Cognitive Filters: Deletion, Distortion, and Generalization
When we focus on a specific outcome, our minds automatically filter out irrelevant information—this is deletion, a critical cognitive process. Next, distortion occurs when we misinterpret sensory data, altering our perception of reality.
A classic example comes from Eastern philosophy: A traveler spots what he believes is a snake and shouts in alarm—only to realize it’s just a coiled rope. Distortion isn’t unique to humans. Take a horse that once survived a rattlesnake bite—later, seeing a rope triggers the same panic. The brain misinterprets the input, proving how easily perception shifts.
But distortion isn’t always negative. It fuels motivation by reshaping neutral experiences into compelling drivers. Since no event is inherently motivating, we distort our internal representations to create momentum.
The third process, generalization, lets us form broad conclusions from limited experiences. It’s how we learn efficiently—without it, we’d relearn basics constantly. For instance, recognizing a chair relies on generalizing its features (legs, seat, back) rather than reassessing it every time.
Cognitive Limits and Subjective Reality
The conscious mind processes 7±2 pieces of information at once—some handle even less. If we absorbed all sensory input unfiltered, we’d overwhelm our system. This explains why two people experiencing the same event react differently: deletion, distortion, and generalization create subjective "maps" of reality.
As NLP’s core presupposition states: "The map is not the territory." The "territory" is objective reality; the "map" is our personalized interpretation, shaped by cognitive filters. No two maps are identical.
Key Filters Shaping Perception
1. Metaprograms (Master Practitioner Topic)
a. Unconscious filters dictating how we process information and respond.
b. In advanced training, you’ll learn to identify and adjust metaprograms to align with goals.
c. They predict behavior patterns—neutral in function, but powerful in influence.
2. Values
a. Hierarchical filters determining what we deem "right" or "important."
b. They drive decisions and emotional responses, varying by context (career vs. relationships).
c. Conflicts arise when personal or organizational values misalign.
3. Beliefs
a. Deeply held generalizations that act as boundaries for our potential.
b. Henry Ford’s adage applies: "Whether you believe you can or can’t, you’re right."
c. Modeling excellence (an NLP cornerstone) involves uncovering and replicating empowering beliefs.
4. Memories & Decisions
a. Past experiences shape present reactions, often unconsciously.
b. Early decisions (e.g., "I’m clumsy") solidify into limiting beliefs.
c. NLP techniques help reframe these patterns to unlock new behaviors.
Additional filters like language, time, and space further refine our internal representations, which then dictate our states and physiology.


