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he  experience  of fi nding a new, clarifying, 
 re fresh ing point of view is probably about 
as ancient as awareness itself.  We have a few 

terms for it: in sight, intuition, revelation, epiphany.  
And a few phrases likening it to a burst of light: bring 
to light, dawn on, awaken.  And a few calling up an 
in ter nal feel ing: come alive to, feel an enlargement of 
mind.  But a new view is not always enlivening and 
in vig o rat ing; one does not always shout “Eu re ka!” 
Sometimes we simply feel as if we are stand ing off to 
one side, looking back at a previous un der stand ing.  
Sometimes the outcome is even qui et er than that, as 
when we feel relieved of confl icts, tensions, and even 
curiosity, and we simply feel peaceful.

Every level of the control hierarchy is itself a 
point of view, a col lec tion of internal standards 
through which perceptions can be un der stood.  
To give an ex am ple of one of my own invigorations, 
I re mem ber the burst of light I felt when I read (long 
ago) Lobachevsky’s Theory of Parallels.  I had previously 
thought of Eu clid’s geometry as a system con cept quite 
isolated from other parts of mathematics.  That is, I 
was view ing Euclidean geometry as an event (a thing) 
having its mean ing within itself, not illuminated by 
other math e mat ics.  When, how ev er, I struggled with 
Lobachevsky’s con struc tion of a geometry built with-
 out Euclid’s twelfth axiom—a geometry in which any 
number of lines through a giv en point could be drawn 
parallel to another line—and came to understand the 
log ic of it, I was overcome with awe and delight in sud-
denly realizing how Euclid’s geometry could be long to 
an entire family of ge om e tries, each taking its character 
from its own set of axioms.

Moving up a level can reveal a viewpoint that 
enables the person to become aware of previously 
unimagined resources.  A new view point can often 
resolve a confl ict.  Systems at a higher level of con trol 
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can set the values of  reference signals at lower levels.  
Consequently, what seems at the lower lev el to be a sit-
uation of unresolvable confl ict (I want to get through 
this narrow door at the same time he does but I don’t 
want to struggle with him) can often become quickly 
resolved at a higher level (get ting through the door at 
this exact moment is not necessary to car ry ing these 
groceries to my car).  Helping a person, there fore, to 
adopt a view point from a higher level than the level at 
which she is perceiving a perplexity or a confl ict can 
be used as a method of therapy.  Doing so is called 
the meth od of levels.

In the method of levels, the helper does not act as 
an   expert.  The helper (or guide, or therapist) does not 
give advice; she does not know better than the helpee 
(or explorer, or client) what the helpee should do.  
Refraining from taking the role of  ex pert is unusual 
among helpers, es pe cial ly among paid helpers, but it 
does happen.  Carl  Rogers pub lished a book in 1951 
called Client-centered Ther a py in which he described a 
meth od of “refl ecting” the client’s thoughts simply by 
paraphrasing what the cli ent said.  The therapist made 
no assertions or guesses about the client’s history, 
about causes, or about any defi ciencies, disorders, 
affl ictions, or demons the client might be harboring.  
Often, the client found his way to a new view of his 
situation or himself—a new un der stand ing—while 
talking, so to speak, to himself.  I am sure there have 
al ways been some friends, siblings, spouses, teach-
 ers, parents, and priests who have helped others 
through this “non-directive” method.   Rogers made 
it re spect able for psychologists.  I do not know how 
many present-day psychologists follow Rogers’s lead.  
 Rogers, however, did not know about the hi er ar chy of 
control; he did not know about the method of levels.  
But he was bold enough to re lin quish the authorita-
tive role of the  expert.

T
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In the method of levels (MOL), the therapist or 
guide does not merely refl ect what the client says.  
Indeed, the therapist talks very little about the matter 
(the perplexity, problem, confl ict, trou ble) the client 
brought to the conversation.  Instead, the ther a pist 
encourages the cli ent to talk about talking or think ing 
about the topic with which he ar rived.  The ther a pist 
encourages the cli ent to look back at the topic, so to 
speak, from another level.  Below are some ex am ples 
of con ver sa tion that I borrow from a communication 
from  Powers to the CSGnet on 30 August 1995.  First, 
here are fi ve examples of typical advice-giv ing, not what 
you would hear in an MOL session.  I have labeled the 
ut ter anc es C and T for client and ther a pist:

(C)  I don’t want to be left alone.  (T) Try being 
alone for just 15 minutes.

(C)  I want to get over this problem.  (T) You can 
do it, I’ll try to help.

(C)  Nobody likes me.  (T) I like you; I’ll get your 
mother to like you.

(C)  I am a terrible person.  (T) Tell me some 
things that are good about you.

(C)  I don’t know what to do.  (T) If you like, I’ll 
tell you some things to try.

Now here are fi ve examples of the way a therapist 
using MOL might respond to a client.  In each case, 
the therapist asks the client to say something about 
what the client has just said:

(C)  I don’t want to be left alone.  (T) What’s it 
like to be left alone?

(C)  I want to get over this problem.  (T) Is this 
a very strong feeling right now?

(C)  Nobody likes me.  (T) Is that OK with you?  
How do you know they don’t?  Are you think-
ing of anyone in particular?  What’s it like 
not to be likable?

(C)  I am a terrible person.  (T) What are some 
of the terrible things you’re thinking about?  
Are any of them going on right now?

(C)  I don’t know what to do.  (T) Can you tell 
me more about not knowing what to do?

Notice that there is no “content” in those remarks of 
the MOL therapist—no mention of what might be 
right, wrong, good, or bad; no advice about ac tions 
to take; no explanations about motives, repressions, 
or reinforcements; no warnings about a prescribed 

course of therapy; no demands.  The remarks sim-
ply invite the client to say whatever he wishes as an 
ob serv er of his own perceptions.  The therapist will 
not tell the client what he should think either about 
the problem he came with or about the observations 
he makes of it; the client will tell the therapist—and 
him self.

The next few pages contain most of the text of a 
handout  Pow ers distributed at a workshop in 1999.

THE METHOD OF LEVELS

An overview for a workshop
conducted by W.T.  Powers

July 18–21, 1999

The method of levels is an experimental approach 
to counseling or psy cho ther a py.  Its bases are . . . 
Per cep tu al Control Theory and the naturalistic ob-
 ser va tion that a person’s consciousness can apparently 
op er ate from dif fer ent viewpoints within the brain’s 
or ga ni za tion.  The objective of this method is to draw 
a per son’s attention to perceptions at levels higher 
than perceptions in the primary or central focus of 
at ten tion.  When a shift of level has oc curred, the 
same process is repeated, and so on for as many times 
as possible or useful.

This simple procedure seems to facilitate ther a -
peu tic change, with pro duc tive sessions lasting only 
about half an hour or even less.  In this workshop we 
will describe and demonstrate how this method works 
in practice and teach participants how to direct an 
MOL session, with and without coach ing, par tic i -
pat ing as both guide and explorer.

At the end of the workshop, participants should 
understand the method well enough to test it by 
them selves when they return home.  One approach 
that has worked well is for individuals to organize 
dis cus sion groups in which they pass on what they 
have learned and gain experience with each other, 
trading roles to develop their un der stand ing of both 
sides of the process. . . .

How the Method May Work

Most people have had the experience of being en gaged 
in some train of thought or conversation, while at the 
same time being aware of a back ground thought, at-
titude, or feeling as a commentary about the foreground 


