® of the conflict,
about its outer appearance. Additionally, there is
the ,what“ level, i.e. the content level, consisting
of contrasting viewpoints, arguments, and perspec-
tives, which at first sight often point in different
directions. Distinguishing between content and
process levels allows the coach to act much more
freely. It may prove useful to start off with a discus-
sion centred on the process, rather than the content
level. The process level is an excellent starting point
for interventions with interaction metaphors.

A real-life example: SysTEAMing"

A team of six members who have been through
some interpersonal problems hires a coach for sup-
port. Much to the amazement of the entire group,
the coach sets up SysTEAMing without even ex-
plicitly addressing the content side of the conflict.
Using masking tape, he has divided the board into
three sections of equal size.

First, the coach sets an exciting stage for the project:
,1 would like to start out with an activity that you
may find a little unusual. 'm going to need your
help in this, so please stand up and find yourselves
a partner. After waiting for the sub-teams to form,
the coach continues, handing out blindfolds: ,One
of the two persons in each team, please put on the
blindfold.* After this, the coach places five figurines
in each of the three fields on the board and explains
the procedure to the group: ,,Your job is to move all
figurines from the one field in front of you to the
next, clockwise. You will be taking turns. During a
turn, each team is only allowed to move one figu-
rine. Ready?“

As soon as the first figurine is lifted up, the board be-
gins to swing menacingly back and forth. The group
immediately realizes one thing: They are dealing
with a very delicate balance - if they are not careful,
everything is going to come crashing to the floor! It
quickly becomes clear that each team must be aware
of all consequences that their turn will have on the
others, and act with foresight. After ten minutes of
joint effort, the group manages to move the last figu-
rine to its designated spot. A job well done!

In a happy mood, all sit back down on their chairs.
Before the coach can even start the discussion, the
team manager bursts out: ,Now I can see it! We
need to work on our balance...“ A productive, con-
tentoriented discussion about the pillars of team
work ensues. The coach helps by moderating the

Sys Teaming

- ,We depend on each other, just like the figurines
on the board.

- ,If one of us takes an inconsiderate step, we all
fall down.“

-, There are ,blind‘ people in any system: those who
have less information than the others. They deserve
our special attention.

- ,Let’s always keep our entire organization’s bal-
ance in mind!“

Thus, SysTEAMing has provided the group with a
new emotional basis to talk about the conflicts in a
resourceful, content-oriented way. This activity has
therefore served as a more positive ,emotional div-
ing board* into the waves of conflict than address-
ing the issues right away would have been.

Ingredients for effective interaction metaphors
Compiled by Tobias Vof§

Emotional states

motional states are inner maps, which the individu-
al as a system creates when interacting with others,
with one’ surroundings, and with oneself. They are
evoked by modalities of the senses (visual, audito-
ry, kinaesthetic, olfactory, gustatory). These inner
representations can be described accurately via sub-
modalities. A ,good feeling, for example, becomes
describable in a neutral way on the process level.
Instead of just ,good,“ it may be described as: I
feel an inner movement rising from my body centre
towards my head... my head feels light, like float-
ing...,“ etc. States can change quickly, since they
hinge directly on the focus of perception. What
someone considers ,real” is the result of what that
person is paying special attention to, i.e. it is nei-
ther ,true” nor ,false”, but instead a clue as to his
attention focus. Some elements within the person’s

area of perception, which he or she connects more
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closely with, constitute a subjective reality, whereas
others fade into the background and are perceived
dissociatedly (Schmidt 2001). In this sense, inter-
action metaphors evoke states like concentration,
excitement, curiosity, joy, movement, etc., making
use of all sensory channels. Teams experiencing
such an interaction are likely to witness a signifi-
cant change in their mutual behavioural patterns,
from problem orientations to solution orientations.
In any coaching process, however, interaction
metaphors provide an excellent ,emotional diving
board“ into the waves of the ensuing process.

Designing frames of reference

Frames of reference set the stage for all experiencer-
elated activities and charge them with meaning
relevant to the group, much like a battery needs
charging before use. Such frames can, for exam-
ple, be used to explain the significance of the entire
training or coaching event, or the relevance of one
element within that process. They focus the partic-
ipants’ perception of the activity in a solution-ori-
ented way and leave a lasting impact.

Isomorphy / structural similarity

The interaction metaphor should be designed in
such a way that the fictional world created by the
metaphor and the participants’ world maps resem-
ble each other structurally.

Systemic aspects

Humberto Maturanas concept of autopoiesis has
shown that systems react to their surroundings; yet
the structure of these reactions is not determined
externally but follows the systems inner structures
(Maturana 1996). A system - a group of people -
will not allow itself to be moulded one way or an-
other by external forces, e.g. a trainer, if the group
members see no use in such a change. A compar-
ison of costs and benefits of such a change, i.e.
between the present situation and the anticipated
future solution, must yield a positive tendency to
find acceptance. In the context of consulting and
coaching of teams and organizations with the help
of experience-based learning concepts, this means
that interaction metaphors are highly effective in-
vitations to change when embedded in a differen-
tiated consultatory approach or a global coaching
scenario. Two parts deserve special attention in the
planning process:

detailed task clarification and - the word is out - the
creation of lasting effects.

Needs Analysis (Schmidt 2001)

To clarify your task, it is useful to consider the
following aspects: For which reasons did the cli-
ent choose to have a team building or consulting

event with experience orientated learning elements?

What, specifically, are the coaches expected to do?
How do these expectations towards the coaches im-
pact the teams’ possibilities to create new problem
solving strategies. If the coaches meet all the client’s
demands, what would be the consequences? Espe-
cially, which groups of persons might feel excluded?
Are the client’s demands merely a repetition of an
earlier, failed problem-solving attempt, and would
as such stabilize the problem rather than solve it?
To round this process off, client and coaches should
jointly decide on which elements will be employed
during the event - for example, they should find
a sensible number of experience-based activities in
relation to other elements.

Lasting effects

Interaction metaphors are a great tool for leaving
a lasting impact, as you will see in the following
example:

Anchor

The group members receive an interaction met-
aphor in the form of a physically tangible item,
which is metaphorically related to their real-life
team work. Take, for example, a team whose mem-
bers have a tendency to get tangled up in confus-
ing discussions and regularly ,lose track” of the
real issue at hand during their daily meetings. In
a workshop, the team members discover strategies
and moderation techniques for improving the out-
comes of their future discussions. Still during the
workshop, the coach establishes a connection be-
tween these new strategies and an actual postcard
of a piece of railroad track. At the end of the day,
the coach gives the postcard to the group modera-
tor along with a task: Whenever, in the future, the
group begins to veer off a discussion topic, he will
place the card on the table in front of everyone to
get the group ,,back on track.”

How interaction metaphors work

On the one hand, interaction metaphors evoke au-
thentic behaviour in the participants. As coach, you
may witness the informal group leader taking the
lead, whereas his shy colleague keeps mostly qui-
et throughout the activity. On the other, they offer
everyone involved the opportunity to try new roles
and gain new experiences in team interaction. In-
teraction metaphors also work on an abstract level.
Depending on the group’s reaction and the imme-
diate goal, the coach may decide to either remain at
the metaphorical level or address the real topics at
hand directly.

Interaction metaphors visualize reciprocal com-
munication processes between members of one
system. Thus the inherent dynamic of a situation
can be identified. This makes it much easier for
the people involved to view their situation from a
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meta perspective and gain new insights. Interaction
metaphors are examples of multi-level communica-
tion: By making use of all five senses, they convey
messages with more ,layers” of meaning than could
be coded with words alone. Bodily movement and
the inclusion of all other senses foster a new under-
standing of communication: new, creative ways of
seeing, hearing, and feeling. Interaction metaphors
are, at the same time, instruments of diagnosis and
intervention.

GLOSSARY

Anchor
A stimulus to which a person reacts in a specific
way.

METALOGS® training tools

A collection of proven as well as new and improved
interaction metaphors. Available directly online at
www.metalog.de.

NLP - Neuro-Linguistic Programming

A concept of learning and personal change devel-
oped by Richard Bandler and John Grinder. Based
mainly on the work of hypnotherapist Milton Er-
ickson, family therapist Virginia Satir and Gestalt
therapist Fritz Perls, it has gained much popularity
in teaching ,therapy, training, coaching, etc.

Pacing

Literally, moving at the same pace as the other per-
son. In NLP, pacing means establishing close con-
tact with that other person by means of mirroring
their verbal and nonverbal communication behav-
iour and appreciating their points of view.

System

A system is made up of a (usually large) number of
different elements which interact. In doing so, the
elements create and stabilize a certain behaviour of
the system as a whole. The behaviour of a system
over time is called a process. Parts of a system are
often interdependent.

JReality”

Every individual constructs their own reality (=
subjective perception). This kind of construction is
based on clues like, for example, the differences we
make between things, names, explanations, judg-
ments, and preferences . This means that all experi-
ence is subjective.
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