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Introduction

We are surrounded by people who think differently from us. It is a difference we encounter every day: with family and friends, in class and at work, among familiar faces or perfect strangers. We can find this a source of great comfort and insight or confusion and misunderstanding – a helpful asset or an awkward hurdle as we go about our lives. Why does one colleague want to bounce their ideas off us, while another prefers to go it alone? Among our fellow students, why does this one tend to go in feelings first, while that one opts for the cerebral approach? When we make plans, why does one friend seem to say yes to all of our suggestions, and another keep picking holes in them? Why is one child so thin-skinned and impressionable, and the other so boisterous and independent-minded? Why is this public figure so blunt and up-front, and that one so vague and evasive? Why do they think their way? Why do we think ours? And why does how they think and how we think so often not align?

The chances are that we have already tried to come up with our own informal answers to these questions. To answer them completely, we would need to transport ourselves directly into other people’s minds. Instead, imagine if, every time we encounter someone who thinks differently from us, we had a way of showing us what it is like to experience the world the way they do. What it means to go through the process of thinking their way rather than ours. At the same time, imagine if we could shed light on the factors that shape how they think, and determine exactly what part they played in making them the thinkers they are today. In other words, imagine if we could take ourselves out of our embedded, familiar ways of thinking and put ourselves in the position of thinking like the people around us. And, as well as helping us understand them, imagine if we could turn the same lens onto ourselves. Dig deep into the semi-conscious and unconscious recesses of our minds to uncover their workings, to trace the moving parts that go into how we think too.

That is where this book comes in. It is here to give us a new set of tools to better understand how we think and why we do so, to help us navigate the ways we all think differently. To do this, I draw together findings from throughout my career as a social researcher. In one form or another, the question this book sets out to answer has preoccupied me since I was a graduate student. Back then, I was grappling with complex problems such as where government gets its legitimacy from, whether democracy needs people to agree on a set of shared values, and how we should measure what the public has to say about the issues in the news. After all, this was the era of debt crises and fiscal austerity, student protests and urban riots, workers’ strikes and secessionist referendums. A time of people talking past each other politically, economically, in our faiths, in our communities and our private lives. In essay after paper after conversation, as I watched all this unfold from my university town at the scraggly western end of the Eurasian landmass, I found myself circling back to the question of how and why we think the way we do.

The journey this question has taken me on has ranged far afield, as I cast my net wider and wider in search of clues. It has carried me across countries, and several decades back in time – including stops in 1920s Germany, 1950s America, and 1980s France, with many more besides. Along the way, it has introduced me to an army of commentators, all probing how we think and why from a wide array of different angles. Political scientists who ask why we disagree – often radically – and what we can do about it. Philosophers who study how we experience and understand the world, and how we reflect on what we know about it. Psychologists who carry out experiments to find the key ingredients of how our minds work. Sociologists who examine how our interactions with those around us influence our thoughts and behaviour. Historians who look at how our ideas change over time, and from place to place. And supporting them, anthropologists and behavioural economists, cultural theorists and linguists, neuroscientists and opinion pollsters. Centuries of intellectual labour, sediments of carefully accumulated insights, across a dizzying array of disciplines and areas of enquiry. (To give you a sense of the research on offer, I have included an epilogue at the end of the book for you to delve into at your leisure.)

Everything I have learned throughout this process over the best part of the last two decades, I have distilled into this book. As journeys go, it has been less a speed run and more a scenic wander, with plenty of side quests and scouring hidden caverns for bits of arcane treasure. By corralling these strands of knowledge, and joining up the dots between them, I have attacked the question of how we think and why from every angle I could find. Wrangling it on countless walks and hikes, perched in a succession of European flats and offices, hammering away at the keys of my laptop (and my piano). Building models, compiling endless spreadsheets, sketching gargantuan diagrams on faculty whiteboards. Poring over demographic breakdowns in social attitudes data, and sifting through dusty interwar archives. The more I kept looking, I began to see common threads emerge. Complex alignments and convergences, where different researchers’ descriptions of how we behave as ‘thinkers’ started to pull together. Distinct characters took shape and faded into focus. Initially as unkempt ghosts, then fleshed out in increasingly vivid detail. Glimpses of people I half knew – from my reading or real life. A flash of memory transporting me all the way back to physics class. An old boss blundering unbidden into my consciousness. My close friends staring back at me from the page.

After unearthing and refining all these resemblances, and working through their similarities and differences, I came to a clear and unmistakeable conclusion: when we think, every one of us exhibits a set of identifiable tendencies in the way we do so, which give us our particular kind of thinking. These tendencies are shaped and brought out in our minds by social experiences we have over the course of our lives – through our childhood, our schooling, the jobs we do, where we grow up, the places we call home, the friends and families we gather around us, and the lifestyles we choose. Some of the people around us share similar tendencies and social experiences to us, and think in more or less the same way. Others have their own, separate tendencies and experiences, and think very differently. I call these various tendencies thinker-types, and my research suggests that there are ten of them we can reliably find scattered about in our everyday lives.

Let me sketch them out for you.

 

•Happy Camper: That friend who has just lost their job and has no clue what their next move will be, but is entirely optimistic that things will turn out all right. Joy-filled, warm, pootling placidly through life.
•Jokester: The one who throws the best parties, cracks the sharpest jokes, always pulls you into another round of games – as long as they get to win. Gleeful, irreverent, with a flair for provocative fun.
•Gloomster: The older sibling carrying the can for their tearaway junior, upending their own life to reckon with their misadventures. Subdued, sluggish, liable to earnest brooding.
•Agoniser: The activist mobilising for better welfare, negotiating with the authorities, running for council, taking all kinds of pushback on the chin. Plaintive, outraged, urgently looking to fix things.
•Hothead: The friend who just has to be right and do things their way – where to meet, what to eat, which opinions to share, brooking no argument. Excitable, irascible, consumed by the problems of the moment.
•Cool Cat: The one who will always put you up in a pinch, sit patiently and listen, go along with pretty much anything, but generally hangs back and lets you sort yourself out. Quiet, resolute, benevolent but a little remote.
•Keen Bean: The creative who is constantly on the move, meeting people, building grand palaces of the imagination – and plastering them all over the internet. Zesty, precocious, always probing for new discoveries.
•Worrywart: The friend who overthinks a moment of disagreement, stewing long after it has passed, convinced they have said the wrong thing. Nervy, brittle, prone to long, painstaking deliberation.
•Quibbler: The colleague who picks apart your work, disputing this, correcting that, giving endless feedback, insisting that you fix the problem. Cagey, sceptical, lingering reluctantly over what repels them.
•Reveller: The friend who sweeps you up, makes you the centre of their plans, gives you their undivided attention, and deluges you with thoughtful gifts. Dreamy, magnetic, overflowing with more to give.
 

All of us find ourselves drawn strongly towards at least one – and sometimes several – of these thinker-types. Some of them may be familiar to us already. We may recognise them from our day-to-day experiences. The highly strung overachiever in our dance class. Our strange and curmudgeonly upstairs neighbour. Closer to home, the lackadaisical dreamer we share a house with – who also happens to be our child, our parent, or our partner. And closest of all, we may be getting the sense with some of the thinker-types that we are looking ever so slightly in the mirror. If so, then I want you to hold onto these initial impressions and see how far you change or confirm them as you keep reading.

My contention is that we can all describe how we think in terms of these ten thinker-types, either singly or in some combination, and use them to explain why we might find ourselves gravitating towards certain ways of thinking more than others. This book explains how these thinker-types work and where they come from. How we can spot them, quickly and insightfully. How our social experiences leave traces that shape which thinker-types we tend towards. And how far we are all entrenched in how we think – and what we can do to change it.

What is a thinker-type?

A thinker-type is a specific style of thinking. When we think, we rely on several ‘elements of thinking’ that work together to create our thoughts. There are five of these:

 

1. Our underlying personality;

2. The emotions we feel;

3. The information we gather;

4. The predispositions we judge by;

5. Our reasoning intellect.

How we use each of these elements, and how we fit them together, exhibits certain patterns. If we combine these patterns, we find that they coalesce into a number of distinctive overarching mindsets. The thinker-types I listed above are labels that reflect the kind of thinking that characterises each mindset, and a way to represent our array of separate ‘thinking parts’ as a united ‘thinking whole’. Both in how we present our thinking to the world around us, and how we experience the thinking that other people present to us.

Our personality and emotions together give us our mental outlook. This is our ‘starting position’, the broad-brush reaction that colours everything else we do in our minds. The rest of how we think follows on from them. Our mental outlooks – especially our emotions – are key to determining our thinker-types, as they are our first ‘line of contact’ whenever we experience anything.

In turn, our information and predispositions marry together to create our mental picture of our surroundings. This is our interpretation of what is going on, informed by the broad-brush reaction our mental outlook gives us. It is this interpretation that we are thinking about when we apply our reasoning to formulate thoughts, develop arguments, and draw our conclusions about the world. Every thinker-type has its own unique mental outlook, mental picture, and way of formulating thoughts. That is why each of them thinks differently from all the others.

To see how the ten thinker-types take shape, we first need to break down each of these elements that make up how we think into its own series of subsidiary components. We can think of these components as the fundamental building blocks of our thinking. Each one represents an unconscious choice we make between two possible directions in which our thinking can go, which lie at opposite ends of a continuous spectrum of possibility. Every one of us falls at some point along each of these spectrums, either around the middle or more towards the extremes.

To start with, our personality takes the form of several personality traits, which we exhibit to varying degrees of intensity:

 

•Are we more open or more closed to experience? By way of illustrating the difference: When you saw this book, did you maybe stop in your tracks to grab it off the shelf, or are you instead reading it after someone you trust recommended it to you? Or something else entirely, which might fall somewhere on the spectrum in between these two?
•Conscientious or careless? Have you been reading every word on every page, or idly riffling through it?
•Emotional or emotionally stable? Are you gripped by concern about what thinker-type you might be, or more casually intrigued?
•Extroverted or introverted? Are you already thinking about sharing this with your book club or on social media, or do you just want to curl up with it in a quiet corner?
•Agreeable or disagreeable? Did you take the thinker-types pretty much as read, or are you itching to pick a quarrel about them?
•‘Honest–humble’ or ‘biased–superior’? This composite trait captures how fair or sincere we tend to be in dealing with others, how liable to bend the rules for personal gain, and how fixated we are on our own special status. So, for instance, are you thinking about how this book might help you understand and improve yourself, or how it allows you to judge and get ahead of other people?
 

Then the same goes for our emotions, which we can define broadly to encapsulate all our positive and negative moods, temperaments, and other ‘affective’ states – short-term and long-lasting, specific and diffuse:

 

•Happy or sad? Is this cheering you up or bringing you down? Are you entertained or daunted? Perhaps a bit of both to some extent?
•Angry or calm? Is your mind crowded by annoyances, or are you feeling blissfully detached?
•Fearful and anxious, or eager and seeking? Does what you might learn about how you think worry you or fill you with excitement?
•Disgusted or desiring? Think of this as aversion, disinterest, or sickened rejection, in contrast to craving, longing, or urgent yearning. Is your head already full of queries and criticisms, or are you appreciatively hungry for more?
 

When we move onto our next two elements, information and predispositions, the options get even more complex:

 

•New, previous, or long-unused? We may have acquired the facts that underpin our views at very different points in time: right this instant, fairly recently, or dredged up from our distant memories. Are you focusing on what you are reading here, or is your mind wandering onto other books you have read, lately or a while back?
•Positive or negative facts about the world? ‘Good news’ or ‘bad news’, in our subjective assessment. Are you picking out the highlights, or lingering over what bothers you?
•Pro or con in how we judge them? Whether we are favourably or unfavourably disposed in our response. At first instinct, do you like or dislike what you are reading?
•Do we go for high and diverse amounts of information, or low and limited? Are you absorbing every last detail or only a few big things? And is this one of several books you are reading, or the only one?
•Do we process information fast or slow, are we selective or indiscriminate? Are you devouring it in a matter of seconds, or settling in for the long haul? Are you reading in a certain order, or flicking back and forth at random?
•Do we revise and revisit what we believe, or defend and maintain it? Are you changing your mind about how you think, or entrenching behind your battlements?
•Are our values more conservative and reactionary, or progressive and radical? Are you fretting about how this is challenging what you know, or sussing out what new thing it brings to the table?
•Are we compliant or defiant towards what others believe? Our values can be more or less aligned or at odds, consistent or inconsistent, with those of the people around us. Are you inclined to agree with what you are reading here, or poised to reject it?
•And are our mental pictures more personality-, emotion-, or reasoning-congruent? How we see the world can align more with our gut instincts, our affective states in the moment, or our fuller reflections. Are you focusing on what resonates with who you think you are deep down, how you are feeling right now, or are you waiting to mull on it some more?
 

Finally, when we deploy our reasoning, are our arguments:

 

•Rational or irrational? As you make up your mind, are you coming up with rigorous arguments, or a jumbled collection of scattered thoughts? Or something like a heady mixture of the two?
•Reasonable or unreasonable in how far we take others’ views on board? Are you having no trouble factoring in what I am telling you, or struggling to carve out room for my perspective?
•Based on heuristic ‘rules of thumb’ or non-heuristic long-form thinking? We may rely on mental shortcuts when we formulate our thoughts, including ‘anchoring’ associations, assumptions, and stereotypes that foreground our own perspectives. Are you looking for key clues and signals to help you fast-track your way to a view on this book, or trying to come to a completely fresh conclusion about it?
 

We can illustrate all of these components of how we think as a series of adjustable ‘sliders’ (see fig. 0.1). That way, we can mark how far any of us leans towards any one of them as part of our overall mindset. Maybe you already have an idea about where on each of these spectrums you fall. Hovering near the middle between extroverted and introverted. A balanced mix of happy and sad. Picking up equal amounts of negative and positive information. Or instead, way out at the extremes. Ridiculously radical. Intensely disgusted. Always reasonable. Hold onto these first impressions as you go on.

So how do we get from these elements of thinking and their components to the ten thinker-types? With so many options to choose from, there is a potentially overwhelming number of mindsets that combine our personality traits, emotions, and the rest in various ways. Maybe not an infinite number, but certainly a lot more than ten. A galaxy of constellations that have not made the grade for our zodiac. Nevertheless, as my research went on, I was struck by just how far these options actually cluster together in practice. Certain personality traits and emotions correlate with each other, which narrows down the kinds of mental outlook we can exhibit. Neither personality traits nor emotions map neatly or exclusively onto any single one of the ten thinker-types. But which traits and emotions we are prone to undoubtedly steers us towards some thinker-types more than others. And the traits we have and the emotions we experience most often also lead us to specific ways of getting information, predispositions, and methods of reasoning rather than others. That narrows down what mental pictures we are likely to form about the world, as well as how we reflect on them. (Again, for those of you who want to know more, take a look in the epilogue.) The result of all this narrowing-down is that there are a lot fewer overarching mindsets than we might initially suspect. But why?

The reason is that how we think works as a series of layers, where the five elements that go into how we think build on each other to create our finished thoughts. When we think, we move from the foundational layers of personality and emotions (our mental outlook), through the middle layers of information and predispositions (our mental picture), to the reasoned reflection that sits at the summit of our mindset. All the elements of our thinking are causally linked, precisely and elaborately. But some of them are more fundamental to how we think than others.

Specifically, our mental outlook strongly rules in particular mental pictures and ways of formulating thoughts, and just as firmly rules others out. We can think of it as moving through a series of rooms in a house, each of which has several doors with more rooms behind them. All of them eventually lead us out into the garden. But which door we choose in each room affects what we have to choose from in the rooms beyond it, and the overall route we take to the outside. Or we can see it as a filter we impose on a photo, with its settings for brightness, contrast, definition, saturation, sharpness, and so on. Any filter lets some version of the image shine through. But depending on which filter we apply, its settings combine to crisp up some edges and dull others, deepen certain colours while fading others into grey, highlight some details and sift out others entirely.

When we think, we do all this unconsciously. We are generally not aware that we are piling on successive layers to construct our thinking – what we ‘notice’ is the final outcome we are left with once all these layers have come together. But all of us trace a path up and through these five layers to get to the overall mindsets that determine how we react to our experiences. And the options for precisely which paths we can take are laid out for us by these ten thinker-types and their distinctive mindsets.

We will see how each thinker-type works over the course of this book. That will start to give us a sense of which ones might have had a particular hand in carving out the path we ourselves follow in how we think. Yet we must not forget that when we think, we are not just displaying a disaggregated set of ‘thinking characteristics’. Instead, with each thinker-type, all these points fit together in a specific way. No doubt, it is valuable to examine the constituent parts that make up each thinker-type, so we can really get under the skin of how each of them thinks. But what makes thinker-types as a whole more than just the sum of their parts – what makes them thinker-types at all – is the unique ‘thinking dynamic’ that emerges when all these parts fit together.
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What shapes our minds?

Once the ten thinker-types crystallised in my mind, I began to see them pop up in all sorts of places. The various antics of politicians in the news made a lot more sense once I read them in thinker-type terms. That one, grinning with a pint and a thumbs up, is pretty much a stereotypical Jokester. Another, earnestly droning on about growth and values and the rule of law, is actually a Cool Cat. That one carping from the backbenches – a dyed-in-the-wool Quibbler. The same too for characters in books and films, plays and TV series. Before long, applying what we know about the ten thinker-types becomes a game of spotting the clues that will let us work out precisely whom we are dealing with. And when we have enough to make an educated guess, this deepens and enriches our understanding of what is going on in their minds – especially where it stands in contrast to our own.

But dividing the world into thinker-types is only the first part of understanding how we think and why. As much as they might tell us about what we are all like as thinkers, we have to do a bit more digging to understand what makes us the particular kind of thinkers that we are. First off, how do we know which thinker-type we are? Have we always been the same one? Or did we ‘grow into’ it over time? If so, at what point in our lives do we become our thinker-type? As toddlers, at school, or sometime later? What were we before that? An ‘emerging’ version of that thinker-type, a different thinker-type, or none at all? And how come we ended up as this thinker-type specifically? Did we have the choice of a different one? Are thinker-types something we can even choose? And once we have ‘reached’ one thinker-type, can we change to a different one?

To answer this, we can treat the elements that make up our thinker-types as thinking tools. Like physical tools, we have them at our disposal. But we do not necessarily use all of them, or use them equally, every time we think. All of us have personalities, feel emotions, collect information, hold predispositions, and are able to reason. And we all have inside us embryonic versions of the different components that make up each element. This gives us the capacity to display all these traits, experience all these emotions, and so on – at least occasionally, or to a limited degree. But how strongly each of them comes out in how we think is still up for grabs. Like a painter reaching for the pencils rather than charcoals, watercolours instead of oils, brushes over spatulas, we are dextrous enough that the baseline skill to use any of them is there. But we are more practised and less rusty with some than others. And there are some we clearly favour and rely on much more readily for our signature style. That is what our thinker-types are: our signature thinking style. Not just what we have to think with, but how we use it.

That distinction lies at the heart of how different corners of social research try to riddle through how we think and why. Some look at where we get our thinking tools from in the first place. Others want to know how we end up wielding some tools more than others. The range of identified causes and culprits is almost as wide-ranging as the number of perspectives on offer. Some locate the origins of how we think deep in the physical, biological make-up of our brains and bodies. They see our personality traits, emotions, and so on, as a ‘natural’ part of who we are. Coded into our genes, implanted from birth, predetermined by our anatomy and neurology. That perspective is broadly shared by neuroscience, physiology, and psychiatry. Others lay more weight on the way we acquire and develop how we think through our contexts and lived experiences. They see the way we use our personality, emotions, and the rest as something we ‘socially’ learn (and can unlearn). Behaviour we get accustomed to, which we can reinforce or revise, practise or neglect. That view lies more on the side of anthropology, cultural analysis, philosophy, social psychology, and sociology. (Once again, see the epilogue for more details.) To fully understand why we think the way we do, we need to bring all these different perspectives into conversation with each other in a common ground of enquiry.

We can capture why we think how we think as a process of cumulative, iterative overlays, each of which adds to – but also overrides – however we used to think before. How we think is not there, fully developed, right from the get-go. Instead, how we think now is the result of a long journey of learning that started when we were born. Our genes give us the baseline thinking tools we need. They put in place the nascent personality tendencies, emotional capabilities, reasoning capacities, and all the rest, that enable us to think at all. Then, step by step, we gain the use of our tools; we develop our elements of thinking. Whether, how, and how far our tendencies, capacities, and so on, actually manifest when we think is down to how they are brought out by the situations in which we find ourselves. Everything we go through either reinforces or challenges how we have been thinking up to now. It shapes our overall mindsets by either shoring up or switching out which traits, emotions, styles of reasoning, and so on, are dominant in how we think. It either reaffirms or ‘reruns’ our previous unconscious choices – from the foundational layers of our mental outlook all the way up to the summit of our reflections.

The layers of how we think meet the overlays of how our social experiences shape our minds to give us the mindset we have at any given moment. As thinkers, we are works in progress. We are never truly ‘complete’ Agonisers, Hotheads, Keen Beans, and so on. We are only ever ‘resting’ there as a temporary centre of our mental gravity. At any point, something in our day-to-day lives may rattle the components of how we think. The potential for change is always there. Either gradually, like an AI busily engaged in machine learning, or as an almighty jolt, like St Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. If thinking is like moving through rooms in a house, then that house is always ready for some fixer-upper renovations. We can put the doors in different places. Change them from Rococo to Art Nouveau. Block them off or knock them through. Renovate enough, and eventually the whole layout will change for good. If it is a photo filter, then we can always fiddle with the effect on the image underneath. Play with the contrast or saturation. Remove this filter or that one, replace it with another one entirely. Or simply add endless new filters on top of each other, burying the image deep below.

We are constantly learning (and relearning) what thinker-type we are over the course of our entire lives. When we start out in our infancy with our rudimentary elements of thinking, we have no way to gauge what is going on or how we should think about it. We work out how to use what we have to form our earliest thoughts based on cues from other people, starting with our parents and families, the neighbourhoods where we grow up, and our early schooling. Our thinker-type emerges and evolves through the interplay between us and society. We grow into thinking like a Gloomster, a Happy Camper, or a Reveller because of what we experience in our upbringing, then our studies, then our job training – all the ‘teachable moments’ where we get social cues about how we should be. Every new role we take on, every new situation we face presents us with a new set of influences telling us to think this way or that. Well into adulthood, our minds remain malleable and plastic enough to absorb these influences and integrate them into our mindsets. Influence layers upon influence. We sit in between all these different pulls as they back each other up or cancel each other out. That is who we are as thinkers – the net product of all the different thinking versions of us we have been encouraged to be.

We are also not necessarily confined just to one thinker-type – and we may well feel an affinity to several. The ten thinker-types are ‘ideal types’ – ‘pure’ combinations of the five elements of how we think. Since we all have the basic forms of these elements in common, the relationship between thinker-types is not a hard black-and-white divide, but more like a succession of points on a continuum, or a set of spokes around a wheel (see fig. 0.2). Some of them even overlap or bleed into each other at the margins. Our different social roles and situations may ask us to strive for wholly separate thinker-types, or unite several at once. We are called to think one way at work, and another entirely at home, among friends, or at the ballot box. As we move from one social setting to another, how we think is pulled this way and that. It is not impossible to find people who fit just one thinker-type and none of the others – but it is pretty rare. It is far more likely that we are divided, even torn, between at least two or three main ones, with a couple more hinted at on the side.

The more we recognise the journeys that have led us to how we think now – the thinker-type or types we currently most strongly identify with – the more easily we can change our minds when necessary, and transform how we think in future. The key point here is that thinker-types are not absolute, immutable descriptions of how we think, but tendencies we can conform to at different times and to varying degrees. They influence our mindsets, but they are not prisons for our minds: we wield a lot of power to channel how we think in the direction we choose. If our social roles or situations ‘ask’ us to think like an Agoniser or a Keen Bean, we can lean into one or the other, or both. We can push ourselves to step outside our comfort zone and reach for a different thinker-type – maybe deliberately turn 180 degrees to the Jokester or the Worrywart. We can try to ride out the tensions between the thinker-types, and switch to (e.g.) the Quibbler or Cool Cat depending on the context, although that gets harder to sustain the more these thinker-types clash. Or we can find where they align and reconcile them into a semi-stable hybrid of our own creation. Our minds are porous and mutable enough for all these ways of cross-fertilising our thinking styles to be viable.

 

Fig. 0.2: The wheel of thinker-types

[image: A wheel diagram divided into ten different sections. Each section has a different colour and is labelled with a different ‘thinker-type’.]

 

The way we find ourselves thinking now, our default internal approach to the world, may feel deeply ingrained in our minds and completely entwined with who we are – but that does not mean it is fixed forever. We can rethink if we want to. Maybe we decide to stick with the tried-and-tested thinking tools we are accustomed to using. And maybe we are perfectly willing to go along with the signature thinking style our life experiences seem to be steering us towards. But equally, we may find ourselves at odds with parts of the mindset we have inherited from our own past selves. Looking to work on ourselves, to improve. To down tools and pick up new ones, to try out a new direction. To stand out from how everyone else who happens to share our situation thinks. To think about how we want to think, in line with the person we want to be.

A user’s guide to thinking

Ten thinker-types, ten mindsets. Ten mental outlooks onto what is going on around us; ten mental pictures we create to capture it; ten ways to formulate our thoughts. A model that helps us shed light on how and why our world is filled with people who think differently to us. Who look at the world through different eyes, conjure distinct images of it in their minds, and sometimes argue with each other about what they see. As we start to understand better the exact ways in which we think and why, we can use this model to bridge the gaps between how we ourselves think and how those around us think. It gives us the opportunity to look in detail at how each thinker-type thinks, and the tools to start seeing things from their perspective – which lets us put ourselves in the same ‘headspace’ as them.

For my part, I have found developing these thinker-types and exploring how we come to fit into them highly illuminating. It has opened a window into why the people I deal with day after day may be thinking the way they do. It has certainly helped explain things that partly eluded me before. Casual chats and blazing rows. Total impasses and effortless harmony. Moments of seamless agreement, of talking at cross-purposes, of being lost for words. All of these interactions now make much more sense if I reframe them in terms of which thinker-types are involved. It gets appreciably easier to grasp where they are all coming from. Perhaps more importantly, I know better how to respond to them in terms that they know what to do with.

All in all, understanding how we think and why we do so leaves us with a much better sense of what it takes to be a fluid, responsive, and responsible thinker in a constantly changing world. We can all take encouragement for how we want to think in future from how we see other people think now. So as you move through the book, consider what it is telling you about how you think and why. How you think now. How you used to think previously. And how you might reframe your thinking and to what end. Not the end of the road, but the start of a new journey ripe with possibility.

While you do, just remember three things:

 

1. We can relate to all the thinker-types, even just a little bit, because we carry a little kernel of them all inside us. Sure, we may spend most of our lives inhabiting some of them and their mindsets a lot more than the rest. But the other thinker-types are never completely alien to us – we just have to find the right way in.

2. We always have an opportunity to explore thinking in new ways, because we are ultimately in charge of how we use the thinking tools available to us. We can choose to regulate ourselves, to ‘be more X’, ‘dial down Y’, ‘find a better balance between P and Q’. Do we like the sound of one thinker-type more than the one we think we are? Then we can treat this book as an introductory ‘taster’ for how to bring out that mindset more in our everyday thinking. Give it a whirl, take it for a spin, see where it takes us.

3. There are no ‘good’ and ‘bad’ thinker-types, only thinker-types that lend themselves to various needs and situations. All ten have unique advantages to offer. We can harness them, learn from them, make them our own. And all ten have tendencies that can easily flip into liabilities if we let them get out of hand. So use them carefully and keep them in check – for our own sake and others’ too.

 

Understanding our own thinker-types should help us forgive ourselves for our own foibles, while allowing us to exult in our strengths, and foster those parts of our mindsets that will enhance our lives. And understanding the thinker-types of those around us should help us see things more clearly through their eyes, what is there and what is missing, what looms large and what shrinks away. If ‘good’ thinking is about anything, it is about letting our mindsets do what we want them to do for us. Letting them work for us rather than against us. This task attaches itself to each of us in its own special way. But it is a task we all share.



OPF/clip0003.png
MeNTAL PicTurE

Information

New [T Previous [IITT] Long-unused

Positive

Personality-congruent

Negative

Emotion-congruent

Diverse  [[[TITIIIT] ~Limited
Selective [T  Indiscriminate
Predispositions
New [N  Previous

Revise/revisit
Pro
Conservative/reactionary
Compliant

Emotion-congruent

Defend/maintain
Con
Progressive/radical
Defiant

Reasoning-congruent

FORMULATING THOUGHTS|

Reasoning

Rational

Reasonable

Heuristic

(I
(I
(I

Irrational

Unreasonable

Non-heuristic






OPF/clip0001.png
hodder
press





OPF/clip0004.png





OPF/clip0002.png
Fig. 0.1: The elements and component spectrums of how we think

MenTaL OuTLook

Personality traits

Open to expetience
Conscientious
Emotional
Extroverted
Agreeable

Honest-humble

Closed to experience
Careless

Emotionally stable
Introverted
Disagreeable

Biased-superior

Emotions

Happy (joyful)
Angry
Fearful (anxious)

Disgusted

|
|
|
|

Sad
Calm
Eager (seeking)

Desiting






OPF/cover.jpg
Marius Ostrowski

‘Deeply insightful.
IEssential for anyone curious about the mind.
Camilla Pang

"Ien Thinker-1ypes to

Understand Ourselves and
"Those Around Us





