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For over fifteen years, I have been studying, talking about, using and providing coaching and training services in neuro-linguistic programming (NLP). NLP principles and techniques have had a great impact on my personal communication and the way I perceive and live life. As a Certified Management Consultant and former university professor and executive, I find NLP techniques invaluable in first, assisting me in feeling good about myself and what I choose to do and second, in my conversations and interactions with others as we express our differing points of view and work toward a win-win result. To enhance my knowledge and use of NLP, I have used a number of books as references, yet have not found a single book or small subset of books that fully meets my needs or the needs of those around me. As a result, I have chosen to write my own book with a focus on the following audiences:
* Those who have heard about NLP and wish to learn more.
* Those who are looking for more in life.
* Coaches, members of the helping professions or managers who are looking for new ways and techniques to work with and assist their clients or staff.
* Those who are about to take an NLP seminar and would like to have a solid grounding before beginning.
* Those who have studied NLP and are looking for a basic NLP reference book.
To address these different audiences, in this book, I will speak to you from different perspectives as the situation warrants:
* As a guide to assist you in getting a sense of what NLP is and isn’t.
* As a coach to assist you to open up your thinking about yourself and the world around you.
* As a trainer to assist you in understanding and using NLP techniques.
* As a source of knowledge so that you have access to a broad range of NLP tips and techniques.
* As a friend who has and continues to benefit from using NLP.
Throughout the book, I will share my life experiences with you and ask questions of you so that you too can explore new possibilities in your life or in assisting others.
For the most part, the material is presented as if you were in a training session with me. That is, I address the four major learning styles: Why? (discussion), What? (teaching), How? (coaching) and What if? (self-discovery). For those of you who learn best by discussing the reasons why you would use NLP, I often present the material in a discussion format and ask questions of you to stimulate your thinking. Each aspect of NLP and the tips and techniques are presented in enough detail to satisfy those of you who prefer to explore the question “What is NLP?” The basic concepts and techniques of NLP are described in sufficient detail for you to know how to apply them in your own life or with others. (I draw your attention to the final paragraphs of section 2.10, A word of caution.) As well, you are provided with sufficient information and questions for you to explore the question “What if I used this in my life or in interactions with others?”
NLP is not a linear subject. It does not lend itself to fit easily into specific chapters. Some of the material might certainly be presented in an earlier chapter and vice-versa. As a result, you will occasionally see references to other chapters. You may find that once you have read the entire book, the material at the beginning of the book becomes richer and more accessible. For those of you using the book as a reference, an index has been provided to meet your needs.
I trust this book will be a valuable resource and I look forward to receiving any observations you may wish to share with me.
Roger Ellerton
Ottawa, Canada
***
If you can imagine it, you can achieve it.
If you can dream it, you can become it.
– William Arthur Ward
How many of us live our lives according to others’ expectations? How many of us have put our lives on hold to accommodate a spouse (current or past), our parents, our children, someone who is needier than us or for our job? How many of us wander through life aimlessly, with one day the same as the next, and with little passion for living or purpose? How many of us know we could do better, if only we knew how to communicate – with ourselves and with others? Live Your Dreams – Let Reality Catch Up helps you discover who you are and what really motivates you, and provides you with the knowledge and tools for you to choose what you want in life.
It all begins with communication – the conversation you have with yourself and, of course, the conversations you have with others. Do you tell yourself how wonderful you are, or do you focus on how things can go wrong? Do you tell yourself you deserve success, or do you punish yourself by thinking you do not deserve to succeed? After you have had this conversation with yourself, how does this affect the conversation you have with other people? Do you find that you often prove yourself right, and in doing so, settle for less than you deserve?
NLP (neuro-linguistic programming), the subject of this book, has helped thousands of people to discover the heights of their own potential. Is it your turn? Are you ready?
This book does not pretend to know what is best for you, nor will it tell you how you should live your life. It provides a toolkit for transformation and it is the life manual you didn’t get when you were born. It’s all about recognizing you have choices – you are constantly choosing. You have the choice of continuing to do what you have always done and getting the same results, or you can choose to do something different.
1.1 Who would use this book?
Anyone who:
* Is searching for ways and means to personal growth.
* Desires to improve their ability to connect with others.
* Wants to improve communication at home or at work.
* Knows there has to be more to life.
* Interacts with people in any way.
For example, NLP can help:
* Educators and trainers to become more resourceful and acquire skills to be more effective with their students.
* Students to learn how to cope with the pressures of school.
* Parents to interact with their children in a way that leaves everyone feeling seen, heard, respected and loved as individuals.
* Managers and business people to improve communication, build stronger and more resourceful teams, be more effective leaders and achieve win-win results.
* Coaches and helping professions to become more resourceful and to help their clients discover their own magnificence through new insights, personal resources and skills.
1.2 Getting the most out of this book
This book can be used in a variety of ways: as a reference book; before or after training in NLP; for personal growth; to provide you with additional resources for coping with life; or for you to support your clients, staff or family members. The material has been grouped into eight chapters, each with a particular focus. Due to the non-linear nature of NLP, this is not the only way to group the material. To satisfy a particular need, you may want to make notes and, upon completion of the book, review material from some of the earlier chapters. I strongly recommend marking up the book with your notes in the margins as inspiration strikes you. When you’ve finished, it will be that much easier to return to passages you found of particular significance.
I have included the words “common sense” in the subtitle, because often after I have explained an NLP concept or technique, people remark, “But isn’t that just common sense?” Yes, it is, and until these ideas are brought to your attention, they are outside of your conscious awareness and not always accessible to you.
The concepts in this book are applicable in all areas of your life – work, home, career and recreation. You are limited only by your imagination and your desire to choose the life you want to live.
To get the most out of this book, I encourage you to:
* Have an outcome in mind for reading this book, other than to simply read it. Your outcome may be to improve your communication with others, to discover something significant about yourself or how to develop your skills in assisting others. Take a few moments to write down at least one outcome that you can focus on as you read this book.
* Imagine placing any mental baggage that you have been dragging around, perhaps for years, outside with the trash. You know, the stuff that gets in the way of being who you really want to be and living up to your maximum potential. As you read further into this book, you may find additional mental baggage that you can throw out. Concurrently, you may also wish to clean up and remove unnecessary clutter and baggage in your home or at work.
* Be curious as you read this book. When you come across a new idea, ask yourself: How can I use this? What will happen if I do this? What will happen if I don’t do this? Can this be modified to make it more useful in my situation?
* Accept that NLP is a very successful model for understanding human dynamics and change. And that a model is a generalization about some aspect of the world. As you read this book, many generalizations will be proposed. You can focus – negatively – on finding the exception to the rule, or you can accept the general principle and move forward in creating your life.
1.3 Some ideas as you prepare to read Live Your Dreams – Let Reality Catch Up
* Your thoughts and actions in the present create your future.
Just by reading this introduction your thought processes will have been shifted, even if only slightly, which may result in a different conversation and subsequent actions in the coming days.
And what if you were to access additional resources that allow you to change your thoughts about someone significant in your life? Thoughts that allow you to see that person differently and as a result interact with them differently. Would this not create a new and different future for you?
* If you live your life searching for excellence, you will find excellence. If you live your life searching for problems, you will find problems.
* There is a story of the traveler who observed two men working in a stone quarry. One man seemed to be grimly laboring at his work, while the other seemed to have a spring in his step and appeared to be truly enjoying his tasks. The traveler was curious, and asked the first man about the nature of his work. The response that he received was: “I am cutting stone from this quarry to load on that wagon.” The traveler then asked the same question of the second man, who replied: “I am building a cathedral!”
There is a lesson here. Do you view your work as inconsequential or do you see the larger result of your actions? Are you building a cathedral or simply loading stones on a wagon? The choice is yours!
* To paraphrase Captain Kirk of the Starship Enterprise, I invite you to “go where you have not gone before, to explore brave new worlds.” The journey is yours and you decide which worlds you wish to visit and those at which you wish to extend your stay. Realize that even for the world or world view that you have today, it is only a visit and it is your choice when to explore other brave new worlds.
As you discover new things about yourself, you will find that there is always more to discover. Personal growth and evolution is a lifelong journey. You can choose whether or not to engage in it and realize that you are always choosing and thus creating the quality of your life.
We are all on a journey. If you are open to it, this book will assist you with your journey, and you will make exciting discoveries along the way – discoveries that will only serve to enhance the remainder of the journey.
***
2.1 What is NLP?
As a certified NLP trainer, I am often asked, “What is NLP?”
The term NLP stands for neuro-linguistic programming and was coined in the early seventies by John Grinder, an assistant professor of linguistics at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and Richard Bandler, a student of psychology at the university. They began their work by studying Fritz Perls, a psychotherapist and originator of the Gestalt school of therapy, Virginia Satir, a well-known family therapist and Milton Erickson, a world-famous hypnotherapist. Their intention was to model outstanding therapists and identify patterns in order that other practitioners could use these patterns to generate similar results. It may be said that NLP is about identifying excellence through an exploration of patterns, and then devising means for others to use those patterns to achieve similar results, with their clients.
NLP also draws on earlier work, such as Ivan Pavlov’s conditioned reflexes (1904). In NLP this is called anchoring. NLP takes theoretical results developed by others and makes them available in practical ways to you and me so we can improve our lives and well-being.
NLP is more than just techniques. It is a curiosity about how people who are high achievers accomplish what they actually set out to do. It is also a methodology that assists you in discovering those thinking and communication patterns that prevent you from being successful and shows you how to achieve the results of successful people. That is, NLP is a process of discovering the patterns of excellence of experts, and it makes these effective ways of thinking and communicating available for others to use for their own benefit or to assist others.
NLP had its origins in therapy and is now applied in all areas of human endeavor – education, health, sports, business and, perhaps most importantly, interpersonal relations.
Let us break down and analyze the terms neuro-linguistic programming.
Neuro refers to your neurology – sense organs. It is about how you absorb information. For example, you use your eyes to see things in your world. You also experience or perceive events through your other senses: aural (hearing), kinesthetic (tactile touch or emotional feeling), gustatory (taste) and olfactory (smell).
Linguistic refers to the language – pictures, sounds, feelings (kinesthetic), tastes, smells and words – that you use to remember and make sense of a particular experience (or to forecast a future experience). For example, can you recall your breakfast this morning? When you remember having breakfast, can you see a picture in your mind, or can you hear sounds (perhaps a radio was on or you were engaged in a discussion with your family)? What about tastes and smells? And how were you feeling – happy, tired, excited?
Think about a significant event in your near future. Do you envision yourself being successful? Or failing? The pictures, sounds, feelings, tastes, smells and words that you use to describe future experiences have a bearing on what actually happens. You do create your own reality!
Programming refers to your habits, patterns, programs and strategies. If it is a workday, do you follow a particular routine as you get ready for work? Perhaps you like to lie in bed an extra five minutes after the alarm goes off. Do you shower or bathe right away or have breakfast first? If you take time to look at what you do, I am certain you will see a pattern that you follow in getting ready for work. If for some reason you do not follow that pattern, do you find yourself feeling that something is missing?
You have patterns, habits, strategies and programs for everything you do. Some of these patterns serve you, but others do not – resulting in unwanted outcomes. You may be fully aware of some of your patterns. You may become aware of others only when someone else brings them to your attention. And you may choose to quickly forget about these patterns because you want to avoid addressing that part of your life. And there are still other patterns that you are not aware of at all, yet they continue to influence how you look after yourself, communicate with others and perform your daily tasks. If the patterns serve you – that is, generate positive results in your life – great! However, if you find that some patterns do not serve you, would it not be useful to identify those patterns and to change them so they work to your advantage?
Question: Who put your patterns, habits, strategies and programs in place? Of course, you did. So who can change them? Only you. First, you must become aware that you run these patterns. This is one of the biggest benefits of NLP – becoming aware of the patterns, habits, strategies and programs that you have been running unconsciously and then using NLP techniques to change them in order to achieve the outcomes you desire.
2.2 NLP communication model
In simple terms, the NLP communication model is about how you make sense of the world around you and the behaviors that you manifest as a result of your interpretations.
Conscious awareness
It is estimated that your brain receives about four billion nerve impulses every second. Are you consciously aware of all of this information? Of course not. For example, are you aware of how your shirt feels on your back? Unless your shirt is particularly tight or uncomfortable or you have a sunburn, I suspect that you were not aware of how your shirt felt until I mentioned it. Why? Because it was not important at the time and it was filtered out. Of the four billion bits of information, most of it is filtered out. In fact, you are only consciously aware of about 2,000 bits, or about 0.00005 percent of all the potential information. To take in and process more of this information would either drive you crazy or be such a distraction that you could not function.
Filters – deletions, distortions and generalizations
What happens to all of this other information? Your brain filters it from your conscious awareness by:
* Deleting information you consider unimportant (i.e., how your shirt feels on your back). By eliminating extraneous information, you can attend to what is important. Your first impression of someone often sets up deletions, which can get you into trouble or result in missed opportunities.
* Distorting or changing the relationships between experiences. Distorting can provide you with a different view of reality, which can lead you to seeing and experiencing the world differently from others. This may open up new possibilities for you and it may lead to disagreements when your interpretation of reality conflicts with that of others. Simplifying and daydreaming are examples of distorting.
* Generalizing the information and extending one experience into other situations.
What you actually delete, distort and generalize depends on your beliefs, values, language (the meaning you assign to words), decisions, memories and meta programs. Let us look at a few examples to gain an appreciation of how they work.
Beliefs
Suppose you have a belief that you “can’t do anything right.” How do you react when someone approaches you and compliments you on your preparation of that report? Depending on the circumstances, you may dismiss, discount or deflect their positive feedback. Internally you may think they have not looked at it in detail and when they do they will find something wrong and change their opinion. Suppose, throughout the day, people tell you that you have done a great job – do you really hear them? If you have negative tapes already playing in your head, it’s not likely. And then one person points out that you made a couple of spelling mistakes on page 21. Does this single negative remark resonate with you and verify your belief about yourself? If it does, then from a “filter” perspective, you have deleted and distorted the positive feedback and focused on the negative. What beliefs do you have about yourself, about others, about the world, that limit who you can be or what you can accomplish? What beliefs do you have that open up opportunities for you where others see no possibility?
An example that occurs with great frequency may be found in how you view other people. Let’s suggest you believe your boss is incompetent. What, then, do you observe, remember and share with your co-workers? Those times your boss made a mistake or when she did something really well? If you have a preconceived negative view, chances are you’ll recall only the mistakes.
Language (words)
You may choose to oversimplify or distort how you and your spouse interact by referring to “our relationship.” Words are fascinating. They are a form of code to represent your interpretation of something. If you want to have some fun, get a group of people together and have each independently write down five words that for them mean “relationship.” I will bet that nobody comes up with the same five words as you do; as a group you may not have any words in common. The word “relationship” is code for what relationship means for you, and you alone, and your spouse quite likely has a completely different meaning for this word. Yet we enter into long and sometimes heated discussions with our loved ones about “our relationship,” without ever really discussing what “relationship” means to each other. If this is a topic of concern for you and your spouse, next time you discuss it, you may wish to ask, “How are we relating that is not working for you or supporting you?” You could also ask, “What is working for you?” This will bring to the surface some issues of substance that both of you can work on.
Decisions
You make decisions (i.e., generalize) so you do not have to relearn things every day. If you want to open a door, you do it without thinking. You learned a long time ago – made the generalization – that you grasp the doorknob, twist and pull or push and it opens. You needn’t go through the entire process of relearning how to open a door each time. Generalizations are obviously very useful, and they can also get us into trouble. In an experiment, researchers put the doorknob on the same side of the door as the hinge, then filled the room with adults. What do you imagine happened when the adults attempted to leave the room? They would approach the door, grasp the doorknob, twist and then push or pull the door open. Of course, it would not open. As a result, the adults concluded that the door was locked and, therefore, they were locked in the room. Young children, on the other hand, who had not yet made the generalization about the doorknob, simply walked up to the door, pushed on it and exited the room. The adults, because of their generalizations, created a reality of being locked in the room when in fact they were not. How many of your decisions or generalizations about your spouse, your boss, your circumstances at work or about the world in general leave you “locked in,” when others are open to new ideas?
Internal representations
Do you remember having breakfast this morning? How do you remember it? Do you see a picture in your mind, or are there smells or tastes? Were there sounds – perhaps in your mind you can hear a radio? To remember an event, your mind uses pictures, sounds, feelings, tastes, smells and words. These perceptions of your “outside world” are called internal representations and are a function of your filters. Your perceptions are what you consider to be “real” or, in other words, your reality.
If you and I have breakfast together, our internal representations or perception of the occasion will most likely be similar in some ways and different in others, depending on what is important or unimportant to each of us (our filters). Breakfast is not very controversial. But what about our views on the war in Iraq? Given our different backgrounds, we may perceive this controversial war very differently with significantly different reactions or behaviors.
Filters
Have you ever gone with a friend to see a movie, sat next to each other, watched exactly the same movie, yet one of you thought it was the best movie you’d ever seen and the other thought it a waste of time? How could that happen? It is quite simple. You and your friend filtered the information differently, employing different beliefs, values and decisions. Based on these beliefs and your previous experiences, you each perceived the movie differently; hence you behaved differently in your reaction to it.
Filters serve to protect you in some ways. Based on your perception of the world, there is a positive intent, although this positive intent may not be obvious or even logical according to another person’s view of the world. And you may not be consciously aware of the perceived positive benefit. An understanding of filters helps to explain why not everyone experiences the world the same way, nor wants the same rewards from life, nor reacts in the same manner to a specific event. This does not make one of us right or the other wrong; it is simply that we see things differently.
You may find it interesting to examine the origin of your filters. Who put those filters in place? Recall the same person who put your habits, strategies and generalizations in place. Of course, it is you. You chose these filters, based on what happened in your family as you grew up, the teachings of your church (or the absence of church), the beliefs and values in the part of the country in which you lived, and the decisions you made about the world (i.e., a safe place or a dangerous place). If your filters are not creating the results that you desire, you are the only person who can change them. The first step is to become consciously aware of the filters you have created and what kind of reality and results they are returning for you.
Internal representations and behaviors
Would you like to see the effect internal representations have on your behaviors? Think of a magical event in your life – perhaps a time when you were truly happy and laughing. Close your eyes and get a picture of this event in your mind, bring in any sounds, feelings, tastes and smells. Fully experience the event in your mind. Notice the effect it has on your state. By recalling these internal representations, are you beginning to feel the magic of that event? Once you have fully experienced this event in your mind, notice whether there were any changes in your physiology. Perhaps as a result of these memories or internal representations and the resulting change in your psychological state, you now have a smile on the face, are starting to chuckle, are sitting up straighter or perhaps breathing deeper. This is a sure sign that your physiology changed in some way, yet I did not ask you to change your physiology, did I? It changed of its own accord. What this demonstrates is that the pictures, sounds and linguistic associations that you create in your mind influence your state. These, in turn, influence your physiology and as a result, your choice of words, the tone of voice you use and the behaviors you manifest.
Now, sit up straight, put a big smile on your face, tilt your head up slightly and breathe deeply. While you do that, attempt to feel sad. I am almost certain that you cannot feel sad without changing your physiology (i.e. with shallow breathing and rounded shoulders). This illustrates that your physiology influences your state – whether you feel sad or happy – which in turn influences your internal representations. Next time you are feeling sad or down, the best antidote is to participate in some physical activity such as a brisk walk or other form of mild exercise.
Another example: Suppose you believe that your boss is the part of the horse that is over the fence last. You are on your way to see your boss, and in your mind you think, “What an ass!” Not only do you think it, but you have internal representations in the form of pictures, sounds and feelings of previous events that prove it – these are your reality. With these internal representations at the forefront of your mind, what do you think your physiology will be like when you walk into his office? What about your tone of voice or the words you use? Given those behaviors, do you think he will support your idea or do what you suggest? Most likely not! And what has he done? Proved once more that he is indeed a horse’s ass.
Suppose one of your co-workers thinks this same boss is a perfect example of leadership and mentorship. What kind of internal representations do you think your colleague is making in her mind about the boss? What will her physiology, her tone of voice, or the words she uses demonstrate? And what about the results that she gets with the boss? Because of your different perceptions – your internal representations – you each created different results and hence different realities.
Based on your previous experiences and decisions, you filter information from the world around you. The resulting internal representations are how you perceive the world – your reality – and this drives your state and your behaviors, which serve to reinforce that your perception of the world is “correct.”
I have found that one of the benefits of NLP is discovering the filters I have in place and how they affect what I see, hear and feel, how I react to others and what I create in my life. Once I become aware of those filters that do not serve me, I can choose consciously or with the help of NLP techniques to modify or remove them.
Some studies suggest that less than 50 percent of what we “see” is actually based on information entering our eyes. The remaining 50 percent plus is pieced together out of our expectations of what the world should look like (and perhaps out of other sources such as reality fields).
– Michael Talbot, The Holographic Universe,
HarperPerennial, 1992, p. 163
2.3 The structure of reality
What is reality? Why is it that some people see a task or a goal as possible (within their reality) and others completely discount it?
Your perception of the world is your reality
For the NLP communication model, we discussed how you filter information based on your beliefs, values, memories and meta programs. As a result of this filtering, you have a perception of the world that you call reality. There is a saying: “If you wish to change your life, first you must change the way you perceive your life.” Your perception of the world is your own reality.
To get a better understanding of reality and how it affects your life, consider the following: Suppose the circle in Figure 1 represents all possible knowledge – all that has been discovered and all that will be discovered. One piece of this circle represents “what you know you know” – you know your name, where you live and so forth. Another piece of the circle represents “what you know you don’t know” – you know there is something called scuba diving, but you do not know any of the details or how to do it. These two pieces represent what you call reality (or your perception of reality). The rest of the circle is “what you don’t know you don’t know” and is, at this time, outside of your perception (reality). Simply because it is not part of your awareness or reality doesn’t mean that it does not have an effect on your life. For example, until I tell you, are you aware that you have a new stomach lining every five days? (Deepak Chopra, Perfect Health: The Complete Mind/Body Guide, Revised and Updated Edition, 2000.)

Figure 1: Your reality and stepping outside of it
The larger your reality, the more choices you have in life
If you were to step out of your reality to, say, the green dot (i.e., do something you have never done before with no idea of how it will turn out), how might you feel? For example, if you had never been to Japan, were not a world traveler, could not speak Japanese and found yourself instantaneously transported to a street corner in downtown Tokyo, how might you feel? Fearful, confused, apprehensive or anxious? Or it might happen that your mind goes blank. (On the other hand, if your reality is to travel to different places and experience the culture with the local inhabitants, you may experience this quite differently). What is your typical reaction when you have these feelings of fear, confusion, apprehension or anxiety? Many people rush back to something they know and perceive to be safe – their familiar reality – and shut down any process of exploring new ideas about the world or about themselves. If you are to expand your reality and your potential in life, it is necessary to explore “what you don’t know you don’t know.”
A “green dot” moment
When students in our NLP training sessions discover new things about themselves or explore their beliefs and values, sometimes they find themselves fearful, confused, apprehensive or anxious. I point out to them that this is a good thing, as it means they are exploring new aspects of themselves. How can they be manifesting these emotions about something they already know? As they become more comfortable exploring who they are and trusting in themselves, it is common to hear them say, “I am having a green dot moment,” or “Wow! I just had a green dot moment and learned something very valuable about myself or how I perceive the world.”
A green dot moment can be a fragment of inspiration, a flash of brilliance or insight, or simply a feeling of peace and contentment that all is well and right with your world.
The next time you have any of these feelings of self-doubt, first make sure you are safe, then relax. Breathing deep (often we tend to hold our breath at times like this, which only makes the situation worse), let your mind explore the nature of these feelings. You may discover new insights about who you are, your beliefs and values, your strategies for achieving what you want in life or how you can better manage that everyday situation that causes you problems and achieve different, more desirable results.
Appreciating another person’s reality
Let’s assume that you and I grew up in different cultures with different religions, different beliefs and values, and for argument’s sake, that we have completely different perceptions of the world. This is illustrated in the extreme in Figure 2. What is the potential for us to agree and work together? If we both hold fast to our beliefs and values, and are not willing to explore new ideas (have you ever met anyone like that?), then we would undoubtedly be continually disagreeing. On the other hand, what would happen if you decided to explore my reality? You needn’t agree with me, only appreciate and respect that I can have different beliefs and values from yours, and avoid judging which of our belief/value systems is right or wrong. At first you may find my reality confusing; however, if you continued to explore it with me, you have the potential to expand your own awareness (bring more choices into your life), assist me in being more tolerant of your reality and open up the possibility for us to improve our communication with each other. In being flexible in your approach and able to explore ideas outside of your reality, you have the potential to create a life of much more depth for yourself, and to assist others in their self-development at the same time. This is part of what is meant by organizational experts who say we should encourage diversity in the workplace.

Figure 2: Appreciating different realities
How would your life and the results you are currently achieving in your life be different if you were to accept that members of your family, colleagues or neighbors see the world differently than you do; that is, they have a different reality? All that’s required of you is to choose to be inquisitive and appreciate their different perspectives.
What you don’t know you know
Looking at Figure 1, you’ll see there is another part to the circle that we haven’t yet discussed: “what you don’t know you know.” This can have many interpretations. For example, many adults have painful memories from childhood that they have chosen to suppress. Or children may be culturally conditioned to take on certain roles and not others (boys are to follow in the footsteps of their fathers or young girls are told they can not do mathematics or be engineers or airline pilots). What impact does this have on your reality and your perceived choices in your life?
Innovation is exploring “what you don’t know you don’t know”
Finally, let’s talk briefly about innovation. This can be your own personal innovation, innovation in the workplace or within society. Referring to Figure 1, think about where the innovative new ideas will come from. Will they be found in things “we already know we know?” Most decidedly not. From “what we know we don’t know?” In this case, there is some potential for small advances. Or will the innovative ideas come from stepping into “what we don’t know we don’t know” or “what we don't know we know?” Yes – here, ultimately, is where the opportunity lies for big breakthroughs.
NLP tools and techniques can assist you in expanding your reality in a safe, resourceful and respectful way. Once you are able to do this for yourself or with the aid of a coach, you will have the knowledge and experience, in turn, to assist others.
Reality leaves a lot to the imagination.
– John Lennon
2.4 The five steps for success
Most successful people follow (either consciously or unconsciously) five simple steps:
1. Have an outcome
2. Take action
3. Use sensory acuity
4. Be flexible
5. Have a physiology and psychology of excellence
Taking one, two, three or four of these steps is just not good enough. What use is it to have an outcome if you do not take action? Nor is it useful to take action if you are not paying attention to the results you are creating. And how often have you missed achieving something important by not being flexible? And then you wonder why your life is the same today as it was yesterday, last month or last year.
1. Have an outcome
In NLP, we prefer to refer to a goal as an outcome. This removes some of the pressure and finality conventionally attached to the word goal.
You need to have an outcome in mind for everything you do. Choosing to do nothing or to wander through life is an outcome itself. Realize you chose this path and ask yourself, “How well is this outcome serving me?” If you have not set an outcome for today and you meet a friend who has, most likely your friend will enlist you to help her get what she wants. And you may (silently or otherwise) become angry at her for taking advantage of you, when in reality you set the stage for what happened. Be conscious of the choices you are making in your life and the consequences or rewards that follow.
What is your outcome for reading this book? If it is simply to read this book, you may congratulate yourself – you are on your way to achieving it! Or you may wish to consider the following outcome: As you read each section, find at least one idea that, were you to adopt it, would change your life for the better.
When you are ready, why not set other outcomes that you would like to achieve, in the areas of health, relationships, career, family and spirituality?
2. Take action
Many people with a clear outcome do not take action to achieve it. How many times have you heard a friend (or even yourself) talk passionately about building or achieving something, and yet they never fully commit to it and it remains but a dream, year after year.
To illustrate, suppose my outcome is to take a vacation to part of the country that I have not seen before. Unless I take action, such as getting in my car – or taking the bus, train or airplane – this will simply remain an outcome that I would like to achieve, perhaps next week, next month or next year. I will never achieve it if I don’t take action.
Thinking will not overcome fear but action will.
– W. Clement Stone
3. Use your sensory acuity
You need to be continually aware of your outcome; as well, you need some form of measure to know whether you are making progress toward it. If you don’t, how will you know if or when you have actually achieved it? Perhaps you are going in the wrong direction!
Turning to the example of taking a vacation, assume I am driving along the highway, when a signpost appears which clearly indicates I am off course. I can take note of this piece of information or, as some of us do, I can choose to ignore it and continue on my journey. Have you ever done that? I know I have, particularly when I have not been paying attention to what is important to me and what is happening in my life, or when I am not prepared to admit I made a mistake.
4. Be flexible
Some of us see the signposts of life clearly, yet we choose not to admit we need to change course or alter our behaviors. Other times, we may stop and berate these signposts of life for telling us something we don’t want to hear, before continuing in the same misguided direction and blindly hoping things will all work out.
In my example, I can choose to notice that I have driven in the wrong direction, and hope that if I persist long enough in this one direction, everything will eventually work out. Alternatively, I can become aware of the signpost and decide to explore what other options are available to me.
5. Have a physiology and psychology of excellence
Recall from the NLP communication model that your thoughts (internal representations) affect your physiology and your physiology affects your thoughts. In your mind, have thoughts (pictures, sounds, feelings, tastes and smells) of having achieved your outcome, while adopting a supporting physiology.
This reminds me of an experience reported to me by a student in one of my classes. He had a friend who, after graduation from college, wanted to be an executive in a financial institution. After graduation, the best job he could find was in the mailroom in a financial institution. This did not deter him at all. Every day he showed up for work in a suit and tie and carried himself as if he were already an executive – for in his mind, he was an executive, one who just happened to be getting a little experience in the mailroom. Do you think he was noticed? Indeed he was. Do you think he advanced in the financial institution? Indeed he did! A couple of years later, management recognized what he had known all along and officially appointed him to an executive position.
2.5 NLP presuppositions
The foundation for NLP is a set of presuppositions (beliefs) about ourselves and the world we live in. These presuppositions also serve as principles to guide how we live our lives. Depending on the presenter, the number of NLP presuppositions and the wording may vary, but the basic intent is the same.
The following are my favorites. You may find some of them are already part of your life. You may also find one or more of them confusing or unrealistic. In this case, they may be part of “what you don’t know you don’t know.” There may be value for you to step into this belief and see what you can discover about yourself and what else is possible.
1. You cannot not communicate.
Often we think we communicate only when we say or write something. This is not so. Consider the following: You are in a staff meeting sitting off to one side, with your arms folded and an angry look on your face, and you are not participating in the discussion at all. Or you have chosen not to respond to telephone and e-mail messages in a timely fashion, or at all. Even no communication sends a message, and it is often not a positive one. And who are you really hurting?
Through your tone of voice, actions, facial expressions, gestures and body language, you are always communicating. Take time to step back and see the impact of your actions on the larger system. Is this really the impression you wish to create or the message you wish to convey?
2. The map is not the territory.
I live in Ottawa, Canada. To get an idea of where places are located in Ottawa, I can refer to a street map. The map is not Ottawa, but a visual representation. Someone else, with a different purpose in mind, could draw an entirely different representation (i.e., a topographical map) of Ottawa. Both would represent Ottawa and give a different perspective.
In a similar way, you remember your experiences by creating maps (internal representations) in your mind. These maps are made up of pictures, sounds, feelings, tastes, smells and words. As noted earlier, these internal representations depend on your filters – your beliefs, values and decisions.
Your map of an event is not the event. How you choose to represent the map in your mind is what gives meaning to the event. If you and I had attended the same event, our maps might be quite different, depending on our filters. Later, when we discuss the event, we may disagree on certain points. We are not really disagreeing on the event itself or what happened at the event. Rather we have differing interpretations (maps) of the event. In other words, our differences are based on what we experienced, which depends upon our filters. So the real discussion is about our differences in beliefs, values and decisions. For example, suppose you believe your boss is a horse’s ass. What sort of representation or map will you make of your meeting with him? Will you tend to focus on those things that prove your point? If I am in the same meeting, and I think he is wonderful, how will my memory and map of the meeting differ from yours?
Your senses take in raw data from your environment and that raw data has absolutely no meaning whatsoever other than the meaning or “map” you choose to give it. If you were to choose a different meaning, this would change your experience of that event.
People act and react according to their map of reality, not to reality itself. NLP is about changing these maps – not reality – to obtain different results from life.
3. Respect for the other person’s model of the world.
We each have our own interpretation of reality – our own view or model of the world. Our interpretations may be quite similar to or differ vastly from another person’s.
We each map our experience of the world differently, because we all have different sets of experiences and filters. You may not understand or agree with my behavior. However, if you had a similar upbringing to mine, you may well have adopted similar beliefs, values, decisions and interpretations of reality as mine.
You do not have to agree with your colleague’s model of the world, only respect that he may see, hear, feel and interpret the world differently than you do. As a result, he may be motivated by different values, make different choices and hence behave differently. It’s not personal. He simply has a different perspective of the world.
The Golden Rule states: “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” Perhaps the Platinum Rule should state: “Do unto others by respecting their model of the world.”
4. The system or person with the most flexibility of behavior will have the most influence on the system.
Have you ever been stuck in life, doing the same things repeatedly and each time expecting to get a different result? This is the widely known definition of insanity. If you want your life to be different, doing the same things more often, harder, louder, is not the way to change it. You must choose to do something different. If you try one key in a lock and it doesn’t fit, would you keep trying the same key repeatedly? Or would you be flexible and try other keys until you find the one that works?
It is the same for your life. Be flexible and explore different behaviors and strategies to unlock what you truly want in life or who you are destined to be.
At work, you perhaps have noticed two types of people. One person may be very inflexible, trying to control everything. He lives under the illusion that he is in charge. In reality, his colleagues are simply finding workarounds in order to avoid dealing with him. Then there is the other kind of person, whom people enjoy talking with and helping. Why? Because by being flexible in her behavior, she is able to communicate with everyone. People see her as a valuable and an asset to their team and their lives.
If you are a parent, consider the following related thought: There are no resistant children, only inflexible adults.
5. The meaning of communication is the response it produces.
Your intended communication is not always what is understood by the other person. It does not matter what your intention is, what matters are the results you generate from your words, tone of voice, facial expressions and body language. By being flexible, you can change how you are communicating until you achieve your desired result.
Consider the following situation. As a man, I notice a female coworker is wearing a new dress, so I decide to pay her a compliment (my sincere intention). I say to her, “My, you look terrific in that dress.” However, her reaction isn’t what I expected. She seems annoyed and leaves the room. I do not know what is going on in her mind, but obviously she heard my message very differently from what I had intended. Perhaps in her model of the world and through her filters, she felt I was “hitting on her” or being suggestive. The next time I see her, I can continue with the same behavior, or simply ignore her and harbor all manner of bad thoughts about her. Or I can recognize that my remark did not produce the effect I had intended and find different ways to communicate with her so that we can have a productive working relationship.
6. There is no failure, only feedback.
You do something and it doesn’t work out the way you had planned. How often do you interpret this as failure? Next time, you might view it simply as information you can use to change what you are doing in order to move closer to the results you desire.
I have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work.
– Thomas Alva Edison, scientist and inventor
How would your life change if you viewed failure simply as feedback – an opportunity to learn how not to do something and become flexible in developing new ways to achieve your intended outcome?
How different would your job be if failure were viewed as feedback? Would you and others be more inclined to explore new ways to get your work done more efficiently and effectively, with more fun?
It is better to have enough ideas for some of them to be wrong, than to be always right by having no ideas at all.
– Edward de Bono
7. Every behavior has a positive intention.
No matter how strange, hurtful or inappropriate a person’s behavior may seem to you, for the person engaging in that behavior, it makes sense in their model of the world and is predicated upon satisfying a positive intention for them.
The key is to appreciate that there is a positive intention behind the other person’s behavior. This does not mean that you must view the other person’s behavior as positive or acceptable. On the contrary, you may find it quite distasteful. You need to look behind the behavior to discover the positive intention or, if it’s not apparent, look for an intention that makes sense in their reality. This intention may be for themselves, for you or for someone else. Once you have an understanding of their intention, you can explore alternative ways to help the person achieve it.
As an example, let’s say you are having a discussion with someone and he begins to raise his voice, yell, knock things off the table and run from the room. From your perspective, this certainly cannot be viewed as positive behavior. What could possibly be the positive intention behind this kind of behavior? Now look at it from the other person’s perspective. Given his background – his model of the world – perhaps he felt unsafe or overwhelmed in the conversation with you. Given the resources he had available at that moment, this may have been the only option he felt he had in order to create some space or to flee to a place of greater safety.
What can you do to avoid a similar result next time? Using the NLP presuppositions, you can accept what happened as feedback, respect his model of the world, explore the possible positive intentions behind his behavior and look at other ways to achieve your outcome while satisfying his positive intention. In other words, be flexible.
Now consider other possibilities. Could you use this approach to improve your relationship with you boss? Your colleagues? Your family? Your children? Your spouse?
It is useful to take stock of your own behaviors on a regular basis. That is, notice the results you are achieving, identify the positive intention behind these behaviors and ask, “Is there a better way to achieve my positive intention?”
A similar way to express this presupposition is: People always do what they believe is right and what works best for their own reality.
8. Everyone does the best they can with the resources available to them.
Similar ways to phrase this presupposition are: “there are no unresourceful people, only unresourceful states of mind,” or “this is the best choice available to this person given the circumstances as they see them.”
In NLP, we believe people already have the resources they need to succeed. However, their model of the world (with its limiting beliefs and constraints) may limit them from seeing what is really possible or prevent them from accessing their full capabilities and resources. Or they may be in a temporary state of mind (overwhelmed, sad, angry) that prevents them from fully accessing all of their resources. In these situations, a person may make certain decisions or take actions that, from another viewpoint, are much less than they are capable of and that may even be experienced as hurtful.
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