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THE	HEART	OF	REDECISION	THERAPY:	
RESOLVING	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	

	
JOHN	R.	MCNEEL,	M.DIV.,	PH.D.	
	

	

IN	THE	BEGINNING	

	

In	 the	 fall	of	1969,	 I	 came	walking	 through	the	student	 lounge	of	 the	Louisville	Presbyterian	Theological	
Seminary	and	was	startled	to	see	an	odd-looking	older	man	sitting	there.		He	had	long	unkempt	hair,	a	shaggy	
gray	beard	and	deep	cigarette	stains	on	his	front	teeth.		As	he	sat	there	smoking,	I	couldn’t	help	but	notice	
his	shoes	were	untied	and	he	looked	like	he	had	slept	in	his	clothes,	with	his	shirttail	out.		He	was	hunched	
forward	over	his	cigarette	with	his	shoulders	up	around	his	ears.		He	reminded	me	of	a	vulture.		Having	taken	
note	of	this	odd	apparition	I	went	on	to	my	breakfast.	

	

An	hour	later	I	was	startled	when	this	apparent	homeless	person	walked	into	class	with	my	professor	Dr.	
David	 Steere.	 	 David	was	 teaching	 us	 how	 to	 conduct	 group	 therapy	 using	 transactional	 analysis	 as	 the	
primary	treatment	strategy.		The	week	before	he	had	cautioned	us	not	to	miss	class	on	this	day	because	it	
was	going	to	be	taught	by	a	visitor,	“Bob	Goulding	who	I	consider	to	be	the	greatest	therapist	alive	today.”	

	

As	I	was	recovering	from	my	shock	Bob	began	to	talk	as	he	described	his	approach	to	doing	therapy.	 	He	
called	it	Redecision	Therapy.		He	described	the	power	of	Injunctions	and	how	to	change	them.	Within	minutes	
I	said	to	myself,	“This	is	the	smartest	person	I	have	ever	heard,	and	he	can	help	me.”		I	was	entranced.		In	an	
interview	with	him	later	that	week,	Bob	invited	me	to	come	to	California	the	following	year	to	train	with	him	
and	Mary	at	their	Western	Institute	for	Group	and	Family	Therapy	in	Watsonville,	CA.		I	accepted	without	
hesitation	and	found	myself	on	the	west	coast	the	following	fall.		I	thought	I	would	be	there	for	a	few	months,	
two	semesters	at	most.	

	

In	my	wildest	imaginings	I	did	not	anticipate	I	would	be	invited	to	become	a	faculty	member	of	the	Institute	
or	be	encouraged	by	Bob	to	return	to	school	to	get	a	Ph.D.	in	psychology,	but	that	is	exactly	what	took	place.		
For	my	dissertation	I	researched	one	of	Bob	and	Mary’s	weekend	workshops,	which	they	called,	“marathons.”		
They	were	my	teachers,	my	mentors,	my	 friends	and	drinking	companions.	 	We	had	enormous	 fun.	 	Bob	
inscribed	a	book	to	me	with	the	words,	“John,	you	are	like	a	member	of	the	family.”		I	got	married	forty	years	
ago	on	the	front	lawn	of	the	Institute	with	Bob	and	Mary	looking	on	with	tears	in	their	eyes.		I	conducted	
Bob’s	memorial	service.		My	memories	are	legion.	
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A	DISAPPOINTMENT	AND	A	DISAGREEMENT	

	

By	 the	 time	 Bob	 and	Mary	 published	 their	 signature	 book	 in	 1979,	 Changing	 Lives	 Through	 Redecision	
Therapy,	I	had	been	totally	immersed	in	the	processes	of	Redecision	Therapy	for	a	decade.		I	had	learned	it,	
I	had	researched	it,	I	practiced	it	and	I	was	teaching	it	in	lots	of	places,	not	only	at	the	Institute.		Bob	and	Mary	
were	very	excited	about	their	book.		It	had	been	highly	anticipated	by	all	of	us	on	the	faculty.		None	of	us	had	
seen	it.		It	came	out	amidst	great	expectations.		Lots	of	friends	and	colleagues	gave	them	copious	praise	and	
congratulations.		I	did	too.		I	was	happy	it	was	out.		I	thought	it	had	a	lot	of	good	material.			 	 	 	

	

In	typical	fashion	for	them	they	recognized	everyone	who	had	ever	helped	them	discover	and	formulate	their	
material	throughout	all	of	the	International	Transactional	Analysis	Association.		They	made	sure	that	each	of	
us	on	the	faculty	had	a	piece	of	transcript	from	our	own	work	so	we	could	be	featured.		They	were	remarkably	
generous	and	loyal	to	their	friends.		For	that	I	felt	admiration	and	gratitude.		And,	I	felt	disappointed.	

	

By	the	time	their	book	was	published	I	had	been	using	their	methodologies	and	theory	in	clinical	settings	for	
a	 long	 time.	 	 In	 conversations	with	other	 colleagues	with	 similar	 training	and	beliefs	 I	 realized	we	were	
having	the	same	experience.		We	were	executing	the	redecision	methodology	meticulously,	but	we	were	not	
seeing	the	lasting	behavioral	changes	we	expected.		Even	though	we	subscribed	to	the	brief	therapy	model	
we	were	finding	it	necessary	to	see	our	patients	for	a	longer	period	of	time	than	had	been	subscribed.	We	all	
had	Mary’s	voice	in	our	heads	as	she	had	stated	on	numerous	occasions,	“Any	therapist	who	sees	a	patient	
for	more	than	a	year	is	ripping	that	person	off!”		She	was	unequivocal.	

	

As	time	and	experience	had	accumulated,	I	had	the	growing	belief	that	while	the	concept	of	redecision	was	
an	 extraordinary	 theoretical/methodological	 contribution,	 the	 concept	 of	 observable	 diagnosable	
Injunctions	was	even	more	significant.		Given	the	freedom	to	greatly	expand	on	each	of	the	Injunctions	by	
the	latitude	that	only	the	length	of	a	book	can	provide,	I	expected	a	much	greater	dissertation	of	this	vital	
theory.		I	was	disappointed	when	I	found	that	the	twelve	identified	Injunctions	were	discussed	in	only	four	
pages	(34-38),	many	with	only	one	paragraph	of	instruction.		I	wanted	more.		I	believed	there	was	much	more	
there.	

	

There	was	a	wonderful	celebration	in	Pacific	Grove,	CA	at	the	Asilomar	Convention	Center	to	celebrate	the	
twentieth	anniversary	of	the	creation	of	redecision	therapy.		Ellyn	Bader,	Carol	Solomon,	Ellen	Pulleyblank	
and	I	presented	a	panel	discussion	on	“Sins	we	have	committed	while	doing	redecision	therapy.”		This	playful	
title	 actually	 hid	 a	 much	 more	 serious	 agenda	 as	 we	 had	 all	 found	 ourselves	 performing	 outside	 the	
prescribed	playbook.		First	off,	we	were	all	routinely	seeing	people	for	more	than	a	year.		It	may	sound	odd	
at	this	point	in	time,	but	we	were	all	profoundly	relieved	to	find	this	out.		We	were	all	wondering	what	we	
were	doing	wrong	that	this	was	happening	
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Turns	out	we	had	all	reached	a	point	of	disagreement	with	orthodox	redecision	theory.		We	were	not	seeing	
evidence	 that	 people	 could	 effectively	 reprogram	 their	 long-established	 neural	 pathways	 by	 a	 single	
therapeutic	action,	no	matter	how	poignant	or	powerful.		These	focused	moments	could	definitely	be	helpful,	
but	only	as	building	blocks	in	a	longer	process	of	helping	people	arrive	at	permanent	change.		There	was	a	
need	for	extensive	reprograming	if	a	person	was	to	mend	the	psychological	damage	from	the	injunctions.		It	
was	not	enough	to	proclaim	freedom	from	them	or	a	determination	not	to	be	influenced	by	them.		They	were	
more	powerful	and	pervasive	than	that.		You	might	say	they	were	a	worthy	enemy.			

	

THE	HISTORICAL	PERSPECTIVE	

	

Lest	any	of	the	preceding	be	heard	as	me	being	too	hard	on	my	beloved	teachers	it	is	important	to	put	their	
work	into	the	context	of	their	time	and	what	was	happening	in	the	world	of	psychotherapy.		It	was	a	time	of	
remarkable	ferment.		Eric	Berne	and	Fritz	Perls	were	among	those	turning	that	world	upside	down	and	they	
were	only	two	of	the	actors	on	a	much	bigger	stage.		They	were	enormous	influences	on	Bob	and	Mary.		It	
was	a	time	of	rebellion	against	long	drawn	out	and	staid	psychotherapy	with	its	focus	on	pathology,	which	
had	dominated	the	profession	since	its	earliest	days.		Bob	and	Mary	were	in	open	revolt	against	what	they	
called	 the	psychotherapies	of	 “making	progress.”	 	 They	disdained	a	 system,	which	 to	 them	conferred	all	
power	to	the	therapist	and	none	to	the	patient.		It	is	no	accident	that	the	title	of	their	first	book,	a	collection	
of	their	earlier	writings	was	entitled,	The	Power	is	in	the	Patient.	

	

In	the	Introduction	to	Changing	Lives	Through	Redecision	Therapy,	Bob	wrote:	

	

Our	approach	is	creative,	as	we	constantly	look	for	new	methods.	We	do	not	blame	the	patient	when	there	
are	 failures	 or	 make	 lists	 of	 “untreatable	 patients”	 to	 present	 to	 the	 Annual	 Meeting	 of	 the	 American	
Psychiatric	Association.		Rather,	we	search	…	to	find	a	method,	a	way	of	creating	an	environment	that	will	
facilitate	change.	

	

Earlier	in	that	same	introduction	he	said,	“Eric	Berne,	the	genius	who	fathered	transactional	analysis	….	wrote	
and	 talked	 about	 curing	 people,	 rather	 than	 ‘making	 progress.’”	 	 This	 summed	 up	 their	 approach	 to	
psychotherapy.		They	wanted	to	find	a	shorter,	more	effective	and	potent	form	of	therapy;	and	especially	one	
in	which	the	patient	felt	challenged	to	be	the	agent	of	power	in	his/her	change.		Their	work	was	an	artifact	
of	their	times	in	a	larger	way.	

	

Virginia	Satir	wrote	the	Foreword	for	Changing	Lives.		She	reminds	the	reader	that	the	theory	contained	in	
this	book	was	shaped	by	 the	existential	 crisis	 created	by	World	War	 II.	 	 She	spoke	of	 the	material	being	
“occasioned	by	the	survival	necessity	during”	the	war.		Everything	was	“essential	to	stopping	this	scourge.	In	
the	armed	forces,	this	meant	that	when	service	personnel	were	psychologically	injured,	they	needed	to	be	
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restored	 as	 soon	 as	 possible.	 …	 There	 had	 to	 be	 a	 more	 immediate	 and	 successful	 approach	 (to	
psychotherapy).”	

	

From	this	milieu,	Bob	and	Mary	created	their	system,	partly	in	revolt	and	partly	inspired	by	a	new	confidence	
in	the	capacity	of	people	to	change	and	take	charge	of	their	lives.		Satir	noted	that	out	of	the	cauldron	of	the	
War,	“it	was	soon	discovered	that	people	had	far	more	potential	for	recreating	themselves	than	had	ever	
before	been	 thought.	 	New	possibilities	began	 to	 loom.”	 	Bob	and	Mary	 seized	upon	 this	 confidence	and	
capacity	and	created	their	original	model.	

	

THEIR	MODEL	AND	EXPECTATIONS	

	

Bob	 and	Mary	 took	 the	 concept	 of	 personal	 responsibility	 back	 to	 a	 very	 early	 age.	 	 They	 identified	 the	
original	twelve	injunctions	but	emphasized	their	belief	that	the	injunction	had	to	be	“accepted”	by	the	child	
to	have	any	power	and	that	even	small	children	possessed	the	agency	and	autonomy	to	reject	an	Injunction	
that	was	being	given.	“No	injunction	is	‘inserted	in	the	child	like	an	electrode,’	as	Berne	believed.”		Given	that	
belief	they	created	a	system	where	the	original	“acceptances”	by	the	child	could	be	effectively	overturned	in	
a	relatively	short	period	of	time.		

	

Our	 objective	 is	 to	 establish	 an	 environment	 for	 change.	 	We	 create	 an	 intensive,	 rather	 than	 extensive,	
environment,	encouraging	the	patient	to	change	himself	in	a	short	period	of	time—a	weekend,	a	week,	two	
weeks,	or	a	month—and	then	go	out	and	practice	his	changes	without	further	therapy.	

	

This	was	their	ideal.		It	was	their	goal	to	help	individuals	return	experientially	to	those	early	scenes	in	their	
childhoods	and,	with	the	group	and	therapist’s	help,	overturn	those	earlier	acceptances	which	they	called	
“early	 decisions:”	 hence	 the	 name	 of	 their	 process:	 	 redecision	 therapy.	 	 The	 goal	 was	 to	 create	 a	 safe	
environment	so	that	the	process	could	be	carried	out.			

	

The	process	consisted	of	five	major	parts:	The	early	decision,	the	identification	of	the	impasse	created	later	
in	 life	 by	 that	 the	 decision,	 the	 recognition	 of	 the	 original	 Injunction,	 the	 redecision	 and	 the	 resolution.		
Because	 of	 the	 person’s	 early	 decision	 in	 response	 to	 the	 Injunction,	 normal	 psychological	 growth	was	
thwarted;	by	deciding	to	stay	small,	not	be	close,	to	never	be	noticed,	etc.		This	impairment	showed	up	later	
in	life	by	what	they	called,	“impasses.”		An	impasse	was	indicated	when	a	person	felt	unable	to	perform	a	task	
that	did	not	appear	daunting	on	the	surface:		asking	someone	for	a	date,	sharing	feelings,	asking	for	a	raise,	
or	other	mundane	activities.		The	next	step	was	to	identify	the	injunction	involved,	followed	by	helping	the	
client	execute	a	redecision.		The	final	step	was	helping	the	person	explore	new	behaviors	that	would	extend	
from	this	resolution.	
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The	expectation	was	a	demonstrable	change	in	the	person’s	behavior	and	a	perceptible	ability	to	act	 in	a	
more	autonomous	manner.		Eric	Berne	(Berne)	cited	autonomy	as	the	goal	of	successful	therapy.		Bob	and	
Mary	emphasized	the	concept	of	responsibility	as	a	means	to	move	individuals	from	a	victim	position	to	one	
of	personal	empowerment.			

	

They	 saw	 the	 injunctions	 as	 having	 finite	 power.	 	 They	would	 often	make	 comments	 in	 referring	 to	 an	
individual’s	work	 such	 as,	 “He	 finished	with	 that	 injunction	 today,”	 “She	 completed	 her	 issues	with	 her	
father,”	“She	finished	her	grieving	for	her	mom”	or	“He	resolved	his	‘don’t	exist.”	In	their	belief	system	the	
person	had	engaged	with	the	Injunction	in	an	autonomous	way	and	he	could	separate	himself	from	it	given	
the	right	opportunity.		Further,	they	so	disliked	any	language	that	alluded	to	any	sort	of	powerlessness	that	
they	were	loath	to	consider	that	Injunctions	might	have	had	a	shaping	influence	over	time	that	was	inevitable.		

	

They	would	agree	that	Injunctions	created	adaptive	behavior,	but	they	would	argue	that	this	behavior	could	
be	changed	rapidly.		Without	saying	so	specifically	they	argued	that	long	established	neural	pathways,	vast	
behavioral	patterns	and	habits	could	be	modified	easily,	the	main	ingredients	being	taking	responsibility	for	
having	been	licit	in	the	decision	process	and	changing	the	decision.		They	challenged	people	to	speak	in	a	
manner	in	which	they	took	total	charge	of	themselves.			

	

Anyone	who	spent	time	with	them	at	the	Institute	will	remember	Bob’s	“try	bell,”	which	was	a	dinner	bell	he	
kept	beside	his	chair.		He	would	ring	it	vigorously	anytime	someone	in	the	workshop	used	the	word,	“try.”		
As	the	late	faculty	member,	James	E.	Heenan	once	noted	in	a	prescient	observation	of	their	work,	“It	is	not	
only	great	therapy,	it	is	great	theater.”				

		

In	my	doctoral	dissertation	(McNeel,	1975)	I	carried	out	research	on	one	of	their	weekend	workshops.		This	
included	extensive	pretesting	and	interviews	with	each	of	the	eighteen	participants	as	well	as	post	testing	
and	post	 interviews.	 	The	marathon	was	observed	by	six	of	my	colleagues	who	independently	rated	each	
piece	of	work	and	a	transcript	of	the	entire	workshop	is	included	in	the	appendix;	the	only	extant	transcript	
of	them	working	in	existence.		The	conclusions	were	remarkable.		The	workshop	had	consisted	of	both	lay	
and	professional	participants.		As	a	group,	three	months	after	the	event	they	had	a	lingering	deeply	positive	
memory	of	the	event	and	of	the	group	leaders.		Most	all	of	them	could	identify	new	behaviors,	which	they	
were	seeking	to	maintain.	

	

The	workshop	did	not	deliver	the	sort	of	dramatic	changes	that	had	been	expected,	but	it	had	been	the	source	
of	 acclaimed	 value.	 	 As	 a	 group	 they	 attached	 great	 value	 to	 the	 experience,	 but	 not	 because	 they	 felt	
transformed.	 	 They	 had	 been	 exposed	 to	 a	 body	 of	 knowledge	 that	 was	 helpful	 and	 an	 atmosphere	 of	
acceptance,	humor	and	warmth.		They	had	not	been	radically	changed	so	much	as	they	had	been	redirected	
in	 their	 journey	 in	 life	 and	 could	 more	 readily	 see	 a	 better	 direction	 for	 themselves.	 	 They	 had	 been	
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influenced,	encouraged	and	educated.			They	felt	this	for	three	months	after	the	event.		It	is	not	known	if	they	
felt	the	same	way	ten	years	later.			

	

FROM	“INJUNCTIONS”	TO	“INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES”	

	

We	all	 have	 treasured	 experiences.	 	One	of	mine	 is	 certainly	my	years	 on	 the	 faculty	 of	Bob	 and	Mary’s	
Institute	and	all	that	I	learned	there	from	them	plus	all	my	friends	on	the	faculty.			They	changed	my	entire	
life.		Of	course,	if	Bob	could	hear	me	say	that	he	would	shout,	not	merely	say,	“John,	you	changed	your	life!	
We	didn’t!”	No,	actually	I	participated,	and	those	two	boundlessly	generous	geniuses	did	change	my	life.		They	
loved	me,	guided	me,	adopted	me	and	gave	me	endless	opportunities.		

	

Another	treasured	experience	from	my	past	is	a	training	group	I	conducted	monthly	in	southern	California	
for	over	a	dozen	years,	beginning	in	the	late	1980’s.		By	that	point	in	my	career	I	had	definitely	come	to	the	
conclusion	that	 the	 theory	of	 injunctions	had	not	been	 fully	appreciated	or	explored.	 	This	group	of	very	
dedicated	and	intelligent	clinicians	humored	me	as	we	engaged	in	a	multi-year	process	of	understanding	
their	 full	 impact.	 	 It	 would	 take	 a	 separate	 paper	 to	 describe	 the	 hours	 spent	 in	 proposing,	 arguing,	
discovering	and	arriving	at	some	very	new	conclusions;	the	greatest	being	just	how	important	the	theory	of	
Injunctions	is	and	how	impactful	they	are.			

	 	

As	we	did	our	research,	we	continued	using	the	word,	“injunction”	in	talking	about	these	early	messages.		As	
we	became	convinced	of	the	powerful	and	enduring	impact	of	the	“injunctions,”	the	word	did	not	seem	to	
suffice	in	describing	their	full	nature.		There	were	two	problems.		Bob	and	Mary	emphasized	the	person’s	
decision	in	response	to	the	injunction,	even	including	the	option	of	not	listening	or	responding	to	it.		This	did	
not	appear	to	be	an	option.		To	us,	that	was	like	saying	someone	could	grow	up	in	a	Spanish-speaking	home	
but	choose	not	to	learn	or	respond	to	the	language	that	surrounded	them	on	a	daily	basis.		This	led	to	our	
second	objection.		The	term	"injunction"	is	often	used	as	a	legal	term	and	it	does	carry	a	negative	connotation	
in	that	it	is	often	an	order	to	desist	from	or	suspend	a	certain	activity.		The	problem	is	that	in	the	legal	world,	
injunctions	 can	 be	 reversed	 or	 removed,	 which	 means	 they	 disappear,	 perhaps	 forever.	 	 Psychological	
“injunctions”	cannot	be	removed,	nor	do	they	disappear.	

	

For	these	reasons,	we	began	to	use	the	phrase,	“injunctive	messages,”	because	it	captures	the	limiting	and	
prohibitive	power	of	injunctions,	while	also	clearly	conveying	that,	like	any	message,	it	might	be	disregarded	
but	it	does	not	disappear.		We	do	not	remove	injunctive	messages	from	our	developmental	makeup	so	much	
as	we	become	more	and	more	adroit	 at	 recognizing	 their	presence	and	 then	become	skilled	 in	 choosing	
healthier	 responses	 to	 them.	 	 One	 does	 not	 “finish”	with	 an	 injunction	 “once	 and	 for	 all,”	 but	 learns	 to	
disbelieve	 them	when	 they	 reappear	and	 spend	 less	 and	 less	 time	 in	 their	 thrall.	 	This	 is	 a	 learning	and	
maturation	process	as	opposed	to	the	result	of	a	propitious	action	at	a	powerful	moment	in	time.	
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NEW	DISCOVERIES	

	

In	brief,	we	expanded	many	concepts.	 	We	found	that	there	were	two	not	one	decision	to	each	Injunctive	
Message;	 a	 despairing	 decision	 and	 a	 defiant	 decision.	 	 There	 is	 a	 signature	 coping	 behavior	 that	 is	 the	
defining	characteristic	of	each	message	and	the	recognition	of	that	behavior	is	the	main	tool	in	diagnosis,	not	
biographical	 report.	 	 The	 redecision	 is	 a	 process	 of	 integrating	 a	 new	belief	 over	 time	 that	 replaces	 the	
despairing	decision	and	obviates	the	need	for	the	defiant	decision.		There	is	a	necessity	to	engage	in	resolving	
activities.		These	are	drills	for	a	person	to	practice	in	order	to	consolidate	the	new	beliefs	of	the	redecision	
process.	And,	finally	it	is	vital	to	alter	the	internal	parental	voice.		Consciously	or	unconsciously,	the	familiar	
parental	voice	in	a	person’s	head	is	to	some	degree	in	league	with	the	injunctive	message.		It	is	vital	to	the	
change	process	to	replace	this	voice	with	one	that	supports	the	person’s	autonomy	from	the	influence	of	the	
Message.	

	

The	 charts	 at	 the	 end	 of	 this	 article	 contain	 twenty-five	 identified	 injunctive	messages.	 	 The	 process	 of	
growing	the	list	from	the	“canon”	of	twelve	injunctions	(Goulding	and	Goulding,	Joines	and	Stewart)	to	the	
current	number	of	twenty-five	Injunctive	Messages	is	described	in	detail	in	Redecision	Therapy	as	a	Process	
of	 New	 Belief	 Acquisition:	 	 Understanding	 the	 Power	 of	 Injunctive	 Messages	 and	 the	 Process	 of	 their	
Resolution	(McNeel,	2010).	

	

Two	Decisions:	Except	for	the	injunction,	Don’t	Exist,	the	Gouldings	did	not	propose	any	specific	possible	
decisions	 for	any	of	 the	others.	 	They	did	propose	seven	possible	decisions	 for	 it,	and	they	are	discussed	
elsewhere	 in	 this	 book	 (White,	 2015).	 	We	 operated	 from	 the	 basis	 that	 injunctive	messages	were	 real	
phenomena	and	certain	ones	were	embedded	in	the	environment	while	a	person	is	growing	up.		Obviously	
not	all	injunctive	messages	are	in	every	home.		Lots	of	people	are	given	permission	and	adequate	modeling	
for	surviving,	thriving	and	attaching.		It	is	those	injunctive	messages	which	are	embedded	which	have	the	
most	power.		And	like	a	language,	the	person	has	no	power	but	to	respond	in	some	kind.			

	

To	the	repeated	and	all	enveloping	messages,	we	found	that	there	are	two	decisions,	not	one.		The	first	is	the	
despairing	decision.		It	is	what	the	young	brain	presumes	when	no	one	touches	her,	ignores	her	or	shows	her	
no	warmth	or	reassurance.		The	despairing	decision	has	great	power	because	it	seems	true.		Like	its	name	it	
creates	despair,	but	the	despair	feels	congruent	to	the	message	being	received.		After	all,	for	a	small	child	the	
environment	is	experienced	as	being	part	of	herself.			

	

Because	 there	 is	 a	 powerful	 instinctive	 drive	 lodged	 in	 every	 brain	 to	 survive	 both	 physically	 and	
emotionally,	the	growing	child	will	fasten	on	whatever	forms	of	empowerment	she	comes	across.		These	form	
the	basis	of	the	defiant	decisions.		In	general,	these	decisions	all	share	a	quality	of	“I’ll	show	you”	about	them;	
even	though	the	quality	of	defiance	is	more	readily	apparent	in	some	more	than	the	others.		The	important	
issue	with	the	defiant	decisions	is	they	are	the	person’s	best	attempt	at	finding	a	solution	for	the	despair	
stemming	from	the	earlier	decision.			
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The	powerful	thing	about	the	defiant	decisions	is	that	they	appear	to	work;	at	least	to	some	degree.		They	do	
relieve,	at	least	temporarily	the	feeling	of	despair.		It	is	problematic	in	that	what	worked	in	an	earlier	context	
today	expresses	itself	in	a	self-limiting	or	self-destructive	behavior	which	the	person	feels	compelled	to	do;	
such	as	being	financially	secure,	but	still	working	sixty	hours	a	week.		It	is	important	to	note	that	the	creation	
of	the	defiant	decision	was	the	person’s	best	attempt	at	autonomous	behavior	given	his	environment	and	
models.	

	

The	Coping	Behaviors:		All	of	our	work	and	investigation	rested	on	two	assumptions,	the	first	being	that	the	
Gouldings	 had	 discovered	 real	 phenomena.	 	 We	 believed	 that	 there	 really	 are	 identifiable	 injunctive	
messages,	that	they	are	most	often	discreet,	that	they	have	the	possibility	to	profoundly	affect	someone’s	life	
and	they	can	be	resolved.		The	second	assumption	was	that	each	injunctive	message	has	a	distinct	signature.		
We	 called	 this	 signature	 the	 coping	 behavior	 and	 we	 use	 it	 as	 the	 main	 device	 for	 diagnosing	 specific	
injunctive	messages.			

	

Just	 as	 physicians	will	 ask	questions	 of	 a	 patient	 to	 obtain	 relevant	data,	 she	will	 know	which	 signs	 are	
indicators	for	certain	diseases	or	other	medical	conditions.	A	physician	would	never	ask	someone,	“Do	you	
think	you	have	pneumonia	or	multiple	sclerosis?”		In	the	same	way	we	do	not	ask	someone,	“When	you	look	
at	the	list	of	messages,	which	ones	do	you	think	you	might	have?”		Obviously,	a	person	might	be	able	to	make	
some	percipient	guesses,	but	often	the	injunctive	message(s)	that	has	most	affected	her	life	might	very	well	
be	hidden	from	view.		Her	habitual	responses	to	it	might	be	so	integrated	with	her	sense	of	self	that	they	
seem	ego	syntonic.			It	takes	an	outside	observer	knowing	what	to	look	for	to	properly	diagnose	injunctive	
messages.		As	one	wit	noted,	“It	is	hard	to	see	the	picture	when	you	are	standing	in	the	frame.”		

	

Redecision	 as	 a	 Process:	 	 The	 most	 distinct	 departure	 from	 what	 the	 Gouldings	 taught	 concerns	 the	
methodology	 for	helping	people	accomplish	redecisions	 that	 then	 lead	 to	 lasting	and	sustainable	change.		
Even	though	the	literature	lacks	a	concise	definition	of	the	Goulding’s’	concept	of	redecision,	Bob	came	the	
closest	when	he	spoke	at	the	first	Milton	Erikson	Conference:		

		

Now	 I	want	 to	 talk	 about	 redecision	 therapy.	 	Redecision	 therapy	 is	not	 simply	making	 a	decision	 to	be	
different.		It	is	the	process	in	which	we	facilitate	the	client	getting	into	his	or	her	Child	Ego	State.		From	that	
state,	he	relives	an	old	scene	and	changes	his	or	her	part	in	it.	

	

For	us	this	spoke	to	an	over	empowered	optimism.		As	much	as	we	wanted	to	subscribe	to	the	notion	this	
one	act	of	empowerment	would	result	in	knowing	how	to	behave	and	feel	differently	in	a	variety	of	settings	
and	 stimuli,	 it	 did	 not	 appear	 feasible.	 	 This	 became	 more	 evident	 given	 the	 severity	 of	 the	 person’s	
psychiatric	diagnosis	and	his	developmental	history.			



	

	 9	

There	is	most	assuredly	a	redecision	process,	but	it	is	much	more	incremental	over	time	notwithstanding	the	
occasional	significant	moment	of	insight	or	catharsis.		We	do	not	eliminate	the	original	Message	so	much	as	
we	learn	how	to	respond	to	it	in	a	different	manner.		It	is	possible	to	replace	the	despairing	decisions	with	
something	more	satisfying	and	functional	than	the	defiant	decisions.	 	The	adequate	replacement	is	a	new	
belief	that	by	its	nature	counters	the	power	of	the	injunctive	message.		These	new	beliefs	do	not	occur	a	flash	
but	can	be	obtained	over	time.		However,	these	new	beliefs	must	be	spelled	out	because	they	are	as	specific	
as	the	two	decisions	and	coping	behaviors	are	to	each	message.		We	call	the	redecision	process	one	of	new	
belief	acquisition.			

	

The	Resolving	Activity:		It	is	not	enough	to	only	subscribe	to	a	new	belief	in	the	expectation	that	a	change	in	
behavior	will	naturally	follow.		It	is	important	and	necessary	to	consciously	engage	in	new	behaviors.		These	
behaviors	are	not	 intuitive	 to	someone	under	 the	sway	of	a	particular	 injunctive	message.	 	Above	all	 the	
resolving	activities	are	empowering	to	the	autonomy	of	the	individual.		They	supply	additional	choices	for	
how	to	behave	in	life	and	bolster	confidence	that	change	is	possible.		Berne	(1964)	wrote	that,	“autonomy	is	
manifested	by	the	release	or	recovery	of	three	capacities:	awareness,	spontaneity	and	intimacy.”		The	drills	
seek	to	help	people	attain	this	by	consciously	practicing	the	new	behaviors	that	lead	to	exactly	what	Berne	
was	describing.	

	

The	New	Parental	Stance:		In	its	complete	form,	we	call	this,	“The	new	parental	stance	that	heals.”		For	so	
many	people	the	parental	voices	they	have	in	their	head	are	not	kind,	nor	are	they	a	source	of	wisdom.		If	an	
injunctive	message	exists	 inside	of	someone,	you	will	 find	an	earlier	parental	voice	that	was	somehow	in	
collusion	 with	 that	 message.	 	 This	 collusion	 may	 have	 taken	 the	 form	 of	 neglect,	 abuse,	 insincerity	 or	
indifference.		We	need	to	have	voices	inside	of	us	that	contain	compassion,	sincerity,	wisdom	and	love.		In	
this	 section	we	 created	 voices	 that	 are	 counter	 to	 the	 damage	 of	 the	 Injunctive	Message.	 They	must	 be	
consciously	and	recalled	frequently.		They	must	be	memorized.	

	 		

THE	FIVE	CATEGORIES	OF	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	

	

As	reported	earlier,	we	discovered	many	new	injunctive	messages	in	our	process	over	the	years.		When	there	
were	 twelve	 identified	 injunctions,	 they	 appeared	 to	 stand	 alone,	 but	 when	 the	 number	 of	 injunctive	
messages	swelled	to	twenty-five,	it	became	apparent	that	there	were	logical	categories	into	which	they	fell.		
Through	yet	another	arduous	process	we	identified	five.		This	also	satisfied	a	need	for	order	among	the	chaos.		
The	five	categories	are	logical	and	intuitive.		They	are	survival,	attachment,	identity,	competence	and	(sense	
of)	security.		The	first	five	injunctions	that	the	Gouldings	identified	were:	Don’t	Be	(Exist),	Don’t	Be	Close,	
Don’t	Be	You,	Don’t	Be	Grown	Up	and	Don’t	Be	a	Child.		This	is	interesting	to	note	because	these	first	five	
Injunctions	almost	perfectly	parallel	the	Five	Categories	of	Injunctive	Messages	presented	here.	
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THE	SURVIVAL	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	
	

	 	 	 Don’t	Exist	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Well	(Don’t	Take	Care	of	Yourself)	

	 	 	 Don’t	Trust	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Sane	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Important	

	 	 	 Don’t	Touch	

	

THE	ATTACHMENT	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	
	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Close	

	 	 	 Don’t	Feel	Attached	

	 	 	 Don’t	Belong	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	A	Child	

	 	 	 Don’t	Want	

	 	 	 Don’t	Invest	

	
THE	IDENTITY	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	
	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	You	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Separate	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Visible	

	 	 	 Don’t	(Be	Engaged	in	Your	Own	Life)	
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THE	COMPETENCE	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	
	

	 	 	 Don’t	Make	it	

	 	 	 Don’t	Grow	Up	

	 	 	 Don’t	Think	

	 	 	 Don’t	Feel	Successful	

	

THE	(SENSE	OF)	SECURITY	INJUNCTIVE	MESSAGES	
	

	 	 	 Don’t	Enjoy	

	 	 	 Don’t	Be	Thankful	

	 	 	 Don’t	Feel	

	 	 	 Don’t	Relax	

	 	 	 Don’t	Share	Your	Life	

	

THEMES	OF	RESOLUTION	BY	CATEGORY	

	

The	Gouldings	were	adamant	in	their	belief	that	Injunctions	could	be	resolved	individually	if	the	work	was	
done	correctly.		In	their	definition,	the	redecision	was	done	“correctly”	if	the	crucial	work	is	done	while	the	
person	was	in	their	child	ego	state,	rather	than	from	the	adult	ego	state:	

	

But	if	the	Child	makes	the	redecision,	with	the	approval	of	the	Adult,	then	the	Child	looks	for	ways	to	changing	
his	stroking	pattern,	his	time	structuring,	with	considerable	enthusiasm	

	

They	said	this	with	the	belief	that	there	would	be	no	experience	of	despair	if	one	made	a	redecision	in	this	
manner.		They	said	this	in	direct	response	to	Eric	Berne	and	his	belief	that	one	might	feel	despair	after	making	
a	significant	change:	

	

Eric	used	to	talk	of	the	despair	people	felt	when	they	made	a	decision,	or	dropped	their	script,	or	stopped	
playing	some	major	game.		Some	of	this	was	probably	self-fulfilling	prophecy	if	you	know	that	if	you	change	



	

	 12	

something	you	are	going	to	despair	for	a	while,	then	you	will	probably	despair	…	then	of	course	the	Child	
may	despair.	

	

We	 believe	 the	 experience	 of	 despair	 is	 inevitable	 in	 the	 process	 of	 redecision	 work	 because	 the	 early	
despairing	decision	 is	 there	 from	a	very	 long	 time	ago	and	 is	 consciously	and	 intuitively	believed	by	 the	
person.		In	reading	transcriptions	of	the	Gouldings’	work,	it	is	not	unfair	to	say	that	they	would	often	help	
people	energize	or	reenergize	their	defiant	decisions.	 	 In	some	situations,	 it	may	have	been	the	first	time	
someone	claimed	the	feeling	of	power	that	stems	from	the	defiant	decision.		It	certainly	feels	better	feeling	
empowered	 than	 feeling	 powerless	 and	 hopeless.	 A	 person	 “looks	 better”	 when	 being	 defiant	 versus	
despairing.	However,	there	is	a	significant	problem	connected	to	the	despairing	and	defiant	decisions.		They	
both	maintain	an	interactive	relationship	with	the	injunctive	messages.	

	 	

If	redecision	therapy	is	to	have	lasting	effect,	it	needs	to	be	part	of	a	larger	process	in	which	the	patient	knows	
about	both	his	despairing	and	defiant	decisions.		Through	understanding	his	despairing	decisions,	he	may	
gain	empathy	for	himself	that	was	absent	in	his	early	environment.		In	understanding	his	defiant	decisions,	
he	may	learn	to	feel	an	admiration	for	his	early	fortitude,	courage	and	inventiveness.	In	their	original	moment	
these	decisions	may	have	been	survival	genius.	But	he	will	surely	learn	that	acting	from	the	defiant	decisions	
in	 real	 time	 in	 his	 present	 life	 often	 leads	 to	 exhaustion	 and	 crushed	 expectations.	 These	 behaviors	 are	
defeating	to	the	goals	of	self-care,	intimacy,	satisfaction,	love	of	self	and	feeling	secure.				

	

This	paper	will	end	with	a	brief	description	of	what	needs	to	happen	in	a	person’s	life	in	each	category	of	
injunctive	message.	 	This	represents	the	acquisition	of	wisdom	and	wisdom	cannot	be	learned	in	a	single	
session,	or	a	week	or	a	month;	no	matter	how	powerful	the	event.		It	is	the	gaining	of	common	sense,	which	
is	 always	 perverted	 by	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 injunctive	messages.	 They	 are	 the	 antithesis	 of	wisdom	 and	
common	sense.	It	is	the	process	of	a	lifetime.	

		

The	Injunctive	Messages	That	Impact	Survival:	 	The	impact	of	these	messages	goes	far	beyond	whether	a	
person	is	suicidal	or	not;	nor	are	they	the	primary	reason	for	major	depressive	disorder.	 	Taken	together	
they	create	a	world	that	is	dark	and	bleak	where	the	unconditional,	especially	love,	does	not	exist	and	there	
can	be	no	trust.		It	is	a	world	in	which	physical	and	emotional	exhaustion	are	never	questioned,	and	even	
perhaps	 admired	 and	 emulated.	 	 There	 are	many	 forms	 of	 self-destruction;	 physical,	 psychological	 and	
emotional.	

	

The	healing	process	centers	on	one	core	belief	change:		Love	and	affection	do	exist.		They	cannot	be	earned	
as	respect,	recognition	or	approval	can.		One	must	learn	to	recognize	those	who	are	bearers	of	warmth	and	
take	it	in	from	them.		The	love	must	come	in	the	form	of	words	and	touch,	not	just	intention.		It	is	essential	to	
learn	to	assess	other	people	in	terms	of	their	character	and	their	ability	to	love	and	give	of	themselves.		From	
this	 character	 assessment	 they	 discern	 whom	 they	 can	 trust	 and	 that	 trusting	 is	 one	 of	 life’s	 greatest	
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pleasures.		Healing	in	this	world	means	understanding	that	the	unconditional	is	far	more	important	than	the	
conditional.		It	turns	out	that	the	heart	of	redecision	therapy	is	the	heart	and	allowing	one’s	heart	to	be	healed	
by	the	warm	hearts	of	others.		

		

The	Injunctive	Messages	That	Impact	Attachment:		The	combination	of	these	messages	creates	a	longing	for	
tenderness,	closeness,	companionship	and	feeling	connected.		They	emerge	from	environments	where	there	
was	often	love,	but	it	was	either	symbolic	or	remote.		Because	the	love	was	always	just	out	of	reach,	it	led	to	
determined	 efforts	 to	 grasp	 it	 or	 “find	 it.”	 	 Unfortunately,	 this	 fosters	 possessiveness	 as	 opposed	 to	
affirmation	of	attachment.		These	messages	lead	to	a	profound	misunderstanding	of	the	nature	of	love	and,	
in	particular,	how	to	give	it	to	others.		He	will	seek	an	ideal	love	that	risks	no	narcissistic	injury	on	his	part.	

	

Resolving	these	messages	is	highly	counterintuitive.		It	involves	identifying	people	who	are	loved	and	giving	
them	that	love	generously.		It	involves	being	warm	verbally	and	physically	to	others.		It	specifically	means	
using	the	phrase,	“I	love	you”	frequently;	because	the	more	one	uses	the	word,	“love”	the	fuller	his	life	is	of	
love.	 	Emphasis	is	placed	on	forming	healthy	dependency;	which	is	counter	to	the	current	notion	that	the	
word,	“dependency”	is	always	a	connotation	of	a	poor	diagnosis.	One	must	learn	to	protect	others	whom	they	
love	from	their	own	dark	side.		And,	finally	they	must	seek	to	be	a	healing	source	of	love	in	the	lives	of	others.	

	

The	Injunctive	Messages	That	Impact	Identity:	 	The	main	focus	of	the	Gouldings	in	regard	to	identity	was	
restricted	to	gender	identity;	a	boy	was	supposed	to	have	been	born	a	girl	or	vice	versa.		These	Messages	
have	a	much	wider	range	of	effect.	 	The	person	was	supposed	to	be	someone	else,	she	was	to	have	been	
perfect	or	in	other	ways	make	the	family	look	good.		In	her	early	environment	she	did	not	experience	curiosity	
about	the	person	she	might	become,	so	much	as	pressure	to	turn	out	in	a	predetermined	way.		A	hallmark	of	
these	Messages	is	the	feeling	of	shame.	

	

Central	to	resolving	these	Messages	is	attaining	a	knowledge	of	self,	which	entails	learning	both	one’s	gifts	
and	weaknesses.		It	also	means	placing	an	equal	value	on	both.		So	often,	people	with	these	messages	have	
sought	to	live	only	from	their	perceived	strengths	and	have	believed	that	their	“weaknesses”	were	shameful.		
Of	course,	many	people	discover	that	what	they	once	thought	was	a	weakness	was	in	truth	a	key	feature	in	
their	 later	 success.	 	Curiosity	needs	 to	 replace	envy	of	others	and	 revulsion	 toward	one’s	 self.	 	Emerson	
summarized	the	cure	for	these	Messages	when	he	wrote,	“Envy	is	ignorance	and	imitation	is	suicide.”	

	

The	Injunctive	Messages	That	Impact	Competence:		Discernable	accomplishment	is	vital	to	a	sense	of	self-
esteem.		These	messages	not	only	interfere	with	making	meaningful	accomplishments,	they	also	cause	the	
person	to	devalue	any	achievements	he	has	attained.		In	this	way	he	may	be	following	an	implicit	message	
not	 to	 surpass	 someone	 in	 his	 lineage.	 	 He	 may	 also	 be	 the	 inheritor	 of	 a	 constantly	 ascending	 bar	 of	
expectations,	so	that	any	accomplishment	leaves	him	yearning	for	one	even	greater.		There	are	people	who	
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are	 terrified	 of	 scoring	 less	 than	 100%	 in	 the	 belief	 that	 this	 would	 represent	 failure.	 	 An	 inherent	
perfectionism	is	the	subtle	or	not	so	subtle	curse	of	these	Messages.	

	 	

At	the	center	of	resolving	these	messages	is	also	a	remarkable	belief	change:	There	is	no	failure,	only	learning.		
An	expert	in	any	area	is	only	someone	who	has	no	more	mistakes	to	make	in	that	particular	field	of	expertise.		
Einstein	said,	“Failure	is	only	success	in	progress.”		Success	in	resolving	these	messages	actually	has	to	do	
with	acquiring	the	patience	to	learn	and	to	enjoy	learning.		It	involves	knowing	that	success	has	more	to	do	
with	the	direction	of	one’s	life.		It	is	being	able	to	move	from	measuring	the	“importance”	of	one’s	life	and	to	
take	meaning	from	being	an	 influence.	 	 It	 is	 the	movement	 from	the	measurable	to	that	which	cannot	be	
measured	metrically.		I	am	successful	because	of	the	“person	I	seek	to	be.”		Someone	who	has	resolved	these	
Messages	has	no	difficulty	with	admiration;	as	opposed	to	being	envious.	

	

The	 Injunctive	 Messages	 That	 Impact	 (a	 sense	 of)	 Security:	 There	 are	 hosts	 of	 people	 who	 consider	
themselves	 to	be	secure	 in	 the	sense	of	 their	self-esteem	being	 intact.	 	However,	an	examination	of	 their	
behavior	would	reveal	a	schism	between	that	belief	and	reality.		The	main	impact	of	these	Messages	is	a	deep	
drive	to	be	in	control	in	many	areas	of	 life;	both	major	and	insignificant.	The	behaviors	reveal	a	constant	
wariness	coupled	with	an	unnecessary	haste	in	responding	to	trivial	events;	anything	that	signals	 loss	of	
control.		Even	though	this	person	may	occupy	an	enviable	state	in	her	life,	a	closer	inspection	will	discover	a	
striking	absence	of	joy	or	peace	of	mind.		There	will	be	a	striking	absence	of	the	emotion	of	genuine	gratitude.			

	

Paradoxically,	the	resolution	of	these	messages	has	primarily	to	do	with	having	an	understanding	of	the	place	
of	suffering	 in	 the	human	experience.	 	Specifically,	 it	 is	 in	understanding	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	be	so	 in	
control	of	life	and	its	events	that	we	are	able	to	ban	suffering	from	it.		And	the	more	one	is	committed	to	being	
controlling,	 the	more	she	begins	to	confuse	feelings	of	 frustration	with	being	those	akin	to	suffering.	The	
great	skill	in	this	resolving	process	is	learning	to	feel	comfortable	with	being	uncomfortable.		In	this	way	she	
may	regain	her	sense	of	perspective	in	life	and	allow	minor	setbacks	to	roll	off	her	back	and	being	thankful	
for	life	itself	and	the	current	absence	of	actual	suffering.	In	this	new	state	joy	is	a	possibility,	but,	of	course,	
like	suffering	not	under	our	control.		

	

MAKING	USE	OF	THE	CHARTS	

	

These	five	charts	are	designed	to	be	of	use	to	the	clinician.		They	are	an	honest	estimate	of	the	logical	flow	
from	each	Injunctive	Message.		The	coping	behaviors	are	represented	in	bold	type	because	they	are	at	the	
heart	of	the	diagnostic	process.		They	provide	the	key	for	the	clinician	to	accurately	diagnose	the	injunctive	
message	and	be	able	to	relay	that	information	to	the	patient.		The	coping	behavior	can	be	recognized	through	
attending	 to	 voice	 tone,	 body	 language,	 facial	 expression,	 biography	 and	 presenting	 problem.	 	 From	 the	
coping	behavior,	the	clinician	can	go	in	either	direction	using	the	material	in	the	other	columns	by	asking	
curious	speculative	questions.		This	will	aid	in	the	process	of	ruling	in	or	ruling	out	a	particular	injunctive	
message.	
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The	clinician	can	also	use	the	last	two	columns	that	are	under	the	heading,	“Self-Diagnosis.”		These	statements	
were	created	so	that	an	individual	could	have	a	means	to	ask	reflective	questions	in	the	quest	to	identify	
relevant	injunctive	messages.		If	someone	is	deeply	in	the	thrall	of	one	of	these	messages,	he	will	find	the	
material	in	“The	healing	response”	to	be	foreign	to	his	thoughts	and	to	his	experience.			

	

Taken	together,	the	material	contained	in	“The	new	parental	stance	that	heals”	column	and	in	“The	healing	
response”	creates	an	effective	picture	of	what	it	sounds	like	in	someone’s	head	who	is	highly	functional.		This	
is	revelatory.		It	is	not	uncommon	for	people	to	report	that	they	have	had	very	few	such	warm	or	supportive	
thoughts.		This	prepares	a	map	for	the	road	ahead.		

		

In	 a	 similar	manner,	 if	 one	 is	 to	 read	down	 “The	despairing	decisions”	 column	and	 “The	bitter	 response	
column”,	 then	 it	becomes	clear	how	bleak	 life	can	 feel	 for	some	people.	 	Also,	 reading	down	the	 “defiant	
decisions”	column	gives	a	good	picture	of	the	many	forms	of	“I’ll	show	you”	that	exists.		

	

It	needs	to	be	noted	that	these	tables	and	the	interpretations	in	them	do	not	represent	gospel.	 	This	is	an	
evolving	document.		There	are	many	alterations	in	this	current	set	of	tables	from	that	which	was	published	
in	2010	(McNeel).		For	example,	the	Don’t	Touch	injunctive	message	has	been	moved	from	the	Security	table	
to	the	Survival	table.		Also,	there	has	been	a	significant	rewording	of	the	Don’t	Feel	injunctive	message.		So,	it	
will	be	in	the	future	as	understanding	deepens	of	the	impact	of	each	message.		This	set	of	tables	is	a	tool,	
hopefully	a	useful	tool	for	the	clinician	to	use.				

	

In	some	situations,	it	is	good	to	share	this	material	with	the	patient	and	in	others	it	is	not,	at	least	at	the	time.		
People	can	be	shepherded	through	the	material	in	either	manner.		Clinical	acumen	and	intuition	will	be	the	
informing	factors	in	determining	how	best	to	use	it.	

	 	

The	Injunctive	Messages	Tables	are	available	for	download	on	the		
website	under	the	Injunctive	Messages	heading.	
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IN	CONCLUSION	

	

In	the	appendix	of	my	Doctoral	Dissertation	(McNeel,	1975,	1982)	I	 included	a	verbatim	transcript	of	the	
weekend	workshop	that	was	being	researched.	 	This	is	the	only	extant	record	of	a	Goulding	workshop	in	
existence.		As	such,	it	is	an	important	document	in	the	history	of	redecision	therapy.			

	

My	brilliant,	but	psychologically	unsophisticated	mother	read	the	entire	transcript.		In	her	succinct	manner	
(she	 was	 a	 trained	 proof	 reader	 for	 the	 family	 weekly	 newspaper	 from	 age	 nine)	 she	 said,	 “They	 (the	
Gouldings)	don’t	like	parents	very	much.”		She	made	a	subtle	but	excellent	point.		It	was	subtle	because	the	
workshop	was	oriented	in	a	very	positive	direction	and	overtly	warm	and	enthusiastic,	with	a	great	deal	of	
humor.		The	point	was	excellent	because	there	was	an	“us	against	them”	attitude	toward	original	parental	
figures.		There	was	the	sense	that	accomplishing	a	redecision	was	an	act	of	victory	against	them,	as	if	they	
had	been	an	enemy.	

	

In	fact,	most	parents	do	the	best	they	can	with	what	they	have.		In	my	clinical	experience,	very	few	parents	
wished	to	harm	their	children,	even	if	what	they	were	doing	was	in	fact	very	harmful.		Parents	are	more	often	
vehicles	 through	 which	 injunctive	 messages	 are	 communicated,	 having	 received	 them	 in	 their	 own	
childhoods.		The	battle	is	not	with	the	parents.		It	is	with	the	messages.			

	

This	is	why	correct	identification	of	injunctive	messages	is	so	vital.		The	messages	don’t	go	away.		But	it	is	
possible	to	recognize	them	and	respond	to	them	in	an	entirely	different	manner.		In	learning	to	do	so	people	
do	work	through	issues	with	their	parental	figures,	but	only	in	the	service	of	gaining	a	greater	wisdom	and	
empathy	for	themselves.		In	this	way	one	is	not	saddled	with	a	lifetime	of	struggle	against	an	enemy	but	is	
presented	with	the	necessary	task	of	resolving	impasses	that	have	become	internal.		 	

	

In	a	sense	this	work	is	never	completely	done,	but	the	journey	becomes	a	source	of	richness	and	a	reward	in	
itself.		Over	time	individuals	are	able	to	respond	with	new	choices	to	these	messages	that	implied	they	were	
not	to	survive,	be	attached,	feel	confident	in	their	identity,	be	able	to	claim	their	competence,	or	feel	deeply	
secure	in	life.		These	are	worthy	goals.	
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