
People Space: a paper exercise 

By Armand Kruger. 

This is not research. These are notes from more than 5 years of work in a psychiatric clinic and with couples in my 

private practice. The people who I saw in the clinic were not followed up by me. The clinic was a psychiatric clinic. 

The decision makers were psychiatrist who admitted people for medication. I was one member of the auxiliary team. 

The rest of the team were Occupational therapists. Since the psychiatrist oversaw the treatment discharge was done 

on his instructions. This resulted in some people being there for one session and then gone from the next weekly 

session conducted by me 

The couples interventions in my private practice morphed into NLP-work because at the time that was my major 

expertise.  

Now is my time for research since I may use the Mental Space Psychology principles more effectively regarding 

positioning of others. Don’t know yet how to build size (amount of demand and energy) into the MSP with my 

current level of understanding. 

Introduction: 

Each of the people in the group are given a blank A4 page by me by hand. I then say: “This exercise is about how you 

and other significant people occupy your life space. This blank piece of paper represent your life space. 

Initially, make a dot for each person on the paper. If you wish you could write their initials next to the dot. 

Thank you for completing it. Did you remember to make a dot for yourself in the appropriate place? 

Now, make a judgement for how much time, energy, and effort each person uses in your life space. You can also 

think of it in terms of how much they require from you. Draw a circle around each person and let the size of the 

circle be an indication of the “how much” is asked of you.” 

 

Processing Questions: 

“Please answer the following 5 questions by using another piece of paper. These notes are strictly yours. You could 

write long or short style as they are reminders for you of your learning to be used later.” 

Q1: What does the position of the paper mean to you? Some of you have preferred to use it horizontally in front of 

you, and some used it vertically. What is the first thought that comes to your mind? 

Q2: Notice the positions of yourself and significant others in your life space? For example: are you in the center of 

your space? If not you, who is? What is there to learn about occupying your space? 

Q3: Compare the size of the circles of each person's demand with the size of your circle (including the size (free time, 

doing me-things, etc.) of your personal space). 

Q4: What is the relationship between the circles: 

• no connection: circles occupy their own space and do not have anything to do with other people, except 

with or through me 

• supportive: people support each other in addition to the support they get from me. 

• Tension: there is some form of disharmony in the relationship: distancing, anger, blaming, etc. 

Q5: If you look at what you have drawn, what emotion(s) are you experiencing? If the emotion(s) was a message to 

yourself about what you see on the paper, what is the message of each of the emotions? 

 



Notes: 

1. Positioning of the paper. 

Horizontally: When the paper is placed horizontally people would comment it gives them more space to plot people 

in. Need space to fit people and amount of involvement required onto page. The number of people makes a high 

demand on available time, energy, and resources to “take care of them”. It is difficult giving the amount required 

and a high incidence of secondary, mild depression is reported. 

Other features:  

• The price of being a giver (Adam Grant’s “Give and Take”) 

• inclined to depression, tiredness, hopelessness 

Vertically: Paper vertical tends to reflect hierarchical organizing of people with lots of modal operators of necessity 

in their wording. It emphasizes a hierarchy of obligations, and lots of “must” and “no choice” language. People in this 

group would express a long term stress experience and anxiety that it might not be able to meet standard required 

when they try to provide. As if the demands of work gets duplicated at home. This appears to be a good contributor 

to burn-out.  

Other features are:  

• Observer of what is happening; sometimes manages to be constructively dissociated  

•  inclined to anxiety disorders  

• chronic stress,  

• secondary depressions, burn-out 

 

2. Positioning of self. 

Because in these groups and couples the emphasis is on strain in interpersonal relationships, by far the greater 

number of people positioned their personal circle off-center. 

Off-center goes with the experience that other people control my space. When the paper was positioned 

horizontally then an off-center position was justified by “I can still keep a little space for myself but out of the way.  

Off-center when the paper was vertical was justified as being an observer position. For example: “I can watch and 

sometimes help them make correction to how they treat each other.” 

By far most of the people I saw reported a helplessness to live up to the social contract of being the giver in a give-

take relationship. With the helplessness they also experienced a strong sense of hopelessness since there did not 

appear an end to this social contract. 

 

In-center. This happened very seldom in the people I have worked with therapeutically. When it dis happen, then the 

questions asked of them in the group, to stimulate option-thinking in the other members, were 

• What is your thinking about placing you in the center of your life space? 

• How do you apply yourself? 

• How do you invest in self to prevent “you cannot pour from an empty cup”? 

• How do you maintain yourself? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Other circles bigger than mine 

Features for discussion were 

• Have difficulty complying with demands. What are possible options you have not yet considered, or have 

thought of but did not know how to implement it? What is a possible way to give the circle the size that 

is appropriate and ecological? 

• What are options for dealing with not sufficient self-investment? It is like trying to pour from an empty 

cup. How could you define a contract that is balanced and is also a healthy self-care arrangement? 

• I offer the frame that investing in oneself is not necessary single, infrequent big “recharges” like 

holidays, moving to a new house, buying something expensive. The question rather is one of frequency, 

regularity, and what you can initiate and maintain. Little daily and regular investments in oneself. For 

example, short 10-minute breaks, phone call to a special friend, walk in the garden or standing in front 

of a window with tea/coffee in hand, etc. 
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4. Overlap of circles 

Mostly up for discussion is circles that overlap with the person doing their exercise. The main point of insight is the 

potential of negative ecology: this overlap could come at a price for the person whose circle is being intruded, it is 

like stealing private space. 

This potential for negative ecology is frequently hidden, not seen as a potential problem, if the overlap is children, 

husband, or close blood family. 

One metaphor that I use many times is saying “if your personal space were a garden, what plants would you prefer 

in there? How would you tend to them: water, food, natural space for growth? What other plants would you permit? 

What distance? Under what circumstances?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Relationship between other circles and yours 

• Present, but not too important 

• Give-take contract 

• Mutually beneficial 

• Supportive 

• Tension, and sometimes active avoidance. 

The kind of relationships which forms the interpersonal space of a person can be very demanding, especially if the 

person doing the exercise are the “go to” person during conflict, blame and complaints.  

 

6. Intervention: 

Most of this work were with groups. I helped the members to keep their insights and learnings simple and to 

prioritize what to do by when. Most people in the clinics were not available for a follow-up to their homework, they 

had to do it themselves, if they wished to do so. It was important to me to give them a map for working with the 

insights gained in case I did not see them again. 

Couples in private practice I helped in the same way to commit to an action plan that was realistic and could be 

initiated and maintained by each person individually towards their partner. 
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I worked mostly with the following elements, both with groups and couples:  

• Position of self,  

• Size of self,  

• Ecology of overlapping circles,  

• Relationships in the network of circles. 

I used three of the well-formed-conditions of an outcome used in NLP: 

• positive 

• initiated and maintained by self 

• do-able 

People were then invited to redraw on paper what positions, size of space, and relationships they prefer. Then, to 

translate the new space map into the new behaviors they would prefer to have with each significant other. For each 

new set of behaviors, a thorough ecology check was done, both for them as the initiator as well as for the recipient. 

• What changes in behavior would you prefer? How specifically the behaviors? 

• When, where and with whom would you like to behave differently and do the designated behaviors above?  

• And if you did these behaviors, what would the benefit be to you and the other person? What could be a 

potential price to you or the other person? If there is a price that could prevent you, what other options 

would you consider? 

The sensory specific step of the outcomes was done on follow up if needed. When I worked with couples it was done 

ASAP. 

The three outcome questions are applicable to each circle individually as each circle is a unique position and 

contract. 

This resulted in 

• Repositioning the people’s own circle 

• Reviewing the size of the circles, including the circle for self. The self-circles in most people were expanded 

and recentered to fit better into the center of their life space.  

• Overall reassessment of nature/quality of the relationships of the circles in their network. The overlapping of 

circles most times becomes an important discussion issue. Questions raised here is about their boundaries or 

limits of responsibility. Whatever the options are for boundaries or positioning, full ecology checks are done 

both for the person whose space we are working with and people that populate their space.  

• Some people raised a preference to deal with the feeling or experiences resulting from the previous map, or 

what to experience to make the new map viable and operative. For those people I responded to their 

requests with an appropriate NLP-technique. 

 

Armand Kruger is an international NLP trainer who launched NLP and NeuroSemantics in SA. Even though he is a 

qualified clinical psychologist his passion is using NLP-thinking model excellence and good. At present he is a 

part time writer and does therapy in private practice. He is a member of the NLP Leadership Forum. 

He can be reached at Armand.kruger@gmail.com 


