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What is NLP?
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  different definitions of NLP


•  what the N, L and P stand for


•  how NLP originated and how you can apply it


•  what you’ll gain from learning NLP


•  how to get the most from this book.
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Defining NLP


‘It makes a strange, loud sound, like a trumpet crossed with a factory siren.’


‘It’s enormous – about the size of a truck!’


‘It can suck in water through its long, flexible nose – and even pick things up with it.’


‘It can run at up to 15 miles an hour.’


‘It’s got thick white sticks coming out of its face.’


‘It must weigh at least four tons.’


‘It’s grey and wrinkly.’


Describing an elephant so that someone who has never seen one can understand what it looks, sounds and acts like can be a challenge. All the descriptions above are true, but none on its own begins to give a sense of what a magnificent creature the elephant really is.


And it’s the same with NLP. It has so many different facets that the best we can do at this stage is to give you a glimpse of it from some of the ways it has been defined or described over the years:


•  ‘The science of how the brain codes learning and experience.’


•  ‘A process that analyses excellence in human behaviour in such a way that the results created by that behaviour can be duplicated by almost anyone.’


•  ‘The study of the structure of subjective experience.’


•  ‘A model of communication that focuses on identifying and using patterns of thought that influence a person’s behaviour as a means of improving the quality and effectiveness of their lives.’


•  ‘An attitude and a methodology that leaves behind a trail of techniques.’


•  ‘A model of how we receive information, store information and retrieve it.’


•  ‘A revolutionary approach to human communication and development.’


•  ‘The difference that makes the difference.’


•  ‘A modelling technology whose specific subject matter is the set of differences that make the difference between the performance of geniuses and that of average performers in the same field of activity.’


•  ‘A system for describing, restructuring and transforming a person’s meaning and cognitive understanding of the world they live in.’


•  ‘A set of procedures whose usefulness not truthfulness is the measure of its worth.’


•  ‘An accelerated learning strategy for the detection and utilization of patterns in the world.’


•  ‘A user’s manual for the brain.’


Understanding NLP


NLP may be described as a science, a process, a study, a model, a set of procedures, a manual, a system, an attitude, a strategy, a technology…no wonder some people initially struggle to get a perspective on what NLP is or grasp its essence. The absence of any agreed definition or description means that everyone comes up with their own – and, as you’ve seen, they’re very different.


As you ‘walked around the elephant’ by reading the descriptions above, you will have started to get a sense of what NLP is all about. And it’s our intention that by the time you’ve finished reading this book you will have a clear understanding of the key principles, models and patterns, along with the ability to put them into practice.


UNPACKING THE N, THE L AND THE P


Perhaps the easiest way of explaining NLP is to say it is a form of applied psychology. That’s not the whole story, but it’s how many people use it – as a means of achieving more for themselves and being more fulfilled in their personal and professional lives.


Another problem for NLP is the technical nature of the name. Happily, these days it is better known, but the reaction when you mention neuro-linguistic programming from people who have never heard of it is still to ask, ‘What on earth is that?’ Although many of us wish the founders had come up with a name that was snappier, clearer and – for those of us who earn a living from NLP – sexier, in fact ‘neuro-linguistic programming’ is simply an accurate description of what it is. Let’s take a look at why each of the terms came to be used.


•  Neuro


The ‘neuro’ part relates to neurology, to the ways in which we process information from our five senses through our brain and nervous system.


•  Linguistic


‘Linguistic’ relates to the use of language systems – not just words but all symbol systems including gestures and postures – to code, organize and attribute meanings to our internal representations of the world, and to communicate internally and externally.


•  Programming


The idea of ‘programming’ comes from information processing and computing science, on the premise that the way in which experience is stored, coded and transformed is similar to how software runs on a PC. By deleting, upgrading or installing our mental software, we can change how we think and, as a result, how we act.


When you link all the words up you have neuro-linguistic programming, which is essentially concerned with the processes by which we create an internal representation – our experience – of the external world of ‘reality’ through language and our neurology.


The NLP model


We experience the world through our five senses: sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste. Because there is so much continuous information coming in our direction, we consciously and unconsciously delete what we don’t want to pay attention to. We filter the remaining data based on our past experiences, values and beliefs. What we end up with is incomplete and inaccurate because some of the original input has been deleted altogether and the rest has been generalized or distorted. The filtered information forms our internal map, which influences our physiology and ‘state of being’. This in turn affects our behaviour.
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The NLP model


THE STORY OF NLP


At the heart of NLP, though, is the ‘modelling’ of human excellence – and that is where the story of NLP begins in the early 1970s, with the collaboration of Richard Bandler and John Grinder at the University of California.


Bandler, a student of mathematics with a particular interest in computer science, got involved in transcribing some audio and video seminar tapes of Fritz Perls, the father of Gestalt therapy, and Virginia Satir, the founder of family therapy. He found that by copying certain aspects of their behaviour and language he could achieve similar results, and began running a Gestalt therapy group on the campus.


John Grinder, an associate professor of linguistics at the university, was intrigued by Bandler’s abilities, and reputedly said to him: ‘If you teach me how to do what you do, I’ll tell you what you do.’


It wasn’t long before Grinder, too, could get the same kind of therapeutic results as Bandler and Perls, simply by copying what Bandler did and said. Then, by a process of subtraction – by systematically leaving various elements out – Grinder was able to determine what was essential and what was irrelevant.


Realizing that they were on to something, Bandler and Grinder joined forces and went on to write the first NLP book, The Structure of Magic, which was published in 1975. Subtitled A Book about Language and Therapy, it introduced the first NLP model, the Meta Model – 12 language patterns distilled from modelling Perls and Satir.


Already the essence of NLP had been defined. By studying carefully and analysing thoroughly – modelling – those who are geniuses in their field, it’s possible for anyone to copy the crucial elements and achieve the same results. If you want to be an expert golfer, you need to model someone who is excellent at the game – observing what they do and say, and then asking questions about what’s going on mentally. In doing so, you create a template for success that anyone can use.


The crucial discovery, though, was that our subjective experience of the world has a structure, and that how we think about something affects how we experience it. Drawing on the work of Alfred Korzybski, NLP makes a clear distinction between the ‘territory’ – the world itself – and the internal ‘map’ we create of it. This is often expressed succinctly as ‘The map is not the territory.’


The linguist Noam Chomsky, who developed transformational grammar, in which Grinder was an expert, had shown that our map will always be an incomplete and inaccurate version of what’s out in the world because of the processes of distortion, deletion and generalization that occur as information is funnelled through our neurological and linguistic channels. When people have problems it’s often because they mistake their impoverished map for reality. As their map is made richer by asking Meta Model questions or using other techniques available in NLP, so the person develops more choice and finds it easier to achieve what they want.


‘AN ATTITUDE AND A METHODOLOGY’


One of the quotes we used earlier – ‘NLP is an attitude and a methodology that leaves behind a trail of techniques’ – comes from co-founder John Grinder, and is crucial to understanding NLP. So far we have talked mainly about the methodology, but in many ways it’s the attitude that’s more important. This can be summed up in a single word: curiosity. Moreover, in the words of L. Michael Hall, it’s a ‘passionate and ferocious curiosity’. We would also add relentless to that list. Having an NLP attitude involves wanting to ‘see inside other people’ and wondering how they come to behave the way they do. It involves questioning, challenging, searching, and not taking anything at face value. The question that most epitomizes an NLP attitude is ‘How do you know?’


When it comes to techniques, NLP has produced some of the most powerful patterns ever devised for facilitating change in people. Some, like the Fast Phobia Cure, are well known, and often when discussion turns to NLP it’s the techniques that are mentioned first. But, as John Grinder makes plain, they are the product of NLP’s attitude and methodology – the result of modelling and inquiry.


Following their modelling of Perls and Satir, Bandler and Grinder went on to model Milton H. Erickson, the world’s foremost medical hypnotist. The result was a different set of language patterns, the Milton Model, and the publication of the second NLP book, Patterns of the Hypnotic Techniques of Milton H. Erickson MD. There followed a feverish period of inquiry and research, both by Bandler and Grinder and others, including Robert Dilts, Judith DeLozier, Leslie Cameron-Bandler and Steve and Connirae Andreas, during which many NLP patterns, techniques and models were discovered and developed, including representational systems, submodalities and anchoring.


NLP now


The Bandler and Grinder partnership came to an end in the late 1970s, and they went their separate ways. Both, though, continue to be active in the NLP world.


Bandler has gone on to create a number of trademarked models, including Design Human Engineering and Persuasion Engineering. He has written several books and regularly leads training in NLP and hypnosis, both in the UK and overseas.


John Grinder, with Judith DeLozier and others, developed ‘New Code’ NLP. Whereas ‘Classic’ or ‘Old Coding’ NLP drew its inspiration primarily from linguistics, Gestalt and systems theory, ‘New Code’ has its roots in information theory and the books of Carlos Castaneda. The result has been many new models, patterns and techniques, including Perceptual Positions. These days, one of Grinder’s principle collaborators is Carmen Bostic St Clair.


Also a student at the university, Robert Dilts was one of the first people to get involved with Bandler and Grinder, and has been one of its most vigorous innovators, generating an enormous number of change patterns and models, and adding considerably to the published information on the subject.


As we move forward in the twenty-first century, NLP continues to evolve, with new models and techniques being added every year by a growing number of practitioners and developers.


NLP IN ACTION


NLP originated as a better way of carrying out therapy, and has been enthusiastically taken up by those in the helping professions as a fast, effective and safe way of curing phobias, removing unwanted habits and helping with trauma. It can be used to relieve stress, improve confidence and tackle many of the problems that people have. But as NLP has become better known – thanks in part to best-selling books such as Unlimited Power and Awaken the Giant Within by Anthony Robbins – the areas in which it is applied have spread far beyond therapy.


Business, after some initial reservations, has embraced it strongly, and NLP concepts and processes now form the backbone of many company training programmes. Because of its practical focus on finding what’s useful and putting it into action, it can enable individuals and teams to achieve their peak performance in areas as diverse as management, sales, communication, new product development and coaching. Because the principles of NLP can benefit virtually any area of enterprise, it’s now used in many other areas, too, including education, health and sport.


What you’ll gain from NLP


But it’s the personal benefits of learning about NLP that hold the key to its increasing success. Many thousands of people around the world are reading NLP books, going on NLP training courses and as a result living their dreams. What will it do for you? Here are just a few of the benefits you can expect. It will:


•  help you know what you want and how to get it


•  help you build stronger, deeper relationships


•  enhance your self-confidence and self-esteem


•  strengthen your ability to connect with others


•  put you in the driving seat of your life


•  enable you to communicate more effectively and persuasively


•  help you perform at your best for more of the time


•  change limiting beliefs about yourself and the world


•  enable you to be even more creative


•  help you control the way you think, feel and act


•  enable you to accomplish your personal and professional goals.


And that’s just for starters. Yes, really. No kidding. NLP works. This is one time when you can believe the hype. By taking control of your own thoughts, you can banish negative thinking and achieve more than you ever thought possible.
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Spotlight








NLP has changed our lives. While this may sound like a cliché, it is demonstrably true. It has changed the way we think, the way we work – the way we are in the world. It’s been instrumental in helping us make enormous changes, such as leaving a secure well-paid job (in Amanda’s case) and switching direction (in Steve’s case) from the world of media to the world of learning. Without it, we would probably not have been able to set up a successful worldwide training business and write several best-selling books, including this one.
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Experiencing NLP


But it works only if you put it into practice. Although reading about NLP can be valuable in its own right, it’s only when you put the principles and patterns into use that you gain the full benefit. Do the following exercise right now, and you can have an experience that will demonstrate how powerful simple techniques can be.
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Try it now








1Start by bringing to mind a memory that’s slightly uncomfortable. Things didn’t work out how you wanted for some reason, and you ended up feeling disappointed, unhappy or embarrassed.


2Mentally replay what happened, allowing yourself to see, hear and feel again what you did at the time.


3Now take on the role of movie director in the cinema of your mind. You have full authority to change anything you want. Perhaps you’d rather have a cartoon. Play the memory again, this time making the action more like Tom and Jerry or The Simpsons or your own favourite cartoon. You might like to give the people in your movie cartoon voices as well. How about adding background music? Make it something you find amusing, perhaps like the soundtrack from an old silent movie. Now play the memory again with the music turned up to just the right volume.
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What you’ve done, without knowing it, is to ‘recode’ the way you represent that memory to yourself. When you next recall it, you won’t feel the same. It may not bother you at all, and at the very least the feeling of discomfort will have diminished.


Now think of another situation, one where you had an argument or disagreement with someone, and you still feel bad about it. This time you’re going to be a sports commentator, who’s standing back and describing what’s happening between you and this other person. Since your role is to entertain as well as inform, you may want to point out anything that seems interesting or amusing.


As you play the movie in your mind – say it’s a disagreement with a colleague at work – your commentary might go something like this:


‘Well, here we are again in Jill’s office for another bruising battle with Jack from accounts. And Jill’s straight in there with her complaint. No messing about here. But Jack was ready for that – he’s pulling some papers out of his file. Jill’s got her argument ready, though…’


Have some fun doing this. Really get into the character of the commentator. It will probably take you less than a minute to review the crucial part of what happened. Now step into the memory and play it again, this time through your own eyes. Almost certainly, you won’t feel as bad and you may also have gained some valuable insights about how you could act differently in a similar situation in the future.


The elephant we talked about at the beginning of this chapter may never forget, but human beings can. And as we change our memories, our perceptions, our beliefs and our thoughts, so we are able to choose new ways of acting and behaving that allow us to live the life we want. And that’s the power of NLP.
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Remember this








While you may, if you wish, dip into the chapters of this book at random, you may find it more useful, if you are new to NLP, to read it in sequence. That’s because some later chapters assume knowledge of things explained earlier in the book.


To get the most from your reading, you will find it beneficial to pause and carry out the various exercises we’ve included to bring the concepts to life. Understanding NLP is one thing – experiencing it and being able to put it into use is quite another. You could never learn to play a saxophone by reading a manual. And it’s the same with NLP. The only way to know it is to do it.
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Try it now








✽Apply the exercise at the end of this chapter to various memories.


✽Think about the areas of life where you would like things to change. How specifically would you like them to be different?
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Focus points








  1NLP is a form of applied psychology that can be defined in many different ways.


  2‘Neuro’ relates to the ways in which we process information from our five senses.


  3‘Linguistic’ relates to the use of language systems to code, organize and attribute meanings to our internal representations of the world.


  4We experience the world through our five senses: sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste.


  5To cope with the multitude of information coming in our direction we delete, distort and generalize.


  6We filter the data that remains based on our past experiences, values and beliefs.


  7NLP originated from ‘modelling’ excellence – and that principle is still at its heart today.


  8Richard Bandler and John Grinder co-created NLP in the 1970s.


  9The attitude of NLP can be summed up in one word – curiosity.


10Learning about NLP will enable you to transform your life.
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Next step








The next chapter discusses the foundations of NLP, including the framework known as the Four Pillars and the principles known as presuppositions that underpin the thinking behind NLP.
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The foundations of NLP
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  about the Four Pillars of NLP


•  about the presuppositions that underpin NLP.
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The Four Pillars


Like any form of applied psychology, NLP is underpinned by a framework of beliefs and attitudes that together form a coherent model. Much NLP thinking is embodied in a series of presuppositions, which will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. A useful starting point, though, is four core aspects of NLP often referred to as the ‘Four Pillars’.


PILLAR ONE: OUTCOMES


What do you want? It’s a simple question, but one that many people never really ask themselves. Instead, they go through life with no clear sense of direction, drifting from one thing to another. Yet knowing what you want is an essential part of getting it. In everyday life we talk about having an aim, a goal or a target, but in NLP the term used is outcome, and the enormous value of knowing your outcome in any particular situation is the reason for it being one of the pillars on which NLP is built. Focusing on what you want helps you orientate all your resources towards achieving it.


Outcomes can be small, such as learning to play a song on the mandolin by Christmas or changing the carpet in the bathroom, or much bigger, such as finding the partner of your dreams or retiring at the age of 50 as a multimillionaire. At any one time most people will have many different outcomes relating to various aspects of their life, some of them with a short timescale and others covering much longer periods.


Moreover, NLP offers a comprehensive process for refining outcomes to make them ‘well-formed’ – describing them in detail and imagining what it’s like to have them already. The more clearly you know what you want, the more likely you are to get it. We will be exploring well-formed outcomes later in the book.


PILLAR TWO: SENSORY ACUITY


Acuity is ‘the capacity to observe or detect fine details’, and NLP’s second pillar, sensory acuity, concerns using your senses to be aware of what is going on around you. People vary enormously in what and how much they notice by looking, listening and feeling. Some are extremely observant, while others’ focus of attention seems to be more on their own thoughts. Close your eyes for a moment, and then describe as accurately as you can your surroundings. What colour are the walls? The floor? What’s the shape and design of the furniture? If there are other people around, what are they wearing? How do they move when they walk? What colour are their eyes? This simple visual exercise may highlight the fact that we are often unaware of much of what’s going on around us.


Sensory acuity is considered important in NLP because it gives you information about whether what you are doing is giving you what you want, that is, moving you closer to your outcomes. If you are trying to sell a product, for instance, or putting forward a proposal for approval, paying careful attention to the reactions of your prospects or audience – their expressions, body language, voice tone and so forth – can be the difference between success and failure. Throughout this book your attention will be drawn to the ways you can develop your sensory acuity, and thus know much more accurately what other people are thinking and feeling.


PILLAR THREE: BEHAVIOURAL FLEXIBILITY


Pillars one and two are the first stages of a simple but crucial feedback loop. When you start by knowing what your outcome is, and use your sensory acuity to observe what’s happening, the feedback you get allows you to make adjustments in your behaviour if necessary. If the actions you are taking are not leading you in the direction you want to go, it’s obvious that you should try something different, but many people lack behavioural flexibility and simply keep on doing the same thing.


If your outcome is to clinch a sale and your long-winded, laid-back presentation with lots of examples doesn’t seem to be winning over your audience, maybe you need to swap to a shorter, sharper style of getting your message across. And if your prospect is sitting with their arms folded across their chest, it’s clear that you need to take another tack if you’re to have a chance of achieving success.


PILLAR FOUR: RAPPORT


The first three pillars – outcome, sensory acuity and behavioural flexibility – will allow you to achieve pretty much whatever you want, unless other people are involved. Then you may need their co-operation, and for that you need a relationship based on mutual trust and understanding. The secret of establishing and maintaining such relationships is rapport, the fourth pillar of NLP.


Rapport can be thought of as the glue that holds people together. Most of the time it seems to happen naturally, automatically, instinctively. Some of the people we meet seem to be ‘on our wavelength’ or ‘feel right’ to us and there are others we just simply don’t ‘hit it off with’.


But NLP considers rapport to be a skill that we can enhance and develop and we’ll be looking at many ways of doing so, such as adapting our communication to suit the other person or altering our body language to match theirs. Just listening to someone and respecting their view can be a powerful act of acknowledgement.


But there’s another dimension to rapport that is not so obvious, and that is the rapport we have with ourselves, in particular the rapport between our conscious and unconscious minds. Sometimes we feel torn, with part of us wanting to do one thing and another wanting something entirely different. The greater the rapport you have with the various aspects of yourself, the more inner peace you will experience.


The presuppositions of NLP


We will be returning to the Four Pillars in one way or another many times throughout this book. The Four Pillars are the basic building blocks of NLP, complementing and reinforcing a comprehensive set of beliefs that underpin the whole approach.


As we discussed in Chapter 1, in formulating NLP Richard Bandler and John Grinder drew upon a diverse range of disciplines, including systems theory, cybernetics, transformational grammar, general semantics and logical positivism, not to mention the many fields of therapy they studied. In doing so, they embraced many of the underlying concepts of these various approaches, which they synthesized into what came to be known as the ‘presuppositions’ of NLP.


Because of the organic way in which they arose, there is no definitive inventory, no ‘Ten Commandments’ of NLP. Most trainers and developers list somewhere between 10 and 20 presuppositions, often with additions of their own. The 15 chosen here are widely accepted as embodying the founding principles and fundamental beliefs of NLP, and its essence today. And the great thing about them is that they’re sharp, pithy statements that are easy to remember and use.


What does it mean for something to be a ‘presupposition’? When we presuppose something we take it as given, accepted without proof, and this is the situation here. In fact, it’s not even claimed that NLP presuppositions are true – although there is plenty of evidence to back many of them up. What’s considered more important is that they’re ‘useful’, that operating from them leads you to achieving your outcomes.


Some of the presuppositions will strike a chord and feel right immediately – perhaps reflecting things that you understood already. With others, the thinking will be more unfamiliar and it may take a short while for you to picture how they fit with your experience. Some may even sound plain wrong initially but if you are willing to suspend your disbelief and act ‘as if’ they were true, you will almost certainly find you feel more comfortable with them in time.


While each of the presuppositions stands on its own, together they form an interconnected, interdependent matrix of thinking. But they should not be thought of as abstract philosophy that is merely a ‘starter’ for the NLP ‘meal’ to come. They are a practical, vibrant set of ‘principles to live by’ (Dilts) that can, in themselves, provide a platform for significant personal and professional growth. Beyond that, they are the theoretical framework underpinning many NLP patterns, models, change techniques and perspectives.


THE MAP IS NOT THE TERRITORY


This metaphor is at the heart of NLP. In the same way that a menu is not a meal, and an orchestral score is not a piece of music, so the experience we have of the world is not the world itself. The ‘map’ is your mind, or own perception, and the ‘territory’ is reality, the physical world that exists independently of your experience of it. Many people believe their internal map to be a true representation of reality, when in fact it’s merely one interpretation.


EVERYONE LIVES IN THEIR OWN UNIQUE MODEL OF THE WORLD


We tend to think other people are like us but, given that ‘the map is not the territory’, it follows that each of us must have our own unique internal model of the world, which is why there is so much variation in the ways individuals behave and think. If you reflect for a moment on some of the people you know or who work with you, you’ll be able to recognize how their approach may differ from yours. One person may think his boss has ‘high standards’ while another thinks of him as ‘fussy about detail’. How we react in any given situation is based on our subjective perceptions. Three people may watch the same event, read the same book or eat the same meal, yet they each have a very different experience. We only ever know our own version of reality. We naturally think our version is right, and often when people argue it’s because their maps are different, even though everyone’s map is equally valid.


EXPERIENCE HAS A STRUCTURE


NLP is based on the premise that experience has a structure – that the distinctions we make through our five senses, the ways in which we filter and pattern reality, and how we ‘code’ things such as time, emotions and memories in our brains and bodies are not random, but coherently and systematically organized. Once you understand the way someone is structuring their experience, you can help them make changes.


LIFE, MIND AND BODY ARE ONE SYSTEM


While we tend to think of ourselves as separate, autonomous individuals, in reality ‘no man is an island’. Leading NLP developer Robert Dilts expresses this elegantly when he says, ‘Our bodies, our societies and universe form an ecology of complex systems and sub-systems all of which interact with and mutually influence each other.’


The universe is a system made up of galaxies and planets. Society is a system consisting of cultures and subcultures made up of people. People interact with society and yet contain systems themselves.


The human body itself is a great example of a system in action, with the many different organs functioning separately yet interacting to form a whole unit. In NLP, mind and body are thought of as one system, each directly influencing the other. You can, for instance, change the way you feel by what you think, and what is happening within your body affects the thoughts you have. For example, when you think about making an important presentation your muscles are likely to tense, your breathing could be affected, and certain emotions come into play.


Life, mind and body are one system is one of the central NLP presuppositions because it’s important to understand that it’s not possible to isolate just one part of a system. Equally, when you change one aspect of a system, you will have in some way changed the rest. People inevitably affect each other by their actions and will be affected by what others do. When working on your own issues, or with other people, you need to be aware of the wider systems that will be involved.


THE MEANING OF A COMMUNICATION IS THE RESPONSE YOU GET


Have you ever had the experience of saying or doing something you thought was innocuous or harmless, yet the response you got was unexpected, surprising, and perhaps seemed to you out of all proportion? That’s because the message we intend to communicate is not always the one that others receive. What seems acceptable from our ‘map’ may not be to others. There are two main reasons:


•  The first is that your communications are channelled through the unique perceptual filters others have, which means their own ‘stuff’ comes into play. So, if someone is sensitive to people who shout, it won’t matter what you say if you speak in a loud voice; the response will be the same.


•  The second is that your communication may not be as ‘clean’ as you think it is. If, for instance, you were giving praise to a member of staff but were offhand in your manner, they might think you were being false and respond accordingly.


The great value of this presupposition is that whatever is going on we are obliged to take responsibility for our communications, which means we can no longer blame others for not listening or for responding in the ‘wrong’ way. That’s one of the reasons why sensory acuity is so important. You need to be aware of the response to know whether your communication has been successful, or whether you need to adapt your approach.


YOU CANNOT NOT COMMUNICATE


It’s obvious that when you speak you are communicating, but in fact everything you do affects the people around you. Research has shown that more than 70 per cent of communication is non-verbal, that we unconsciously pick up subtle nuances of position, gesture and expression in our interactions with others. And when we do speak, others are as aware of rhythm, tone and inflection as they are of the words said. Even silence can be interpreted as having meaning. If you were to look at someone sitting quietly by themself, in just a few seconds you would have distinct impressions about them. Our mind and body are part of the same system, so the thoughts we have affect our physiology and ‘leak’ non-verbally. Because you cannot not communicate it’s essential that you communicate as clearly and as accurately as you can, rather than leaving it to chance. One way of illustrating this is to imagine finding yourself in a team meeting where an argument develops between two people. Whatever you say or do may be taken as a signal that you have taken sides with one party or that you are neutral. If you want to remain neutral, you need to make sure the verbal and non-verbal ways you communicate are as aligned as possible, so that you come over as congruent.


UNDERLYING EVERY BEHAVIOUR IS A POSITIVE INTENTION


It can sometimes be hard to understand why people behave in the often bizarre, destructive ways they do. What would cause someone to drink excessively, sabotage their relationships or act aggressively towards others? Yet human behaviour, according to NLP, is not random. There is always a purpose, a reason, a ‘positive intention’ behind it, which arises when the behaviour is first established. Many people, for instance, start to smoke at the age of 14, in order to feel grown up and impress their friends. Many years later, though, they find it hard to stop because, although the situation has changed, the ‘part’ responsible is still active. Sometimes the positive intention is far from obvious, and that’s because it’s operating, as is often the case, out of conscious awareness.


A number of NLP ‘change techniques’ involve discovering the positive intention of a behaviour and finding alternative ways of satisfying it.
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Remember this








In our experience many people push back against this presupposition. The important thing to remember is that when you acknowledge someone’s positive intention you’re not condoning their unacceptable behaviour. Once you set aside your concerns, it’s easier to focus on discovering the positive motivation that triggers someone’s behaviour and respond to that. This can help you achieve the outcome you want.
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PEOPLE MAKE THE BEST CHOICES AVAILABLE TO THEM


According to this presupposition, any behaviour, no matter how strange it may seem, was the best choice available to the person at that moment in time, given their life history, knowledge, beliefs and resources, and viewed from their frame of reference. You might regard them as mistaken, misguided or misinformed, and you would have done something different in the same situation, perhaps with more effective results. Then again, there are surely times in your life when someone else would have handled things better than you did. The simple fact is that people, you included, do the best they can at the time and could probably do better if only they were aware of other options available to them. Examining the way we operate, our beliefs and thinking processes allows us to access new ways of doing things in the future.


THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS FAILURE – ONLY FEEDBACK


When babies are learning to do new things, such as crawl, stand or walk, they have no sense of failure. They simply have a go, and if that doesn’t work they have another go, repeating the process until they get what they want. If, when they tried to stand up for the first time and fell down with a bump, they decided they had failed, nobody would be able to walk. Instead, they get feedback about what does and doesn’t work, and do more of what does work. Yet by the time they get to be adults most people have become less willing to make ‘mistakes’, less willing to risk ‘failure’, perhaps because that might lead to them thinking of themselves as a failure. They seem to expect to do things well immediately, coming to the conclusion they can’t do it at all, instead of using each setback as feedback and as a learning opportunity.


Eliminating what doesn’t work can be an effective way of finding out what does. Thomas Edison used this approach when searching for the right material to use in a light bulb. Rather than regarding each attempt that didn’t work out as failure, he considered it a success in that it narrowed the number of ways that were left to try.


This presupposition is one of the most liberating because, once you embrace it, you can try all of the things you were once afraid of doing. The more ‘failures’ you have, the more you learn. So one strategy for learning might be to ‘fail’ more often!


IF WHAT YOU ARE DOING ISN’T WORKING, DO SOMETHING ELSE


If you tried a key in a lock and found it wouldn’t open, what would you do? Keep trying the same key in the same lock, over and over again? Amazingly, that’s what many of us do in certain areas of our lives, so that we behave like a fly continually hitting itself against a pane of glass in an effort to get outside when there’s a gap just inches away. Instead, you’d try another key or another lock until you found a combination that worked. ‘If you always do what you’ve always done,’ as the saying goes, ‘you’ll always get what you’ve always got.’ Flexibility is an essential component of getting the result you want. If you try one way of tackling a problem and don’t get the required results, have a go at something different, and keep varying your behaviour until you get the response you’re after.


WE HAVE THE RESOURCES WITHIN US TO ACHIEVE WHAT WE WANT


Have you ever heard the expression, ‘I didn’t know he had it in him’? Many of us are limited by what we believe it’s possible for us to achieve and are then surprised when we pull it off. This presupposition asserts that people can bring about change or achieve their outcomes by using the rich pool of inner resources they already have available inside, built up from a lifetime’s experience. All that’s needed is to access these resources at appropriate times and places. If there is a problem to be solved, it could be that an approach you took when tackling something else provides you with the perfect solution.
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Key idea








It’s easy to put forward reasons why it’s not possible to do something. Thoughts like this limit you. If you catch yourself saying, ‘Well, he or she can do it because…’ or, ‘I’ll never be as good as David Beckham’, you may be right. You may also be creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. Most people are pleasantly surprised when they discover that they are capable of achieving far more than they thought. When you hear yourself saying ‘can’t’, ask yourself if it’s really true.
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IF ONE PERSON CAN DO SOMETHING, ANYONE CAN LEARN TO DO IT


This presupposition encourages us to extend our performance and break through the barriers of what we believe might be possible for us. It’s not only a fear of failure that holds us back, it’s also our sense of our own limits. But our perceived limits are not our actual limits, and in reality we have virtually infinite potential. While it’s not absolutely true to say that if one person can do something, anyone can do it – there are sometimes physical, practical or psychological reasons why that may not be possible – the spirit of the presupposition remains powerful. Sometimes it’s just a matter of removing limiting beliefs or adding resources. There’s also a connection with the NLP process of modelling excellence. If you want to get an article published, for instance, you could find someone who is brilliant at writing and ‘model’ how they do it.


PEOPLE WORK PERFECTLY


People who have issues such as phobias, social problems or simply don’t do something the way they would like to are often thought of as being ‘faulty’ or ‘defective’ in some way. But that’s not the way in which NLP views things: no one is ‘wrong’ or ‘broken’; people work perfectly. If someone is hopeless at following directions, for instance, the NLP perspective would be that they’re good at getting lost or finding a different path to take. Of course, this may not be the outcome they have in mind, in which case it may be necessary to examine things like their strategies and beliefs so they can be more effective. In NLP, the positive self-worth of an individual is held as a constant, with a clear distinction being made between the person and their behaviour.


IN ANY SYSTEM THE PERSON WITH THE MOST FLEXIBILITY WILL CONTROL THE SYSTEM


This presupposition derives from systems thinking, where it is known as the Law of Requisite Variety. The word ‘control’ perhaps overstates the situation; there are sometimes other factors at play, and a better way of expressing the sentiment is ‘the person with the greatest flexibility has the best chance of achieving what they want’. Flexibility gives you more options. The solution you had to one problem may have worked well in that specific culture, environment or context but won’t necessarily be effective in another. Situations change, you can’t just repeat what you did before. The more complex the system, the more flexibility is required.


CHOICE IS BETTER THAN NO CHOICE


Richard Bandler, one of the originators of NLP, once said, ‘The whole point of NLP is having more choice,’ and many of the presuppositions, along with most of the techniques, relate to increasing the number of choices available in any given situation. Having just one choice is no choice at all. That’s what happens with a phobia: every time you see a spider you panic, you don’t feel you have any other choice. The more choices you have, the more freedom you have to be in the driving seat of your life.
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Try it now








✽Start to consider how you can apply the principles behind the Four Pillars – outcomes, sensory acuity, behavioural flexibility and rapport – in your everyday life.


✽Look out for examples of the presuppositions in the rest of this book. You will find they come up in various guises in almost every chapter.
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Focus points








  1NLP is underpinned by a number of ‘presuppositions’ that can be thought of as principles for living.


  2Central to NLP is the presupposition ‘The map is not the territory’ – meaning that the internal representation we create of the world is not the world.


  3There are four core aspects of NLP that are sometimes known as the ‘Four Pillars’ – outcome, sensory acuity, behavioural flexibility and rapport.


  4Knowing the outcome you want in any situation greatly increases your ability to achieve it.


  5Outcomes can be small and short term or large and long term.


  6Sensory acuity is important because it gives you information about whether what you are doing is giving you what you want – it forms a feedback loop.


  7If what you’re doing isn’t giving you what you want, you need to do something different – in NLP this is called having behavioural flexibility.


  8When others are involved in you achieving your outcome, you need to build and maintain rapport.


  9Rapport happens naturally and can be enhanced by using the principles of NLP.


10NLP draws upon many disciplines, including cybernetics, Gestalt therapy, systems theory, hypnotherapy and general semantics.
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Next step








The next chapter discusses the five representational systems of NLP and how to discover your primary, or preferred, system. It also shows you how you can enhance your communication with other people by finding out their primary systems through the words and phrases and eye accessing cues they use. You will also learn about matching, overlapping and synaesthesia and how to strengthen your least favoured system.
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