
Metaphorically Speaking 
The Use of Metaphors in Therapy 

Shoshana Newman, PT 
Rika Alper, PhD. 

Montclair, NJ 
6/13/14 



A PICTURE IS WORTH 1000 WORDS 



WHAT IS A METAPHOR? 

noun 
1.  a figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or 

action to which it is not literally applicable. 

2.  a thing regarded as representative or symbolic of something else, especially 
something abstract 



STRESS REDUCTION THROUGH GUIDED 
BREATHING METAPHORS: 

Breathing Exercises 
�  Conductor Breathing 

�  Elevator Breathing 

�  Smell the Flowers 

�  Blow out the Candles 

 



METAPHORS PUT ABSTRACT 
CONCEPTS INTO CONCRETE 
TERMS  

�  breathe like Darth Vader 

�  imagine they are fogging mirror using the nose instead of the mouth 

�  create a sound like that of the ocean 



MORE BREATHING 

�  Breathing exercises for young children:  
�  Take a deep breath through your nose to smell the X (child picks favorite comforting 

smell) and gently blow the flames on the birthday candles to make them flicker with a 
long steady breath. 

�  "Puppy breaths" where child imagines a dog's belly going up and down as it sleeps to 
emphasize breathing air in and out of the stomach versus chest 

 



Use of the Hoberman geosphere to represent the lungs expanding and 
contracting.  The sphere is a metaphorical prop for the lungs breathing.  It 
makes something abstract more accessible. 
  
 



A METAPHOR TAPS INTO THE VISUAL AS 
WELL AS LANGUAGE BY CREATING AN 
IMAGE OR DRAWING IN THE MIND. 

� How do learning specialists help students with 
school performance issues,  test anxiety, 
procrastination, poor focus, poor organization? 

� What are common metaphors used for these study 
skills and school preparation? 



REGULATION METAPHORS-THERAPIST 
DESCRIBED VISUALIZATIONS/CLIENT 
LEARNS TO SELF REGULATE 

�  “How does your engine run”  Alert program 

�  “Zones of regulation” 



METAPHOR CREATES A SENSE OF 
FAMILIARITY 
-MOTOR METAPHORS 
�  We love to recognize things  

flex your spine. “What does that mean?” 
 
 
 Precisely. What about stretch your back like a cat would when 
it’s yawning (or angry or frightened).  



METAPHOR MOTIVATES STUDENTS 
INTO ACTION 
 
�  Engage your front foot with a gas-pedal action 

�  Point your toes like a ballerina 

�  Reach your arms up like you are reaching for the star 



METAPHOR CAN BE USED TO DRAW 
STUDENT’S ATTENTION TO A BODY PART, 
OR SPECIFIC MOVEMENT. 
 

�  Your hands and fingers are spreading wide like starfish 

�  Stand tall and still like a mountain 

 YOGA uses multiple visualizations and metaphors in poses 
�  “Mountain Pose:  Stack one block evenly on top of another to 

make a strong tower)  Put roots in the ground of your tree to 
make it strong” 



COLLABORATIVE CONSTRUCTION OF 
METAPHOR:  THERAPIST-CLIENT 

�  A Shared Metaphor is the goal/outcome of the process:  intimate 
connection 

�  Turtle:  What does the child’s image tell you about the child? (sense of 
humor, irony, perspective, etc.) 

�  Inside my head 

�  Snail 

 



 BRAIN MAPS/BRAIN PORTRAITS 
 
�  A way of using “art therapy” to communicate – “Whiteboard Therapy” 

�  Whiteboard is interactive – can be continuously erased/edited/updated/
photographed/shared 

�  Making an assumption that the child has some self-awareness.  (That 
assumption is useful in and of itself.) 

�  Evokes/inspires self-awareness 

�  Shared experience with parent, child, and therapist – creates 3-way 
communication which the child OWNS. 

 



WRAPPING THE BABY 
Wrap the Baby - - need to know 
what the metaphor looks like to 
the child.  What do you do when 
the kid’s image doesn’t look like 
what you had in mind? 



DEPICTIONS-CHILD GENERATED 

�  When asked what it felt like in his brain 



ANXIETY/STRESS- 
THERAPIST DESCRIBED METAPHORS 

�  worries are like bullies to your brain --junk that needs to be discarded.  

�  Imagine a tree with strong roots and trunk. In a storm, heavy winds, the 
tree's branches blow in the wind, get knocked around. But the strong 
roots and trunk keep the tree steady during and after the storm.  

�  Value of being flexible, "blowing" around a little bit, not fighting the 
emotion but tolerating.  

�    



MORE ANXIETY-THERAPIST GENERATED 
DESCRIPTORS 

For those who get caught up in details, are perfectionistic: 

�   Camera lens zooming out to see the big picture 

For those who ruminate, have OCD tendencies:  

�  Imagine your brain is a net. Thoughts go into the net and many thoughts 
pass through the holes. Sometimes, the net in your brain has really tiny 
holes so thoughts go in and can't get out. They get stuck. You keep 
thinking of them over and over again. 



BIPOLAR METAPHOR-THERAPIST 
GENERATED FOR EXPLAINING TO PARENT 

� Bipolar/explosive kid = a grenade.  
�   Whole family gets injured by shrapnel.  



CREATING HOPE 

�  When it is sunny out, we wish the sun would shine forever. But we 
know it won't. When it is raining, we also know the rain will not last 
forever. But when you are sad or depressed you forget that the feeling is 
temporary, and believe you will never feel better again. The idea is to 
enjoy good feelings, but not expect life to always be good, and to 
tolerate bad feelings, but find comfort in remembering you will not 
always feel this way.  



SADNESS/ANGER-THERAPIST GUIDING 
PATIENT THROUGH THIS METAPHOR 

�  Talk about bad feelings like a storm that comes in. When it is thundering 
and raining, we forget not only that the storm will pass and the skies 
will clear, but also that above the storm the skies are calm. The idea is to 
have the bad feelings (anger, sadness, etc) while keeping in mind that 
they are just feelings, and not a permanent state of existence.  



GRANDMA ON THE FRONT PORCH  

�  Train the Dog in your brain 



ORAL MOTOR 

�  Lets have a "tongue fight" for tongue resistance exercises 

�   “Tongue elevator" for an exercise requiring tongue elevation; 

�   In speaking to parents, I explain doing oral motor exercises or auditory 
processing exercises as similar to going to the gym--it's a work out that 
builds a strong foundation for more complex behaviors  



THERAPIST GENERATED 
�  Classic psychodynamic training 

�  Programs using Metaphor and Visualization:   

Yoga postures-tree, cobra, mountain, child’s pose 

Alert Program:  Engine 

Zones of Regulation:  Red, Green, Blue, Yellow zones 

�  Handwriting without Tears, Loops and other Groups:  Visual 
and verbal guidance and metaphor to expand motor memory 


