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We wish to express our deepest appreciation as we
dedicate this book to the late Milton H. Erickson, M.D.

“I invent a new theory and a new approach for each
individual.” – Milton H. Erickson, M.D., personal
communication, November, 1977
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Introduction to the
Crown House Classic Release

of The Answer Within
 Twenty-five Years Later and Counting. . .

From Carol A. Hicks, MA, LMFT

I sometimes imagine a cosmic conveyor belt with an infinite variety of
challenges already lined up and just waiting to be continuously delivered into
the present moment, demanding to be handled somehow. When we encounter
these often-unwelcome challenges and don’t yet know how we will deal with
them, a part of us wants to sound the alarm, worried that we won’t come up
with something suitable to avert catastrophe. “Relax,” we might tell ourselves,
“it’s only uncertainty.” We can learn to regard occasions of chaos as extremely
good news, trusting the process to activate a uniquely productive unconscious
search for creative solutions.

Anyone can cultivate the habit of expecting (and thus creating) happiness
and success even in the face of chaos, challenge, trauma, or difficulty. Our
son, Shawn Lankton, summed it up this way: “The world is what you make it,
how you interpret things. You get to choose whether to be miserable or happy
no matter how dismal or tedious your particular situation might be. But the
more you choose to be happy, the better your situation gets. So choose
mindfully.”

Much has changed since we wrote this book 25 years ago. And yet nothing
is really very different at all in the sense that we all must still determine what
we want and then harness our powers of active intention to pursue our heart’s
desires. This book is still about taking conscious control of belief systems and
experiential resources so as to identify what we want and create positive self-

xxi
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fulfilling prophecies. To summarize what Erickson emphasized, our
unconscious minds contain a vast storehouse of learnings, resource experiences,
memories, and characteristics that can be retrieved and assigned to various
missions, as per our desire.

 We can’t elicit an answer within without first generating a question. The
question I’ve most frequently asked of clients for 30 years now is: “What do
you want?” I have observed people wrestle with seemingly eternal conflicts
associated with knowing, then getting what they want, and finally, co-existing
with loved ones who also want what they want.  An irate father once loudly
complained that his daughter just “wanted what she wanted when she wanted
it!”  He made that sound like a bad thing, but by virtue of being alive, don’t
we all want what we want when we want it?

Of course, we need to be able to gracefully take “no” for an answer when
circumstances prevent us actualizing this ideal. But it isn’t a bad thing to want
it. Usually, we don’t mindfully contemplate what it is that we want.  Not doing
so creates a sad situation. Why? Because it makes sense that our chances of
getting what we want improve significantly when we actually know what we
want and act in an assertive manner to make those wishes known to both
ourselves and others around us.

Sometimes what we want is quite obvious. But often we only know that we
want something by virtue of a nagging sense of vague yearning. As our
daughter, Alicia Lankton, said to me one day when she was three years old:
“Mom, I’m not as happy as I want to be. Nothing is really wrong. It’s just that
I want something and I don’t know what it is.” It was clear to me that she
desperately wanted and naively believed that I would be able to solve this
mystery of what she wanted and then provide it for her.  Alicia’s moment is
much like that of so many of my clients.  I had to break the news to her that
she was the leading candidate for discovering what she wanted. I explained
that she would have to go inside and ask her deepest self: “What do I want?”
And since it often takes a while for this knowing part to communicate with
us, it is best if we get comfortable while we wait.  The answers about what we
really want do come from within, sometimes with swift certainty – and other
times taking their own sweet time.

In any case, knowing what we want is the first step. We can’t begin the
journey of a thousand miles if we don’t know where we want to make our first
footfall.  Fortunately, even though the internal mental mechanisms for
attending to signals about what one wants may be “rusted over” from decades
of inactivity, the potential and capability to wake up this skill continues to
exist in virtually everyone. And “the sooner the better,” since we humans live
on a cutting edge where we are constantly being stretched and transformed in
a relentless evolution.  Like it or not – all transformation, all the time!

xxii THE ANSWER WITHIN
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trance phenomena and retrieving experiential resources. Repeatedly we
relate these to the overall context of the multiple embedded metaphor.
Thanks to the Boston Family Institute we have included several case examples
from “nonhypnotic” family therapy. These illustrate strategic uses of trance
phenomena and facilitate additional investigation and understanding of
trance phenomena in the context of both hypnotic and nonhypnotic therapy.

Multiple embedded metaphor is elaborately illustrated in Chapter 7, with
three entire case transcripts and discussions of the work and the results.
Chapter 8 looks at self-image thinking and other work that is directed at
changing unconscious emotional conflict. Again, this is done in the context of the
multiple embedded metaphor. Chapter 9 concludes with a discussion of
terminating therapy

We sincerely hope that you will make significant gains from this volume,
which is about the work of a great man. Buddha once said that great men are
like mountains – they can be seen from a distance. And with mountains,
there are always those who climb and create paths for others to follow.
Perhaps we have created such a path with the magic that is in us, but in the
Ericksonian tradition we remind you that the magic in us is less than the Buddha
in you. We trust that your learnings will stay with you. “And,” as Erickson
would say before he embarked with you on a hypnotic journey, “my voice
goes everywhere with you, and changes into the voice of your parents,
your teacher, your playmates and even the voice of the wind and the rain....”

PREFACE          xix
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We have a choice: We can resist the uncertainty or we can embrace it,
accepting whatever happens as if we had chosen it and trusting that we will
somehow survive. This is true even though we are yet to know the specifics of
the future.

The sometimes-traumatic yet transformative fires of change consume what
is finished and allow us to launch new heartfelt dreams. Such is the turning
point at which reorganization and change occurs. Therapy and change bring
on the lightning round of learning.  It’s a time of giving birth to the new self
and saying goodbye to the old. As painful as this transition may be, we
eventually come to treasure our new learnings. They only became possible by
our enduring events previously experienced as traumatic or limiting.
Erickson’s work has become an enduring beacon for transformative change,
guiding countless therapists as they, in turn, inspire clients to find the answer
within - a new appreciation for the wisdom embedded inside the same deep
human experiences that had once been feared and resisted. The fires of
transformation, like the Olympic flame, burn eternally, just as The Answer
Within will continue to speak to those who work to embrace transformation.

From Stephen Lankton, MSW, LCSW, DAHB

The Answer Within was written in 1983 to emphasize our understandings
about Milton Erickson’s work and the complex frameworks upon which it
was constructed.  Erickson’s work was not correctly understood when viewed
as a collection of techniques.  The science of psychotherapy and family therapy
is advanced by measuring, correlating, and eventually predicting.  It would
be convenient for empirical research if his approach easily lent itself to that
sort of investigation.  But, alas, it does not and it remains elusive to accurate
empirical research in many ways.

Erickson attempted to greet each client by participating in a role that was
either complementary or symmetrical to his or her role.  That is, if the client
was rigidly adhering to an interpersonal posture of being one-down from
others, Erickson might oblige the client by taking a posture that was superior.
Conversely, the exact opposite was also true.  Yet in other cases Erickson, like
a chameleon, appeared to view the world in a manner that was equivalent to
that of the client.

Having established that sort of contact with the client, Erickson would accept
the language and behavior provided by the client, and even ask for more of it
when it appeared to be, to other observers, a potential resistance.  This
utilization approach reduced resistance and increased the motivation of the
individuals he saw.

      INTRODUCTION        xxiii
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Finally, a permissive language rich with indirect suggestion, metaphor,
direct intervention, paradox, and more, helped clients facilitate change.  And
this facilitation was always accomplished at the experiential level for the client.
That is, he did not accomplish change by helping a client have insight, rational
thinking, or manipulating reinforcement contingencies.  He was able to touch
each individual’s heart in such a manner that the person came to re-experience,
and reinterpret or reframe his or her understanding of what had been previous
limitations.

Erickson taught us to approach each case with these goals in mind.  Further,
he taught us to be comfortable with the ambiguity and uncertainty that this
approach would create.  He taught us to embrace a level of “not-knowing” —
but still contacting — our clients.  And in the openness of that contact and
“not-knowing,” we were to allow an entirely unique and creative outcome to
emerge.

While on the one hand, we call that outcome the answer within; it is a bit
paradoxical to do so.  That is because this creative emerging outcome was
really a result of the both interpersonal context that was established as well as
the resources brought by the unique individual and his or her history.

It has been my continual hope that articulating some of the difficult aspects
of this approach will allow clinicians to replicate it and in the process find
their own voice in doing so.  In addition, it has been my hope that articulating
some of these difficult aspects will help inform clinical research to increasingly
gather empirical support for this evidence-based approach.

When students of Erickson’s approach make the decision to embrace these
ideas and shape them into tools that transform their practice, the commitment
they make is much like the commitment needed to learn a martial art.  In a
similar way, there is no weekend workshop or seminar that will allow therapists
to become expert in the craft.  As in the martial arts, it is only through careful,
deliberate, and systematic training and study that a practitioner can assimilate
and be comfortable with an effective application of an Ericksonian approach
to change.

If everything in this book could be boiled down to one simple sentence,
that sentence perhaps would read, “Help clients get the experiences they need
in the contexts in which they live.”  All the other aspects of Erickson’s approach
have to do with improving the possibility of accomplishing that goal.  The
process begins with the first contact with the client, continues throughout the
sometimes vague and ambiguous relationship with that client, and culminates
when our unique and creative outcome has finally been achieved.  And while
that outcome will usually (but not always) include a reduction or removal of
the presenting symptoms, it more often involves a redirection and
recommitment to life that is not concerned with those symptoms or presenting
problems at all.  That is, once a child learns to ride a bicycle, he or she is no

xxiv THE ANSWER WITHIN
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longer focusing on an earlier question about a fear of falling.  Instead, applying
the newly acquired skill is so rewarding that one rarely returns to the limitation.

Looking back over the past 25 years, there have been 10, well-attended,
international congresses on Ericksonian approaches to hypnosis and
psychotherapy. The Evolution of Psychotherapy conferences have continued
to be the largest conferences ever convened in honor of a single individual
(Milton Erickson, of course). There are 129 official Erickson Institutes
established throughout the world. These institutes can be found in almost
every state and in dozens of countries from Argentina and Australia to Turkey
and Uruguay.  And, the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis has, this year,
celebrated its 50th anniversary.  In so doing, it held plenary sessions in
remembrance of Milton Erickson, which were recognized by many as a
highlight of the conference.  Also the American Journal of Clinical Hypnosis this
year has created the 50th anniversary issue – this journal was originally
established and edited by Dr. Erickson. It still thrives.  A Google search reveals
134,000 hits for Milton H. Erickson.  And, a search on Amazon.com reveals
1217 matches to his name.

It is certainly fair to say that Dr. Erickson’s legacy continues to grow.  And
as it does it is our sincere belief that the foundational understanding presented
in The Answer Within will follow him and all those who seek to learn about
him, his approach to change, and the legacy he created.

      INTRODUCTION         xxv
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