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Introduction

We live at a time when everything is changing faster than ever before in human history. Children are growing up taking computers, air travel, the Internet and payment by plastic for granted. News can travel the globe in seconds. This is a very different, and difficult, world in which to navigate, and adaptability is the key to managing it.

You don’t need wealth, status or a degree to develop your skill in using the information this book contains, because it’s all to do with using your brain – using it more fully and better than you have in the past. The ability to think flexibly in times of rapid social, personal and economic change is a skill you can develop, one that helps you respond inventively and appropriately in a changing and challenging world. Curiously enough, it’s often at times of challenge that new opportunities occur. For both of these, our brain is our best asset.

This is a book about building your brain’s capacity and effectiveness through targeted exercise. It doesn’t have to be an effort. It doesn’t need to leave you exhausted or sore, and it doesn’t require you to get cold, wet or out of breath. It can be exciting, and I promise you that it can also be fun!

We feel familiar with our brains, just as we do with our bodies. We think we know pretty well what they are capable of, and what they’re not. Actually, we underestimate ourselves, and this is the starting point for this book. Think about body-building. If you have never exercised or played sport regularly, there may be times when you have envied those who do: it would be good to be as toned, as supple, as quick and as flexible as they are. If you have been consistently active, your experience will remind you that this is how you became fitter: consistency also made you more skilful – and able to do even more. Exercise and know-how add up to something more than mere fitness – a level of ability greater than you believed yourself capable of.

Although everyone knows that they can acquire more knowledge (as in information), most people – if they think at all about the actual way their brain works – assume that it’s somehow in-built and unchangeable. This is not the case, as the early developers of the discipline now known as NLP (neurolinguistic programming) discovered.

SO WHAT IS NLP?

NLP has sometimes been called ‘the brain-user’s manual’ because it explains the components of thinking and how we use them in daily life. Once you have discovered a pattern of use that already works for you, you can reuse it in the future or teach it to someone else. When you watch someone who is particularly skilled in what they do, whether it’s practical or intellectual, interpersonal or solitary, domestic or on the world’s stage, you can admire their achievement – but without a ‘manual’ you can’t emulate it. With detailed descriptions and guidelines for use, however, you can make a start. With practice, you may even become excellent! NLP offers you those descriptions and guidelines.

In the 1970s the American co-founders of NLP, John Grinder and Richard Bandler, gathered a group of brilliant young people around them, working together to understand just how people go about thinking and communicating. Grinder and Bandler’s background was in cybernetics and psychology, and their aim was to make ‘the magical skills of potent psychotherapists available to other practitioners in a learnable and explicit form’ (from their book The Structure of Magic II, p. 3). Both they and other members of the initial group of investigators have continued developing NLP’s understanding and training potential through research, writing and teaching. Among the most outstanding are Robert Dilts, Leslie Cameron-Bandler and Steve and Connirae Andreas (see Further Reading).

The original group sought out the ‘deep structures’ of communication, performing their investigations much as a mechanic might seek to understand a highly complex machine in the total absence of diagrams or written instructions: they observed in great detail, asked searching questions about purposes and effects, and tried to establish underlying principles. (In NLP this process is called ‘modelling’ – the subject of Chapter 13.) Where most forms of psychology and sociology offer us theories – which are inherently unprovable – NLP offers descriptions that can be tested and verified by real-life experience every day.

The work they began in the 1970s grew into neurolinguistic programming (NLP). The therapists who were the subject of the original studies had differing backgrounds and used apparently different techniques; yet all of them helped their clients to change and grow powerfully. The investigators began to realise that although their subjects had different explanations for what they were doing, they were in fact acting and thinking alike. So they searched for the basic structures underlying the skills they were studying, and then endeavoured to explain and teach them to others.

UNDERSTANDING THE ‘HOW?’

How? is the characteristic question in NLP. In fact, the majority of the most useful questions in life begin with this word because it directs attention to processes, steps, skills and sequences – all things that can be discovered, demonstrated, shared, learned and improved upon. ‘How?’ lays bare the structure of the best that we are aiming at, and helps us deconstruct the worst that we would rather avoid. This is why ‘How?’ is the characteristic NLP question.

Nowadays NLP enables practitioners in many fields to become even better at whatever they do, whether they are educators and trainers, sportsmen and women, marketeers, managers in business, health professionals, negotiators or creative and performing artists. All make use of NLP skills – as do thousands, and perhaps by now even millions, of people in their private lives.

GROWING YOUR BRAIN

Exercising your brain really does help build it! Brain scans of London black-cab drivers show that the part of their brains that deals with memory is actually larger and more highly developed than those of non-black-cab drivers. Why? Because if you want to be a black-cab driver, you have to acquire The Knowledge: a comprehensive encyclopaedia of London topology – every street and alley, monument and major institution, every one-way street and rat run – committed to memory.

By comparison, the mind-building you can do through reading this book is less strenuous, but in an important way it’s even more comprehensive. That’s because you’re not just memorising: instead you’re learning to master the way your mind filters and stores information and to coach yourself through regular exercises to achieve a whole new level of mental fitness and flexibility.

A USEFUL TOOL FOR EVERYONE

In all my years of working with hundreds of people as a therapist, trainer, coach and writer, I have found the NLP ‘manual’ the most useful way of understanding the functioning of the human brain, and the NLP ‘toolbox’ of pattern-based skills the one that I most often reach into. I have the confidence that it will help me work my clients – and with myself.

My clients have included housewives and businesspeople, adults and children, people with traumas in their pasts, problems in their present and dreams for their future. We have worked together on personal issues, career choices and possibilities, relationship management at work and home, and on challenges to mental and physical well-being. We have often been aware that mind and body are not separate but deeply interconnected, and that the ‘presenting problem’ is not always the one we need to work on.

INTRODUCING THE META-PROGRAMMES

NLP offers us an extensive body of information about the workings of our brains, and it gives us many useful tools for change and development. In this book I concentrate on just one set of mental patterns, but one that, despite its importance and usefulness, has not yet been explained for everyday non-professional readers. It’s a pattern known in NLP as meta-programming.

At the core of mental fitness is the ability to organise and make sense of the huge mass of information that comes at you both from the external world and from the workings of your own memory, imagination and learning. People who are excellent thinkers are also expert sorters and brilliant managers of information. We all have the same essential mental filtering mechanisms for doing this, although we use them differently. NLP calls these meta-programmes, and this book shows you how to use them with more awareness and more flexibility. Different kinds of information require different filters, and so there are a number of different meta-programmes. In this book, I will introduce the most important ones, and show you how to recognise your own preferences and those of people around you.

HOW CAN THIS BOOK HELP YOU?

Understanding how the meta-programmes can be used in an everyday setting can benefit everyone, even children. It can help partners, parents and children all become more understanding of their families and better at creating harmony; it can help people navigate the stresses of their social lives and the politics of the workplace. Understanding meta-programmes helps you ‘read’ other people, so that you can understand the way they approach and deal with situations. This is particularly invaluable in the workplace or where you are working with teams of people.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

In The NLP Brain Builder you will find:


	An explanation of how meta-programmes work.


	An understanding of how you and others map the world through your meta-programmes, and the effects this has at home and at work.


	Ways to help you start exploring what happens if you vary how you do things now. What new outcomes might be possible? Using your filters differently will produce different results; using them with understanding and flair can produce results that can be richly and productively different for you and for those around you.


	Ways to coach yourself – how to be an observer of yourself and to use that perspective to have internal conversations that create fuller possibilities for action.




The book is divided into two parts:

Part One explains and introduces the meta-programmes (Chapter 2) and includes brain-building exercises to increase your flexibility in using them. The meta-programme chapters that follow can be read in any order. The final chapter of the part introduces the technique of modelling, which started NLP off, and which you can use to help you learn and influence others through example.

Part Two helps you apply all you have discovered in Part One to the real, everyday world of home and work, focusing on some common situations and challenges we all face.

HOW YOUR SKILLS CAN SPREAD

In attempting to answer these questions we help ourselves and others become more flexible and potentially more adaptable.

If you are reading this book with the aim of improving your effectiveness at work, you are likely to discover that things also start going better at home. If you are reading it to help you with your partnering or parenting skills, don’t be surprised if your influence and success at work also increase. Don’t be surprised, either, if people around you start picking up on the changed you and modelling your behaviour.


‘It is not the strongest of the species that survives, not the most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable to change.’

Attributed to CHARLES DARWIN



NLP shows us how to use our minds in the best way possible to help us understand each other, live happily, reduce our stress and work effectively. It’s a fascinating voyage of discovery and one that I hope you will enjoy as you begin to benefit from a new and different relationship with yourself and others.
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