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NLP has had a mixed reception, being popular with the public and widely used in businesses and
organisations, with 326 National Health Service (NHS) trusts and strategic authorities spending in
excess of £800,000 on NLP-related training between 2006 and 2009 (Sturt et al., 2012). A recent
systematic review found that NLP can be effective for improving a wide range of work-related
psychological outcomes including self-esteem and occupational stress (Kotera, Sheffield, & Van
Gordon, 2018), but up until recently NLP has been often discounted by mainstream psychology
(Karunaratne, 2010). This article discusses the issues that created that situation and considers what is
required from the field to further develop credibility. It concludes that NLP has an evidence base of
peer-reviewed publications and as a result the pejorative label of pseudoscience that has sometimes
been applied to it should be retired.

NLP

Developed in the 1970s by a team lead by Bandler, Grinder and Pucelik (Grinder & Pucelik, 2013), it
began as a modelling project, attempting to identify common patterns of intervention and thought
processing in a range of psychotherapists and academics (Perls, Satir, Erickson, Bateson, Korzybksi,
Rogers and Watszlawick) (Bandler, Grinder, & Delozier, 1975; DeLozier & Grinder, 1987; Grinder
& Pucelik, 2013).

These diverse original influences have resulted in some variance in definitions of NLP depending on
the focus of the authority, Grimley notes 14 in his paper on ‘what is NLP?’ (2016). The Concise
OED’s definition is: ‘a system of alternative therapy intended to educate people in self-awareness and
effective communication, and to change their patterns of mental and emotional behaviour.” (Soanes &
Stevenson, 2006).

Science and Pseudoscience

The Webster dictionary defines sciences as:

‘knowledge or a system of knowledge covering general truths or the operation of general laws
especially as obtained and tested through scientific method’

where the scientific method is:

‘principles and procedures for the systematic pursuit of knowledge involving the recognition and
formulation of a problem, the collection of data through observation and experiment, and the
formulation and testing of hypotheses’.(Webster, 2020)


https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/scientific%20method

Pseudoscience is defined as a pejorative term used to describe claims that lack scientific evidence
(Burke, 2017). As a label it has some issues, being divisive and lacking a precise agreed-upon set of
criteria. This makes the term’s use questionable and has resulted in a growing body of academic
opinion that recommends its removal (Burke, 2017; Gordin, 2017).

Research, Criticism and Debate

Bostic St Clair (Grinder & Pucelik, 2013) posits that the looseness in formulation of NLP may have
provided some scope for creativity, with every session typically tailored to that client in that moment,
rather than reproducing generic intervention strategies. However this also created a lack of standards
of training and delivery in practice (Grimley, 2016) and this variability produces serious research
methodology issues and difficulty in evaluating NLP as a single field.

This uncertainty has been added to by the results produced by the earliest attempts to evaluate NLP
(Einspruch & Forman, 1985, 1988; Sharpley, 1984, 1987), which found little supportive evidence of a
presumed link between eye movements, language and mental processing. However some
commentators consider these studies to have methodological and conceptual flaws (Gray, Wake, &
Cheal, 2012) noting the narrow research focus into particular aspects of NLP that were not considered
central to it by experts in the NLP field, such as eye movements, and a lack of understanding of what
was being measured. However, this arguably poorly constructed research became part of an initial
evidence base that was referenced and directed future studies (Gray et al., 2012).

A more robust research approach has resulted in a range of published papers, (Arroll et al., 2017;
Bigley et al., 2010; Cheal, 2007; Genser-Medlitsch & Schitz, 2004; Gray et al., 2012; Grimley, 2016;
Hollander & Malinowski, 2016; Karunaratne, 2010; Kudliskis, 2013; Kudliskis & Burden, 2009;
Linder-Pelz, 2010; Ojanen, 2005; Sahebalzamani, 2014; Sahi & Méétta, 2013; Sterman, 1991;
Stipancic, Renner, Schiitz, & Dond, 2010; Sturt et al., 2012, 2012; Tosey & Mathison, 2003; Wake,
Gray, & Bourke, 2013; Wake & Leighton, 2014; Witt, 2008) which begun the overdue process of
creating an evidence base. A recent meta-analysis (Zaharia, Reiner, & Schiitz, 2015) which considered
trials of NLP as a psychotherapeutic intervention, whilst recognising, ‘there is a major lack of high-
quality data from observational, experimental studies or randomized trials on this field...” concludes
‘Our meta-analysis review found evidence to support the positive effects of this form of psychotherapy
(Zaharia et al., 2015, p. 361).

In spite of this small but growing evidence base, NLP appears to have become stigmatised, as noted by
the authors of a paper on NLP’s brief phobia cure for heights (Arroll et al., 2017) who reported that
their paper was originally rejected by a well-respected journal, along with the advice to remove the
references to NLP in order to achieve publication (Arroll & Henwood, 2017). The authors reported
that when this singular change was made, publication was achieved. This has the potential to create a
vicious circle where NLP can be dismissed as an approach for having no evidence base, but is
obstructed in creating an evidence base, in which it is explicitly named, because it isn’t considered a
valid approach.

Conclusion

There is a growing evidence base of peer-reviewed publications identifying the efficacy of NLP ina
range of areas. Much of the criticisms of NLP appear to stem from an unhelpful bias that seems to be
derived from focusing on the earlier poorly-structured studies and a lack of awareness of the more



recent publications. The NLP field has a role to play in resolving this by engaging more fully in
research despite the difficulties (Grimley, 2016) in creating robust research in fields currently without
established academic structures, credibility or funding. It is hoped this article helps add clarity to the
confused, and often partisan, debate in the field and encourages the retirement of the clearly
inappropriate term pseudoscience and a renewed interest in academic research from practitioners and
researchers.

References

Arroll, B., & Henwood, S. M. (2017). NLP research, equipoise and reviewer prejudice. Rapport, 54,
24-26.

Arroll, B., Henwood, S. M., Sundram, F. I., Kingsford, D. W., Mount, V., Humm, S. P., Wallace, H. B,,
& Pillai, A. (2017). A brief treatment for fear of heights: A randomized controlled trial of a novel
imaginal intervention. The International Journal of Psychiatry in Medicine, 52(1), 21-33.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091217417703285

Bandler, R., Grinder, J., & Delozier, J. (1975). Patterns of the hypnotic techniques of Milton H.
Erickson, M.D. Grinder & Associates: Master distributor, Metamorphous Advanced Product
Services.

Bigley, J., Griffiths, P. D., Prydderch, A., Romanowski, C. A. J., Miles, L., Lidiard, H., & Hoggard, N.
(2010). Neurolinguistic programming used to reduce the need for anaesthesia in
claustrophobic patients undergoing MRI. The British Journal of Radiology, 83(986), 113-117.
https://doi.org/10.1259/bjr/14421796

Burke, K. (2017, January 3). Stop Using the Word Pseudoscience. American Scientist.
https://www.americanscientist.org/blog/from-the-staff/stop-using-the-word-pseudoscience

Cheal, M. (2007). An investigation into how neuro-linguistic programming can be added to
positive psychology as a source of interventions to increase self-esteem and subjective well-
being in psychologically healthy populations.

Delozier, J., & Grinder, J. (1987). Turtles all the way down. Grinder, DelLozier.

Einspruch, E. L., & Forman, B. D. (1985). Observations concerning research literature on neuro-
linguistic programming. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 32(4), 589-596.

Einspruch, E. L., & Forman, B. D. (1988). Neuro-linguistic programming in the treatment of
phobias. Psychotherapy in Private Practice, 6(1), 91-100.

Genser-Medlitsch, M., & Schitz, P. (2004). Does neuro-linguistic psychotherapy have effect?
Nowiny Psychologiczne, 1, 23-48.

Gordin, M. D. (2017). The problem with pseudoscience. EMBO Reports, 18(9), 1482-1485.
https://doi.org/10.15252/embr.201744870

Gray, R. M., Wake, L., & Cheal, M. (2012). Research and the history of methodological flaws. In R.
Gray & F. Bourke (Eds.), The Clinical Efficacy of NLP: A critical appraisal (pp. 194-216).
Routledge.



Grimley, B. (2016). What is NLP? The development of a grounded theory of neuro-linguistic
programming, (NLP), within an action research journey. Implications for the use of NLP in
coaching psychology. International Coaching Psychology Review, 11(2), 166-178.

Grinder, J., & Pucelik, F. (2013). Origins of Neuro Linguistic Programming. Crown House
Publishing.

Hollander, J., & Malinowski, O. (2016). The effectiveness of NLP: Interrupted time series
analysis of single subject—Data for one session of NLP coaching. Journal of Experiential
Psychotherapy, 19(4), 41-46. http://jep.ro/images/pdf/cuprins_reviste/76_art_5.pdf

Karunaratne, M. (2010). Neuro-linguistic programming and application in treatment of phobias.
Complementary Therapies in Clinical Practice, 16(4), 203-207.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ctcp.2010.02.003

Kotera, Y., Sheffield, D., & Van Gordon, W. (2018). The applications of neuro-linguistic
programming in organizational settings: A systematic review of psychological outcomes.
Human Resource Development Quarterly. https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.21334

Kudliskis, V. (2013). Neuro-linguistic programming and altered states: Encouraging preparation
for learning in the classroom for students with special educational needs. British Journal of
Special Education, 40(2), 86—-95. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8578.12020

Kudliskis, V., & Burden, R. (2009). Applying ‘what works’ in psychology to enhancing
examination success in schools: The potential contribution of NLP. Thinking Skills and
Creativity, 4(3), 170-177. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tsc.2009.09.002

Linder-Pelz, S. (2010). NLP coaching: An evidence-based approach for coaches, leaders and
individuals. Kogan Page Publishers.

Ojanen, M. (2005). Terapiastako ratkaisu. NLP-perustaisen psykoterapian
tuloksellisuustutkimus. PSYKOLOGIA, 40(5/86), 599.

Sahebalzamani, M. (2014). Efficacy of neurolinguistic programming training on mental health
in nursing and midwifery students. Iranian Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research, 19(5),
503-507. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4223968/

Sahi, S., & Maatta, K. (2013). How did an antismoking campaign with a neuro linguistic program
work out? A case study of secondary school students’ experiences in one Finnish school.
Journal of Child & Adolescent Substance Abuse, 22(3), 214-234.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1067828X.2012.733588

Sharpley, C. F. (1984). Predicate matching in NLP: A review of research on the preferred
representational system. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 31(2), 238—-248.

Sharpley, C. F. (1987). Research findings on neurolinguistic programming: Nonsupportive data
or an untestable theory? Journal of Counseling Psychology, 34(1), 103-107.

Soanes, C., & Stevenson, A. (2006). Concise Oxford English Dictionary: Eleventh edition (11th
Revised edition edition). OUP.



Sterman, C. M. (1991). Neuro-linguistic programming as psychotherapeutic treatment in
working with alcohol and other drug addicted families. Journal of Chemical Dependency
Treatment, 4(1), 73-85. https://doi.org/10.1300/J034v04n01_06

Stipancic, M., Renner, W., Schiitz, P., & Dond, R. (2010). Effects of neuro-linguistic programming
on psychological difficulties and perceived quality of life. Counselling and Psychotherapy
Research, 10(1), 39-49. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733140903225240

Sturt, J., Ali, S., Robertson, W., Metcalfe, D., Grove, A., Bourne, C., & Bridle, C. (2012).
Neurolinguistic programming: A systematic review of the effects on health outcomes. The
British Journal of General Practice: The Journal of the Royal College of General Practitioners,
62(604), e757-764. https://doi.org/10.3399/bjgp12X658287

Tosey, P., & Mathison, J. (2003). Neuro-linguistic programming and learning theory: A
response. Curriculum Journal, 14(3), 371-388.

Wake, L., Gray, R. M., & Bourke, F. (2013). The clinical effectiveness of neurolinguistic
programming: A critical appraisal. Routledge.

Wake, L., & Leighton, M. (2014). Pilot study using neurolinguistic programming (NLP) in post-
combat PTSD. Mental Health Review Journal, 19(4), 251-264. https://doi.org/10.1108/MHRJ-
08-2014-0026

Webster. (2020). Definition of Science. In Webster. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/science

Witt, K. (2008). Neuro-linguistic psychotherapy (NLPt) treatment can modulate the reaction in
pollen allergic humans and their state of health. International Journal of Psychotherapy, 12(1),
50-60.

Zaharia, C., Reiner, M., & Schutz, P. (2015). Evidence-based neuro linguistic psychotherapy: A
meta-analysis. Psychiatria Danubina, 27(4), 335-363.
http://www.hdbp.org/psychiatria_danubina/pdf/dnb_vol27_no4/dnb_vol27_no4_355.pdf

The author:

Dr. Phil Parker
PhD, DO Dip E Hyp P NLP MBIH Certified Master Practitioner of NLP

20 years ago Phil created the Lightning Process which helps
individuals to profoundly change their lives and health. Since then he
has trained practitioners who deliver it in 15 countries and on 5
different continents.

In 2021, he won the ‘ANLP Inspiration Award for outstanding
contribution in the field of NLP’; he has also been nominated for 4 years in a row in the
category of NLP in Health.

Phil completed his PhD in the Psychology of Health at London Metropolitan University and is
involved in research into a number of areas including the Lightning Process and Substance
Use Disorders. Phil has also written 4 books to help people to make change in their lives and



is a Hay House Author. You can read more about the research studies which have involved
Phil’s work, the papers he’s written here and his books on www.philparker.org.

Outside of his work Phil has many interests and passions including music (he once played the
guitar with Eric Clapton but that’s another story...!), travel, photography, his dog Luna and of
course his friends and family. Many of these things influence, and are discussed in, his
trainings and his valued newsletters.

https://www.philparker.org



