Mary / Eddie / Bill
(MEB)
Treatment Manual

David L. Roberts, Ph.D.
University of Texas Health Science Center, San Antonio

Version: November 14, 2010
Contact: robertsd5@uthscsa.edu
Introduction

Social cognition refers to the mental processes that people use to make sense of social situations, including others’ thoughts and feelings. Individuals with psychotic disorders show problems with social cognition (Penn, Sanna, & Roberts, 2008), problems that are related to dysfunction in community living (Couture, Penn, & Roberts, 2006). Mary/Eddie/Bill (MEB) is one of several psychosocial treatment approaches developed to improve social functioning in psychosis by improving social cognition. MEB was originally developed as a component of a broader social cognitive intervention for psychosis called Social Cognition and Interaction Training (SCIT; Roberts, Penn, & Combs, 2006).
Theoretical Model


 MEB is based on a dual-process theoretical model that derives from normative social psychology (Chaiken & Trope, 1999) and social neuroscience (Lieberman, 2007). This approach deemphasizes the accuracy of social cognitive judgments due the fact that people can’t actually perceive others’ thoughts or emotions and must rely on guessing strategies. Thus, social cognitive judgments are referred to as “guesses,” and we can distinguish between “good guesses” (those that are adaptive) and “bad guesses.” The term “dual-process” refers to the fact that our social cognitive guesses result from a two-stage process. We first process social stimuli (say, a person’s face, a gesture, or a comment) automatically, which means outside of our awareness, intention, and control. This produces an initial impression that is based on perceptual and emotional systems, as well as over-learned habits, but not on conscious thought. After about half a second, our controlled  processing ability comes online and enables us to intentionally apply strategic thought to adjust or replace the initial automatic impression. The trick is that controlled processing is a labor-intensive and scarce resource. Thus, when we are distracted, overloaded, emotional, or just lazy, we often fail to engage controlled processing, and therefore end up with a social judgment based entirely on automatic impressions. Sometimes this is fine, but very often it leads to a maladaptive response—such as when a bad mood causes us to snap at a co-worker or family member.

The term “metacognition” refers to how our thoughts, feelings, and judgments about our own thinking affects our thinking. Dual-process research has shown that the cognitive ease or difficulty that we feel while considering a social judgment, our “metacognitive experience,” affects how true or right we determine the judgment to be (Schwarz, 2004). For example, if you think that your boss hates you because she passed you in the hall without saying “Hi,” your therapist may encourage you to generate alternative interpretations as to why your boss did this. You may come up with ten alternatives (e.g., she was on a hands-free phone call, she was hurrying to the bathroom, she was lost in thought and didn’t notice you, etc.). However, if you experience the process of thinking up these alternatives to be difficult, this “metacognitive experience” will itself reinforce your original judgment. It is as if you are saying to yourself, “It was so hard for me to imagine those other possibilities that my boss must hate me.”

Many individuals with psychosis have dysfunction in both automatic and controlled processing. Regarding automatic processing, they may have deficits in perceptual processes that prevent basic encoding of objective social information, such as facial expressions, gestures, and statements. These deficits may lead to impoverished social impressions. Additionally, unusual feeling states may generate aberrant automatic impressions among individuals with psychosis (such as the feeling that one is the object of hostility). 
Regarding controlled processing, deficits in executive functioning abilities combine with the distraction caused by aberrant feeling states to handicap the ability of controlled processing to enrich impoverished automatic impressions or correct maladaptive automatic impressions. This leads to poor social cognitive judgments and poor social functioning. Further, these cognitive deficits make the process of challenging automatic impressions feel more difficult, which reinforces initial distorted impressions.
MEB Treatment Model

Based on the theoretical model described above, clients’ social cognitive functioning can be conceptualized along the orthogonal dimensions of deficit and bias. Deficit refers to impoverished social cognitive judgments. Bias refers to distorted social cognitive judgments. This latter may results from deficient controlled processing that prevents clients from realizing that automatic impression are distorted, from distorted automatic impressions that are so salient that they override the ability of controlled processing to correct them (e.g., extreme feelings of paranoia in an otherwise capable and self-aware individual), and/or from the metacognitive experience of distorted impressions feeling more fluid and “right” than alternative interpretations. 
MEB is designed to work in three key ways: (1) By teaching an adaptive social cognitive heuristic that can offset characteristic dysfunctions and is easy to use even among people with executive functioning deficits; (2) By increasing clients’ awareness of the impact of their feelings on their judgments so that they are more likely to catch themselves erroneously endorsing aberrant automatic impressions; (3) By creating conditions in which learning feels fun, easy, and non-threatening so that 1-2 can be practiced with sufficient comfort and repetition that they become relatively automatic aspects of clients’ day-to-day social cognitive repertoires. 
Nuts and Bolts 
MEB may be usefully taught to clients in as little as one session, or as many as 20 or more, depending on treatment constraints and client characteristics. Similarly it may be delivered in group (preferred) or individual format. The content of MEB is designed to function like a jazz phrase—having a very simple basic structure that lends itself to extensive elaboration. Group leaders must work within the constraints of their treatment setting and timeline to maximize MEB delivery. The key principle is to balance (1) keeping it fun, fluid, and fresh with (2) maximizing rehearsal of the core lesson. The main way this is achieved is by using a wide range of stimuli (pictures, videos, stories, real-life and in-session examples) and challenging the group to elaborate and explore implications of the core themes.

In the pages that follow, italicized font represents messages to be delivered from the group leader to clients. (It is not necessary to use the words verbatim.)


Group leaders are encouraged to self-disclose as much as possible (within clinical judgment, theoretical perspective, and personal limits) regarding social cognitive phenomena in their own lives. MEB is based on a normative model which assumes that all people have social cognitive difficulties.

You will need the following specific materials to implement MEB:

1) Television with DVD player and/or laptop computer and LCD projector.
2) Images of people’s faces expressing emotion
3) Images of people expressing emotion in social interaction 
4) DVD/video content of social interactions (Ideally, in the form of pre-selected scenes from television situation comedies and dramas or movies)
The content of 2-4 should highlight social ambiguity, confusion, conflict, and misunderstanding. The author of this manual can be contacted for specific recommendations.
You will also need the following general materials:
1) Blackboard and chalk or dry-erase board and markers

2) Poster paper and adhesive to make permanent wall posters for the group
Implementing MEB

The purpose of MEB is to provide clients with an adaptive social guess-making strategy. The strategy, called Mary/Eddie/Bill (MEB), is not adaptive because it furnishes clients with correct answers about others’ thoughts and feelings (this is impossible), but rather because it helps clients to easily imagine multiple perspectives. By doing this it combats the two big problems of social cognition in schizophrenia: deficient ability to imagine others’ inner states, and biased tendency to get in an attributional rut in which one always attributes the same kind of thoughts and emotions to others and rigidly resists considering alternatives. MEB combats deficit by giving clients an easy way to imagine three distinct ways that a person could be thinking and feeling in any situation. And MEB combats bias by enabling clients to imagine all three of the most common attributional ruts in any situation. 

MEB is a form of the more general technique, generating alternatives. MEB is different in several key respects that derive from dual-process research. Through research on metacognitive experience, this literature has shown that the experience of thinking about a topic affects the conclusions one draws about that topic. If thinking feels easy, the content of thought feels right or correct, but if thinking is difficult, the content feels wrong. Because of thinking difficulties in psychosis, there is a risk that traditional generating alternatives techniques may feel too difficult and therefore may backfire and reinforce distorted judgments. 
MEB is simple because one must only generate three alternatives, and the form of the alternatives is well known to the client. MEB is potent because the three alternatives represent the three general attributional styles that people most often use to explain confusing or upsetting social situations: external/personal (Blaming Bill), internal/personal (My-fault Mary), and external/situational (Easy Eddie). 

In MEB, these common attributional styles are made memorable to clients in the form of stereotypic characters who not only embody the cognitive aspects of each style, but also the associated emotional and behavioral aspects. Clients are taught to use these three characters as a template for interpreting people in social situations.
Introducing MEB

MEB can be introduced as a way to get the most out of social situations and to avoid misunderstandings and negative feelings. More specifically, group leaders can frame MEB as a technique to avoid jumping to conclusions in social situations. Jumping to conclusions tends to be a familiar concept to clients. After introducing this term, clients should be asked (a) What is jumping to conclusions?; (b) What is wrong with jumping to conclusions?; and (c) Is jumping to conclusions a common/familiar occurrence? Leaders should ensure that clients understand the general concept, and help clients to see that jumping to conclusions about others’ thoughts and feelings can lead to social problems. Leaders should be prepared to provide examples. 

Next, MEB can be introduced using the following language: 
We’ve discussed the pitfalls of jumping to conclusions. Now we’re going to talk about the three most common ways that people jump to conclusions in social situations, and how we can recognize it and avoid it in ourselves. People jump to conclusions most often when something confusing or upsetting has happened. And people usually jump to one of three conclusions: 

1. There’s something wrong with me.

2. There’s something wrong with you.

3. It’s just bad luck.

For example, imagine that you call a friend on the phone, and leave a message on their answering machine, but they never call you back. You don’t know why they never called you back, but you might jump to a conclusion. You could assume that they didn’t call you back because they are mean. That would be blaming them, or saying that there’s something wrong with them. You could assume that they didn’t call back because they don’t like you and you are no fun to talk to. That would be blaming yourself, or thinking that there’s something wrong with yourself. Or you could assume that they didn’t call back because their answering machine was broken. That would be blaming nobody, or bad luck.

Explain that an easy way to remember these three ways of jumping to conclusions is to think of each as an imaginary character who always jumps to conclusions in the same way. Introduce Blaming Bill, My-fault Mary, and Easy Eddie using the descriptions below. 
	
	Character
	Typical Thoughts, Feelings, & Actions

	
	Blaming Bill
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	Thoughts: Blaming Bill always finds somebody else to blame when bad things happen. He blames the weatherman for bad weather. When he stubs his toe on a table, he yells at the person who owns the table. He blames people even when he shouldn’t. 

Feelings: When bad or confusing things happen, Bill usually feels angry.

Actions: Blaming Bill has a very angry facial expression. He glares and points his finger at people. He says things like, “This is all your fault!” 

	
	My-fault Mary

[image: image2.jpg]



	Thoughts: My-fault Mary always blames herself when bad things happen. If somebody cheats her out of money, she gets upset at herself for trusting them. If somebody acts mean towards her, she thinks she deserves it. 

Feelings: When bad or confusing things happen, Mary usually feels sad and upset with herself.

Actions: Mary has a sad expression on her face, looks down, shakes her head, and holds her hand to her head. She says things like, “I’m so stupid” and “I always mess-up everything.”

	
	Easy Eddie
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	Thoughts: Easy Eddie assumes that bad things happen because of bad luck and accidents. He thinks bad things are nobody’s fault, and so he never acts upset. When people are mean to him, he assumes that they are only acting that way because they’ve had a bad day. Easy Eddie never blames other people… even when he should.

Feelings: When bad or confusing things happen, Eddie tries to push away bad feelings. He tries to feel relaxed and easy.

Actions: Easy Eddie shrugs his shoulders, raises his palms, cocks his head to one side, and raises his eyebrows. He says thinks like, “Oh well. I guess it’s just bad luck.”



Up front, acknowledge that that these characters are made to be simple and silly so that they are easier to remember. (This point is important to avoid clients’ feeling condescended to by use of childish-seeming characters.)


After describing each character’s typical ways of thinking, elicit input from the group, and decide how these characters typically feel and act. Discuss the example of the un-returned phone message. Have the group members decide how each character would react to the situation. Help members to appropriately link each character to the correct reaction. Make sure that all members understand the basic idea.

Use another example, such as a minor auto accident. “Imagine that Blaming Bill gets into a small auto accident. Who would he blame? How would he feel? What would he act like? Can somebody show me? Now what about Easy Eddie?” Playfully encourage clients to act out the behaviors of the different characters while describing their characteristic thoughts and feelings. Shape the group toward the emotions and behaviors described in the table above.


Discuss these three characters’ ways of jumping to conclusions. The following discussion probes may be used: 

· What are the pro’s and con’s of each character’s style?

· Do you know any people like Bill, Mary or Eddie? 

· Are there situations in which you have been like Bill, Mary or Eddie? 

· Which character would you like to be more like? Why?

· Which character would you like to be less like? Why?

· Which character would you rather have as a friend/neighbor/boss?


Shape the discussion and use Socratic questioning to help clients understand that each character’s approach has benefits and drawbacks, and none of them works in all situations. Some clients may be tempted to conclude that Easy Eddie’s way of being is the best. Be prepared to emphasize the drawbacks of Easy Eddie’s approach. These include:
· Not holding others responsible when they mistreat him

· Not taking responsibility for his own mistakes

· Trying to push away natural, useful feelings that come from negative events

· Being passive in life; Not taking control/ownership of his life; Not standing up for what he believes in


Conclude the discussion with this point: None of these three characters is always right. It’s easy to get stuck in a rut and jump to conclusions like they do. By practicing making guesses like all three of them, however, we can avoid jumping to conclusions in social situations.
Working with Mary/Eddie/Bill

After introducing MEB, the goal is to rehearse it extensively by applying it (a) to a broad range of social phenomena, and (b) in an increasingly deep and layered fashion. Regarding breadth, MEB should be applied to verbal vignettes, photographs, television shows, movies, audio recordings, experiences in clients’ lives and, if possible, group process. Suggestions are provided below. After working through these, group leaders are encouraged to use their imagination for further elaboration.
Regarding depth, the group should critically discuss the range of human social/emotional experience that can be fitted to the MEB model (see below).
Getting Started: Identifying the Characters

In early work with MEB, practice identifying the MEB characters in pictures of social scenes. After displaying a picture, say, “Do any of the people in this picture remind you of any of the three characters we just talked about?” To the extent that one or more pictured individuals is not connected to an MEB character by clients, ease it into a forced-choice. Point at the pictured person and say, “If you had to pick one of our three characters—Mary, Eddie, or Bill—which one is s/he acting most like?” 


Practice MEB with a large number of photographs with fairly strongly expressed emotion. The goal is for clients to develop a sense of ease, fluency, and mastery with the heuristic. Initially move through the photographs briskly, providing clarification as necessary, but avoiding much discussion. Look for opportunities to create humor, such as by imitating facial expressions of pictured people. Show clients that this is a fun, lively game, and one that they are good at. 

Here, and throughout MEB training, if there is uncertainty or disagreement, use Socratic questioning to establish the consensus that there is no “right answer” because we cannot be 100% sure about others’ thoughts and feelings. However, as explored in the following exercises, it is useful to determine which answers seem more and less likely.
Generating Attributions

After clients are comfortable identifying the MEB characters in pictures and vignettes, practice generating emotional and mental state attributions. Instead of asking clients to identify the MEB characters in social stimuli, ask questions in the form, “If that person is acting like My-fault Mary, then what might he be thinking/feeling?” This may be used in photographs and video vignettes.

You may also use verbal scenarios to consider what each MEB character might think in specific situations. Group leaders can make up examples, such as the following:

1) Tasia said she would go to Betty’s party. But on the night of the party, Tasia didn’t come. What does Betty think? (What would Mary/Eddie/Bill think in her shoes?)

2) Marco is standing on the street minding his own business. Shirley bumps into Marco and knocks him down. Shirley rushes away. What does Marco think? (What would Mary/Eddie/ Bill think in his shoes?)

3) Evette bought a soda. She put it on the table before drinking it. Sam picked up Evette’s soda and drank it. What does Evette think? (What would Mary/Eddie/Bill think in her shoes?)

Flip-it


The point of this exercise is to use MEB as a tool for social cognitive flexibility and to reinforce the fact that we cannot be 100% certain in our judgments of others’ thoughts and emotions.


Start by reminding the group of this fact. Note that an implication of this is that any person at any time may be feeling like Mary, Eddie, or Bill. Although we can make good guesses based on the situation and their behavior, we can’t be sure. In order for us to avoid jumping to conclusions, it is good to practice “flipping it.” To flip it is to make an initial character assignment and attribution (e.g., “She looks like Blaming Bill. She’s probably thinking, ‘You’re a fool for dropping your ice cream!’), and then to flip the judgment by imagining the same vignette/picture character as one of the other MEB characters (e.g., “If I flip it, maybe instead she’s like My-fault Mary. She could be thinking, ‘I should have told you there was a stairway coming. It’s my fault that you dropped your ice cream!’”).

Once introduced, flipping it may be applied to most MEB judgments.
Applying MEB to the Self


MEB is used not only to interpret others’ thoughts and feelings, but to help clients gain insight into their own social cognitive habits. One of the main ways that people draw inferences about others is by extrapolating from their own thoughts and feelings. This has long been seen as a basis for empathy, and it has gained recent support from neuroscience research.

The aim in applying MEB to the self is for clients to notice their own habits of thinking and feeling, and how these habits may affect their social judgments and behavior. Because this sort of self evaluation can be  and uncomfortable, it is important to titrate it gently and slowly. Begin by using MEB as a basis for check-ins at the beginning of the session: “If you had to say, which of the three characters do you feel most like today?” Repeat this form of check-in, using variations. For example, “For today’s check-in, which one of the three characters do you think you are most like.” OR “Which of the characters are you least like?” OR “Which one of the characters would you like to be more like?” OR “Think of the character that you are least like, and then interpret a recent event in your life from that character’s perspective.” 

As clients become more comfortable and adept at applying MEB to themselves, you may use entire sessions working through extended MEB check-ins. For example:

For check-in today, I’d like each of us to think of a person in our lives. Now, try to answer these questions in terms of Mary/Eddie/Bill. Which character do you think that person is most like? Which character does that person think s/he is most like? Which character does that person think you are most like? And which character do you think you are most like?

This probe requires high-level self-reflection and mentalizing. It also highlights that there are often discrepancies between the way a person sees herself and the way others see her. This exercise typically leads to laughter as well as thoughtful discussion. In many cases, it also opens the door to applying MEB to in-session process and dynamics (e.g., “Bob, I’m not surprised that your mother thinks you are like My-fault Mary. We all see it that way too. You’re the only one who thinks you’re like Easy Eddie!”)

Ultimately, self-conceptualization in terms of MEB may help clients to become aware of their own biases. From the standpoint of our dual-process theoretical model, this enables clients to be aware of their tendency to jump to a certain kind of conclusion in social situations, and helps them to catch it and flexibly use the MEB heuristic to consider alternatives and take corrective action.
MEB Discussions


Depending on group participants and the length of MEB treatment, entire sessions can be spent beneficially discussing MEB themes. To appreciate the value of this, think of MEB as a “theory of mind” in the sense of being a guiding model that clients may use to interpret how people’s minds operate in social situations. The more engrained, elaborated, and flexible it is, the more useful it will be. Common discussion themes are:
· Inside/Outside: Sometimes a person’s outward behavior resembles one of the MEB characters, but belies another character underneath. Most commonly, this takes the form of an Easy Eddie “face” or “mask” with Bill or Mary underneath. When Mary is underneath, this may be called “Tears of a Clown.” Why is it that people sometimes show a happy face when they are actually feeling sad? Also common is for Bill to be expressed when a person is feeling like Mary underneath. 
· Do we all have all three characters inside of us?

· What is the optimal proportion of Mary, Eddie, and Bill to have within oneself (e.g., 33%, 33%, 33%)? Other than static percentages, what other ways are there to think about balancing the characters inside of yourself?

· Blind spots: People often do not see their own habits of thinking as well as others do. Why is this? Does this cause problems? What can be done about it? (In introducing this concept, it is useful for the group leader to use herself as an example, noting, “There are things that you all know about me that I do not know about myself.”)
· Dyadic dynamics:  When a person takes on an MEB character, it may predictably elicit an MEB character reaction in his/her conversation partner. For example, if Person A behaves like Bill toward Person B, Person B often will initially respond like Mary, and then flip into acting and feeling like Bill. (“How dare you make me feel bad about myself!”)
· Links with other models:  Group facilitators may consider this on their own or in conversation with some client groups. How does the tripartite MEB model relate to Freud’s Ego/Supergo/Id model or Eric Berne’s Parent/Adult/Child model?
· More characters: What is the value of considering only three character prototypes rather than five or ten? (This discussion often divides group members between those who like the tripartite model and those who think it is too simplistic.)
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