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Nancy Kline is president and founder of Time To Think, an international coaching and
leadership development company specialising in the process called Leadership For a
Thinking Environment®. Time To Think operates in the UK, South Africa, Australia,
Sweden, and the US. Nancy is also the author of the best-selling book, Time To Think:
Listening To Ignite the Human Mind, and of the recently published More Time To Think: A
Way of Being In the World. She is also author of seven other books and numerous articles
on human development and leadership. Katherine and I have the privilege of interviewing
today Nancy Kline. Many know Nancy from her bestselling books. She also has a
leadership development and coaching company that's now in nine countries. Her website
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is www.timetothink.com. Nancy's first book, Time to Think: listening to ignite the human
mind, describes the theory and practice that she has originated called the 'Thinking
Environment'. This approach has been extended in her second book, More Time to Think:
a way of being in the world.

CK: Nancy would you like to introduce yourself and give us an
overview of the Thinking Environment?

 

NK: Yes, thank you, Carol. I am honoured to be with you and Katherine today. I have been
interested for most of my life in one observation and one question: The observation,
simple, but chilling in its implication, is that the quality of everything human beings do
depends on the quality of the thinking we do first. I think that this observation establishes
purpose of coaching, and in doing so raises the question: how can we help people to think
for themselves? The Thinking Environment theory and practice, and the books about it,
have emerged from the search for answers to that question.

Over the years we have found that the single most important factor in whether or not
people can think for themselves - with rigor, imagination, courage, and grace - is how they
are being treated by the people with them while they are thinking. Ten behaviors seem to
generate fine independent thinking. We call those behaviors the 'Ten Components of a
Thinking Environment®.' I think that the best coaching springs from the mastery of these
ten components.

CK: So what is the main focus of the Thinking Environment?

 

As coaches in a Thinking Environment our main focus is the independent, breakthrough
thinking of the client. Conversely, our focus is the cessation of the hijacking and molding of
the client's thinking by the coach. The skill of generating new thinking in the client, thinking
that is better than the coach's could ever be, is both easy and shockingly challenging to
acquire. So, some of our focus is on facing the ways we as coaches subtly and, sometime
without being aware, attempt to think for the client.

CK: What are the 10 main behaviors that can help create an optimal
Thinking Environment?

 

NK: The first one, the one without which none of the others works well enough, is attention
- a particular, generative, powerful quality of listening. The second is equality. The third is
ease, internal stillness and presence. The fourth is appreciation, a 5:1 ratio of appreciation
to criticism. The fifth is feelings. The sixth is information, defined both as facts and as
dismantling denial. The seventh, is encouragement, defined as eliminating competition in
order to give courage to go to the unfamiliar edge of one's thinking. The eighth is diversity,

http://www.timetothink.com/
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defined as diversity of group identity and as diversity of ideas. The ninth is Incisive
Questions™, questions that remove untrue limiting assumptions lived as true. The tenth is
place, the physical environment in which we are thinking. Individually each of these
behaviors has the power to help people think for themselves well. But when we can
embody all ten at once, as a kind of system of being, these behaviors can become
transformative.

CK: What are some of the new things you've been thinking recently
about the ten behaviors and what's really important for coaches to
get?

 

NK: The new thing I have been thinking about recently is the neuroscience that seems to
be offering an explanation of why a Thinking Environment works so well. I am particularly
intrigued by Professor Paul Brown's observation and speculation that the component of
attention, equality, ease, and appreciation and the Thinking Session sequence of
questions, which is our coaching framework, 'open' the limbic system in particular ways
and allow for extended 'rearranging of the architecture' of one's thinking and one's life.
Maybe we can talk more about that later.

The thing I think coaches need to 'get' is that attention of this quality is an act of creation.
Attention like this actually generates thinking in another person. It is very different from
waiting to speak. It is wholly engaged. And that kind of engagement is catalytic. I think
coaches need to understand that listening to ignite is different from listening to reply. Most
people listen to reply. It is different from listening to be informed. And it is certainly different
from listening to interrupt!

KT: Nancy, can you say more about the component of equality, as see
this as such a critical area and for coaches.

 

Yes, I think that the component of equality is crucial in good coaching. Equality emerges
from the assumption that the coach and the client are equal as thinkers; that when the
client arrives in the coaching space, there are two experts in the room; and that the
coach's most valuable expertise is to bring out the expert in the client. When the coach
regards the client as their equal, not as their malleable inferior, they also understand that
the value of the coaching session will be found not in what they say, but in what the client
says, in the new thinking the client can generate for themselves because of the generative
expertise of the coach. Equality also asks us as coaches to be comfortable with the
paradoxes inherent in this level of coaching, one of which is: as coaches we matter
profoundly because we do not matter at all.

CK: And what about the third quality, ease?
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NK: Ease is an internal state of stillness, of presence. Embodying ease, we as coaches
are deeply interested how much further the client can go for themselves in their own
thinking before they need ours. And so we do not want to interrupt. In a state of ease, we
are interested in where the client will go next, what they will generate in this next second
and in the next. Ease produces interest, which brings into being the client's best thinking.
We find another paradox here: slowing down speeds things up. Our stillness activates the
client's thinking.

CK: And what about the fourth quality, appreciation?

 

NK: For years we have observed that people think best in the presence of a 5:1 ratio of
appreciation to criticism. And for most of those years we were battling the widely touted
falsehood that appreciation is 'fluffy', and that it distracts people from reality, which is
regarded as exclusively the bad stuff in life. Focusing on appreciation for longer than two
seconds was regarded as a dangerous state of non-vigilance or as just not understanding
the real picture. But then, thanks to the arrival of disciplines such as Appreciative Inquiry,
this absurdity began to lose fans, and today even appreciation-phobic professionals and
leaders recognise its power to produce 'hard' results. We have also drawn on the research
showing that relationships are more successful if they are five times more appreciative
than critical. The research is good, but you only have to observe people thinking to see
that they think more creatively, robustly and independently if they know they are
appreciated.

(Note, Nancy Kline is referring here to John Gottman's research on couples relationships.
When couples with a ratio of five positive comments to one negative, had better quality
relationships, indeed Gottman could predict with startling accuracy which couples
divorced. Similar research in other contexts, strategic business team interactions
(Fredrickson and Losada) showed that teams with a 3:1 'positivity ratio' led to greater
profitability, customer satisfaction be better performance reviews).

CK: So people would talk about the '1' of the 5:1 as the challenge and
the '5' as support?

 

NK: Yes, because the way we offer challenge determines the way the client receives it.
We want our clients to think well about the challenge, and to do something with it that is
better than anything we could propose they do. We want them to be smarter than we are
about it. This will require that the challenge not be registered as a threat, but as an
intriguing, affirming possibility. This appreciative approach to challenge is explained by the
neuroscience, too, isn't it?

The Thinking Environment also provides some of the deepest challenges mostly through
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the incisive questions we ask. But also through the requirement that the client will do his
own thinking; and the coach will be there to ignite that thinking - and will not substitute
their thinking for the client's best thinking. That alone can be a big challenge for the client.

KT: Can you say a little bit more about the cultural considerations as
they relate to the Thinking Environment? I am curious, in particular,
about how this can be used in global coaching.

 

NK: Although our understanding of the Thinking Environment has been unfolding for only
35 years or so, it is already looking possible that there may be 'universality' in the ten
components and in the 'naturalness' of the Thinking Session sequence of questions. We
have found, for example, that even in cultures that espouse inequality of men and women,
where only men are allowed to think, and even when they are required to think as their
superiors think, people are willing, when offered a Thinking Environment, to step outside
those cultural requirements and to respect each other equally as thinkers.

Similarly, in some populations the cultural injunction against eye contact when giving
attention, actually stems from the specious assumption that the person with positional
power is the only one with the right to give eye contact. But we have found that once
people understand the importance of independent thinking and of connection and attention
in producing independent thinking, they are willing to lay aside assumptions of superiority
and offer respect through eye contact and attention.

Neslyn Watson-Druee dramatically demonstrated this relaxing of cultural impediments
when she introduced the Thinking Environment to a community group of Muslim imams,
lay people, men and women. Gradually, all of them agreed to adopt the ten components,
including equality, and to see whether they could think better about the issues they had
brought to the table. The breakthroughs were impressive. And the participants described
the resultant new level of self-respect as an important bonus.

One way of summarising the importance of the component of diversity, which is what we
are talking about here, is this observation: in order to think for ourselves we must think as
ourselves. A Thinking Environment activates that principle. It is an experience of profound
respect across cultures and across experience.

KT: Is this what you are referencing in your new book, 'More Time to
Think', with regard to working with cultural and group identities?

 

NK: Yes. In particular, our 'Diversity Process' demonstrates that people's discomfort with
cultural and group differences is driven by untrue limiting assumptions lived as true. In the
Diversity Process people surface all of their own group and cultural identities and articulate
the untrue assumptions the world makes about them. They then explore the depth of the
'untrueness' and replace the untrue assumptions with true, liberating ones. They then
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create an 'Incisive Question' using the liberating assumption. People, in hearing each
colleague move through the full sequence of questions, often make profound shifts in how
they see each person, how they then listen to them, how they learn from them, and how
they collaborate with them. This change happens because it is the holder of the identity
that does the exploration. Everyone is dignified in that way. No one is shamed. Everyone
learns. Everyone thinks better together from that new base of respect and dignity.

KT: That reaffirms to me, as someone who works in the cross-cultural space, that several
studies around culture are now a bit dated.

That there are assumptions that many still hold true, that can lead to stereotyping, and
outdated thinking.

CK: One of the components I find really fascinating is ease and attention to the other
person's experience.

Katherine was asking about how this affects our work in other cultures. Your work also
reminds me of Professor Ellen Langer's research at Harvard, where she finds that a certain
kind of mindfulness has a strong impact on creativity and bonding. In her studies she looks
at the impact of holding the question in your mind: 'how is this conversation (or situation)
different from any other conversation?'

While this stance had a significant impact on human creativity and performance she found
it also worked with dolphins! They found that when they changed the dolphin trainer's
instructions by one sentence the human-dolphin relationship seemed to shift. In group one
the trainers were instructed to 'look at your dolphin and think, how is this dolphin like other
dolphins?'; and (in group two) the second group was instructed to think 'how is this dolphin
different from any other dolphin?' At the end of the training the second group's dolphins
swam to them more quickly and learned things more quickly. These dolphins were offered,
in a way, a different 'Thinking Environment.' My guess is it creates a different kind of trainer
(or in our case, coach) presence, and what we subliminally 'emanate' to our clients.

NK: That is a wonderful story. It illustrates so well the general principle that every being is
unique. When we can listen with this uniqueness alive in our minds, we will remain
interested in where the person will go next with their thinking, with their thinking. We will
not presume to think for them. We will not even want to. We will want only to be the
generative force that allows them to think for themselves. How lovely to know that even
dolphins want and need this.

CK: But if we think of the deeper coaching competencies, what do you
think makes the coaching effective when we think about all the
relationship that we create? What do you think happens?

 

NK: I think it is exactly relationship that creates the Thinking Environment. It is the
connection between the coach and client that generates the client's independent thinking.
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What happens, I think, is that the coach, through their connection, through their attention,
equality, ease, appreciation, etc., asks a series of silent Incisive Questions. Incisive
Questions remove untrue limiting assumptions.

Most of our clients enter the coaching space reeling, unaware, with untrue limiting
assumptions. The most common ones are: 'I am not intelligent,' 'I am not good enough,' 'I
can't think as well as others (i.e., my coach) can,' 'I don't deserve success,' 'I don't have
choice,' 'I am not lovable,' 'I don't have the time,' and 'people like me can't …'

With our attention, we are asking them these Incisive Questions: 'If you knew that you are
intelligent, what would your next thought be?' If you knew that you are wholly, inherently
good, what would you be thinking now?' 'If you knew that I think your thinking is likely to be
more valuable than mine, what would you feel and think?' 'If you knew that you deserve
success, that you do have choice, that you have all of the time you need for what matters
most to you, that you are lovable, what would you think, or feel, or want to say?'

These silent Incisive Questions allow the client to think for themselves, without our saying
a thing. In turn they then generate the natural sequence of questions we call the Thinking
Session, the questions the brain seems to have asked itself when it breaks through. This is
I think why so often a client can have a stunningly successful session entirely because of
the coach's attention. The coach can say hardly anything, occasionally only: 'What more do
you think, or feel, or want to say?' and the client can emerge from the session with insight
and action that are stunning. In fact, although the coach has not spoken, they have asked
silent Incisive Questions and generated questions and answers in the mind of the client.
This is sometimes breathtaking to watch.

And as coaches we have to understand that such an outcome is a product of our
expertise, our Thinking Environment. And we have to be happy for that superb outcome to
be enough. We may not have spoken. But we have produced that brilliant result.

I think this relationship and these silent questions create the high-quality interaction I
referred to earlier between the limbic and cortical systems, and that that brain activity
produces deep change in the client's thinking.

CK: There is a body of research in positive psychology that supports that perspective
incredibly well.

Richard Boyatzis' and Barbara Fredrickson's research shows that if you increase
someone's positive emotion it does change their neurological and physiological
experience. Barbara has shown that positive emotion actually makes you 'smarter', more
creative and able to see the big picture more quickly. This theory is called the Broaden
and Build theory of positive experience. Your work aligns with this beautifully, by asking, if
you knew you were wholly good, what would your next thought be, it is by its nature an
uplifting question. It would activate different memory sets and aspects of the brain and
open up the repertoire of thoughts and actions available to them.

NK: Wonderful. That makes me want to read about her work. Thank you. (Note: see
Positivity, 2009)
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CK: As a coach and someone interested in applications of research I love to see this kind
of confluence. On one hand we have people who are steeped in practice who are
discovering things by reflecting on what's happening through this emergent process. These
insights are often in total alignment with very cerebral social psychology experiments. This
suggests to me that we're all honing in on the same truth. Like we're all archeologists
coming at the same phenomenon from different directions and all brushing away the sand
to uncover what's underneath. It seems we're finding the same truths about constructing a
relational way of being that enhances everyone.

KT: Certainly when Nancy was talking, what strikes me is that some of the Time to Think
principles integrate well with some of the other models and approaches used in coaching -
i.e. solution focused coaching, positive psychology, appreciative enquiry, etc.

Nancy, did you study some of those schools, as these Thinking Environment principles
seem to embrace them?

NK: No, not those 'schools' specifically. But there were other schools of thought that
influenced my thinking and my journey of discovery over the years. The two most life-
shaping, I think, were Quakerism and the pedagogy of Peter Kline. The work of Carl
Rogers influenced me also, as did peer counseling and the Socratic approach to dialogue.
But possibly most important in finally 'seeing' answers to the question, 'how do we help
people to think for themselves well?' was my decision in 1985 to step back from all I had
learned through my education and reading and my work, and to 'start afresh.' I know that
in the strictest sense it is not possible to do that. We are too much the result of our
accumulated learning and living. But in attempting to start afresh, I found that I was able
better to see what was really there, not to see what I expected to see. I had no investment
in a particular school of thought. For those years I did not seek out others' processes and
results. I am glad I did that, because the elegance of the Thinking Environment stems in
part from the discipline of objectivity, from a dispassionate place of inquiry.

I also think that the unplanned confluence you spoke of, Carol, is a testimony to the
probable truth of what all of us are finding. I agree that it is very exciting. I am now
enjoying learning about the ideas of the schools you mentioned. We are all, as you said so
eloquently, brushing away the sand and discovering not necessarily the same, but
certainly compatible, pieces of what is underneath.

CK: I'm curious. How could we use the Thinking Environment if we are
in a laser coaching session?

 

At times clients request short sessions where there is one really intense focus and the
person needs to come out with an answer.

NK: Laser coaching - that is a concept new to me. How much time would we have for this,
typically, minimally?
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CK: 10 minutes?

 

NK: Well, in the life of the mind, 10 minutes is a long time. Extraordinary things can
happen in even 2 minutes - but only if clients are allowed truly to think for themselves, and
the coach does not interfere. The first thing as coach I would do is ask the client: 'What is
the question?' In clearly formulating the question, they often find the answer. (One of the
most powerful questions in the world is: 'What is the question?').

I would then ask them what they really think. And when they completed a wave of thinking,
I would ask them what more they think.

Just in case we might need more than my attention, I would also listen for the key limiting
assumption blocking them. In my mind I would predict a liberating alternative assumption.
And if they did not find for themselves a good answer to their question, I would ask them
an Incisive Question using the liberating assumption.

All of that can be done in 10 minutes. I would give them my thinking only if they needed
information I had; and only if they came to an arid halt and begged me to contribute my
thinking. It seems to me that the best outcome of a laser session will come from realising
that the laser is the client.

KT: There is something for me within a cross-cultural context, around
the aspect of time. For in some areas of the world, such as the East,
there could be a more of a time abundant perspective as opposed to
time scarcity perspective, which we can find in the West. If we were to
go into that same 10-minute coaching session, where there are time
limits, with the understanding that we would have whatever we need
within that time, how will that shift the conversation?

 

NK: Hugely. In fact, one coach described this process as 'the Zen of coaching' for exactly,
I think, that reason. And maybe it is the component of ease, at work in cultures that know,
as you said so well, that we have whatever we need within the time limit we impose. Again,
10 minutes in the life of the mind is a long time. And again, going slowly speeds things up.

CK: Of course this reminds me of John Whitmore's great question, 'if you knew the answer
what would it be?' I really love the idea of taking these basic relational orientations that we
tend to have as coaches and really ratchet them up another level and to do so by 'being'
rather than by 'doing.' I think that's very powerful in what you are offering the coaching
community to really challenge ourselves to be in some very core place and also like a
nimble dancer then being able to leap to another place as that is really what's being asked
for as you talk about the part of information.
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Earlier you mentioned there were two definitions to the information component. Could you
share that now because I think it's a lovely balance?

NK: Yes, information in a Thinking Environment means two things. One is the supplying of
full and accurate facts and data. The other is the dismantling of denial. Obviously, facts
and data are essential to clear thinking. (Perhaps we should face the possibility that it is
not obvious, however, if the banking and oil crises are anything to go by.)

More fascinating, and much less understood, though, is that clear thinking dies in denial.
And once again untrue assumptions are the culprit: denial is the assumption that what is
true is not, or that what is not true is. The very experience of generative attention and the
Thinking Session sequence of questions cause the thinker to face what is right in front of
their face, to see what they are assiduously ignoring, to think about the unthinkable.
Attention, equality, ease and appreciation create the profound safety necessary for this
dismantling of denial.

The questions, 'What am I assuming here? Is it objectively true? What are my reasons for
thinking so?' are good questions to break through denial. Another good question is one I
call the 'Amy Question' because my colleague Amy Christianson asked me this question
one day in reference to a candidate I was about to interview for a position in our school.
'What do you know now that you are going to find out in a year?' It is a brilliant question. It
also exposes the, by now clich d but still devastating, 'elephant in the room.' Coaches
need to create the safety that allows the client to think courageously about the very things
they are pretending don't exist.

CK: I was wondering from your vantage point, looking at the coaching
profession and its evolvement and development now, do you have any
thought about that? What do we need to face that is right in front of us
that we don't know we are seeing?

 

NK: We are living, I think, in an epidemic of obedience. Ironically, the higher people rise in
an organisation, however autonomous and powerful they may seem, the more likely they
are to obey the people and the systems that reward them. This obedience begins with the
decision to think like those 'payers.' Those 'payers' are often the people also who reward
us, too, who pay us to coach their leaders. We want to be acceptable to them. And so,
again very subtly, we agree to obey them. We produce what they want. And it is not
always the independent thinking of our client that the payer wants.

Additionally, as coaches we too often create a culture of obedience in our practice. Without
realising it, we can, if we are not finely attuned to the subtleties of obedience, want to
seem to the client like the expert, to value the session for what we say, rather than for
what they think, to move the client in our direction, to think for them.

When we do, we unwittingly develop a sophisticated victim in our clients.
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But it is not just that the coach that needs to become expert in generating independent
thinking; clients need also to want to think for themselves. Many clients don't. Many expect
the coach to be the better thinker in the session. Many clients think they are paying for
exactly that, for the coach's thinking. They can even find the idea of thinking for
themselves frightening.

Both parties need to understand the dynamic of seduction, and to eschew it. Both need to
understand the fine art is to coach for independent thinking, to produce sessions that are
that challenging and that beautiful.

CK: That's very powerful that we can accidentally in a way be obedient ourselves. On one
hand we want to honor a particular client and honor the organization, and how do we really
not be seduced or be seducing ourselves?

KT: What's the next evolution for Time to Think? That might be an
assumption in itself that it's an evolution, but what is next for you?

 

NK: Time To Think, the company, has developed in response to strong interest in the
Thinking Environment. I have a vision and a strategy, but not a plan. Specific plans
emerge from the opportunity and the need. What is next is whatever is next. This has
turned out to be a successful and authentic way to build the work.

The Thinking Environment, the theory and process, will continue to be discovered, to be
refined, to be understood, day by day, session by session, just as it has for these 30-plus
years. What is next is my newly focused development of Time To Think Faculty, the Time
To Think Consultants who teach the qualifying courses and produce the Coaches,
Facilitators and Consultants worldwide. What is next is also our pondering afresh the
question: 'How can we stay more drivingly interested in what our clients really think than
we are frightened of being proved wrong?'

What is next is a new level of brushing away the sand and beholding what is there.

CK: Nancy, thank you so much for sharing with us. I want to express our appreciation for
what you are doing and what you are being and in what you are igniting. I think it's an
igniting process; it's really going from person to person like the Olympic torch. It keeps
being passed on in more and more ways and we all are incredible appreciative of your
work.

Notes on contributors
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