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º title : human reality in the context of power threat and meaning

Å A brief overview of the Power Threat Meaning Framework 

Å Introduce Dissociachotic as a way to understand extreme states.

º learning outcomes

¶ Gain a introductory knowledge of the PTMF as an alternative to diagnosis and 

pathologizing

¶ Understand a new conceptual framework for being in connection with a person in distress 

with ópsychosisô - Dissociachotic



The Power Threat Meaning Framework

#PTMFramework

(Slides: © Lucy Johnstone and Mary Boyle 2018)
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The Power Threat Meaning Framework

Instead of models designed for understanding bodies, the 
Framework applies to people in their social and relationship 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΧΦ

ΧΧǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ 
circumstances.

It is an optional set of ideas for people to draw on.



Why another system?



Dr Allen Frances, Chair of DSM IV committee

ñThere is no definition 

of a mental disorder. I 

mean, you just canôt 

define it. Itôs bullshitò.

ñThere is no reason to 

believe that DSM-5 is safe 

or scientifically sound.ò

άL¢Ω{ .¦[[{IL¢έ

(DSM-IV was bullshit too)



Chair of the DSM-5 task force, Dr David Kupfer, stated: 

ñWeôve been telling patients for several decades that we are waiting for 

biomarkers. Weôre still waitingò. 

Former Chair of the US National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) Dr Steven 

Hyman, described DSM-5 as:

ñtotally wrong, an absolute scientific nightmareò. 

NIMH Chair at the time DSM-5 was published, Dr Thomas Insel, declared: 

ñPatients deserve betteréthe weakness is [the DSMôs] lack of validityò. 



ωRecognise that emotional distress and troubled or troubling 
behaviour are, ultimately, understandable responses to a 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ

ωRestore the link between distress and social injustice

ωLƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ  

ωCreate validating narratives which inform and empower 
people, groups and communities by restoring these links 
and meanings  

ωPromote social action
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Along with fulfilling more effectively the general 
functions of diagnosis, it aims to:



The PTM Framework and trauma-informed approaches

ωDraws on this research (ACEs, neurobiology of stress etc) but 
also on a much wider range of philosophical, sociological and 
psychological literature

ωNon-diagnosticόΨt¢{5ΩΣ Ψ/ƻƳǇƭŜȄ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀΩ ŜǘŎΦΦύ

ωPrefers ΨŀŘǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩ (less risk of decontextualisedshorthand)

ωEmphasis on more insidious factors eginequality, social 
exclusion, discrimination, devalued identities

ωSuggests patterns of distress not related to obvious ΨǘǊŀǳƳŀΩ

ωSuggests non-diagnostic alternatives for welfare access, 
ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴƛƴƎΣ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΧΦŜǘŎΦΦ

ωExplicit links to wider institutional and organisational contexts, 
macro political and socioeconomic structures and ideologies



The Power Threat Meaning Framework poses 
these core questions:

Å '²Ƙŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΚΩ 

(How is Poweroperating in your life?)

ÅΨIƻǿ ŘƛŘ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ȅƻǳΚΩ 

(What kind of Threatsdoes this pose?) 

ÅΨ²Ƙŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΚΩ 

(What is the Meaningof these experiences to you?) 

ÅΨ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜΚΩ 

(What kinds of Threat Responseare you using?) 



In one to one clinical, peer support or self helpwork these 
questions also apply:

Å²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΚΩ ό²Ƙŀǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ Power resources
do you have?)

ÅΧΦΦŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜΥ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅΚΩ



ω Legal power may involve coercion, rules and sanctions supporting  or limiting other 
aspects of power, offering or restricting choices

ω Economic and material powerhaving the means to obtain valued possessions and 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ

ω Interpersonal power power within close relationships, the power to look after/not 
look after or protect someone, to leave them,to give /withdraw /withhold affection etc 

ω Biological or embodied poweroperates through the possession of socially valued 
embodied attributes  eg:  physical attractiveness, fertility, strength, embodied talents 
and abilities, physical health

ω Coercive power or power by forceany use of violence, aggression or threats to 
frighten, intimidate or ensure compliance

ω Social/cultural capitalςa mix of valued qualifications, knowledge and  connections 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜŀǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 
generation in a kind of symbolic inheritance process

ω Ideological powerinvolves control of language, meaning, and perspective

Some forms of power . . . 



The particular importance of  ideological power - power over 
meaning, language and perspective . . .

ωProbably the least obvious and least acknowledged form of 
power

ω It is part of every other form of power

ω It is when our thoughts, beliefs and feelings are ignored, 
discounted or disbelieved and alternative meanings may be 
imposed instead

ω It shapes the ways we make sense of our life situations 

ω In mental health and the criminal justice system, it is often 
used to turn social problems into individual ones and 
ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜ ƻǊ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ΨōŀŘ ƻǊ ƳŀŘΩ
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ωRelationshipsegthreats of rejection, abandonment, 

isolation 

ωEmotional ςegthreats of overwhelming emotions,  

loss of control

ωSocial/community ςegthreats to social roles, social 

status, community links

ωEconomic/material ςegthreats to financial security, 

housing, being able to meet basic needs

ΨIƻǿ ŘƛŘ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ȅƻǳΚΩ 
(What kind of Threatsdoes this pose?) 



ωEnvironmental ςegthreats to safety and security, to 

links with the natural world ςe.g. living in a dense 

urban or high crime area 

ωBodily ςe.g. threats of violence, physical ill health

ωValue base ςe.g. threats to your beliefs and basic 

values

ωMeaning making ςe.g. threats to ability to create 

valued meanings about important aspects of your 

ƭƛŦŜκ ƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ



Human beings actively make sense of their world, and their 
behaviour is purposeful and meaningful

.ǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ Řƻ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΩΚ
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ó

Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΚΩ 
(What is the Meaningof these experiences to 

you?) 



We cannot understand any aspect of Power, Threat or 
Threat Response separately from their meanings.

Our personal meanings are shaped by:

Wider discourses (common social understandings about 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƛƭƭΩΣ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΣ ŀ ΨƘŀǇǇȅ 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩΣ ŀ ǊŜŦǳƎŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴύ

Ideological meanings ςdeeply embedded assumptions 
about the world that serve certain interests (neoliberalism 
is a good example ςŀƴŘ ōƛƻƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΩ ŀǊŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦύ 
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We have all evolved to be able to respond to threats, by reducing 
or avoidingthem, adapting to or surviving them, and trying to 
keep safe.

These threat responses are biologically-based but are also 
influenced by our past experiences, by cultural norms, and by 
what we can actually do in any given circumstances.

They are on a spectrum from automatic (more biologically-based) 
to more personallyand culturally-shaped.

Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜΚΩ ό²Ƙŀǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ 
of Threat Response are you using?)



Some of these may be seen as ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ 
(overwork, perfectionism, ruthlessness with colleagues, etc..)

They are likely to be to some degree culture-specific(self-
starvation in Westernised countries; so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ-bound 
ǎȅƴŘǊƻƳŜǎΩΦύ   

Threat responses are there for a reason, and it makes more 
sense to group them by function ςwhat purpose do they 
serveΚ ǘƘŀƴ ōȅ ΨǎȅƳǇǘƻƳΦΩ  

Both the function and the meaning of the response vary over 
time and across cultures, but there are common themes.
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Psychiatric practice obscures the links between threats and threat 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ōȅ ƛƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ΨǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴ ΨƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΦΩ 
The Power Threat Meaning Framework shows how we can restore 
those links. 

Linking Threats to Threat Responses

Restoring the link between Threats and Threat 
Responses ςa main purpose of the Framework



We can identify new kinds of patterns by putting together the 
evidence about the influences of Power, Threat, Meaning and 
associated Threat Responses.

The patterns will always reflect and be shaped by specific 
worldviews, social, historical, political and cultural contexts and 
ideological meanings. 

Thus, the Power Threat Meaning framework explains why there 
are  widely varying cultural experiences and expressions of 
distress. 

General Patterns within the Power Threat 
Meaning Framework 



Seven evidence-based General Patterns


