
Why Time To Think?  The Ten Components 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

The quality of what we do depends on the quality of thinking that 

precedes it  

 

The current environment is one of the most challenging of recent times. As 

Einstein commented, carrying on doing the same thing and expecting a 

different outcome is an excellent definition of insanity. That we are where 

we are, does not say much about the quality of thinking that has gone 

before.  

 

The reason we are here reflects the quality of decisions taken many years 

ago. This in turn reflects the quality of thinking that preceded those 

decisions – decisions that have had massive consequences and caused 

massive damage.  

 

One aspect of these decisions was the apparent consensus about what 

to do – “group think”. Many individuals would never have taken the 

decisions taken and supported on a group basis.  

 

The other central feature of the decision making process during this period 

was the deemed superiority of mathematical/scientific paradigms and 

quantitative “models” – the dominance of left-brain thinking. This has also 

created a very pressurised approach with an emphasis on doing things at 

a frenetic pace as everything gets speeded up.  

 

The misguided focus on targets is also part of this same culture as people 



manage the target not the business.  The brain works best in the presence 

of a question not a target. Addressing the right question with quality 

thinking will create decisions that enable those targets to be exceeded 

handsomely.  

 

All this has created a world where we all address the urgent while the 

important can be neglected until it’s far too late. Hence the common 

refrain we have “not got time to think’ and a situation where people work 

too hard, move too quickly and think too little. Its almost as though we are 

implicitly saying that we would rather be doing anything else other than 

think – that thinking and facing up to things is far too difficult and requires 

too much discipline -  it’s just too hard.  And anyway I have got things to 

do.  

 

This needs to change if we want to have different results and outcomes - 

having time to consider things differently and generate creative solutions 

that make a real difference should be embraced. Therefore, we need to 

create environments that support “whole brain thinking” and the 

considerable intellectual capital that we have at are disposal is utilised far 

more effectively. Every set of Report and Accounts celebrates the fact 

that people are our greatest asset and yet their thinking is completely 

ignored.  

 

The time to be creative and draw on our wisdom and insight rather than 

just our intellect is vital for high quality decisions. I will firstly explore what I 

mean by thinking and the different levels and types of thinking.  In effect 

this is the “Why?” of a Thinking Environment (TE). I will then give an 

overview of the Ten Components that consistently create the ideal 

conditions for better quality, generative thinking.  



SOME THOUGHTS ON THINKING – The “Why” of a Thinking Environment  

 

Professor Paul Brown when addressing the Collegiate expressed 

reservations about Cognitive Behavioural Therapy by saying that  "Thinking 

is a product NOT a driver.”  I take this to mean that thinking does not drive 

our state or our problems – thinking is a product of our state of being in 

that moment. We therefore need to manage the state and the 

environment to produce good thinking.  

 

This then begs the question of what makes up the magic ingredients for 

this state and this “product” called thinking? And how do we make it so 

that we can reliably and consistently produce high quality thinking? 

 

Professor Brown’s comments struck me as a fascinating as it was so 

aligned with the ten components that are brought together in a TE to 

“produce” generative thinking. We create an environment that generates 

the ideal conditions for quality thinking to be produced – the environment 

nurtures independent thinking by being deeply aware of human nature 

and how the brain works at its best.  

 

 It seems to me that our “thoughts”, especially when not supported by 

conducive environmental conditions, often maintain a state – so that 

thinking can sustain a situation by throwing fuel on the fire; we are having 

difficulties, then start thinking about how challenging the situation is, which 

reinforces the feelings and we end up thinking it will never end. The 

thinking or “story” does not change as we do not have anyone paying us 

attention, we don’t have the connection that helps us find a way out and 

perhaps most importantly we maintain our thinking at this level, as our 

underlying assumptions do not change.  



 

All the negative “thoughts” reinforce the state rather than helping us 

emerge from it. This then suggests that the process is more circular. 

Interestingly, this then raises the distinction between our thoughts that are 

fuelled by our state (and refuel that state) and thinking that is clear, 

insightful and generative.  

 

From a TE perspective the conditions of ease and the associated stillness 

are absent as the mind instead speeds up into a whirl of internal dialogue 

which leaves no room for incisive thinking. All these “thoughts” that merely 

fuel our state are, in effect, a repetitive “internal dialogue” as we tell 

ourselves stories. In effect this internal dialogue or storytelling is not 

thinking. And similarly thinking is not rehearsing our old beliefs or prejudices 

either.  

 

Andy Warhol famously commented in the 1960s as old traditions were 

breaking down that “We can think whatever we like…. and we all end up 

thinking the same.” This “thinking the same” is what the economist JK 

Galbraith referred to as the “conventional wisdom”  - and given the 

depth of the recent economic and financial crisis, it is safe to assume that 

this accumulated thinking and conventional wisdom is not necessarily 

serving us.  

 

The extent of the problems and the common threads to all the issues 

suggests that “Group Think” is a major contributor to the malaise both 

within and across organisations. So within companies themselves, debate 

was stifled as dominant CEOs embarked on aggressive growth strategies. 

Across organisations decision-making fell foul of what Warren Buffet refers 

to as the “institutional imperative” – where rationality is sacrificed to 



imitate what organisations believe to be successful peers. In his 1989 Letter 

to Shareholders he puts it rather succinctly  

 

“The behavior of peer companies, whether they are expanding, 

acquiring, setting executive compensation or whatever, will be mindlessly 

imitated.” 

 
And given the extraordinary way in which this quote captures the key 

issues of the last decade it is worth repeating that this was from his 1989 

letter to shareholders.  

 

The collective failure of this “group think” and the related “institutional 

imperative”, highlights that the quality of decision making and the 

outcomes and results we generate, are driven by the quality of thinking 

that preceded those decisions.   

 

It also confirms that the quality of thinking is maximized by encouraging 

independent thinking – allowing people to think for themselves as 

themselves – to offset the dangers of group think and celebrate the 

creative contributions of the individual.  (This is presumably why they were 

hired?)  

 

Organisations, therefore, clearly need to model how good decision-

making happens and what are the critical success factors in creating the 

conditions for high quality thinking and reaching good decisions. 

Developed economies are increasingly being driven by the ideas, 

innovations and insights of “human capital”.  

 

As Daniel Pink points out in “A Whole New Mind; Why right brainers will rule 



the future”, the combination of computing power and the fact that 

process-driven, labour intensive activity will always be performed much 

more cost effectively by emerging markets, the developed economies will 

only compete by being creative and using their right brain. This is an issue 

of economic advantage. He refers to the fact that these activities where 

the west will have advantage will be “high concept, high touch” 

meaning that there will be both the creativity of the right brain and the 

relationship and connection that is also generated by the right 

hemisphere.  

 

Therefore given the need for this combination of creativity and 

relationship, human capital needs to be put to work – it needs to 

generate a return. To do this effectively we really need to understand how 

human capital does work. It is rather like the old joke where an important 

CEO was asked, “How many people work for you?” His immediate 

response was “On a good day about half of them.”  

 

That in turn raises the question do we know which half are working and 

are they working well?  Increasing that figure to 60% that would be a 20% 

increase in productivity without any extra resources.  

 

There is therefore considerable upside in knowing how human capital 

works at its best. And when we say human capital, and given all the 

advances in neuroscience, we effectively mean how does the brain work 

at its best? Stephen Gilligan in the Hero’s Journey and elsewhere refers to 

the notion of “disciplined flow” as the state where the best of left and right 

brain thinking is integrated and flows together. This is especially important 

concept as it acknowledges that we need both for maximum effect.  

 



The point about IT and technology is the way in which it can replicate left 

brain thinking - as soon as a computer could beat a grand master at 

chess did that spend the end of the left brain’s comparative advantage? 

We know from Moore’s Law that the processing speed doubles every 

eighteen months or so. Technology leads to change at an ever-increasing 

speed. This has led to an acceleration of cultural and business life with 

technology and speed (and implicit if not explicitly speed of response) as 

the drivers – not the conditions that are known to encourage high quality 

decision-making. With everyone in “send” mode there is an overwhelming 

sense of overload while no one appears to be in receive mode.  

 

Another key element here as to how quality thinking gets stifled is that 

“debate” is allowed to pass as thinking and a token inclusivity through 

having everyone’s “input”. Invariably this inevitably just rubber stamps the 

“group think” sacrificing quality and inclusivity for speed. Debates are very 

quick when you know what you think and know that you are right.  

 

With debate there is a tendency for it to be preconceived ideas that are 

presented and nobody present has any intent to change their mind or 

indeed listen to anyone else’s thinking. Changing your mind is a secular sin 

and a weakness rather than an indicator of an open, curious way of 

being that values learning, expansion and growth. It’s about steadfastly 

defending your point of view. Indeed in many instances we identify so 

much with our point of view that we become it – we mistakenly hold the 

point of view as a representation of who we are. This of courses raises the 

stakes in the “debate” as we may not have any attachment to an idea 

but we may fight bitterly to protect our sense of self-identity. This naturally 

militates against generative thinking and this emerging out of everybody’s 

freshest thinking. Debate also tends to be backward looking and will tend 



to be problem focused rather than looking forward to a solution. Blame is 

much more of its currency than solution – rather like listening to the Today 

programme on Radio 4.  

 

Below I have modified a very useful table taken from Otto Scharmer’s 

work on Theory U. It explores the different ways we engage in sharing 

thinking and ideas and how we are addressing a question. It progresses 

from bottom left where we are downloading information, through debate 

to dialogue and the fourth quadrant of “Presence’. The Thinking 

Environment naturally sits and far more importantly facilitates the type of 

thinking and approaches seen in the top two quadrants. (I have used this 

in some of my Facilitation work and it has proved very effective.)  

 
  



THE FOUR QUADRANTS  

 

 

 

 

One of the interesting dimensions for me as we move around the 

quadrant is that there is a big shift between “knowing and “not knowing” 

and allied to this there is a big shift from the polarity of right and wrong 

thinking. (I will look at “not knowing” further in the Ease component of the 

Ten Components.) Interestingly one of the features of moving into the 

Presence quadrant is that there is a paradoxical combination of not 

knowing AND a real sense of knowing things at a very “deep” level. 

Somehow we just “know” as though it is coming form a deep source of 

wisdom.  



 

At this level of thinking we are also seeing things more holistically and 

thinking of “we” not “I” and facing the future rather than rationalizing the 

past. Importantly, thinking this way we also have the presence of mind to 

know that it is just our thinking and not who we are so we don’t have to 

identify with it. This spirit of non-attachment and non-judgement (we are 

no longer our point of view and there is no right or wrong) helps create a 

much greater sense of peace and ease. This in turn, as we shall see, 

makes it even easier to generate further insights and fresh thinking.  

 

This represents an important shift and also reflects the fact that we 

become more and more present as we move around the quadrants. As 

we do this we create more and more space for new generative thinking 

to emerge.  

 

What is important about this is that it becomes a much more “right brain” 

thinking process, accessing intuition, creativity and wisdom and is less 

driven by the logical linearity, cause and effect thinking of the left-brain. 

Thinking in this way allows us to mine deep truths which are often very rich 

and paradoxical. Indeed the quantum physicist Nils Bohr refers to “Deep 

Truth” as a place where something is true and its opposite is also true.  

 

Crucially, this generative thinking – thinking that brings fresh insights, ideas 

and perspectives into play and goes beyond the polarities of either/or 

thinking and the banalities of what we already know (or think we know)- 

leads to a much more abundant view of the world. This in turn provides 

the momentum to move forward with the true and liberating assumptions 

and empowering beliefs that are at the heart of self-actualization.  

 



THE 10 COMPONENTS – The what and the how  

 

We create this vital product of exceptional generative thinking by 

systematically creating the conditions for high quality independent 

thinking to take place. The TE, by effectively using the ten components 

that enhance our thinking, allows people to flourish by accessing their 

own unique wisdom and “take” on the world.  

 

I shall explore each component in turn. 

 

ATTENTION 

 

"Deep listening is not merely the engagement of the ear and the auditory 

nerve (but) a full engagement of the attention, thought and intention of 

the coach in the conversation."  

(The Mindful Coach, Doug Silsbee)  
 

As coaches we are paid for paying attention. Paying attention in a way 

that may be very new for the client and generates transformation for 

them. When we are listening deeply it is an experience of using all of our 

senses and being fully present. Being centered in this way we are listening 

from a place where we are connected both with our self and with the 

other person. The purpose of the attention is in many respects connection- 

- connecting from heart to heart as well as head to head. It’s about 

“Being with them” in a very special way. Connecting this way is a deeply 

creative act.  

 

With this sort of connecting and being with some one, there is also an 

infinite sense of space – some people will talk about “holding the space” 

which always strikes me as odd as it implies the kinesthetic effort of 



“holding” things when there is no need and also implies the space is finite. 

With generative attention there is no space to hold as it is infinite and if 

you are deeply connected there is no need.  

 

By being grounded, centered and connected we may call it “core 

listening”. All of our channels are open to the thinker and with high levels 

of active curiosity and receptivity, the better our listening the greater 

attention on the thinker. In effect it is listening with all of our resources and 

both sides of our brain as we pick up all that is being communicated as 

well as what is being “said”. (So much communication is non-verbal and 

therefore we need to “listen” for this too.)  

 

Stephen Gilligan refers to this type of “core listening” as “Sponsorship” – 

the coach “sees” the essence of the client and all of who they can 

become. This being present at a core level allows for this potential to be 

realised. The outcome of positive sponsorship in this sense is to “awaken 

awareness of self and the world” for the client.  

 

In NLP there is a “Look to listen rule” for visual people – highly visual people 

cannot believe you are listening if you are not looking at them. As 

someone who has a more auditory bias in my ‘representational systems” 

this took a while to learn. More auditory people are more likely to look 

away BUT lean in with their left ear to really hear and concentrate on 

what is being said. (I still have to monitor my tendency to lean in 

especially when working with visual people as it blocks their visual space.)  

 

So when paying attention (as distinct from listening) I have therefore 

learned that following the thinker's eyes is incredibly interesting and 

rewarding. Holding the gaze is engaging and non-intrusive and helps set 



up limbic resonance and connection.  According to Professor Paul Brown 

the eyes are the best place to see the neuro-chemistry of the brain – so 

we can actually see the changes in thinking and the moments of 

breakthrough by monitoring the thinker’s eye movements.  

 

In paying attention in this way, and with the eyes revealing so much of the 

neuro-chemistry, there is far less temptation to interrupt as we are aware 

that so much is going on. Not interrupting is vital for allowing the thinker to 

take up their space and be with their thoughts. Its almost like they know 

they can just let their thinking run and this also creates ease one of the 

other components (See below) 

 

The Doug Silsbee quote also refers to the role of “intention” as being 

crucial for the conversation. In the context of the TE it may be the 

intention is to “be a TE” that will determine the quality of our attention. A 

common practice in NLP is to set our intent before any meeting or 

interaction or the beginning of the day. Our intention may be simply to be 

fully present, at ease to support the thinking of our partner. In NLP the term 

intention reflects our deeper desire or purpose driving our outcome or 

behaviours. Expressing our intention helps shape the way we will interact 

and behave in any given situation.  

 

In the context of the TE (and indeed in most coaching approaches) it is 

very important to be aware as to where our attention is at any given time.  

This is what the “three streams” of attention reflects – our attention wants 

to be equally distributed across i) what the client is saying (the content) ii) 

Our response to that content and iii) Thinking Environment, that is are we 

creating the conditions that support generative thinking for the thinker. 

Being aware of the three streams is vital for creating the optimal 



conditions for the thinker – they know that we are fully with them and we 

are balancing the three streams (rather than being with our own thoughts 

as we respond to the content for example.) 

 

This balance of Intention and attention creates a deep sense of 

connection – it establishes a “field” in which there is a spiritual connection 

between thinker and partner and the field creates an infinite sense of 

possibility, to “discover new oceans”. Therefore, attention of this sort is an 

act of creation.  

 

As ever other people’s experiences of this seem to say express it far more 

succinctly. In a round reflecting on a Thinking Pair, one delegate 

commented "after a couple of minutes I started speaking more slowly 

helped by knowing I would not be interrupted.....and then the thinking got 

bigger and bigger while the talking slowed right down."  What was 

beautiful about this was the huge sense of spaciousness and joy that 

opened up for the listener and the partner as they paid attention to each 

other and the space opened up for bigger and bigger thinking.  There 

really seemed to have been a very profound connection between the 

Pair especially bearing in mind they had never met before.   

 

EQUALITY 
 
“Always remember that you are absolutely unique. Just like everyone 

else.” (Margaret Meade) 

 

Celebrating the uniqueness of the thinker and the fact that their 

experience of the world is unique to them and incredibly valuable. The 

thing about the Margaret Mead quote is that we are equal in our 



extraordinary uniqueness –assuming we are equally wonderful and with 

great qualities is a very good place to start.  

 

In a world where inequality has risen dramatically and pay levels at the 

top are at extraordinary multiples of those at the bottom, valuing people 

equally seems a real challenge. Societies and organisations are inherently 

hierarchical and weight goes to those at the top of the hierarchy.  

 

However, the distance between the top and bottom and the privileged 

view of those at the top means that the lens through which decisions are 

taken are hopelessly narrow. Bringing a more holistic view of the world 

introduces many more perspectives and honours the thinking of everyone 

in the system.  

 

In Spontaneous Evolution, Bruce Lipton refers to the equality implicit in a 

circle formation compared to more hierarchical "shapes" such as 

triangles/pyramids. He cites the work of a volunteer with the New England 

prison service who works with offenders and has them sitting in a circle 

where they take turns to speak, passing a stick so that only the person with 

the stick can speak and the others then listen intently.  

 

The parallels with the TE are very clear and the component of equality 

generates real results. This process of treating everyone equally (and with 

respect) has cut the rate of recidivism dramatically. And Lipton quotes the 

facilitator of this process, an indigenous Indian as saying that these 

offenders go back to their communities "replacing the pyramid of 

domination with the circle of equality and respect." Therefore equality 

and respect becomes generalized through society when practiced well.   

 



Treating everyone equally is a foundation stone of respect. The equality of 

the TE manifests itself in many ways – the equal amount of time in pairs 

and rounds as well as the assumption that everyone is the expert on their 

own situation and has the resources to generate breakthroughs.  

 

EASE 

 

A variation of the parable of the tortoise and the hare exists in every 

culture. And when we refer to something as “hare-brained” its not a 

compliment. We are also seeing a plethora of books along the lines of 

Thinking Fast and Slow and the differences in outcomes that result form 

this. So Ease is a very powerful contributor to thinking well at a very deep 

level and in my experience opens us up to wisdom not just intelligence – 

we know that at lower and slower brain waves we generate real insight 

and breakthroughs.   

 

By creating dynamic stillness and ease we facilitate what some people 

might regard as “slowing down to speed up”. While this is true as the 

quality of generative thinking occurs with ease at ease, more importantly 

perhaps when we slow down and are at ease we have more time and 

space to take more in – we see more (both visually and in terms of 

perception) hear more and feel more. As a result we are much more 

connected with what is happening with and for the thinker. And as the 

there streams suggests we can then focus on being fascinated by what's 

happening now….. and where the thinking will go next.  
 

Ease also implies abundance rather than scarcity – where life is “hard” 

and the focus is on lack and the overwhelming problems we have. Easy is 

also the polar opposite of how many people live now –where “drive” is 



deemed the competitive quality to get ahead and being focused on 

short term goals and profit are the rewards of hard-work. This leads us into 

a frenetic busyness and shortage of time – cash rich and time poor.  

 

Most people associate thinking with intense focus and its related physical 

effect of muscular tension – think of the Rodin statue “The Thinker”. He is 

really concentrating, looking down and not seeing anything or 

connected with anything else other than those inner thoughts running 

round his head. Struggling on his own. And certainly the muscles are tense 

– you can sense the strain.  

 

 

 

This focus, tension and isolation is compounded by the speed and 

         If only he’d had a Thinking Partner…. 



pressure of a goal-oriented society. The state this creates is far from 

conducive to great results. Thinking gets associated with hard work – not 

surprising on this definition. This will lead us to relying on what we already 

know and what we already think - the state of high intensity focus is not 

conducive to insight. Rather it produces rational, conservative thinking. 

Generative thinking – bringing new ideas and connections into being – 

requires ease.  

 

Being at ease is what produces great results. Nothing great was ever 

done without being relaxed first, as Stephen Gilligan points out. Otherwise 

we get it into the three “F’s” - “fight, flight or freeze” mode which closes 

down the brain. Conversely, ease opens up possibility and potential – it 

allows us to engage in “creative flow”.  

 

Slowing down allows us to engage all of our resources – the conscious 

and the unconscious, the left and right brain. We slow down to speed 

up....only the speeding up is from a position of having done some 

generative thinking and creating real insights to inform our actions. We 

are now acting from the fourth “F” ....flow. We do our best work when in a 

state of flow and creating a state flow produces our best results. We do 

more of what we want to do ....... more of what we love.  

 

While Einstein said that “imagination is more important than knowledge”, 

(a classic right brain comment) it is also true that imagination is more 

important than effort too.  In NLP terms we refer to the three inhibitors of 

great performance as being I) foveal vision ii) muscle tension iii) internal 

dialogue (self talk). When all of these are going on we are clearly not at 

ease.  

 



It follows that the opposite of these creates ease. So being in peripheral 

vision, having relaxed muscles and with no internal dialogue creates a 

powerful combination that allows us to be at ease and present to what is 

happening.  

 

In fact there is strong research evidence to suggest that the more we are 

in peripheral vision and the more relaxed the jaw (which eases the vagus 

nerve), then less internal dialogue is produced. Clearly the more internal 

dialogue, the lower our sense of ease and the lower our capacity to listen 

externally.  

 

Peripheral vision is sometimes referred to as having "soft eyes" and so 

maybe one of the key elements of being a Thinking Partner and creating 

a great TE is this combination of “soft eyes” and "soft ears".  

 

One of the key areas it seems to me from my experience in coaching/TE 

sessions is the (liberating) assumptions I am holding about the session. A 

very powerful way of creating ease is holding a deep belief/liberating 

assumption that we do not need to generate any particular result or 

outcome.  

 

The liberating effect of this has a very profound effect on ease and on the 

session – in many respects it is the ego that is committed to “results” 

(especially the ones we want!) so how much easier if we are fully present 

and prepared to witness the dramatic breakthrough the thinker WILL 

make (As we are, honoring the notion off Positive Philosophical Choice,  

assuming they are inherently intelligent, wise and creative) when left to 

their own devices (assuming they are wonderfully capable of being 

independent and that they will be very different when realizing things for 



themselves and having their own  experience of breaking through will 

provide them with a reference experience for life).  

 

And if we additionally assume that whatever happens is precisely what is 

meant to happen for the good of the thinker then this also enables us to 

be at ease.  

 

Another crucial dimension of these assumptions is that as the non-

attachment creates ease - putting yourself in a place where you don't 

need to get a result means there is no judgement and the fear that can 

accompany it.  

 

All of this non-attachment to an outcome and ensuing sense of ease 

allows us to BE who we are and coming from a place of loving 

abundance that encourages them to be who they are and the space to 

expand into. (If we are coming from our ego, or a place of competitive 

scarcity the space is limited not infinite.)  

 

Related to this non-attachment to an outcome, the reverse side of the 

coin if you like, the other aspect for creating ease is being really 

comfortable with “not knowing” and not being attached to being “right”.  

 

This is not a passive “I don’t know…” it’s a very dynamic curiosity about 

where the thinking is going and not being attached to our own ideas as 

to what might be right or where it might go. Life is much easier when we 

happily don’t know…..and we have no assumption about there being a 

right or wrong.  

 

Crucially this assumption about there not being a right or a wrong is a key 



aspect of the right brain’s modus operandi compared to the either/or of 

the left brain. In this context It may be that the “three streams” of 

attention reflects the joy of hemispheric integration – what Stephen 

Gilligan refers to as “disciplined flow”. That is we are flowing in an effective 

way between right and left hemispheres and not allowing one side to be 

dominant.  

 

Being in this place of “not knowing” and not having to be right generates 

ease – and as has been pointed out by Nancy Kline, it also honours 

diversity as other pieces of information are just that -  this information is 

part of a whole picture, a perspective from others who know/see/feel 

things differently and are sharing those perspectives to enrich the picture.  

 

APPRECIATION  

 

All the evidence tells is that brain works better when there is a spirit of 

appreciation and we re being appreciated. Appreciated in a way that is 

sincere, succinct and specific. Not only does the brain work better, the 

heart also benefits form such an interaction. (THE Heart math Institute has 

lots of evidence to support this.)  

 

One of the interesting aspects of appreciating when done well is that the 

person giving the appreciation has an uncanny ability to see the essence 

of the other person. Its almost like they are seeing who the person is, who 

they really are and their best self. In effect the appreciation has the gift of 

allowing the person to see themselves differently.  

 

It is also interesting to ask whether the appreciation is more effective when 

it is a recognition of the attributes, skills and resources they have that will 



reinforce the true and liberating assumption and/or support the further 

session goal.  

 

So when giving appreciation it may be useful to consider what are we 

appreciating and why? Their essence? Their values? What they uniquely 

bring to the world? By bringing attention to things that may be invisible to 

them ( things that lie out of conscious awareness as they just do it/are 

it) we may well be serving them in a very powerful way.  

 

Appreciation, by encouraging us to see the richness of the person in front 

of us, and the awareness of who they are and the resources they have – 

all reflected in the quality of their thinking – is a great way of connecting 

at a deeper level. And given high quality attention and the openness of 

the connection it is both easier to give the appreciation and for it to be 

received. Without the conditions of a TE being present, it can be more 

challenging both to generate sincere appreciation and for the thinker to 

receive it – culturally in the UK, such comments can be easily shrugged off 

if care is not taken.  

 

This is a great shame as the intent of the appreciation is for it to  a be a life 

long gift that celebrates qualities the thinker may not have realised were 

part of them and a piece of insight that can make a real difference in 

their life.  

 

And by establishing a heartfelt connection through the appreciation, the 

beneficial impact of the neurochemistry as the amygdala, heart and 

neocortex bathe in the impact, is something to be encouraged. Given 

the plasticity of the brain this is a neural pathway to be developed. 

Celebrating others is always a wonderful experience and a real source of 



encouragement.  

 

ENCOURAGEMENT 

 

Given that courage is derived from the French “with heart”, 

encouragement  seems a natural vital element of TE – we listen with an 

open loving heart. This notion of encouragement is intrinsically abundant 

and is essential for abundance. There is an Andre Gide poem which says 

“To discover new oceans you must lose sight of the shore” and this seems 

to be what the TE “encourages” – the implicit creation of space allows for 

lots of new oceans to be found. Encouragement in this way is our being a 

fellow traveller on what Joseph Campbell would refer to as their “hero’s 

journey.” In my experience this to a significant extent explains the deep 

sense of privilege one gets from working in this way.  

 

And the phonological ambiguity of “shore/sure” also highlights the letting 

go of what we think we know, and being truly comfortable with not 

knowing, to deeply connect with what we discover to be true at a 

deeper level. This is where the fruit is and the new oceans represents new 

ways of thinking and seeing ourselves and those around us. It is often said 

that all miracles (transformations) start with a shift in perception and 

encouraging people to find such a fresh perspective that they discover 

this for themselves is at the heart of the TE.  The role of the thinking partner 

is therefore to provide encouragement,  BE “with an open heart”, for 

these discoveries to take place and for the new to emerge and vitally to 

be integrated….this is what generative means.  

 

While encouraging is generative and abundant, competition as is 

practiced so much in the corporate world, is very much a win/lose 



framework which definitionally cannot be generative. Naturally, as the 

recent economic environment demonstrates and the binary nature of 

political debate that has accompanied it, the more the focus is on 

competition, the outcome is scarcity rather than abundance.  

 

It is worth pointing out however, that the original meaning of competitive 

is to “thrive with” as the com prefix means “with” as in compassion. 

However, this is not the meaning in current western society. Interestingly in 

Japan and other eastern cultures (through their martial arts cultures 

perhaps?) the notion of competition is very much along the original lines – 

the purpose of competition is that it encourages us to improve and be at 

our best.  

 

Increasingly the more I think about the ten components the more 

wedded I become to the notion that the abundance (generativity) it 

produces is a function of encouraging right brain activity which is more 

connected and holistic than the atomistic and fragmentary nature of left 

brain activity (And scarcity thinking) where because there is a  right and 

wrong which leads to ego attachment to being right and where 

intelligence is celebrated not wisdom. (This may also explain some of the 

male v female issues referred to by Nancy in the book  where men 

(generally more left brain) and also why we need to embrace the 

diversity of our OWN thinking (integrating our left and right hemispheres for 

“disciplined flow”) let alone the diversity of including everybody else’s 

perspective.  

 

(See Ian McGregor The Master and His Emissary, Jill Bolte Taylor, My Stroke 

of Insight. In this context one might argue that the information component 

is the left brain input that the right brain needs?)  



FEELINGS 

 

We know form Studies of autism (or what Stephen Gilligan refers to as 

“extreme maleness”) that a purely thinking model of the world has its 

strengths and its challenges. Things quickly become data points and 

objects with no “limbic resonance” and no connection. We also know 

from the world of psychoanalysis (so only a belief rather than a verifiable 

truth but interesting nonetheless) that if we repress one feeling we repress 

them all – life is lived in a narrow band.  

 

 As Robert Holden puts it “the over riding objective of a feeling… is to be 

felt” and if we don’t allow it to be felt then it gets stored up with 

potentially far more reaching consequences at a later point. It then acts 

out of our control and awareness. So there is considerable wisdom in 

feeling the feeling rather than it be repressed and emerge out of 

unconscious awareness in ways we may not be conscious about.  

 

Feelings also reveal, and allow us to connect to, what's important to us. 

We know for example when values are violated we can feel very angry 

and it can be very useful to identify why we are angry and what value 

might have been transgressed. We are then very much connected with 

our feelings and what is important to us and our values. This connection 

means we are much more connected to others – as Virginia Satir the 

famous family therapist said “the distance between you and the other 

person is directly related to the distance between you and yourself.”  

 

Feelings express what people care about and what matters to them and 

this of course makes it much easier for us to care about and for them. 

Sometimes it might be painful but it is very real.  



 

In NLP coaching we may ask the question “How important is it to you to 

be feeling this way?” This really recognizes the importance of the feeling 

and also allows time to be with it – and if it is the case that the person is 

feeling upset over something that is not very important they can choose if 

they want to carry on feeling that way. Conversely if its something we 

really care about it might be very important to carry on with the feeling 

and being with it and its intent – especially if that improves any sense of 

connection to self and others.  

 

That feelings are in many ways an opening up and establish a connection 

at a different level, they are an important foundation for trust. The power 

of vulnerability is acknowledged in many coaching models and feelings 

powerfully reveal what we feel strongly about.  The neuroscience suggests 

that trust builds up at moments of challenge and emotion  - feelings of 

trust can only grow when tension is present.   

 

Often the real challenge when dealing with feelings is that it is not the 

original feeling itself that is an issue - Virginia Satir, the family therapist 

famously commented that it is how we "feel about the feeling" that can 

be the problem - not necessarily (or just) the original feeling. So for 

example we may get angry which tells us something that is important to 

us has been neglected and/or a value has been violated which 

combined represents a really useful piece of information. However, we 

may respond initially by feeling shame about being angry and reacting 

the way we did. Then it is the feeling of shame that is a challenge.  

 

In all of this there is clearly lots of intelligence and information in the 

feelings which clearly enriches our thinking and perhaps more importantly 



the richness of our understanding? As Professor Paul Brown said at a 

collegiate meeting, we want to be talking about “intelligent emotions” 

not “emotional intelligence’.  

 

An important aspect of these feelings is of course that as we cannot not 

communicate, our feelings inevitably impact those of the thinker/group. 

As we create feelings in others we are, therefore, we are responsible for 

the feelings we are running.  

 

Paul Brown also referred to the eight basis emotions that produce the 

whole of the feeling system. With the acronym FADDS (fear, anger, 

disgust, shame and sadness) we have the 5 escape or avoidance 

emotions. In these the energy flows inwards. We move out of these when 

the amygdala comes to rest – triggering the notion that may be the 

expression of these feelings allows the amygdala to slow down and come 

to rest (another aspect of ease?)  

 

The 6th basic emotion is surprise or startle, which is referred to as a 

“potentiator”. These can trigger the final 2 basic emotions Excitement/joy 

and Trust/Love. Here we have the two emotions that relate to attachment 

– the direction of attention is outwards and it is about connecting with the 

other. The Ten components are designed to facilitate this connection.  

 

This might suggest that by replacing a limiting assumption with a True and 

liberating one we trigger a move towards these emotions of 

excitement/joy and trust/love? The other key aspect of feelings is that the 

drive us into action, as in e-motion.  

 
  



INFORMATION  
 
Information (As in facts and data) is clearly important but it is not the same 

as thinking or wisdom. If information were all that mattered in a world that 

is flooded with it, there would be no problems at all. Being overloaded 

with information prevents thinking by creating a sense of overwhelm, while 

not having the basic information may well inhibit good thinking too as we 

may not know what to do and then feel ill art ease.  There is a certain 

practicality and “left-brain” dynamic of information.  

 

Therefore sharing practical information with clarity creates ease and is a 

foundation for good thinking. In many ways information is an element of 

thinking - an input that may shape our thinking though not an output. 

Maybe a useful way of thinking about it in a TE context  is that we never 

want to shape the output (other than through generative attention and 

incisive questions)  but we may have a responsibility to contribute key 

inputs? The Information helps reveal some details and features of a 

picture - the interpretation of the picture remains with the thinker?  

 

As well as the facts and the data components of information, another key 

aspect is dismantling denial. Interestingly it may well be that we deny the 

challenges of a situation but it may be equally true that we are not seeing 

the real positives either. In all coaching there is a fine line between 

colluding with the client and championing them. Colluding with their 

worldview when based on erroneous assumptions is not acting in their 

interests and is merely confirming a worldview that is not true. By 

withholding information that would challenge their current view of things, 

one is implicitly assuming they have not got the resources to deal with the 

challenge. Assuming they have all the resources they need is vital and so 



they can respond to the veil of denial being lifted. This is real championing 

of them and what they are capable of.  

 

DIVERSITY 

 

"If we are to achieve a richer culture, rich in contrasting values, we must 

recognise the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less 

arbitrary social fabric, one in which each diverse human gift will find a 

fitting place." Margaret Mead 

 

You just have to look at any family to see just how different we all are. And 

the experience of growing up in the same conditions still leads to very 

different outcomes, completely different versions of what happened and 

what was important. (The field of epigenetics tell us how our experience, 

(and how we respond to it) shapes our genes very differently.)  

 

Just as information seeks to dismantle denial, Diversity by garnering a 

number of differing perspectives also serves to create a better 

representation of the reality of a situation. More of the angles get covered 

giving a much better picture. We all have strengths and blind spots so 

working with people with different strengths and maybe even more 

crucially different blind spots leads to infinitely better results and a lot more 

fun if we appreciate these differences.  

 

We talked earlier about the dangers of groupthink and the myopia that 

occurs when we “all think the same” and collude with the conventional 

wisdom. Accepting our own diversity and leveraging the "inclusiveness" of 

our own left and right brain and encompassing the whole range of who 

we are, is a very good place to start.  



 

Thinking for ourselves as all of ourselves Is vital. And recognizing our own 

range and diversity makes it much easier to appreciate that quality in 

others. Importantly, this means we have permission to show up as "all of 

us", all of who we really are - we don't leave our various "parts" outside the 

room. As a result we have much more to draw on – and that’s before we 

draw upon the range of people (and their range) in the room.  

 

INCISIVE QUESTIONS 

 

“If I had an hour to solve a problem and my life depended on the solution, 

I would spend the first 55 minutes determining the proper question to ask, 

for once I know the proper question, I could solve the problem in less than 

five minutes.” Albert Einstein 

 

“Leading from good to great does not mean coming up with answers and 

then motivating everyone to follow your messianic vision. It means having 

the humility to grasp the fact that you do not yet understand enough to 

have the answers and then to ask the questions that will lead to the best 

possible insights.”  Jim Collins - Good to Great (p75) 

 

Einstein’s approach to a life and death question confirms what the 

neuroscience tells us – the brain works best works best in the presence of a 

question (as well as the other 9 components.) And given this is the man 

that talked about “imagination being more important than knowledge”, 

he is clearly suggesting that it is a question that addresses the right brain, 

firing the imagination. By opening up the issue and stimulating a fresh 

perspective great questions are generative. And as with the Einstein 

quote they are intrinsically focused on the solution and the future not the 



problem and the past. In terms of Time to Think, the time frame is very 

much the future.  

 

In NLP the emphasis is always on the solution rather than the problem. This 

“frame” of the question is vital, as we know the frame determines what we 

see and how clearly we see it. While the questions below are 

exaggerated they make the point (though many people and 

organisations in my experience do tend to operate this way.)  
 
 
 
Is there a solution to every problem or a problem for every solution?  
 
 
Problem	  Focus	  	   Solutions	  Focus	  

Why didn’t you hit your targets? What do you need to do next time 

to hit your targets? 

Why did this happen? What do you want to achieve 

here? 

Where did it all start to go wrong? What do you need to do to move 

this forward? 

Why do you think you are not very 

good at this? 

How can you develop strength in 

this area? 

What’s wrong with your team? What does your team need to do 

better? 

Why did you do that? What do you want to do next to 

move forward?  

Why isn’t this working?  What do we need to do to make 

this work?  

 

Note the use of why? for the problem focus questions. This often takes you 



into the past or deeper into the problem. This can mean that the person 

be asked the question becomes more focused on the problem state and 

therefore becomes less resourceful and sees a drop in energy. Its also 

leads to a blame culture.  

 

Focusing on the problem may in some instances be appropriate, for 

example trying to correct a process or a procedure. However it rarely gets 

the best out of people and does not respect how we know the brain to 

work.  

 

Some of the things great questions do 
 

Ø Cause the person to focus and stretch 

Ø Create deep reflection – access our wisdom 

Ø Cause people to think more deeply 

Ø Challenge “taken for granted” assumptions that prevent people 

from acting in new and effective ways 

Ø Become aware of the need for change and be more open to 

change  

Ø Generate courage and strength 

Ø Create new thinking and lead to breakthrough thinking 

Ø Generate the keys that open the door to great solutions 

Ø Enable people to have a better view of the situation – see things 

from a fresh perspective  

Ø Generate powerful and positive action  

 

(Source: Adapted from ‘Leading with Questions’, Michael Marquardt) 

 

The Incisive Question and Assumptions  



 

The beauty of the Incisive Question is that it addresses the above list. By 

explicitly uncovering limiting assumptions, and especially the key, bedrock 

limiting assumption that is undermining the progress of the thinker towards 

their goal, the thinker/group can pivot towards self-actualization as the 

road blocks are removed.  

 

The all-pervasive presence of assumptions can ironically blind us to their 

presence. Rather like a fish never thinking about water as being part of its 

environment. So it can sometimes be a challenge to step out of the water 

and see it – which is why just the question “what are you assuming?” can 

have such power. It is also interesting that often when there is a “feeling” 

of “stuckness”, individually or with a group, that limiting assumptions are 

likely to be doing their work.  

 

However, it is not just the puncturing the key limiting assumption that leads 

to the transformation of the thinker’s perspective – removing the limiting 

assumption allows the “true and liberating” one to emerge into that 

space. This is then “truly” generative. True and liberating assumptions 

mean moving to new assumptions about what is possible and how the 

world (And our perspective on it) can be different.  

 

Robert Holden has commented that  “all miracles start with a shift in 

perception” -  changing our way of perceiving ourselves and the world is 

a real gift of the true and liberating assumption.  

 

Another possibility as to why the incisive question works so well is that it 

allows the imagination and right brain resources of the thinker to create a 

new blueprint for dealing with the issue and creating a compelling future. 



It launches imagination and action simultaneously and celebrates 

possibility.  

 

Another interesting element of the language of the Incisive Question is the 

way that it combines “options” the creative part and “procedures” – 

putting procedures and how-to’s in place.  

 

Options people are always looking for new possibilities and ideas and will 

constantly want to improve on a system. Procedures people on the other 

hand believe there is a set way of doing things, want to do things properly 

and in the right sequence. They are interested in “how” we do things and 

not necessarily concerned with the “why”. Options people will often 

generate more and more ideas but never actually get things done. They 

are more interested in improving a system than following it.  

 

The first half of the question “if you knew” combined with the true and 

liberating assumption in my view intrinsically creates options and 

possibilities. The “How would you….” then invites the client to create a 

“plan to follow”, a way of taking the next steps. This will ensure that the 

ideas can be put into action.  

 

Therefore combining a question that elicits “options” (generates ideas 

and possibilities) while having a question that will establish a “procedure” 

(“the how to”) for putting them into action (the next steps), is an excellent 

way of appealing to both sides of the brain and making sure things get 

done.  

 

PLACE 

 



Given that we are talking about Environment, the actual physical 

manifestation of the place in which we are creating a TE is vital. And does 

the environment say you really matter? How does it make you feel? Is it set 

up in a way that reflects the other components…for example does it 

promote equality or hierarchy? Is it easy to know that our attention will not 

be interrupted.  

 

We have mentioned earlier that sitting in a pyramid shape may generate 

a very different sense of place than a circle – which with no beginning 

and no end and being equidistant from a central point creates a very 

different energy. In the Circle Way by Baldwin And Linnea, refer to circle 

arrangement as having a “a leader in every chair”.  

 

In my experience my auditory nature means background noise 

compromises my ability to pay attention while I am also affected by 

people moving around a lot, which also compromises my ability to be 

present. While personal it does highlight that place may be subjective to 

some extent. It's also important to say many environments are likely to 

have background noise so learning to be present in that context and 

screen that out is a factor.  

 

We may also take place as being a space where energetic exchange 

takes place. If we take this view then there is a very real question as to 

how do we do we contribute to a sense of place? How are we in our 

body? What energy are we sending out? What intentions are we holding 

that determines the connection and energy of the space? 

 

This frame on place takes it to be a “field” of space, energy and 

connection. Stephen Gilligan refers to a felt “relational field” that exists 



between us and is of paramount importance to change and healing 

work. We then create a sense of place by the state we are in – how we 

are “being” when we are with the other person, hopefully in a well-chosen 

place that really says they matter and will not be interrupted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


