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INTRODUCTION

Since attending my first NLP practitioner course and pursuing subsequent training, during

the last 10 years my business activities have been focused on executive coaching and the 

facilitation of mastermind groups. Mastermind groups are a fairly straightforward concept, 

which business writer Jack Canfield (Canfield 2021) describes in his blog as comprised of 

people “who come together…to share ideas, thoughts, information, feedback, contacts, and 

resources.  By the perspective, knowledge, experience, and resources of others in the group, 

not only can you greatly expand your own limited view of the world, you can also advance 

your own goals and projects more quickly.”
In line with the  model described, the mastermind group members that I work with 
meet monthly to listen to each other’s challenges and offer a sounding board and source of 
feedback – in essence an alternative perspective offering, as will later be discussed, an 
expanded model of the world. Such a forum tends to most attract those individuals who 
place high value on personal development and life-long learning.
In his Chief Learning Officer blog (Keating, 2021), Keith Keating, senior director of 
learning strategies at GP Strategies group defines a process of life-long learning in these 
terms, “ To be agile and adaptable you need to learn, do, unlearn – learn, do, rest – 
repeat…it involves developing an open-minded and positive attitude…curiosity and a growth 
mindset”.
As I have referenced in my summary (matrix) introduction, my interest in NLP 

evolved out of such a passion for life- long learning and the exploration of psychology, 

therapy and coaching, particularly in how the acquisition of practical knowledge in these 

fields could be applied in the fields of business and leadership development.  The main 

underpin has been the use of NLP  techniques and concepts that I have learned from NLP 

practitioner and other NLP training programmes.

I believe that the definition of life-long learning provided by Keith Keating captures 

much of the experience of clients that I have worked with individually and in group settings 

– the development of agility and adaptability through learning (and unlearning). NLP 

University (2000, p. 414) explains that “A core principle of NLP is that it is important to 

constantly develop and increase one’s flexibility in order to be an effective communicator 

and facilitator of change”.  (Wake 2010, p.22) refers to the principle of flexibility in NLP in 

her discussion of the NLP presuppositions, (that I shall discuss in the literature review 

section) and, specifically the Law of Requisite Variety: the person with the most flexibility 

will control the system. She explains that NLPers are encouraged “ … to develop as much 

flexibility as possible to enable them to have the most amount of influence over the system 

and, using this behavioural flexibility, to facilitate change in the system that they are 

operating in”. 

For a group to function there has to be some rules or guidelines that represent a way 

of being, or “code of conduct”, for the group to perform to it’s best potential.  This extends 

to ground rules laid down to provide the best conditions for coaching to be successful - a 

coaching contract.

In this context, there are certain NLP Presuppositions, that I was introduced to on 

the NLP Practitioner programme, that continue to particularly resonate for me and have 

informed how I try to make my way in the world and the principles that I work to as a coach 

and facilitator.  Furthermore, they are most pertinent to how a group of individuals create a 

successful dynamic, working together in a high performing mastermind group.

Where business leaders pursue the enhancement of their own life-long learning and 

personal development, working with a coach or participating collaboratively in a learning 
space like a mastermind group, much of the work done can be supported using tools and 

concepts that have been developed in the field of NLP. My NLP training has provided me 

with more understanding of the relationships between the goals and outcomes that we set 

ourselves, our beliefs and values and how they drive those goals. My training also 

embedded a recognition of the importance of developing the ability to view situations from 

wider perspectives than one’s own. Bandler and Grinder in their seminal work The Structure 

of Magic Volume one (Dilts 1999, p13), pointed out “People who respond creatively and 

cope effectively…are people who have a rich representation or model of their situation, in 

which they perceive a wide range of options in choosing their action”. Indeed, in my own 

experience, the best results are produced by those clients who are able to adopt the widest 

perspectives.

With this in mind, I have also chosen to examine the Perceptual Positions technique, 

taught on the NLP Practitioner programme, in this assignment and reflect upon it’s use in a 

practical coaching session.  The reason for my particular interest in this intervention stems 

from the belief that a high performing mastermind group works on the principle that each 

of the participants must be able to adopt different perceptual positions to gain a richer 

understanding of the challenges discussed and offer alternative perspectives to each other, 

accordingly.

The perceptual positions technique enables the client to view a situation or 

relationship from alternative perspectives and different (perceptual) positions, defined in 

the NLP encyclopaedia thus; “A perceptual position is essentially a particular perspective, or 

point of view, from which one is perceiving a situation or relationship”. NLP University 

(2000, p. 940).

Although, the concept is not considered in any depth in the body of this piece,  brief 
mention must also be made of the essential importance of embracing the need to establish 

and maintain rapport (with one’s self and others), for any desired outcome to be achieved. 

(Goleman 1999, p.13) highlights the importance of “empathy, perspective taking, rapport 

and cooperation” as core emotional intelligence capabilities. Rapport is a central element to 

getting desired results.

I have included my account of a practical session with one client (Karen) where the 

perceptual positions technique is applied to enable her to derive a richer understanding of 

an issue and how to work with that situation more effectively. A recording and transcript of 

this coaching session and my associated reflections on that session will also form a core part 

of the source material for this piece.

I have used the Gibbs reflective cycle to reflect upon my experience of applying the 

NLP intervention in the coaching session and this will be discussed in later sections.

TOPICS COVERED/ LITERATURE REVIEW

In the section, I shall discuss NLP concepts that were covered in the NLP Practitioner 

programme and how the integration of my learning has particularly informed how I work in 

my business and with my clients.  I have divided the topics covered under the following 

headings (although there is some overlap across these sections):

a) Some NLP  Assumptions, application and relevance.

b) Values, beliefs, motivation and the NLP Well Formed Outcome model.

c) The Perceptual Positions technique 

A) SOME NLP ASSUMPTIONS, APPLICATION AND RELEVANCE

NLP University (2000, p. 1000) describes the presuppositions of NLP as, “the primary ideas 

and assumptions from which everything else in the field is derived…the philosophy behind 

all of the NLP models, distinctions and techniques”.

Of those NLP presuppositions defined by the NLP University (2000, pp. 1000-1004) there are 

a couple that I would particularly like to comment upon, given their relevance to creating an 

effective dynamic in the coaching exchange and successful mastermind group interactions.

The map is not the territory:

“There is an irreducible difference between reality and the organism’s experience of reality. 

No individual map of the world is any more “real” or “true” than any other.  All maps have 

some validity.  The most effective and ecological maps or models of the world are those 

which make available the widest and richest number of choices, as opposed to being the 

most “real” or “accurate”. NLP University (2000, p. 1001)

(Dilts 1999. P.78) explains that “From the NLP perspective, meaning is a function of 

the relationship between map and territory. Different maps of the world will produce 

different inner meanings for the same experiential territory…because meaning is a function 

of our internal representations of our experience, altering those internal representations 

can alter the meaning an experience has for us”.

The person with the most flexibility will control the system:

(Wake 2010, p.22) encourages NLPers to “ develop as much flexibility in behaviour as 

possible to enable them to have the most amount of influence over the system and use this 

behavioural flexibility to facilitate change in the system”. Applying this to my work as a 

facilitator and coach, Wake’s reference to this NLP presupposition particularly resonates, 

“the more that we can facilitate others to develop greater flexibility of behaviour the more 

control they will have over their own system”. For me, this conveys a close sense of the 

process of successful life-long learning,  and the necessary development of agility and 

adaptability through learning (and unlearning), already referred to.


A) VALUES, BELIEFS, MOTIVATION and the NLP WELL-FORMED OUTCOME MODEL


My clients look for coaching and collaboration in a mastermind group for multiple and 

varied reasons.  However, a primary common purpose is to enable them to achieve their 

goals.  The goal setting technique informed by the field of NLP is the Well-formed outcome 

model.  (Bodenhamer and Hall 2005 p. 90) explain that “The specificity of the well-formed 

outcome model facilitates concentration on what you internally see, hear and feel.  Your 

attention will direct itself toward external and internal resources necessary in achieving the 

outcome”.

In NLP terms, the concept of values is very closely connected with the goals we set   

for ourselves.  We tend to achieve goals when we are motivated to act. “Because they are 

associated with worth, meaning and desire, values are a primary source of motivation in 

people’s lives”.  NLP University (2000, p. 1519).

Earlier this year I attended a training programme covering topics around the field of 

applied neuroscience led by Professor Patricia Riddell.  In discussing the role of values and 

motivation in relation to the successful achievement of our goals, she explained, “In 

addition to the common elements of autonomy, competence, relatedness, fairness and 

status, it is also important to consider people’s individual beliefs, values and identity.  

Clearly we are much more likely to be motivated by tasks that align with these than with 

tasks that are counter to our values”.  (Riddell, 2021). My passion for helping others, making 

a difference and continual improvement and life-long learning, can be attributed to this.

According to James and Woodsmall (1988 p.7), our values are “how we decide about 

how we feel about our actions, and they provide the primary motivating force behind our 

actions”. They credit Richard Bandler, adding “values are those ideas in which we are willing 
to invest time, energy and resources to either achieve or avoid”. James and Woodsmall 

(1988 p.7).

Dilts (2017 p.282) explains that “motivation is primarily driven by values and beliefs 

ie. the level of success factors related to why we think and act the way we do. Values and 

beliefs shape how an individual “punctuates” and gives ‘meaning” to his or her perception 

of a situation…which kinds of strategies and behaviours the person selects and commits to 

in order to approach that situation…our beliefs and values provide the internal 

reinforcement that supports or inhibits particular capabilities and behaviours.  This makes 

them an important influence on people’s degree of effort and quality of performance”.

The connections between our values and beliefs (as unconscious filters) inform our 

models of the world, as displayed through our attitudes, across different contexts. 

“Attitudes are collections of values and belief systems around a certain subject”. (James and 

Woodsmall( 1988 p. 8)

 “Beliefs determine how events are given meaning, and are at the core of motivation and 

culture… are essentially judgements and evaluations about ourselves, others and the world 

around us…and function at a different level than behaviour and perception and influence 

our experience and interpretation of reality by connecting our experiences to our criteria or 

value systems” ). NLP University (2000, p. 97)

B) THE PERCEPTUAL POSITIONS TECHNIQUE

As aforementioned, the perceptual positions technique was utilised in the practical coaching 

session that will be discussed in the next section. Dilts (2016 p.164) explains that “A 

perceptual position is essentially a particular perspective or point of view from which one is 

perceiving a situation or relationship”.  In NLP terms, a clear link can be seen with the NLP 

presupposition that the map is not the territory.  

The perceptual positions technique is a procedure whereby an individual’s map of 

the world can be enriched by evaluation from three perceptual positions.  These first, 

second and third positions are described by Bodenhamer and Hall (2005) in turn, as “when 

you associate into your own body…and look at the world from your own viewpoint” (first 

position) (Bodenhamer and Hall (2005, p. 55), “where “you walk in the other person’s 

shoes…how a communication would look, feel or sound from another person’s point of 

view” (second position) Bodenhamer and Hall (2005 p. 55), and “a way of dissociating from 

the entire event or conversation…you become an independent observer” (third position). 

(Bodenhamer and Hall (2005 p. 55).

In a mastermind group setting, members present their issue in first position. The  

other members can offer new insights gathered from their own perspectives and from the 

other perceptual positions (if being truly objective) two and three.  Notably, effective group 

facilitation requires much of the observation to be from third position, observing what is 

going on in the system as a whole. The power of the discussion between members of the 

mastermind group is that it presents an opportunity to help each other “unpick” 

perspectives that have been built upon their individual models of the world and offer and 

receive different perspectives.  Citing psychodynamic theory, Peltier (2010 p. 71) explains 

that “humans perceive the world, particularly other people in the world, based upon their 

own internal needs, wishes, fantasies and personal development.  This inevitably produces a 

distorted view of things”.  In NLP terms the engagement between members in a mastermind 

group setting enables those distortions to be adjusted, deletions to be recovered and 

generalisations challenged.


PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF NLP PRINCIPLES AND THE PERCEPTUAL POSITIONS TECHNIQUE

The following section focuses on the practical application of the perceptual positions

process in a coaching session with a client, Karen.  


Gibbs Reflective Cycle 

I have chosen to structure my reflection and critique on the practical application using the 

framework of the Gibbs Reflective cycle that poses six questions to invite reflection in each 

of the following areas: 

a) Description-What happened?

b) What were the thoughts and feelings?

c) Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience?

d) Analysis – What can be made of the situation?  What was going on?

e) Conclusion – What can be concluded about the intervention and your way of working?

f) Action plan – What will be done differently in a similar situation next time?

Description – what happened?

Karen discussed her experience of working with a particular delegate on a training course 

who, although capable of offering a lot, was disruptive with a tendency to “derail the 

session quite easily”. Karen wanted to use the session to understand Stewart’s behaviour 

better and develop strategies to get more out of him in the training (and vice-versa) – “to 

understand where he was coming from and then have some strategies to deal with his 

behaviour”.

We used a perceptual positions process to attempt to elicit a wider range of insights 

and explore effective strategies that would enable Karen to work more effectively with 

Stewart, by exploring what might be happening between Karen and Stewart in the training 

room, viewing the experience; in position 1: through Karen’s own eyes, position 2: from 

Stewart perspective and position 3: from the viewpoint of an independent observer.

Her outcome for the session was to be able to gain more understanding of Stewart’s 

experience and be able to exercise a greater positive impact (with Stewart) towards 

accomplishing her outcome for the training which was, as she put it, “to facilitate 

behavioural changes”. Her performance as a trainer would be judged by the ability (of the 

delegates), after the course, “to go away and make changes to their behaviour”.

At the beginning of the session, I asked Karen a number of “pre-intervention” 

questions, by way of an “ecology check”.  This ecology check “… is a key step in every NLP 

technique..(it) essentially involves assessing the impact that a particular change of 

behaviour will have on the rest of the system or systems of which the person is a part”.  NLP 

University (2000, p. 343). The NLP Encyclopaedia explains that “…making an ecology check 

in NLP involves taking multiple perspectives” NLP University (2000, p. 343) presenting 

another example of a richer picture being derived by considering a situation from the wider 

perspective and in the context of the environment beyond the individual.   

What were the thoughts and feelings?

From first position, Karen perceived Stewart variously as “a forceful personality...an opinion 

leader...a disruptor…and actually quite influential.”

From second position, the additional insights derived included that Stewart is “respectful of 

Karen’s knowledge…is held to account for more things…and less able to wriggle out 

of…responsibility… a control freak…likes the sound of my own voice…and, I’m not gonna 

change now”.

From third position, there was a sense of a “power struggle” developing between them; 
“…two strong personalities...not afraid to voice whatever it is that’s on their mind”.  The 

benefits (of that) “…could be an alliance, especially on important points….both people are 

able to hold the room…useful in terms of leading others”.  

Early in the session, Karen explains that she is “struggling to understand why he can’t 

link his behaviour to a change in his thinking”.  She believed that he was lacking self-

awareness.  She reported feelings of “frustration” and some psychological tension arising, as 

she was “trying really hard to avoid a judgemental conversation with him”. I sensed that she 

was concerned that such a confrontation in an attempt to bring Stewart into line with the 

rest of the group could lead to greater disruption. 

During the session, Karen developed some greater awareness that, although his   

behaviour presented a challenge to her as facilitator, she also recognised the psychological 

tension in play between the two strong decisive and control-focused personalities 

(“forceful, opinion leader, disruptor, influential”).  She thought, nevertheless, that he had 

the  potential to make much more of a positive contribution. In first position, she expressed 

a range of feelings about the situation including “frustration”…a sense that she is trying 

really hard to not have “a judgemental conversation”. His verbosity can be useful as, often 

“he’s the one that comes up with the answer that I am hoping they come up with….he gets 

where I’m going with things and he understands…the downside is it makes it very difficult to 

open up the floor to other people….it is quite difficult to shut him up”.

Evaluation – What was good and bad about the experience?  

I believe that the intervention provided some benefits to Karen, in meeting her outcome for 

the session which was to gain a more useful perspective on the purpose of Stewart’s 

behaviour and develop strategies to get more out of him in the training.  I could also see 

that her concern was also to be able to develop more leverage, and to elicit a more positive 
contribution from such an experienced delegate, particularly as her performance as the 

trainer leading the programme would be judged by the ability (of the delegates) to integrate 

learnings following the course.  As Karen put it,  “to go away and make changes to their 

behaviour”.

I observed that one important insight that Karen was able to take away from the 

session was greater awareness of the opportunity that was being presented, to harness 

Stewart’s behaviour as a rapport leader in the group, his enablement to “leading others”, in 

an alliance. Dilts (2017, p. 282) explains that, “values and beliefs shape how an 

individual…give meaning to his or her perception of a situation… the most direct way to 

increase a stakeholder’s level of support is through finding a way to align your project or 

venture with their key values and motivations”.  Karen was able to recognise that if their 

respective goals and values and own beliefs about the work could be aligned in some way, 

then the two strongest actors in the group could turn the potential for disabling 

confrontation into positive mutual collaboration and avoid a “judgemental conversation” or 

“power struggle”.


ANALYSIS – What else can be made of the situation?

Dilts (1999, P.31) describes reframing as a process of “helping people to reinterpret 

problems and find solutions by changing the frame in which the problems are being 

perceived”. The insights gained from time spent in positions two and three enabled Karen to 

construct more positive re-frames for key elements of the situation. For example, reframing 

Stewart’s role as that of rapport leader and alliance partner in the group, rather than 

disruptor and time thief, and her reframe of the situation, where Karen was able to identify 

the potential for shared aims being met by “forming a strong alliance” as an alternative to 

the negative force of a “power struggle”.

Wake (2010, p.25) describes Freud’s definition of the projection mechanism as “…a 

judgement that we use to act as a barrier to stimuli that we can’t accept…we literally create 

our reality based on our projection of our subjective experience onto the world around us.  

What we fear inside ourselves we will see in others and project this attribute on to them, 

both positive and negative”.

I observed that working through the different perceptual positions, enabled Karen to 

examine her own defensive position around Stewart’s behaviour and change some of her 

projections around the situation.  Taking the learnings from positions two and three back to 

position one, there were a number of new insights, “a better understanding of him” and 

recognition that, “actually, I could work a bit harder to get him to work with me, rather than 

against me…tapping his practical experience…so that actually, he adds to the debate, rather 

than just derails it”. In revisiting each of the positions again, in a further round, she came to 

consider what seemed be a fairly profound “lightbulb moment”, around the language in 

play in the situation, she observed, “a mismatch of language…full of grey areas”…”that’s the 

biggie”.

From a new first position, Karen was able to design a “solution frame” around her 

experience of Stewart’s behaviour in the group, rather than the “problem frame” she had 

been working with, viewing Stewart’s behaviour and position in the group as an obstacle 

rather than as a resource. The session enabled Karen to derive new strategies that included: 

using Stewart’s energy positively, encouraging more group participation and discussion, and 

less teaching from the front.

In our discussion around how she had experienced the session and how she had 

found the process beneficial and what would have made it better, she explained that, 
“although she classes herself as quite an insightful person..(the process)..is clearly quite 

effective because it allows you to consider benefits and outcomes that you wouldn’t see 

from your own perspective.  It makes you realise how blinkered your perspective is, even if 

you don’t think it is”.


CONCLUSION – What else could have been done?

In our discussion of feedback from the session, Karen seemed to express some concerns 

about how reliable some of the ideas might be, derived as they were from “imagining 

herself in other roles (those of Stewart, and an independent observer).  As she put it, “the 

worry about it is whether you are sat in somebody else’s shoes, whether the thoughts 

you’re having when you’re stood in their shoes are actually realistic or...if they are so off the 

mark, would that change the benefit of the other insights you generate….as an independent 

(observer)”.  Her comments do lead me to reflect on how the process is working by enabling 

the clients to explore other models of the world (in second and third position), and thereby 

“loosening up” their own.  As has already been referenced, the most effective and 

ecological maps or models of the world are those which make available the widest and 

richest number of choices, as opposed to being the most “real” or “accurate”. NLP 

University (2000, p. 1001)


This works on the principle that (in second position) Karen “associates” into 

Stewart’s world, seeing it through his eyes, and not her own and, as the independent 

observer maintaining the “dissociated” state of someone totally uninvolved in what is going 

on.  In Karen’s words, “the process allows you…to consider benefits and outcomes that you 

wouldn’t see from your own perspective.  It makes you realise how blinkered your own 

perspective is, even if you don’t think it is”. As she put it, “…I imagine that the more practice 
you get at it, the easier it becomes”.

Although, overall the session worked well and the client reported a positive 

outcome, this may have been enhanced with the opportunity to take a “deeper dive” with 

her in the coaching session to explore some of the ideas and insights in greater detail… “to 

have chance to have …a bounce around of the ideas that come from that last bit, which was, 

how will that make a difference to, to you in practical terms? What could you do that would 

be really useful?”

CLOSING COMMENTS

There has only been the scope to consider a small area of the full scope of material and 

ideas that are covered in the NLP Practitioner course. However, in reflecting upon those 

concepts and the practical session that has been the subject of this piece, I have recognised 

the essential connectivity between all of the material covered in the NLP Practitioner 

programme.  Dilts (1999, p.8) described this connectivity, the “essence of NLP” as a study of 

how “...the functioning of our nervous system (“neuro” is intimately tied up with our 

capability for language (“linguistic”).  The strategies (“programmes”) through which we 

organise and guide our behaviour are made up of neurological and verbal patterns.”

Little explicit reference to language has been made in this piece, however, 

acknowledgement should be made in closing of it’s importance.  Charvet (1997, p.12), 

discussing the work of Roger Bailey and the development of Influencing Language, explains 

“You pay attention to how people answer, instead of what they say…you can determine 

what will trigger and maintain someone’s motivation and how they internally process 

information…once you know a person’s patterns, you can then tailor your language so that 

it has maximum impact for that person”.

Indeed, one important “breakthrough” that Karen reached in our coaching session 

was around language and utilising a different set of questions. Thus, from a perspective that 

was initially grounding only in her own model of the world, her own overall   “…thoughts, 

beliefs, values, sense of self…and own sense of vision and purpose”(Lowe and DeLozier 

2020, p.21), a profound change in her thinking was reached by also “second” and “third” 

positioning the situation.  She was then, as she put it, able to identify (“the biggie”).

Finally, using the Gibbs Reflective Model enabled me to place some order around my 

thoughts and observations..  Although a fairly simple model, it did enable me to separate 

and organise my reflections on the practical coaching session with Karen. In a blog posting,  

Brown (no date), reflects some of my own  conclusions about using the model, “The idea of 

this model is to systematise reflections and isolate feelings.  The different stages usually 

help to slow down our thought processes so that we don’t jump to conclusions too quickly”.
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