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Many people will have heard of the Hoffman Process and wondered why 
it attracts such unreserved praise from people such as author Joan 
Borysenko, and the expert on addictive behaviour, John Bradshaw.  
Michelle Pilley decided to embark on the course and find out more. 
 
I am probably not alone in feeling a little wary of intense 
psychotherapeutic courses involving deprivation and confrontation. The 
descriptions of the Hoffman Process made it sound very different from 
these courses, but committing yourself to an eight-day intensive process 
is always a little nerve-racking. 
 
My nervousness was not eased when I received the pre-course work. 
This is an extensive survey of our relationships with our parents and 
necessitates the identification of numerous negative traits that we have 
adopted from them. These can be characteristics that we have rebelled 
against and are therefore acting out as diametrically opposed behaviour in 
our lives. 
 
At first glance I thought that I would quickly be able to complete the 
questions, but as I got into it, I found that I needed time for reflection and 
consultation with friends and family to get their mirrors of the patterns that 
I acted out in my life. 
 
Whilst identifying the similarities was straightforward, looking at where a 
trait is actually a rebellion is more subtle. I found myself needing the 8-12 
hours that the Institute had suggested and at the end of that time 
recognised that I had entered a slightly rebellious mode and had not 
completed the information as thoroughly as had been requested. Just this 
process in itself set off much thought and recollection regarding my own 
experiences and patterns and so I was looking forward to beginning the 



course and tackling these knotty characteristics that can constrain us so 
effectively. 
 
Arriving at Florence House, the UK venue for the Hoffman Process, late 
on the evening before the course was due to start, I immediately felt a 
sense of reassurance, safety and excitement. Michelle Stevenson, who 
owns Florence House (which is named after her mother), had the vision to 
establish the centre six years ago, after completing her own process. At 
the time the UK Institute was looking for a good venue for the course and 
Michelle has certainly created just that with extraordinary love and care. 
 
On my course there were several people whose partners had completed 
the process one or two months earlier. They felt that the person who 
arrived home at the end of the course was quite different in many ways 
from the person who had left the week before. In some cases this can 
create a pressure for change on the partner who has not 'done the 
Process'. But, even if there is initial difficulty dealing with this changed 
person in front of you, the fact that they have managed to transform some 
of their most basic 'horrendousness' and dropped well-worn masks is 
one hell of an incentive for their partner to do the course. 
As a result, many partners who have completed the Process (couples 
cannot attend the same course together) seem to enjoy far more loving 
relationships. There is no miracle cure but people have changed, and if 
they feel old patterns start to emerge, they are well equipped with the 
Hoffman bag of magic tricks, known as 'The Tools', to be able to clear the 
pattern before it can cause any harm. 
 
One person in my group whose partner had completed the course waited 
several years before deciding to do the course herself. Her partner had 
not put any pressure on her to do the Process, but the changes in him 
were so positive and, significantly, had not disappeared when the after-
course glow or euphoria faded. Such enduring testaments seemed to be 
the common experience of many people on my course whose friends and 
colleagues had encouraged them to go through this experience. 
 
One woman spoke of a boss of her company, a very unhappy and difficult 
individual who made her employees' lives very difficult. The change in her 
boss was immediate and long-lasting. She is so transformed in her 



working relationships that many of her colleagues have felt inspired to 
undertake the Process. 
 
Telling each other these encouraging testimonial stories helped build up 
our confidence on the first day as we were introduced to our teachers and 
had our introductory interviews with them. The course was full – 24 
participants, three teachers and three trainee assistants. My course was 
led by Cynthia Merchant from the US who has been a Hoffman teacher 
for over 14 years. She was supported by Lisa Wenger, a Swiss-Italian 
who is one of the founders of the Italian Institute and now teaches 
throughout Europe, and Karen Jepsen, an Australian now living in the UK 
and working for the UK Institute. They all have experienced and grounded 
backgrounds in psychotherapeutic and personal development work and 
from the beginning inspired us with a great sense of safety and 
confidence. 
 
The process is the vision of Robert Hoffman, a gifted US 
'sensitive' born in 1921, who spiritually counselled 
people whilst earning his living as a tailor. Hoffman is 
described by the Institute as a 'gifted and generous man 
who dedicated his life to awakening the awesome 
power of love that dwells within all of us. He believed 
that unconditional love was the birthright of every human 
being.' 
 
The initial insight came to him in 1967 and for the next five years he 
collaborated with psychotherapists and psychiatrists to help individuals on 
a one-to-one basis. In 1972 he, and noted psychiatrist Claudio Naranjo 
MD, began presenting Hoffman's method as a 13-week course in a group 
setting. 
 
In 1985 Hoffman reformatted his programme into an eight-day residential 
intensive, renamed it the Hoffman Quadrinity Process and then initiated an 
eight-year period of inspired development and refinement. Robert 
Hoffman retired from teaching the Process in 1991 but remained active in 
his work until his death in 1997. One of his most well-known maxims and 
a sentiment that was close to his heart is that 'No one who has done the 
Hoffman Quadrinity Process could start a war'. 



 
Having gone through the Process, I understand this maxim very well – in 
'putting our consciousness on our unconsciousness', we were 
encouraged to seek liberation from the patterns that have held us and the 
past generations of our own families locked in repetitive cycles of pain, 
violence and suffering. In my group, several people with children had 
come with the intent of clearing themselves so that they could avoid 
passing on their limiting patterns and cycles to their children. 
 
In the early days of the course we were encouraged to undertake this 
clearing as spiritual warriors and challenge those patterns of 'negative 
love' that stop us from being our true loving and lovable selves. In this part 
of the course we needed this discipline and determination as we did the 
cathartic work of 'bashing' our negative patterns, releasing our anger and, 
through bio-energetic work, loosening up the pattern from its residence in 
our bodies. One of the men's partners had encouraged him to attend by 
giving him the impression that these eight days were going to be a cross 
between a personal development course and relaxing time in a health 
spa. At the end of these days of bashing he was planning what he would 
say to his partner when he got home. There were quite a few other people 
at that stage – of wanting to speak to the person who had encouraged 
them to come! 
 
But just at the point where we were feeling that we could not do any more 
bashing, it was complete and we moved into the next phase. Throughout 
the eight days I was amazed as one activity moved into another and we 
journeyed seamlessly and magically onwards. 
 
At many points I marvelled at the genius with which the eight days are 
designed. Many elements that are used would be familiar to people who 
have undertaken a fair amount of personal development work. People 
may have encountered some of the Gestalt, NLP bioenergetic, 
visualisation, and shamanic techniques before in some form, but the 
transformative and magical way that they are woven together in this 
process awed me. 
 
This was simply mastery and I found myself excitedly wondering what was 
going to happen next. As is often the case with apparent 'mastery', a 



great deal of hard work underpins the manifestation of the magic and 
whilst we could surrender into the experience, the course teachers were 
constantly monitoring, reassuring and challenging us. They checked with 
us on a one-to-one basis several times each day and many people 
remarked that their teacher always seemed to be there at exactly the right 
moment, whispering the precise key or insight that we needed to move 
onwards. They were adept in choosing the right approach for each 
individual to ensure that we 'got through' and were seemingly limitless in 
their compassion. 
 
Each day breakfast started at 7:30am and during the meal we were given 
the instructions for the work of the day. The day typically did not finish 
until after 11pm at the earliest, and throughout the day personal time 
involved writing tasks. 
 

The group was very much a team, so no one could be left 
behind at any stage. The momentum is very important, as is 
the connection between the members of the group. This 
connection created a supportive energy field that enabled 
everyone to get through. At no point did comparison or 
failure come into it. 
 

People didn't get snared by their egos. We were just encouraged to be 
conscious of the block, defeat the negative pattern that lay behind the 
block and move on. If one person hit a problem the teacher was 
immediately there working with the individual and, if appropriate, they 
called on the group to add their love and support to help the person move 
onwards. There was an extraordinary sense of the group moving at great 
speed while conversely having seemingly limitless time to stop whenever 
an individual needed to slow down. 
 
I had been attracted to the Process because it was clear from the 
promotional material that the course worked with both the psyche and the 
spirit. But as I understood more about the philosophy, it became clear 
that the Quadrinity itself is actually the integration of the Four Aspects of 
Self (see the table below). The Quadrinity is defined as a framework – a 
model for understanding ourselves and our behaviour that includes all four 
interrelated aspects forming a complex interactive system. 



 
From the very beginning of the course, through visualisation, we accessed 
the different aspects of ourselves and spoke to our emotional and our 
intellectual selves about our destructive patterns. The relationship 
between these two is known in the Process as the Duality. The heated 
conversation that my intellectual self and my emotional self had as they 
explained things from their point of view was extremely insightful for me to 
hear. At times it was very funny to witness these two aspects of myself, 
trying to move in opposite directions, paying no attention to each other. 
The processes and rituals which we were led along to heal this 
dysfunctional relationship were powerful and I have found them to be 
long-lasting. It would have been worth attending the course just for the 
gift of this new inner relationship, but at so many places along the 
Pathway of the Process the journeyer uncovers treasure that seems to 
hold its value long after the journey has been completed. 
 
In the visualisations a dialogue also takes place between the spiritual self 
and the duality. Together these aspects are known in the Process as the 
Trinity. This way of speaking to one's own spirit enabled people to form a 
direct and grounded connection to their spiritual self and from this place 
people were able to clearly and confidently establish a relationship with 
their own spiritual guide. It was our guides who then helped to navigate us 
through our journey, advising us whenever we needed to identify a block 
or find a way to break out of a pattern. I felt it to be a great testimony to 
the Process that everyone on the course appeared able to embrace their 
spiritual self and their spirit guide without fear, confusion or self-
consciousness. 
 
Joan Borysenko has identified this spiritual connection as lying at the 
heart of the power of the Process: 'In the powerful "Light Journey" 
visualisation we were brought into the presence of the light … and our 
own wise compassionate loving spiritual self. Of all the spiritual growth 
systems I had studied over the years, nothing has given me such a strong 
experience of the self coupled with a very specific and straightforward 
process of lovingly dismantling the ego.' 
 
Seeing the different, separate aspects of the self mirrored in other 
members of our group allowed us to realise how often we are reacting to 



people through what the teachers described as knee-jerk experiences. 
Either the knee-jerk can be caused by the parental filter that we place over 
our perception, i.e. seeing our parents in everyone we meet; or 
alternatively we can see a pattern in someone else and decide that the 
pattern is who they are, instead of looking for the soul of the person in 
front of us. The Process helped us to learn how to strip away those 
transferences and judgements and find a truly more loving place with 
each other. 
 
'Being more loving with each other' are words that we all see on the flyers 
of many spiritual courses and in many personal development books. Easy 
to say but much harder to make real. But I can say with some confidence 
that, for the 24 of us on the course, we know how it feels to be loving – 
and that is no small thing. 
 
Through encountering the patterns that our parents have passed to us 
and releasing the anger we feel about these constricting traits, we reach a 
place where we are able to step into a closer understanding of our 
parents. After framing our case against them, we prepare the case for the 
defence and, as part of this, we speak from our pre-pubescent 12 year-
old self to the pre-pubescent self of each parent in turn. When briefed 
about this part of the work people felt doubtful that it could work. Some 
people knew very little detail about their parents' childhoods and others 
just thought they would not be able to do it. 
 
The course leader, Cynthia, has written a fascinating doctorate thesis 
comparing the Process to Joseph Campbell's Hero's Journey, and in this 
she mentions how important this part of the process was to Bob Hoffman 
himself: 'The defence is the turning point in the Process where 
participants are asked to look beyond their own pain and probe deeply 
into the pain and suffering of their parents' early lives.' 
 
We were all profoundly affected by this experience, and many people 
were amazed by what they had discovered about their parents' 
childhoods. Cynthia mentions that psychologist Claude Naranjo was 
particularly impressed by the participants' ability to uncover facts about 
their parents that they had not previously known (which had turned out to 
be true when the details were checked). For myself and the other 



members of the group, the chance to experience what our parents felt 
created a profound change in us. The memory of this is not likely to fade 
for any of us. 
 
The experience allowed us to step into the place of forgiveness for our 
parents and be able to acknowledge the truth of the statement that: 
'Everyone is guilty, but no one is to blame.' It is an extraordinary thing to 
witness people moving from the place of hatred to forgiveness and 
compassion for parents who have been abusers and oppressors. The 
wider implications of this work give it enormous spiritual significance and it 
is this spiritual quality that led Joan Borysenko to recommend it so 
strongly: 'A crucial aspect of the Hoffman Process is the spiritual context 
in which the anger, forgiveness, compassion and reparenting work is 
done. Even the thrashing of cushions and the attendant expletives during 
the prosecution of my parents felt like "holy work".' 
 
For me personally this certainly felt like "holy work" and the memories of 
the experiences will remain sacred to me. As the teachers prepared us to 
leave the wonderful connection and safety of this fantastic group of 
people we were reminded that we were not special to have completed 
this course – just very fortunate. It is my wish that as many other people 
as possible might also be so fortunate. 
 
Some comments from other members of the group: 
 
Jean: 
'I think that it is the most valuable experience of my life so far, and I've 
done a lot of personal development stuff. My overwhelming feeling is of 
gratitude: for the spirit in which the course is offered; for the people, and 
what I saw in them; for leaving behind some deadly old struggle and 
finding new possibilities and resources in myself; yes, most of all for what 
it has opened up in me.' 
 
Kevin Li f fey, journal ist, 37: 
'I thought the Process was awesome, an incredibly intense experience run 
by fantastically dedicated, supportive – and genuinely loving – teachers. I 
can't say I'm sure that it's changed my life, but it did enable me to feel 
things I hadn't felt for about 25 years, and it has given me a sense that I 



have more resources and capacity to cast off old burdens and shape my 
own destiny.' 
 
Susie: 
'One of the greatest revelations of the Hoffman Process was that all those 
negative traits, which I had accepted until now as being genetic and 
therefore an intrinsic part of my 'self', were in fact merely patterns that I 
could choose to keep or get rid of as I wished!' 
 
Tim Wheater, musician: 
'A magnificent process, exceedingly well conceived, a grand symphonic 
opus created to heal the fractured mind, heart or soul. Taught with 
tremendous clarity, firmness and, most importantly, compassion. Grounds 
you well in authenticity and non-judgement. Helps to remove the mask, 
and enter into forgiveness and understanding.' 
 
Mary, sel f-employed change manager: 
'It was an amazing experience – a bit like a spiritual 'boot camp'. We 
started working early each morning and sometimes we were still working 
in the wee small hours of the following morning. This was not for the faint-
hearted – but if you are someone who welcomes a challenge, then this is 
for you. For my part I wouldn't have missed it for anything.' 
 
Anna, ref lexologist: 
'The ability to see my life from a different perspective, focus on what is 
important to me, with future life options unrestricted by previously learned 
negative behaviour patterns, such as fear, self-doubt and low 
expectations.' 
 
Jo: 
'I got fantastic support to look into my big black can of worms and 
monsters, and find diamonds and treasure in there too.' 
 
 
The Physical Self  
The body, which includes the brain, is the physical dwelling place for the 
mental aspects of the self. Through the body we act out and manifest 



thoughts of the intellect, the feelings of the emotional self and the essence 
of the spiritual self. 
 
Qual i t ies 
• Interconnected with the mind through neurological and biochemical 

feedback! 
• Carrier of genetic information!����	
 
• Repository for the memories of all experiences, including thoughts 

and feelings 
• Manifests physical symptoms of unresolved conflict of the mind 
• ����Exhibits the behavioural expressions of the mind (e.g. frowns, 

laughs, sexual arousal) 
• ����Acts out emotional and intellectual programmes (behaviours) both 

positive and negative, and can express the Spiritual Self. 
 
The Emotional Self  
!Contains feelings expressed through the physical body. It is where 
negative love patterns first show up developmentally, and along with the 
Intellect, where these patterns reside. The negative emotional self is 
defined as childish. It has no sense of time or space. It regresses readily. 
 
Posit ive Characterist ics – Negative Patterns ! ���� 	
 
Curious – Rebellious 
Playful/Joyful – Withdrawn/Stubborn 
!����Sense of humour – Shameful/Guilty 
����Creative – Angry/Anxious 
!����Spontaneous – Defensive 
Adventurous – Rigid 
Appreciation of self/others – Fearful/Cautious 
����Grieving – Unlovable/Unworthy !����,	
 Sad/Depressed 
 
The Intel lectual Self  
!Our logical and problem solving thought-processor includes what and 
how we think, our world-views, values and beliefs. Along with the 
emotional self, the intellect is where negative love patterns reside. 
Shoulds, shouldn'ts, dos, don'ts, can'ts, etc., reside in the intellect and 
can be either positive or negative. They are negative when they are 
compulsive. The following are some qualities of the intellect: 



 
Posit ive – Negative 
Rational – Critical 
!����Understanding – Rational 
!����Knowledgeable – Judgemental 
����Creative – Defensive 
!����Logical/Synthesis – Argumentative/Deceptive! 
����Analysing – Justifying 
!����Evaluating – Admonishing 
 
The Spi r i tual Self  
!The pure non-programmed, non-mediated aspect of self that is positive, 
pure, open presence, yearning to embody our larger true nature in this 
world. Our spiritual self is resonating in harmony with the Universe. 
����Intuitive, responsive, and unconditioned, connected !����	
 
Wise, ever-unfolding and growing, moving towards wholeness ! 
����Intentional, courageous ! ����	
 
All-loving, compassionate and forgiving 
!����Peaceful, grounded and centred ! 
����Aspires to goodness, truth and justice 
!����Mediator, integrator 
!����Integrity, completely ethical (knows right from wrong) 
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