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MEANING & COMPLEX EQUIVALENCE IN NLP 

Complex Equivalence in NLP occurs when: 

1. You attach meaning to something specific  
2. When two statements, one behavioral and one capability, are considered 

to mean the same. 

Instead of the word, “meaning”, NLP uses the term “complex equivalence,” 
the total complex of things in the real world that are identified by the word 
in question in the subject’s linguistic model of the world. 

The two best questions for discovering a person’s complex equivalences 
are: 

1. “How would you know when …?” and 
2. “What would be an example of …?” 

Thinking that you understand the other person relates specifically to complex 
equivalence. Every time a person makes a statement they are coming from their 
model of the world. Rarely do we have the same pictures, sounds, feelings, 
tastes or smells as another person. Try asking someone what they mean by 
“commitment” or what’s your perception of “commitment” or how do you 
represent “commitment.” This is like asking them what their complex equivalent 
for commitment is. It is a person’s internal definition of a noun (concept) and is 
unique to each individual. 

Complex equivalence draws a conclusion from an event to create a logic that 
makes sense only in that person’s map of the world. To another person the 
conclusion drawn through complex equivalence may seem unrelated and 
surprising.  

For example: 

“And now my secretary quit. I’ll be bankrupt by the end of the year!” 
Challenge: “Are you telling me your fortune depended on your secretary’s 
employment?” 
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ONE-WORD REFRAMING EXERCISE 
 

The philosopher Bertrand Russell was quoted as saying: 
“I am firm, you are obstinate, he is a pig-headed fool.” 

 
Using that same formula: 
 

1. I am righteously indignant, you are bothered, and he is making a fuss 
about nothing. 

2. I have reconsidered it, you have changed your mind, and he has gone 
back on his word. 

3. I made a genuine mistake, you twisted the facts, and he lied.  
4. I am compassionate, you are soft, and he is a pushover. 

 
Each statement describes the same situation from different perspectives, “re-
framing” it with different words. 
Consider how different people might describe the word “money.” 

• Success 
• Wealth 
• Tool 
• Responsibility 
• Freedom 
• Evil 
• Corruption 
• Energy exchange 
 

Do the same with the following words: 
Responsible: ________________, _________________, _______________ 
Playful: ________________, ___________________, _________________ 
Stable: _______________, __________________, __________________ 
Spontaneous: _________________, _________________, _____________ 
Thrifty: ________________, __________________, _________________ 
Friendly: _______________, _________________, _________________ 
Assertive: _________________, _________________, ________________ 
Respectful: __________________, _________________, ______________ 
Organized: __________________, _________________, ______________ 
 
Adapted from “Encyclopedia of Systemic Neuro-Linguistic Programming and A New Coding.” By R. Dilts and J. Delozier. 
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MEANING REFRAMING EXERCISE 
 

Purpose: To help provide additional choices for how a person responds to a 
situation by expanding what it means to them. 
 
Steps: (Groups of three, 5 minutes in each position) 
 

1. A makes a complaint in the form of a cause-effect, "Whenever X, I 
respond Y," or a complex equivalence, "X means Y." 
 

2. B and C each think of a meaning reframe independently, thinking: 
a. What else could this mean? 
b. What is the positive intention of this behavior? 
c. How else could this behavior be described? 

 
3. When B is ready, A repeats the complaint, and B responds with a 

reframe.  B and C observe A's response (paying attention to all 
representational systems) to determine whether the reframe worked or 
not, and what observable nonverbal responses occur when a reframe 
works. Then A repeats the complaint again, and C delivers a reframe 
while B plays the role of observer. Briefly share observations and 
responses. 
 
At the end of the exercise, I’d like you to have at least one example of a 
successful meaning reframe and a sensory-based description of the 
changes in A when the reframe worked. 
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CONTEXT REFRAMING EXERCISE 
Reframing changes an individual's response to an experience by changing 
what the experience means to the individual, thus new choices are added. 
 
Context reframing is based on the NLP Presupposition: "Every behavior is 
useful in some context." 
 
Purpose: To find a context where the present behavior is appropriate. 
 
Steps: (Groups of three, 5 minutes in each position) 
 

1. A complains “He’s too Y.” or “I’m too X.” 
 

2. B and C each think of a context reframe independently by thinking the 
questions: 
a. When would this behavior be useful? 
b. When would this behavior be a resource? 

 
3. When B is ready, A repeats the complaint and B responds with the 

reframe. B and C observe A’s response (paying attention to all 
representational systems). B and C pay close attention to which reframes 
work and which one’s don’t, and which observable non-verbal changes 
occur when a reframe works. Then A repeats his/her complaint again, and 
C delivers a new reframe, while B plays the observer role. 
 

4. Briefly share observations and responses. Quickly go on to another 
complaint and reframe. 

 
At the end of the exercise, I’d you to have at least one example of a 
successful context reframe and a sensory-based description of the 
changes in A when the reframe worked. 
 
The more information you have about the behavior and the context the 
person is complaining about, the easier it will be to deliver a reframe that 
fits this person’s model of the world.  
Context reframes are most useful for over-generalizations, to loosen the 
“all or nothing” way the person thinks about the behavior. 


