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SKELETON KEYS

Most of the writing on brief therapy, systemic therapy,
and strategic therapy has focused on tailor-made interven-
tions designed for idiosyncratic situations. However, this
chapter and Chapter 9 describe interventions that have been
found useful with a wide variety of difficult situations. Coin-
cidentally with our work, Selvini-Palazzoli and Prata (1980}
invented an invariant prescription which they use across the
board with families (“hopeless cases”). They suggest that in
this prescription they have “found the springboard to get to
the heart of the problem. Furthermore, this was without con-
sidering a lot of details that could get us off the track” {em-
phasis added). Both their prescription (which follows a for-
mula) and our “formula tasks” (each of which are standardized)
suggest something about the nature of therapeutic interven-
tion and change which has not been clearly described before:
Interventions can initiate change without the therapist's first
understanding, in any detail, what has been going on.

But what is going on here? Both the BFTC team and the
Milan team seem to think that the therapist need not know
many details of the complaint in order to at least initiate the
solution of the problem. The interventions, therefore, need only
prompt the initiation of some new behavior patterns. The ex-
act nature of the trouble does not seem important to effec-
tively generating solutions, because the intervention needs
only to fit. Just a skeleton key is called for, not the one-and-
only key designed to specifically match the specific lock.
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WRITE, READ, AND BURN

I developed the first of what we now call “formula interven-
tions” for a specific case in 1969. A young woman had broken
up with her boyfriend, much against her will. For months
after the breakup she had obsessed about this, dreamt about
this, and blamed herself — trying to figure out what she had
done wrong. She remembered the good things that had hap-
pened and she remembered the bad, mainly the unreasonable
and unexpected end to a relationship she thought was head-
ing toward marriage, At the time of the first session, these
thoughts had progressed to nightmares. She thought about -
him all day ~and all night too.

After explaining to her that it was normal to have thought
a lot about these things and that she needed to think about
these things in order to get over the hurt and pain, I gave
her the following task as a way of concentrating her efforts
so that she could get on with life,

(1) She was to find a comfortable place in which she could
spend one quiet hour by herself each day at the same
time, She was to spend at least one hour, but no more
than an hour and a half, every day working on concen-
trating her efforts by:

(2) on odd numbered days, writing down all her good and
bad memories about her ex-boyfriend. She was to write
for the whole period, but no more than one and a half
hours, even if this meant writing the same five sen-
tences over and over. Then,

(3} on even numbered days, she was to read the previous
day’s notes and then burn them. .

(4) If these unwanted thoughts came to her at other, un-

scheduled times, she was to either say to herself, “I

have other things to think about now; I'll think about

this at my regular time,” or make a note to remind
herself to concentrate on these thoughts during the
regular time,
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that he did not have time to think, After five or six days he
no longer found even this to be necessary.

THE STRUCTURED FIGHT TASK

In 1974 I invented the “structured fight” task to fit a par-
ticular couple’s troublesome situation, with some surprising
results {de Skazer, 1977). This formula has been found useful
in the process of promoting solution when both people com-
plain about their arguments or fights. The ritual involves
these steps:

(1) Toss a coin to decide who goes first.

{2) The winner gets to bitch for 10 uninterrupted minutes.

(3) Then the other person gets a 10-minute turn.

(4) Then there needs to be 10 minutes of silence before
another round is started with a coin toss.

This intervention is specifically designed to fit situations
in which both partners situltaneously complain about fights
or arguments that seem never to settle anything. It is not
useful in finding solutions for the wider range of complaints
clients bring to therapists, i.e., if only one of the spouses is
complaining about the arguments. However, the transfer-
ability of these two “formula tasks” gave us the idea that
properly constructed tasks could be used again and again
with little modification in a variety of similar cases. The same
solution can be used over and over again without regard to
the specific details of the complaint.

“DO SOMETHING DIFFERENT"”

The “do something different” task was invented in 1978 to
fit one specific case. The results the family reported prompted
us to develop a formula version for other similar cases. The
criteria for use of this formula were quickly recognized: One
person is complaining about the behavior of another person
and, having tried “everything,” has become stuck reacting in
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the same way over and over whilé the troublesome behavior
continues. The wording for the task has become quite stand-
ardized. In this case the message is bemg gqven to the parents
of a teenage girl.

Between now and next tlme we meet, we would like
each of you once to, do somethmg different, when you
catch Mary watchmg ’I‘V mstead of doing what she
needs to be domg, 'no matter how strange or we1rd or

advantage is that therapzsts
what zts is the chents are air

sessiong.::
Tlus skeleton key
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COP BREATHES FEAR INTO BOY

Wichita, Kan. —AP— A 10-year-old boy told police
he broke into a school to retrieve his homework so he
could do it, but the confession came only after an offi-
cer threatened to hold his breath until the boy talked,
police said,

Officers alerted to a prowler at a Wichita elemen-
tary school Sunday morning found the 10-year-old
wandering around the building. The boy refused to
talk, so officers took him in for guestioning, accord-
ing to a police report. ,

“When officers were unable to convince [him} to
confess his intent, a mighty battle of wits began be-
tween the suspect and Lt. David Warry,” the police
report said.

The boy stood firm in the face of repeated ques-
tioning, saying little more than his name, according
to the report.

“In exasperation, the lieutenant threatened to hold
his breath until [the boy] confessed,” the report said.

“This proved to be too much, and he blurted out
that he had broken into the school to retrieve his home-
work so he wouldn’t get a zero when school opened
Monday” (Milwaukee Journal, 31 January 1984).

The particular complaint or type of complaint does not seem
to matter much, and the particular different thing done does
not seem to matter much either, as long as it is different
enough and/or effective and it fits.

When clients describe what is troubling them, they usually
describe all the “different” things they have found ineffective.
However, a closer examination of these approaches frequent-
ly reveals that all of them are within the same logical class;
they were, therefore, not different enough. Punishment is
punishment, whether it be grounding, restricting, or yelling.
Telling oneself to lose weight, dieting, having the doctor tell
yvou to lose weight—all are the same class of behaviors if they
do not produce the desired results. (Telling oneself or being




A A O Bty

SR

o

e i S ST

ey

2

it
3
: 3

Skeleton Keys 125

told to start being a thin person might work.) Since clients
seem not to find the different thing to do or the thing to do
differently, they continue to complain.

How complaints develop in most cases is actually unknown,
But we might (rejconstruct a history as if involving a whole
tree of either/or decisions: (1} if the husband's coming home
late is seen as normal the branch ends, if abnormal, the branch
continues, and splits into (2} either he is bad or mad; (3) if bad,
then a negative consequence is called for, if mad, treatment
is called for, However, this is too simple because any split
represents the frames of two people (husband and wife}, and
the fight is on over the interpretation given to the situation,
When the decision “this is a bad husband and, therefore, he
needs to be chastised” is called into question by the lack of
results, then, rather than considering the behavior normal
and ending their attempts to stop the lateness, they switch
labels from bad to mad, and seek treatment, because they are
still labeling it a “problem.”

Frequently, the “do something different” task is most use-
ful when clients complain about the ineffectiveness of their
reaction to some repeating sequence of events, e.g., a child
has temper tantrums to which the parents react in the same
ineffective fashion. This direct but nonspecific intervention
offers clients a wide range of possible new behaviors and in-
sures that the chosen behavior will be something that fits for
them and is not outside their bounds of possibility.

Case Example: Oreo Cookies

An eight-year-old boy was throwing temper tantrums both
at home and in school, Typically he was given “time-outs” and
lectures and sometimes spanked. But this approach did not
stop the tantrums. Then both parents and school tried to
reward him during the intervals between tantrums, but that
did not work. The parents frequently found themselves yell-
ing at the boy while the boy threw his tantrums. At the end
of a session with just the parents, the therapist told them to,
“De something different next time Josh throws a tantrum,
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no matter how strange, or weird, or off-the-wall what you do
might seem. The only important thing is that whatever you
decide to do, you need to, do something different.”

During the next tantrum father gave Josh a cookie with-
out saying a single word. The tantrum stopped. When mother
next witnessed a tantrum, she danced circles around the boy
while he kicked and screamed. That tantrum stopped. Subse-
quently, neither the parents nor the school reported any tan-
trums. Both the cookie-giving and the dancing were behav-
iors previously excluded from the tantrum pattern, and their
use proved different enough to prompt solution.

At first glance this solution appears to be counter-intui-
tive. Why should the cookie not serve as a reward or rein-
forcement rather than as a solution to the tantrum situation?
It might seem as if father’s behavior would promote tantrums
rather than stop them, but it did not, because the tantrum-
cookie sequence marked a new context in which the child did
not know what to expect from father except that he knew he
could not expect the usual attempts to stop the trantrum by
punishments, lectures, or time-outs, It is possible that if the
boy had thrown another tantrum and Dad gave him a cookie
again rather than doing something else different, then the
cookie might become a reinforcement. But, as it stands, the
unique reaction proved a solution.

Case Example: Fear of the Unknown

Another couple, faced with similar tantrums and given
the same task, reported that they had been unable to think
of anything different to do. The need had never arisen, since
their son had thrown no tantrums during the two-week inter-
val. Unlike the first case, the boy had been present when the
“do something different” task was assigned. The therapist
then asked the boy about this lack of tantrums, and the boy
replied, “I used to know exactly what they would do, but now
I don't.” He decided that rather than find out what different
things his parents might do, he would just stop having tan-
trums, In this case, the parents did not have to think of
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something different to.do because the boy found something
different to do and the tantrums ceased completely..

Case Example. Bullshzt*

After a year and a half of therapy that “was gemg no-
where,” the parents brought their complaints about their
16-year-old son to new therapists. They complained about
how “stupid” and “trite” Wayne’s lies were; nonetheless, the
parents still found them difficult to endure. ‘They: could not
understand why Wayne needed tolie so much: They felt that
they had tried everything: lectures, swatting; grounding, re-
stricting him in other - ways. But “nothing works with him,”

After comphmentmg the parents on then' permstence in
this matter; the. theraplst commented that he was sure: that.

*Steve Hunter and Ameld Woodmff Yo ﬁh Sérvice Burean, McHenry Coun-
ty, Hlinois, reported on this t;herapy done by their team:
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and stuff, and said something (vaguely) about some
sort of complex that [ don’t understand. She feels
that before we can figure this out, Wayne has to tell
the most obvious and outrageous lie of his life with
everyone in the family and every clue pointing at him.
And that the absurdity of the situation will create the
conditions under which everyone will understand “why”
Wayne lies.

(2) A second team member feels that you are basic-
ally on the right track and should keep doing what
you are doing in staying together as a team. In fact,
this team member feels that Wayne's behavior may
be keeping you together as a team. And that you
should continue counseling and that, the next time
Wayne lies, do something different, something that
Wayne cannot expect.

{3) A third team member feels you are moving too
far too fast with things and that you should go slow
and be cautious about any further changes until you
know “why” Wayne lies.

{4) T am thoroughly confused and exhausted by all
this but think that all of you need to go home and
think about, or get a clear sense of, when you'll know
Wayne is better.

Three weeks later, the family reported that it had been a
good interval, the one exception being the night Wayne came
home three hours late and told the most outrageous lies. This
convinced father that next time he needed to do something
outrageously different. He decided to buy some cattle drop-
pings from a neighbor and rub Wayne's face in the bullshit
when next he was caught in a lie. Understandably, his wife
would not let him do it, so he went to a novelty shop and
bought a can labeled “bullshit repellent,” which he had ready.
The next time Wayne lied, father sprayed him with this.
After the initial shock, everyone present saw the humor in
the situation. Subsequently, during the rest of the interval




(over two weeks) the parent;s d1d not: catch Wayne ina smgle _
lie (@ record: penad_of time R T
- 'The theraplst comphmented Wayne on }us performanc of
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said, “They talk funny,” the mother's and Andy’s signing was
clear enough for Jimmy and the interpreter. Mother described
her efforts to care for Jimmy and the difficult decision to
place him in a residential school for his own best interest. He
agreed that this school was better for him. Both of them
described how pleasant things could be on the weekends, but
expressed a lot of fear about the coming three-week holiday.

During the consulting break, the interpreter thought that
Jimmy would have a difficult time understanding what we
meant if we told him to “do something different.” Remember-
ing that mother had mentioned times when each surprised
the other, the task was modified.

"The therapist suggested that during the next week, if either
of them thought things were getting close to another tan-
trum, then both of them should somehow pleasantly surprise
the other. In fact, even when there were no “almost” tantrums,
they were still to find a way to pleasantly surprise each other.
Neither of them was to identify the surprise or ask, “Was that
your surprise?” They were each to see if they could figure out
how they were being surprised. The younger brother was
given the job of observing this and reporting on how each of
them surprised the other.

In the next session, Andy was able to tell us about the
various surprises that he had observed. It had proved a has-
sle-free week, and the boys found ways to cooperate rather
than fight. During this session it became clear that at least
some of Jimmy's tantrums were part of a deliberate “game”
of exaggeration. Sometimes mother’s and Andy’s misunder-
standing of this ended in chaos. Neither his brother nor mother
had been aware of this.

The therapist asked Jimmy to pretend to have a tantrum
or to play this game at least once in the coming two-week
period. Mother and brother were to guess when he was pre-
tending and when he was serious. If they thought he was
pretending, mother was to hug Jimmy, and Andy was to give
him a brotherly squeeze on the arm. The idea behind this,
which was not explained to them, was for mother and brother
to communicate nonverbally with the deaf boy, which might
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be more real for him.. This proved effective; In the next ses-
sion; both mothér and Andy reported following: through' but
since they had béenrunablé to tellif the “tantrums” were real
or pretend; they had physmai ontact Just m ca '
said he was pretendm s all the ti

Once she fxgured thxs ou ; h )
Hé told lier that anythmg might make a dszerence and- break
this habit: :
. While hier husband Was out of town; she decided that. what
hie would léast be es pectlj as for het not to be: hoine when
he got there: She left a.niote 61 the kitchen door: tei]mg him

that: she would be home late;: While he waited for- her; e
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prepared his own dinner. He was not at all depressed when
she arrived. The following week she was still painting the
bathroom when he returned and he fixed dinner for both of
them and gave no sign of feeling depressed. She decided that
he had been feeling bad because she had been showing signs
of missing him and so he felt guilty about having to be out
of town so much. She decided that she would no longer let
him know his being gone bothered her so much.

The “do something different” task seems to promote some
random, or apparently random, behaviors in clients, allowing
them to alter the sequences of behavior that are part of the
complaints they brought to therapy. In part, this task seems
to work because it reaffirms to the clients the therapist's ex-
pectation that change can and will happen, and that they, the
clients, can change and solve the problem.

This task seems most useful when the complaint is an in-
teractional one, i.e., when the parents are complaining about
their child’s behavior and/or their reactions to it, or one spouse
is complaining about the behavior of the other and/or their
reactions to it. The same idea, that it is necessary to “do
something different,” also applies when the person is com-
plaining about his own behavior, but a different task seerns
more useful.

“PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT YOU DO
WHEN YOU OVERCOME THE URGE TO..."

The main variation of the “do something different” task,
“pay attention to what you do when you overcome the temp-
tation or urgeto ... " (e.g., act depressed, overeat, yell at your
spouse, get drunk), was designed for use when a person is
complaining about his/her own behavior or about himself in
some way.

Any complaint can be seen as if involving a rule, or a set
of rules, which determines behavior. However, there are also
exceptions to that rule. That is, although clients tend to say
that the troublesome behavior always happens, there are
some more or less similar conditions under which it does not
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happen. These exceptions:can frequently serve as the. best
model upon which to build interventions because the behavior
involved is already part of the clients’ repertoire; consequent-
ly, the intervention will automatically fit. It will also be dif-
ferent: becanse the exception.is applied to.the rule-bound.
situation, where it can serve as something new or random and
thereby stand some chance of prompting new.or different
responses. Of course, pointing out this exception to.clients
may well not. be very useful. because of. their “always’ label
on the behavwr(s) ‘They cannot see the exception asan excep-
tion; they see it as accidental and:unrelated. It seems more
useful for. the: theraput to help create a context in which
clients can discover for themselves that some exceptions are
possible and can be useful, The task, “pay. attentzon towhat
you do when you overcome. the temptation to.. . .,” was de-
signed specifically to help cliénts and theraplst ahke discover
{(and use} the exceptions to the rule. .

Case Example. Flashback

A young woman came to therapy concerned that she rmght
relapse into heavy drug use. Two years earher

tivities. At the first session she wa asked to
to what you do when you overcome the
old patterns involving drugs e
One week later she reported more aclnv:tles, more socxai
contacts; and no failures to overcome the urges: The task was
repeated, and during the next session (two weeks after the
second). she. reported far fewer urges and more activities.
Without the therapist’s suggestion, she requested that the
task be repeated, and the theraplst gladly went along with
therequest: In the fmal session, two Weeks later, she reported-:
that the temp ' ;

ay attent:on
-ges to return to the‘
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The frame suggested by this task presupposes that the
client {and clients in general) will overcome the urges or temp-
tations (her frame suggested that the temptations would
hecome too strong to resist) at least some of the time, and
that the client will, perhaps, do something different in order
to overcome the urges. The construction of the task is also
meant to help the client pay attention to what she does, i.e.,
her behavior, rather than some interior state. In the session
following the assignment of this task, the therapist frequent-
ly opens with a question such as, “Well, what did you do when
you overcame the temptations during this past week?” This
question presupposes that change has happened and that the
client has done something to overcome at least some of the
temptations. Regardless of the client’s response, she is en-
couraged to see and use tools which she already has to over-
come the temptation to “go back to the old way.” Once the
either/or thinking is reframed to include the excluded classes
of behavior, the client will be able to do something different
that fits for her, since it is her own, rather than the thera-
pist’s, idea.

Case Example: Who's First?

A mother and her 15-year-old son came to therapy because
they both wanted to stop smoking. After exploring all the
reasons for stopping or not stopping, the team gave the fol-
lowing variation of this homework task:*

Between now and next session, pay attention fo what
you do when you overcome the temptation to smoke
and pay attention to what the other one does when
he or she overcomes the temptation to smoke. Half
the team thinks that you, mother, will stop smoking.

#This task, rather than the "do something different” task, was used because
both mother and son were essentially making complaints about their own
behavior, not about each other's smoking. If each had been complaining about
the other, then the "do something different” task might have been more useful.
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After complimenting her on the ways she found to over-
come the urges and on taking the initiative, the therapist
remarked that her boss was lucky to have someone so sensi-
tive working for him and wondered if he knew how lucky he
was. He gave her the same task.

Again she found things to do instead of being critical. This
turned out to be a good thing for her when her boss compli-
mented her on “not mothering” him. This reinforced her deci-
sion not to become critical. However, she felt the pressure in-
creased. To overcome the temptations, she took on more and
more responsibility for various tasks around the office, in-
cluding correcting errors without being told.

Six months later, he gave her a substantial raise because
she was so conscientious about her work and able to work
without a lot of directives.

CONCLUSION

The formula interventions and the case material illustrate
the creativity of clients and the resources they already have
before they come to therapy. In some sense, the therapy really
adds nothing (the Wizard of Oz technique): The therapist does
not tell the clients what to do differently and does not teach
the clients any new techniques. These interventions are min-
imally intrusive and yet thejr impact seems inordinately large,
The ripple effect or the concept of wholism gives us some no-
tions about how a small difference can become a big enough
difference.




