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Third Position in Supervision

“The Third Position”

An art-therapy technique used in supervision to help understand 
what is behind conditioned and reactive patterns

Ad van Vugt1

Recibido: 13 Febrero 2019/ Aceptado: 1 Mayo de 2019

Abstract. Real consciousness needs time and adequate space to develop and help us to stop automatic 
unconscious reactions in order to create awareness and presence. Feelings, thoughts and behaviour 
usually come from conditioned assumptions. In supervision our goal is to look “behind” those automatic 
assumptions, using techniques that help to connect to the real need, in order to find positive alternatives 
to automatic reactive patterns. When 60 to 80% from our behaviour is ruled by non-verbal information 
talking it is not enough. Art-therapy techniques will mirror not only conscious but also unconscious 
information. Our expression opens doors to an understanding of what is the reality behind our usual 
assumptions. The “Third Position” is a technique that I developed in which we create a space to give 
form to the situation we want to work with. 
Keywords: Supervision; “Third Position”; Self-reflection; Awareness; Conscious behaviour.

[es] La tercera posición

Resumen. La consciencia real necesita tiempo y espacio suficientes para desarrollarse y ayudarnos 
a detener las reacciones inconscientes automáticas, con el fin de crear consciencia y presencia. Los 
sentimientos, pensamientos y comportamientos proceden habitualmente de suposiciones condicionadas. 
En supervisión nuestro objetivo es mirar “detrás” de esos supuestos automáticos, utilizando técnicas 
que ayudan a conectarse con la necesidad real, a fin de encontrar alternativas positivas a los patrones 
reactivos automáticos. Cuando entre el 60 y el 80% de nuestro comportamiento se rige por información 
no verbal, hablar no es suficiente. Las técnicas de arte-terapia reflejarán no solo la información consciente 
sino también la inconsciente. Nuestra expresión abre las puertas a una comprensión de lo que se halla 
detrás de nuestras suposiciones habituales. La “Tercera posición” es una técnica desarrollada por mí en 
la que se crea un espacio para dar forma a la situación con la que queremos trabajar. 
Palabras clave: Supervisión; “Tercera posición”; Auto-reflexión; Consciencia; Conducta consciente.
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1. Introduction 

When I speak about supervision, I am talking about a learning technique that focus-
es on improving self-reflection and finding alternative patterns of action in a pro-
fessional context. My clients are professionals and students (therapists, teachers, 
managers) for whom relationships have an important influence on the success of 
their professional goals. In this article I will explain why and how to use one of the 
techniques I have developed in my work as an art therapist. 

During 35 years of experience (1975-2010), along with my colleagues and hun-
dreds of clients, we developed several new techniques. During that time I worked in 
a psychiatric clinic for young people diagnosed with Personality Disorders, Psycho-
sis and Postraumatic Stress Disorder. Our work was based on the “Democratic Com-
munity Principles” developed by Maxwell Jones (Maxwell Jones, 1968). We partici-
pated in intervision-groups with three universities in Holland: Middeloo, Kopse Hof 
and Jellburg (MIKOJEL), exchanging our knowledge and experience to develop a 
new department in the university to teach Art-therapy. 

I chose to work with creativity and art techniques due to the possibility to ex-
press emotions. At the same time I wanted to use an active and practical working 
form with much space for the client to experiment with a different approach. At the 
beginning, since the use of this kind of techniques in therapy was still very new, I 
asked my clients to collaborate in what I called “investigation on participation”. I 
suggested a working-structure and the groups of clients experimented with those 
structures. After evaluation we slowly defined a form that could help them to ex-
press themselves; to find a way to change their lives in order to free themselves from 
repeating negative patterns in relationship; and to avoid being ruled from emotional 
tension, negative perceptions and traumatic life events.

The basic rule was to express themselves without hurting others and at the same 
time to have more control over their feelings, thoughts and reactive behaviour. One 
of the techniques we developed was the “Third Position” which I still use in the con-
text of therapy and supervision. In the “Third Position” we create a space in which 
we give form to the situation we want to work with. In this space we shape a form 
with “creative materials” that reflects our inner world, the situation we want to work 
with, and how we approach it. 

The feedback of my clients (several thousands of them) was very clear: they 
achieved a much better understanding of themselves and their situation. While work-
ing with creative materials they found out how small movements or changes in the 
forms that they had created helped them to change their situations for the better. I 
didn’t need to point out my interpretations or the meaning of their “constellation” 
displayed on the table. The “constellation” itself (Figure 1) gave them the informa-
tion they needed to digest and integrate the experience in order to work with it. 
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(Fig 1)

In this context it is interesting to look at Winnicott’s transitional object concept. 
He and Melanie Klein were one of the first therapists that researched the value of the 
function of creativity and art/playing materials as a tool to personal development. 
For example, Winnicott (Winicott D.W. 1953; Winnicott D.W. 1958) described how 
the baby spontaneously holds onto a little piece of cloth close to its body. The child 
projects his need for safety and closeness to his mother in order to build a bridge to 
overcome the distance when she is not there. Later when we develop the capacity 
to integrate experiences through memorising, we can make a bridge between the 
physical contact and our capacity to remember and imagine a past or future presence. 
Before we are able to mentalize we have already built “basic trust” that can influence 
us for the rest of our lives on a very unconscious way. In Winnicott’s own words:

“Of every individual who has reached to the stage of being a unit with a limiting 
membrane and an outside and an-inside, it can be said that there is an inner reality 
to that individual, an inner world that can be rich or poor and can be at peace or 
in a state of war…… It is usual to refer to ‘reality-testing’, and to make a clear 
distinction between apperception and perception. I am here staking a claim for an 
intermediate state between a baby’s inability and his growing ability to recognize 
and accept reality.”

We can consider tree kinds of reality: one that we name reality but it is just a 
reflection of our usual assumptions; the real need behind this reality; and the outside 
reality. The two last ones have to interact in a positive way in order to reverse our 
assumptions.

When we can overcome the distance between mental and physical reality with the 
help of a transitional object, we can also use this phenomena in reverse by creating 
a distance that allows us to be in a more objective position (in which we include 
ourselves) to transform inside and outside information. We can create a “form” that 
gives us the time to step out of “reactivities” which are basically ruled by old realities 
and inner conditioned patterns, to observe and experiment different possibilities.
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2. Free will, judgements, perception of reality, awareness

There has been much controversy as to whether subjectively “free” decisions are 
determined by brain activity ahead of time. John-Dylan Haynes and his colleagues 
(Soon C.S. 2007) found that the outcome of a decision can be encoded in brain ac-
tivity of prefrontal and parietal cortex up to 10 seconds before it enters awareness. 
This delay presumably reflects the operation of a network of high-level control 
areas that begin to prepare an upcoming decision long before it enters awareness. 
A difference of a few seconds is exceptionally large compared to previous research. 
Already thirtyfive years before that, Benjamin Libet (Libet B.1983) showed that 
between the actual tendency to lift a finger and the associated brain activity there 
were 300 milliseconds. Those investigations make doubt about the real meaning of 
the so-called free will of man. Evidently our brain can make fine decisions without 
our consciousness being involved. 

Our behaviour, thoughts and feelings are not nearly as objective as we are often 
willing to believe. Probably the vast majority of our thinking and feeling consists of 
fixed “truths” based on old assumptions and experiences. Let´s look for example at 
a reaction to dangers, or imagined dangers unconsciously governed by, for example, 
anxiety stimuli. An initial primary reflex reaction to a danger stimulus (whether it 
is real or alleged) immediately triggers a whole series of physical, physiological, 
chemical and hormonal reactions in our body that put us in the fight of flight po-
sition. We can regulate this reactive state when we are conscious of it, or when we 
receive reassurance from the outside. In technical terms we would call this “reality 
testing”. We will recognize our self-confirmation or the confirmation of others as a 
reference to trust that everything is fine. We can thus relax again. Our normal crea-
tive faculties and the objective part of our brain can take over leadership. 

Our need for certainty makes us confirm our assumptions of “true reality” and 
“true evidence”, logical reasoning or feelings of reassurance or fear. History is full of 
examples where “proven facts” ultimately turn out to be not as true as we initially as-
sumed they were. It is very easy to create a tunnel vision through “burden of proof” 
that can seriously interfere with a higher awareness and creativity. 

Another difficulty is our emotional reaction. The firm conviction of, “It is true 
because I feel it!” can be deceitful. Our body and brain are loaded with stored mem-
ories. The synapses which have been created in our brain will not only lead us to a 
particular thought pattern, but will direct our entire organism towards stored “mem-
ories” which will be activated automatically. This can happen in any association that 
is linked to an alleged danger, and I am not only talking about Posttraumatic Stress 
Disorders (although it is the same process), but about primary less prominent events 
that we all have experienced such as fear of losing love, shame, guilt, isolation or 
loss of self-control.

Our body is a large chemical factory that works like an orchestra, which im-
mediately starts playing a tune when it recognizes fear. Often, the amygdala is the 
conductor that activates the response. All these physical, hormonal, physiological 
or otherwise chemical reactive patterns evoke sensations that confirm our idea that 
“something is not right”. It can be even trickier when there is no alarm response.  In-
stead of being critical we stay in our comfort zone, telling ourselves that “nothing is 
wrong” so that our alarm system no longer bothers us. There are times when this may 
have a certain function; for example, the adolescent does not feel the danger in order 
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to have the courage to extend his/her boundaries or the soldier that needs courage to 
survive in an impossible situation. But it certainly should not become a permanent 
condition. Such behaviour is much closer to us than we often realize. We tend to ig-
nore many of our destructive tendencies that affect our behaviour and relationships. 
For example, our eating habits, the negative tendency in the way we deal with others, 
including our dear ones, with our environment, etc. You can therefore determine 
without exaggeration that real consciousness is not characterized by what we believe 
we “know”. Real awareness is characterized by conscious behaviour based on re-
spect for others and ourselves.

Joseph LeDoux has published numerous research papers, reviews and books 
(https://joseph-ledoux.com/) about how the brain and the chemical process of the 
body reacts and builds re-active conditions on fear (LeDoux J.E. 2000; LeDoux J.E. 
2002; Rodriguez S.M. 2004; Johansen J.P. 2011; LeDoux 2015). He explains that 
the amygdala may release hormones due to a trigger (such as an innate reaction to 
seeing a snake), but “then we elaborate it through cognitive and conscious process-
es.” He differentiated between the defence system, which has evolved over time, and 
emotions such as fear and anxiety. He points out that even simple organisms such as 
bacteria move in response to threats: “It’s in the brain to allow an organism, whether 
it be a bacterium or a human, to detect and respond to danger” “It’s not in the brain 
to create feelings like fear and anxiety”.

In direct contact and direct confrontations or judgments it will be almost impos-
sible not to fall into a reactive mode. An amount of verbal and mostly non-verbal 
triggers will bring us easily into a reactive pattern of behaviour, feelings or thoughts; 
we can call this our “conditioned self”: nothing new or creative will come out of 
that. We are talking about reactive behaviour which repeats a past reality, addiction 
or fear. The good news is that we have the capacity and the possibility to develop 
a sense of recognizing the truth deep within us when we are present and in contact 
with our inner-being, inner-self, inner-sense or intuition. Somehow we know when 
we are governed by reactive patterns, negativity or what we may call half-truths, but 
this inner knowledge is unfortunately mostly over-ruled by our reactive self, or by 
what Kabir Helminski (Helminski K.E. 1992) and Idries Shah (Shah I. 1994) call the 
“false-self”, “commanding self” or “dominant ego”.

A friend of mine, Jefferson Cann (Cann J. 2017) who works for company lead-
ers puts it like this: ACT is the positive alternative for re-act. To act instead of re-
act, means that you are able to consciously choose how to act in a positive way to 
achieve a positive result in your purpose. The word ACT is an anagram standing for 
Awareness (in the present moment to be aware of yourself, the other person and the 
circumstances you are in); C for real Connection that leads us to T= Transformation, 
or what I call a creative co-action.

The state of transformation can also be defined as a “state of flow”. The Hungari-
an psychologist Csikszentmihalyi (Csikszentmihalyi, M. 1996) is one of the leading 
researchers on creativity and the state of flow. “The insight presumably occurs when 
a subconscious connection between ideas fits so well that it is forced to pop out into 
awareness, like a cork held underwater breaking out into the air after it is released.” 
“Don’t assume that you already know what these things are all about, or that even if 
you knew them, they wouldn’t matter anyway. Experience this once thing for what it 
is, not what you think it is. Be open to what the world is telling you. Life is nothing 
more than a stream of experiences - the more widely and deeply you swim in it, the 

http://goo.gl/klIPQ
http://goo.gl/GGaoPY
http://goo.gl/5h1bRJ
VV.AA
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richer your life will be.” “It is not the hearing that improves life, but the listening.” 
“Entering any relationship entails a transformation of the self”, are some of his 
comments. 

A different expression to define awareness is mindfulness. Mindfulness means 
maintaining a moment-by-moment awareness of our thoughts, feelings, bodily sen-
sations, and surrounding environment, through a gentle, nurturing lens. It also in-
volves acceptance, meaning that we pay attention to our thoughts and feelings with-
out judging them, without believing, for instance, that there’s a “right” or “wrong” 
way to think or feel in a given moment. Research from people like Chiesa (Chiesa A. 
2009), Irving (Irving J.A. 2009), Davidson (Davidson R.J. 2015), Tang (Tang Y.Y. 
2016) and many others show that the practice of mindfulness is effective both in 
healthy population and in a therapeutic setting. Mindfulness ensures a higher quality 
of life and brings positive changes in cognitive and neurobiological functioning. 
Several studies show that mindfulness brings about positive changes in a large num-
ber of different mental disorders and medical conditions. 

It is necessary that we create a certain distance that helps us to observe ourselves 
without being ruled by reactive patterns. Awareness will make us conscious of the 
present reality and gives us the possibility to correct our behaviour. 

3. Supervision

In order to achieve a state of real awareness we need time, silence and a certain dis-
tance. To develop a more conscious state of being as well as to get a better feeling 
for situations and how to handle things, creative techniques can be a big help. The 
techniques we preferably choose depend on the different states of the supervision 
process.

The first state that we want to achieve in supervision is self-awareness in order 
to reflect on ourselves, and to be conscious of our thoughts, feelings and behaviour.

The second step is to be aware of others.
The third step is to be aware of the circumstances.
The fourth step is to be able to open for- and experience alternative behaviour.
The fifth step is to transform and to realize this in our daily practice.
In a face-to-face verbal conversation the physical distance between the supervi-

sor and the client is relative small. In that situation the available time for processing 
information is therefore very short. This applies to two difficult aspects in commu-
nication: the contact permanently transmits unconscious non-verbal signals, and the 
verbal communication/words are in essence abstractions.

The interpretations we make can be very diverse and finally the relationship be-
tween supervisor and client can easily become dominant because of neurotic pat-
terns (transference and counter-transference phenomena as we know from the psy-
cho-therapy concepts). Even the colour of your eyes, a short mimicry or a subtle 
body posture can activate a whole range of associations. 

This very human aspect is a great risk for a proper division of roles and task per-
ception between supervisor and client. Too much attention can easily be placed on 
how one feels and what one wants to achieve in that relationship on a personal level. 
“Does that person think I am ok? Do I give him a correct impression? What does 
he or she think of me? etc.”. Here again we see an impetus for all kind of reactive 
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patterns. These are usually not very helpful in the process of developing self-steering 
and reflective skills for the client. Not only the feelings of the client play a role here, 
but also the feelings and ideas of the supervisor intervene easily in the relationship. 
The supervisor is there to support and to create conditions to self-reflection, he is not 
“the material” (see Figure 1). 

4. Instructions to create the Third Position

In practical terms, the Third Position means that after a short introduction to specify on 
which topic the client wants to work on, he/she gives form to that situation on the table. 
We give the client materials to make little figures, which represent the people involved 
and put them on the table in which he concretizes his situation and in which they are 
included. They choose the colours for each person that is involved in the situation, give 
them a form and a posture, they can be standing, sitting, arms up, kneeling or lying down.

•  The client cuts some under-layers out of paper to position the different fig-
ures on. 

•  There can be one or more under-layers to group the forms into “circles” of 
people that are closely connected to each. 

•  There can also be a special place to place a person that’s not directly in-
volved but has a big influence on the situation. 

•  For the figures I recommend plasteline in different colours. Plasteline is a 
modelling flexible pasta, which is easy to work with, and offers the possibil-
ity to change the posture and expression of the figures when necessary.

5. The position of the observer

With the Third Position we create a very clear point of reference to focus on. Now 
the supervisor and the client can make an agreement about their purpose and their in-
tention. This way we not only create a clear focus but also enough time and distance 
to observe without directly reacting, influencing or changing things.

•  The instruction the supervisor gives to the client is to observe very carefully 
to see if the composition is correctly constructed. 

•  The supervisor is standing or sitting a step behind the client and never in 
front of him/her. In order to measure his observations accurately the client 
has to take some time and to move the figures until they recognize that the 
design mirrors the situation as precisely as possible. 

•  At this point the client can explain the situation, though I recommend not to 
talk too much or too fast. Let the “picture” do the work with the client and 
give it time to be integrated. This also gives the supervisor the time to get a 
good feeling for the dynamics.

You will notice that some little changes on the table can have a big impact on 
the situation. It is important to wait until the client’s feelings towards the situation 
becomes more and more clear. We need to realize that before we can do anything 
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positive we have to recognize and accept the reality of the situation. Only when we 
are able to do so and add something positive we can change the whole picture giving 
it a positive direction. It is like the final touch of make-up a woman gives her eye-
brows, which changes her whole face.

Questions we can ask the client: 

“Do you have a clear picture of the situation and of yourself in this situation?” 

“Can you connect to yourself and see how you act and feel your needs?” 

“Are you aware of the different dynamics that are involved in this situation?” 

“Can you accept this reality and the fact that the only thing you can change is what 
you do?”

From here on, we can start to experiment with some small changes in the attitude, 
posture or position in this situation. We experiment as long as necessary until we find an 
action that we feel could have a positive impact on the situation. Some changes may be 
desirable but not realistic for the moment. There are many possibilities, but they need to 
be worked on. The supervisor can give some suggestions but the client is the one who 
has to feel if it is possible for him to respond to that suggestion. When the client feels he 
is able, there is a big chance that the transfer to the situation will be successful.

(Fig.2)

The basis of this form of work is the representation in images that we can also call 
the “aesthetic illusion” (Grabau, 1987)

Winnicott (Winnicot D.W. 1971) explains that the capacity of the imagination of 
the child is (still) insufficient to adequately hold the illusion of closeness. In order to 
be able to bear the reality of distance between mother and child, the child projects 
his inner need for closeness in an object. These objects are chosen by the child and 
“recognized” as a representative of, for example, the mother, her warmth, safety and 
so on. 

This ability to transform needs, ideas and feelings into a form can be observed 
in the further development in play, creativity and art. Our ability to design makes it 
gradually possible to show an inner world in the outside world. Here we come to an-
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other phenomenon that is directly connected to this, namely the mirroring. Because 
of our ability to mirror, we are able to integrate the outside world into our inner 
world and, as it were, to develop inner senses.

Here I like to refer to the research of the neuroscientist Giacomo Rizzolatti (Riz-
zolatti G. 2006) on his text titled Meeting the minds published in November 2006:

“Subsets of neurons in human and monkey brains respond when an individual 
performs certain actions and also when the subject observes others performing the 
same movements. These “mirror neurons” provide a direct internal experience, 
and therefore understanding, of another person’s act, intention or emotion. Mir-
ror neurons may also underlie the ability to imitate another’s action, and thereby 
learn, making the mirror mechanism a bridge between individual brains for com-
munication and connection on multiple levels”

6. Let’s look at different aspects of this technique

A picture or concrete form on the table are perfect means to observe, they will not 
move “by themselves”, thoughts and feelings will move all the time. 

In verbal communication the constant changes of perceptions and feelings are 
permanently present. This allows the focus to easily “drift” or draw conclusions.

When you give form to a situation the fact that feelings, thoughts or judgments 
change constantly does not affect the image that you made to start off with. So we 
can let all these feelings and thoughts pass by while we observe them without di-
rectly affecting the situation that we have in front of us. An image is very “patient” 
and therefore it gives us all the time we need to feel, to think and to look at it from 
different perspectives without changing our objectives.

We can, and must, first of all, consciously choose our distance and position to-
wards the object.

To achieve a state of awareness and presence we need to create a certain distance 
and feel secure so we can experiment in an environment that we can control. It is 
important that we can have the necessary distance from unpredictable inputs from 
outside. Therefore we need the factor time and silence. 

(fig.3)
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6.1. The time-halt factor

We already talked about the need of the time factor. In the process that enables us to 
open to the present moment and to be aware of ourselves and of others we need to stop 
conditioned-behaviour-reactive-patterns. For example, when we look at a person that 
does not “fit into our concept”, let us say someone with a body deformation, our first 
reaction will be to look away. When we take the time to really look at that person, the 
fear-reaction will quiet down and we will start to be aware of a whole world behind that 
“appearance”. A first reaction reflecting on fear, judgments and rejections will slowly 
diminish and we can start to connect to that person. We might feel empathy and be-
come aware of their pain, fears, needs and beauty as well. This is what I call to learn to 
“embrace the monster”. Only through real love and acceptance we can connect to the 
inner being of another person. Being present with “what is” will enable us to develop 
something positive in order to change for the better. Like one of my teachers once said: 
“Only the positive has the capacity to grow; the negative can make a lot of noise but 
has no potential and will always parasitize on the positive”.

6.2. Silence

In my opinion silence is the most important part in the process of awareness. “If you 
speak it aloud, it is gone”. Silence…

I can give a whole theoretic account of silence, but I suggest you try it out. Two 
people take a paper 50x60 cm. They sit opposite each other on one side of the paper 
and start to draw spontaneously. You fill the paper together but you don’t talk. After 
this you can share your experiences, or not, and just repeat this with the same, or a 
different person. Look at what happens. You will be surprised.

Silence gives us de opportunity to listen to our inner world as well as to the 
outside world. For many people this is not easy. But also here the composition we 
have made while working in the “Third Position” will help us. This image will give 
us enough input to connect to a certain orientation. We will not be driven towards 
the feeling of emptiness and chaos. Eventual negative thoughts and fears will not be 
given space. When we get used to silence we will appreciate the point of serenity 
and inner-connection towards ourselves and to our environment. We will learn to 
focus and make valuable connections. It is a fact that when we start to speak softly 
we learn to listen better.

6.3. Patience

“Do you have the patience to wait till your mud settles and the water is clear? Can 
you remain unmoving till the right action arises by itself?”Lao Tzu

In Holland we say: “Don’t try to pull on the tulip to make it grow faster. Instead 
place it in the sunlight and water it.” If the tension is too high to do this work, or 
there is still too much inner excitement, try first to regulate the breathing, have a 
drink and take a walk in nature. Sometimes you have to take “a short vacation from 
yourself” until you feel a little bit calmer.
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7. Unconscious knowledge in our expression 

Preferably, we work with creative materials that are flexible and not formed, in con-
trast to the pre-formed figures like for example Playmobil. Thus the forms are the re-
sult of spontaneous creativity will mirror information coming from the unconscious. 
The choice of colour, shape, how big the different figures are and the position they 
occupy is part of that. These creations have nothing to do with an artistic capacity. As 
a matter of fact the artistic capacity can also cut off some spontaneity of expression 
in this case. In more than 45 years of experience I am still surprised about how per-
fect the “picture” mirrors and symbolizes important personal aspects of the clients. 

I would like to advise the supervisor that it is contra-productive and very impor-
tant not to reveal the client’s unconscious issues. As supervisor our role is to accom-
pany the client until they themselves are ready to “see” and use what they discover 
in a positive way. Otherwise we can hurt the defensive system of a person and they 
will start to believe in our interpretations instead of in their own capacity to develop 
awareness in their own time. Certain things remain in the unconsciousness for a 
reason. Maybe it is not yet the right time for that person to integrate certain aspects 
of himself or herself. 

Working with the Third Position will help the client to reflect until the right time 
comes to recognize and integrate the issue they are working on.

Don’t take over. Guide them, ask questions that you feel will help them under-
stand and develop their capacity to go in a positive creative direction. Stand by them.

(fig.4)

Play and creativity are not taken very seriously in our education. Astonishing if 
you realize that playing is one of the most effective forms of learning. But it may 
also be a blessing that this is so. Imagine you suggest that education deals with play 
and creativity in the same way as the usual method of reproducing expected and de-
sired answers that the school prescribes: the still existing sanctuary of spontaneously 
playing and creativity would thus come under considerable pressure from fulfilling 
the expectations of others.

I have often observed in therapies the “method” or habit to interpret all sorts of 
perceived meanings in the work like a drawing or sculpture a client has made. If a 
client asks me: “Can you analyze my work and tell me what my problem is and what 
kind of person I am?” Then I answer that after more than 40 years of working with 
clients and their creative work, I have some ideas about that, but that this is more a 
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hobby, in the context in which we work, I am a professional and it is not my function 
to tell them about my interpretation. I am there to help them understand and find out 
for themselves through experience.

The purpose of our relationship is to develop the ability to become aware of 
ourselves and to find suitable solutions to help us develop in a positive direction. 
This purpose will be undermined if I would post my projections of their work as if it 
were “the truth”. I can do some suggestions about how they could improve their own 
reflections and their perceptions by suggesting they could do some experimenting by 
little changes or movements in their work/objects. This allows them to consciously 
perceive differences as well as their reaction to those differences.

8. A safe environment to experiment 

Before we jump into the “deep waters” it is much safer to experiment in the envi-
ronment of our supervision sessions. Like the moon reflects the light of the sun to let 
us see in the dark, the picture of the Third Position reflects a reality in which we can 
investigate and experiment without blinding us from direct sunlight. Projection is a 
human ability to look at something from a distance. The client is mostly perfectly 
able to measure his own capacities and his abilities to act in a particular way in his 
own situation. Our mirror neurons will give us the information we need when we 
connect this to our inner-sense or intuition. 

We can suggest: “Please try to look and feel very carefully: can you do this?” In 
general we need to talk about small changes that are possible, such as changing our 
position and attitude.

To want to be “someone else” is not a very useful point of reference. Yes of course 
we can try to imitate some attitudes we admire in others, that can be very useful in a 
learning process. But you can’t become someone else so it’s better to focus on what 
you can do! Little changes have a big effect on our relationships. When a particular 
action is not possible for us at a given time, we can reflect on how to work on it and 
find a way to develop the capacity that we need to grow and achieve our goals.

9. Epilogue

Great researchers like Freud, Jung, Adler, Mahler, Kernberg and so on, gave us a 
wealth of information that helped us to better understand the human mind and behav-
iour. Great people like Berne, Naqhsbandi, Pearls, Peterson, Klein and many others 
developed therapeutic techniques or rules for life, that help us to transform knowl-
edge into practical methods that can be applied to our work as supervisors, teachers, 
therapists or just as self-help tips. All this knowledge and these methodologies are 
invaluable. Humans are the only “beings” who have the capacity to observe them-
selves and to be conscious of their reactive and conditioned selves. In this way, we 
are able to give “destiny” a turn. But without the recognition of our reactive nature, 
however clever we may think we are, we will be unable to direct our thinking, feel-
ing and acting. Without developing the ability to observe ourselves in silence and to 
create a situation in which we can look and feel from a certain distance that gives us 
the time to open up, separated from our usual reactions. It is very difficult or maybe 
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impossible to develop real consciousness. That means to create a situation that ena-
bles us to look in honesty at ourselves, how frightening or ugly this may seem at first. 
When we can help as supervisor or coach to guide people to a form of awareness 
with acceptance, respect or love towards our “being” this person can move on. Move 
forwards to fulfil a positive purpose that takes him/her a step further to better them-
selves, their relationship or any positive result they want to achieve. 

The first step, the step to be really present is not possible when we are moved by 
all kinds of expectations, judgments or goals. It’s only possible in sincere honesty with 
the courage to see and feel your selves. From my experience, the way to help or clients 
to make this possible in the context of supervision, but also as a teacher or therapist 
is to be present, with love and acceptance. To encourage and have confidence in the 
power that is in every person. We can encourage him or her to take responsibility of 
her situation. Not in guilt, shame or fear but in love and trust to go a step further. Tech-
niques such as the Third Position can help to take the step towards real awareness and 
acceptance of reality and will help us release the old reactive and conditioned patterns. 

The Third Position can be helpful in many professional situations. I use it with 
success not only in supervision but also in family constellations, working with dif-
ficulties in relationship, team or business situations, teaching role models, therapy, 
coaching as well as for our own personal problems as a means for externalizing inner 
parts of ourselves such as the “inner child”, “the adult” or other inner “voices”.

“We don’t have a problem, we have a situation and we look how we can take care 
of that.” Omar Ali Shah (Sha O.A. 1991)

10. References

Cann, J. Video (2017, Sept 18). ACT. Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?-
time_continue=2&v=63b-_js64IQ&fbclid=IwAR0jnDJdGowZaJ32avh2m0nnDudeD-
WlowMYY6mVWtdWTBCcuSzguDANlw4o

Chiesa, A., Serretti, A. (2009). Mindfulness-based stress reduction for stress management in 
healthy people: A review and meta-analysis. The Journal of Alternative and Complemen-
tary Medicine, 15 (5), 593-600. 

Csikszentmihalyi M. (1996). Creativity: Flow and the psychology of discovery and inven-
tion. New York. Harper Collins Publishers.

Davidson R.J., Kaszniak A.W. (2015) Conceptual and Methodological Issues in Research on 
Mindfulness and Meditation. Am Psychol. 70(7): 581-592.

Grabau E., Visser H. (1987). In: Grabau E., Visser H. (eds) De esthetische illusie, Creatieve 
therapie. Bohn Stafleu van Loghum, Houten.

Gleason E. W., Wright D., Pearl K. (1983) Time of conscious intention to act in relation to 
onset of cerebral activity (readiness-potential). The unconscious initiation of a freely vol-
untary act. Brain. 106 (1), 623-642.

Helminski K. E. (1992). Living Presence: A Sufi Way to Mindfulness & the Essential Self. 
pag. 62. U.S.A. Archer Perigee. Penguin Books

Irving J. A., Dobkin P. L., Park, J. (2009). Cultivating mindfulness in health care profes-
sionals: A review of empirical studies of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR). 
Complementary Therapies in Clinical Practice, 15, 61-66. 

http://goo.gl/NYas3n
http://goo.gl/NYas3n
http://goo.gl/NYas3n


162 Van Vugt, A. Arteterapia, 14, 2019: 149-162

Johansen JP, Cain CK, Ostroff LE, LeDoux JE (2011) Molecular mechanisms of fear learning 
and memory. Cell 147:509-524.

LeDoux JE (2000) Emotion circuits in the brain. Annu Rev Neurosci 23:155-184
LeDoux JE (2002) Synaptic Self: How our brains become who we are. New York. Viking. 
LeDoux J.E. (2016) Anxious: Using the Brain to Understand and Treat Fear and Anxiety. 

New York. Penguin Books. 
Libet, B., Gleason C.A., Wright E.W., Pearl D.K. (1983) Time of conscious intention to act 

in relation to onset of cerebral activity (readiness-potential). The unconscious initiation 
of a freely voluntary act. Brain, 106 (3): 623-642.

Maxwell Jones (1968). Social psychiatry in practice: the idea of the therapeutic community. 
Great Britain: Penguin Books. 

Rizzolatti G., Fogassi L., Gallese V. (2006). Mirrors in the mind. Scientific American.. 295 
(5): 54-61 

Rodrigues S.M., Schafe G.E., LeDoux J.E. (2004) Molecular mechanisms underlying emo-
tional learning and memory in the lateral amygdala. Neuron 44 (1):75-91 

Shah, I. (1994). The Commanding Self. p. 31-38. London. Octagon Press. 
Shah, O. A. (1991) Talk at the International Therapy Congress. Monte Fiascone, Italy.
Soon C.S., Brass M., Heinze H.J., Haynes J.D. (2008) Unconscious determinants of free 

decisions in the human brain. Nature Neuroscience (11), 543-545.
Tang Y.Y., Leve L.D. (2016) A translational neuroscience perspective on mindfulness medi-

tation as a prevention strategy. Transl Behav Med. 6(1):63-72.
Winnicott D.W. (1953) Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena. A Study of the 

First Not-Me Possession. International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, Vol. 34, 89-97 
Winnicott D. W. (1958) Collected Papers: Through Paediatrics to Psycho-Analysis. London. 

Tavistock Publications Ltd. 
Winnicott, D. W. (1971). Playing and Reality. London. Tavistock Publications Ltd.

http://goo.gl/2mC2tV
http://goo.gl/P5DS0N
http://dx.doi.org/10.3916/C43
http://goo.gl/5nbFOp
http://goo.gl/jvJfzE

