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Alex:  The Problem 
• Why therapy works: The (unsuccessful) search for mechanisms of change 
• Criteria for mechanism of change  
 

Bruce:  The Proposed Solution 
• Two types of therapeutic change: Counteractive vs Transformational  
• Memory reconsolidation as mechanism of change 
• Memory reconsolidation as unification of psychotherapy 
• Memory reconsolidation as confirmation of the corrective experience  
   paradigm 
 

Alex:  The Next Steps 
• Memory reconsolidation and the common vs. specific factors debate 
• Research priorities 



The most effective 
therapists produce up 
to 10x more clinically 
significant change… 

…and we don’t 
know why! 



Common vs. Specific Factors 

Wampold,	B.	E.,	&	Imel,	Z.	E.	(2015).	The	great	psychotherapy	debate:	The	evidence	for	what	makes	psychotherapy	work.	Routledge.	



Common vs. Specific Factors 

“There is no compelling 
evidence that the specific 

ingredients of any 
particular psychotherapy 
are critical to producing 

the benefits of 
psychotherapy.” 

(p. 253) 
Wampold,	B.	E.,	&	Imel,	Z.	E.	(2015).	The	great	psychotherapy	debate:	
The	evidence	for	what	makes	psychotherapy	work.	Routledge.	





Beyond Common & Specific Factors 

“This controversy 
reflects an ‘either/or’ 
assumption that is 

conceptually flawed 
and empirically 

untenable” 
(p. 353) 



Why does therapy work?  

The most important (and elusive) 

psychotherapy research question 



The Search for Mechanisms of Change 

“Mechanism refers to ... the steps or processes 
through which therapy ... actually unfolds and 
produces the change. Mechanism explains how 
the intervention translates into events that lead to 
the outcome or precisely what was altered that 
led to symptom change.” 
 
Kazdin, A. E. (2014). Moderators, mediators, and mechanisms of change in psychotherapy. In 
W. Lutz & S. Knox (Eds.), Quantitative and qualitative methods in psychotherapy (pp. 87–101). 
East Sussex, UK: Routledge.  



Criteria  for  Mechanisms 
Kazdin,	A.	E.	(2007).	Mediators	and	mechanisms	of	change	in	psychotherapy	research.	Annu.	Rev.	Clin.	Psychol.,	3,	1-27.	

•  Strong association 
 

•  Specificity 
 

•  Consistency 
 

•  Experimental manipulation 
•  Timeline 
•  Gradient 

 

•  Plausibility or coherence 



Unfortunately… 

“Currently, no common 
or specific factor meets 
these criteria and can 

be considered an 
empirically validated 
working mechanism” 

(p. 353) 
Cuijpers,	P.,	Reijnders,	M.,	&	Huibers,	M.	J.	(2019).	The	role	of	common	factors	
in	psychotherapy	outcomes.	Annual	review	of	clinical	psychology,	15,	207-231.	



Reasons for Understanding Mechanisms 

•  Hone treatments to more directly and efficiently 
target processes responsible for change 

 
•  Help explain therapist effects & superior outcomes 
 

•  Limit wasteful and inefficient treatments 
 

•  Provide evidence for specificity above and beyond 
the common vs. specific factors debate 

Holmes	et	al.	(2018).	The	Lancet	Psychiatry	Commission	on	psychological		
treatments	research	in	tomorrow's	science.	The	Lancet	Psychiatry,	5(3),	237-286.	



Two Types of Change 

Counteractive 
change 
 
!  Partial, incremental  
    symptom reduction 

!  Effort to maintain 

! Relapses occur 
 

Transformational 
change  
 
!  Elimination of symptom, 
    profound change 

!  Effortless to maintain 

!  Permanent, no relapses 
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Markers of  
Transformational Change 

•  Non-reactivation.  Underlying emotional activation and 
      ego-state are no longer triggered by cues. 

•  Symptom cessation.  Unwanted behaviors, emotions,  
      thoughts and somatics disappear. 

•  Effortless permanence.  Non-recurrence of symptoms  
      and emotional activation continues without counteractive or  
      preventative measures of any kind. 
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AEDP 
    Coherence Therapy 
        EFT (both of them) 
            EMDR 
                Focusing 
                    Gestalt Therapy 
                        Hakomi 
                            IFS 
                                Imago 
                                    IPNB 
                                        ISTDP 
                                            NLP 
                                               Pesso Boyden 
                                                   Sensorimotor Psychotherapy 
                                                       Somatic Experiencing 
                                                          TIR 

Such as… 
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Therapies of Transformational Change 



Synapse image 



Functional Definition of  
Memory Reconsolidation 

Memory reconsolidation is the brain’s built-in process  
for updating what was previously learned and is now 
carried in memory. 
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New Learning That  
Competes With Old Learning 
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Incremental, counteractive, 
unstable change 

NEW NEURAL  
CIRCUITS 

NEW  
LEARNING 

NEW BEHAVIOR, MOOD, 
THOUGHTS, SOMATICS 

OLD NEURAL  
CIRCUITS 

OLD BEHAVIOR, MOOD, 
THOUGHTS, SOMATICS 

OLD 
LEARNING 



New Learning That 
Nullifies Old Learning 

COHERENCE 
PSYCHOLOGY 
INSTITUTE

NEW BEHAVIOR, MOOD, 
THOUGHTS, SOMATICS 

Transformational change via 
memory reconsolidation process  

NEW NEURAL  
CIRCUITS 

NEW  
LEARNING 

OLD NEURAL  
CIRCUITS 



Core Process for Schema Erasure 

Reactivate the target emotional schema  
as a consciously felt experience that is verbalized. 1. 
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    “The only way to get any caring attention is to  
     do something bad.  I am forgotten unless I do  
     something really bad.”  
 
 



Core Process for Schema Erasure 

Reactivate the target emotional schema  
as a consciously felt experience that is verbalized. 

Guide a contradictory experience. This unlocks  
(de-consolidates) the target schema’s memory encoding. 

Repeat contradictory experience in juxtaposition with 
target schema a few times. Target schema is unlearned 
and erased. 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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= juxtaposition experience  [COHERENCE THERAPY]  

= mismatch / prediction error experience  [MEMORY RESEARCH] 

(Empirically confirmed process of erasure) 



 
Symptoms Dispelled 
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Aggressive behavior 
Agoraphobia 
Alcohol abuse 
Anger and rage 
Anxiety 
Attachment-pattern-based  
behaviors & distress 
Attention deficit problems 
Codependency 
Complex trauma symptomology 
Compulsive behaviors  
Couples’ problems of  
conflict / communication / closeness 
Depression 
Family and child problems 
Fidgeting 

Food / eating / weight problems 
Grief and bereavement problems 
Guilt 
Hallucinations 
Inaction/indecision 
Low self-worth, self-devaluing 
Panic attacks 
Perfectionism 
Procrastination / Inaction 
Psychogenic / psychosomatic pain 
PTSD symptoms 
Sexual problems 
Shame 
Underachieving 
Voice / speaking problems 



Time Phenomenology of  
Schema Discovery and Schema Erasure 

          OBSERVATIONS 
 
•  After discovery, schema continues to feel real  
   and  continues to generate symptoms. 
•  Then schema and symptoms disappear immediately  
   after the erasure sequence (steps 1-2-3) is carried out.  

IMPLICATIONS 
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•  The erased schema was the root cause of symptoms. 
•  Disappearance of schema and symptoms is caused  
   by the erasure sequence and by the mechanism of  
   memory reconsolidation. 



Rigorous Account:  “Clinical Translation of  
Memory Reconsolidation Research” 
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Ecker, B. (2018).  Clinical translation  
of memory reconsolidation research:  
Therapeutic methodology for 
transformational change by erasing 
implicit emotional learnings driving 
symptom production.  
 

International Journal of Neuropsycho-
therapy, 6(1), 1-92, https://doi.org/
10.12744/ijnpt.2018.0001-0092 



Unification of Psychotherapy  
via Memory Reconsolidation  
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Ecker, B. (2011, January 13).  
Reconsolidation:  A universal, 
integrative framework for 
highly effective psychotherapy.  
 

https://www.mentalhelp.net/blogs/
reconsolidation-a-universal-integrative-
framework-for-highly-effective-
psychotherapy/ 



Memory Reconsolidation as a Framework  
for Psychotherapy Unification 

SAME CORE PROCESS IS EVIDENT IN… 

and all other 
therapies of 

transformational 
change? 

 
https://bit.ly/15Z00HQ 
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AEDP, Coherence Therapy, 
EFT, EMDR, IPNB  

Alexander Technique, Progressive 
Counting, NLP, Tapping 

2012 2015 



Reconsolidation Research Confirms Ingredients 
of “Corrective Emotional Experience”  

Identified by Alexander and French in 1946 

!   Two specific experiences are necessary:  
reactivation plus disconfirmation, concurrently. 

!   The necessary experiences can occur in interactions 
other than client-therapist interactions, in life 
outside of therapy sessions.  

!   Experiences are necessary, not merely cognitive 
insights. 
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Brain Image
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Memory Reconsolidation and the  
Corrective Experience Paradigm 
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Ecker, B. (2018).  
Memory reconsolidation 
research confirms and 
advances the corrective 
experience paradigm.  
The Integrative Therapist, 
4(3), 27–29.  



MECHANISM?	



Research Priorities:  Empirical Confirmation  
of the Clinical Effectiveness of MR 

•  Develop measures for the implementation of the 
memory reconsolidation process (MRP). 
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•  Use measures on session videos to compare therapy 
processes that produced transformational change vs. 
the rest. 

• What counts is not how MRP steps are fulfilled  
(i.e. specific techniques) but if they are fulfilled 
(mechanism). 



A wide range of materials on memory reconsolidation  
in psychotherapy is available on the website of the 

Coherence Psychology Institute:  
www.CoherenceInstitute.org
•   Free articles, videos, case examples 
•   Memory reconsolidation FAQ, bibliography 
•   Videos of sessions by Bruce Ecker, LMFT 
•   Online courses 
•   Coherence Therapy Practice Manual 
•   Long-distance training COHERENCE 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