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Some context about mentalizing

• Mentalizing is an everyday even ubiquitous process that is part 
of ordinary thought processes and social thinking

• There is nothing exceptional or unusual about a person 
mentalizing

• Mentalizing can be conscious or it can happen ‘in the 
background’ of our thinking, that is mainly preconscious 
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Some More Context: An Example 

• You may be thinking about why I haven’t started 
with a definition of ‘mentalizing’ first. That is you 
might be thinking about my mind or keeping ‘mind 
in mind.’ This is mentalizing (of the other). I might 
be noticing currently that I am somewhat anxious 
about presenting. This is me keeping my own mind 
in mind (self mentalizing). 

• And you might only noticing that you are thinking 
about what might be going on in my mind now that 
I have mentioned it (controlled mentalizing) earlier 
mentalizing might have been ‘in the background’ 
(automatic mentalizing)
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A definition of mentalizing

“Mentalizing may be defined as perceiving and interpreting 
behaviour as conjoined with intentional mental states.”

• It’s the way our mind tells us what we are feeling and thinking, and why we are 
behaving as we are. 

• It’s also how our mind tells us what someone else is feeling and thinking and 
why they are behaving as they are.

• The normal ability to ascribe intentions and meaning to both our 
own... and others’ behaviour and appearance.

• Includes the ability to experience one's own behaviour as coherently 
organized by mental states, and to differentiate oneself psychologically 
from others.

Bateman, A., & Fonagy, P. (2006) Mentalization-Based Treatment for Borderline

Personality Disorder: A practical Guide. Oxford University Press: Oxford. 4



What mentalizing isn’t 

• Mentalizing is not a synonym for ‘thinking’ or ‘thought’

• If are seeking to understand the origins of a geological 
element we are thinking but not mentalizing

• Mentalizing is a profoundly social process

• But if we start to wonder about why we are so affected by a 
particular landscape or geological feature we may be 
mentalizing

Swenson, C., & Choi-Kain, L. (2015). Mentalization and Dialectical Behaviour 

Therapy, American Journal or Psychotherapy, 69, 199-217. 
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What is ‘good enough’ mentalizing?

Good enough mentalizing is tentative, flexible, 
speculative in relation to both one’s own and others’ 
minds

This further involves have the capacity to move 
between different ‘poles’ or ‘foci’ 

• Controlled / automatic 

• Self / other 

• Affective / cognitive 

• Internal / external 
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Mentalizing under Pressure 

• Under pressure (high levels of emotional arousal) or 
when the ‘heat is on’ and particularly in attachment 
relationships non-mentalizing modes are quite common

• There is a ‘switch point’ when fight / flight / freeze 
responses come into play and people report ‘not being 
able  to think
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Pre- or non- mentalizing modes 

When flexible, tentative or speculative mentalizing is not 
present, what happens? 

For instance, mental experience is ‘the way things are’ and 
there is no room in my mind for other perspectives or 
other explanations of what I think is happening?

Psychic Equivalence 
(very roughly similar to concrete thinking)

• Reality takes on the quality of being too real. 
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Pre- or non- mentalizing modes 

When flexible, tentative or speculative mentalizing is not 
present, what happens? 

Or, for instance, what happens when I am so ‘caught up in 
my head’ that others or events in my environment don’t 
seem to matter to how I am thinking?

Pretend Mode 
(roughly similar to intellectualizing) 

 Has the quality of being disconnected from reality (not 
acutely psychotic)
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Pre- or non- mentalizing modes 

When flexible, tentative or speculative mentalizing is not 
present, what happens? 

 Or when only actions have any validity or ‘count as real’? 

Teleological Mode ( Action mode) 

 Actions can start to substitute for mental states in the 
person’s thinking 

Pre-mentalizing modes are common in early childhood 
and are considered a part of normal development at that 
age
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Everyday Examples of Non-mentalizing Modes

Psychic Equivalence – “It’s just the way it is, you couldn’t possibly 

understand, it just is.” “You’re angry – I just know you are.” “You’ve got that 

look.” 

Pretend mode – Long theoretical explanations of the person’s 

psychological state or particularly emotions that are disconnected from 

emotion, for instance a long discussion of the ‘fractured self’ but without any 

apparent affective content. Can be experienced by others as ’twoodle’. 

Teleological mode – “If you loved me you would buy be flowers.”
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What the MBT therapist does: maintaining 

mentalizing

Therapist as “a rupture prevention and repair kit.” 

Therapist Stance

Maintains a mentalizing or not-knowing stance 

Engages in active questioning (without assuming what the answer might be – that 

would be knowing)

Highlights other perspectives

Encourages reflection through gentle questioning

Is open about own mind including ‘owning up’ to occasional enactments

Focuses on mentalizing process not the content of the narrative 

Focuses on affect including how the therapist is perceived by the client 
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Responding to pre- / non-mentalizing 
modes in the work

Psychic Equivalence -

• Bring the level of emotional arousal down by talking about a safer topic 
and then return to the more emotionally charged topic – don’t argue with 
psychic equivalence 

Pretend Mode -

• Start to ask about the how consistent the client’s experience is or how it 
“really was for you”

• Use contrary moves to challenge 

• Ask about what was happening in the client’s body / the physical 
sensations in the session

Teleological Mode -

• Ask about what the client needs and then decide if what is being asked 
for can be understood in terms of those needs
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Using contrary moves 

• Moving the focus from one pole to the other when ‘stuck’ in one focus 

• Controlled / automatic 

• Self / other 

• Affective / cognitive 

• Internal / external 

Important not to be too rigid about this, only use a contrary move when 
one pole is predominates

A compass not a fixed agenda 
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Further resources 

• MBT ‘textbook’  and learning / mediational approach 
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Detecting the Different Modes 
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