
C H A P T E R  4

Mapping the Way  
You Understand

Days pass and the years vanish, and we walk, unknow-

ing, amongst miracles.

— Sabbath prayer

When we work with someone to reconcile differences the word we 
hear most often is “understand”: “She just doesn’t understand 
me.” “If only he could understand.” “I just don’t understand her.” 
“I don’t understand how he and I could ever . . .” But when we 
ask, “How would you know if they did understand you?” the per-
son usually stares blankly into space, shrugs, and says, “I’d just 
know.” In our collective eight decades or so of clinical and per-
sonal training about communication and psychology, we have 
heard professors use the word “understanding” many times, but 
none has defined it or described how this essential element of 
human connection is created within and between people.

Our research and professional experience has led us to recog-
nize that each person needs very different kinds of thinking to 
“understand.” We call these particular ways of understanding 
thinking talents. They are indigenous to you, natural preferences 
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that energize you. If mind patterns are like different musical in-
struments, thinking talents are like different kinds of music: jazz, 
baroque, or hip- hop. Discovering your mind patterns helps you 
know how to play your instrument to communicate well. Think-
ing talents help you know what kind of music you want to play on 
that instrument. Both mind patterns and thinking talents refer to 
how you are thinking, not what you are thinking. Discovering 
what you need is the domain of this chapter. Discovering how to 
recognize and reconcile the differences in understanding between 
you and another is explored in the next chapter.

Before we share our working definition of understanding, we’d 
like to ask you to make it relevant to your own life through a little 
thought experiment: Bring to mind a time when you knew some-
one really understood you. Step into the memory as if it were hap-
pening now. How does that person communicate understanding 
to you? What do you feel, see, and hear?

Now turn your mind to a time when you really understood 
someone else and they knew it. Specifically, what were the ele-
ments that helped you understand them and how did you com-
municate it?

Our definition of understanding is coherence within you and 
between you and another. All the individual elements of the best of 
your thinking— such as analysis, empathy, connection with others, 
idea generation— are working with one another harmoniously to 
create a resonance.

Understanding softens your heart and strengthens your intel-
lect. It insists that you evolve. It allows you to chip away at your 
own bewilderment until you find a pattern, which enables you to 
withstand the challenges and losses in your life and grow from 
them.

The word “understanding” is derived from the ancient Greek 
word epistamai, which translates as “I know how I know.” This 
chapter explores exactly that: how each person has a different way 
of coming to know how he or she knows.
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Misunderstanding: What’s Missing  
from Understanding?

In our society more and more people are feeling alienated, disen-
franchised, and marginalized. There’s a desperate need to feel un-
derstood. What is frequently offered in its place is a quick fix, 
patronizing advice, indifference, or medication. Marci, a woman 
Dawna worked with recently, put it this way: “I don’t feel that 
many men have ever listened to me, not my father, my boss, my 
husband, my son, or even my therapist. What I want from all of 
them is a little understanding. Is that too much to ask? When I 
said all of this to my therapist, he told me he was proud of me for 
being so assertive. I almost choked him. He hadn’t understood a 
word I said.”

Lest you attribute this to a gender issue, Steve, a man who was a 
client of Angie’s, put it this way: “When I begin to share with my 
girlfriend what’s really on my mind, what she gives me is advice. The 
same goes for my sister, who offers me a wide assortment of seem-
ingly easy solutions. I want them to understand what I’m experienc-
ing. I want someone to finally understand what I want and need.”

Few people know what they need to understand or what’s miss-
ing in order for them to feel understood. Explore your own experi-
ence: Think about a time when you felt really misunderstood by 
someone. As you step into that memory, notice what was missing. 
What did you or didn’t you see, hear, and feel that would have 
made all the difference to you? Now think of a time when you 
 really misunderstood someone else. What was missing for you?

In our experience, five things are missing from our understand-
ing of one another and ourselves. Let’s explore them in detail.

What’s Missing Is Curiosity

What we are really asking of you in these little thought experi-
ments is to bring curiosity to your own experience as you would 
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to a riddle. When you think of the most understanding people you 
have ever known, chances are they share one defining trait: curios-
ity. Motivated by a desire to explore the unfamiliar, they are drawn 
toward what they don’t understand. They can hold the awkward-
ness of not knowing with curiosity long enough to recognize their 
own and another’s needs. They discover what is familiar in a whole 
new way, a way that grows the boundaries of what they thought 
possible.

When we work with people who believe their differences are 
irreconcilable, there is no curiosity to be found. It is as if their be-
lief has become a wall between them that makes understanding 
impossible. Sometimes the wall is blank. They just don’t know 
why they don’t feel understood, or understand the other person. 
Sometimes it’s too tall to see or climb over. Sometimes it’s covered 
with blood from all the times both people have banged their heads 
against it, shrugged, and turned their backs to it.

Some of the walls we have encountered are covered with the 
graffiti of exasperation drawn in black or scarlet: “You’re an im-
becile!” “I can’t stand you.” “No entry.” “No exit.” “No U- 
turns.” As an alternative, we encourage one or both people to rest 
their foreheads gently against the wall or rest their aching backs 
on its solidity and stare at the clouds in the sky, as they did when 
they were children, seeking curiosity, wondering what each of 
them really needs.

If this much is possible, we know we’re on our way to under-
standing. Because at some point, curiosity will enable at least one 
of them to get on their knees and begin to dig, to dig down into the 
rich, dark dirt of not knowing what to do, what to say, where to 
go, or what to think. We encourage them to dig a tunnel through 
the rocks and rigidities of their habits of thinking, and eventually 
turn that tunnel toward the other person to discover what really 
matters. This is where understanding begins. This is where recon-
ciliation begins.
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What’s Missing Is the Best of Your Thinking

What makes this digging so difficult is that people are far more 
familiar with the worst of their thinking than the best. There is an 
old Hasidic tale about wise men who wore jackets with two pock-
ets and women who wore aprons with two pockets. Both the men 
and the women put a handful of dirt in one pocket and a few gold 
coins in the other, to remind themselves of both their ordinary 
humanity and the gifts they bring to the rest of the world. We 
think of the dirt as the thinking habits you use to build the wall 
between you and someone who understands differently. Since you 
were very small, you have been reminded of your deficits, your 
mistakes, your failures, your limitations, and your pathologies. 
From the first spelling test, the first time you reached to Mommy 
and poked her eye with an oatmeal- covered finger, your attention 
was directed to what was wrong. Your attention was directed to 
the dirt in the pocket.

Think of the gold coins as the best of your thinking. You were 
never given a way of identifying it or understanding its value. You 
may even have been warned that talking about the gold coins— 
your inner assets, your abilities, your talents— would cause you to 
have a swelled head, an inflated ego. You were asked, “Who do 
you think you are?”

Prepare yourself to pump up just a little, because the digging 
needed to get under that wall is a kind of treasure hunt for those 
gold coins, for the ways of thinking that naturally energize you 
when you use them and help you understand. You may have ath-
letic talents or creative talents, but your thinking talents are as-
pects of your cognitive capacity. They aren’t skills because you 
don’t learn them per se. And they aren’t personality traits because 
they are aspects of how you think, not how you feel. They appear 
to be inborn, part of your cognitive capacity, in the same way that 
a particular understanding of rhythm comes to some people and 
the talent of perfect pitch comes to others. At this particular mo-
ment, you may not believe you have any or may not know what 
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they are. All we ask of you is encapsulated in these two words said 
by sages for centuries: Be curious.

What’s Missing Is Knowing How  
to Discover Your Thinking Talents

In the last twenty- five years, it has been discovered that the brain 
uses more energy than any other organ in the human body. This 
explains why so many people talk about being “burned out.” Are 
there ways of thinking that can generate energy, rather than drain 
it? Have you ever experienced being “in the zone” while focusing 
on something and time completely disappeared? No matter how 
long you were at it, you still felt fully energized. Chances are very 
high that you were using one or more of your thinking talents.

At a series of retreats we led in 2005 for senior business leaders 
who were searching for a new direction in their career, we con-
ducted many brief videotaped interviews. We asked people a wide 
variety of questions about their approaches to work, friendships, 
and challenges. In reviewing them with the whole group we no-
ticed that it was possible to actually see someone “light up” and 
become more alive when they were thinking about a problem in a 
particular way. It became obvious to all of us that there were cer-
tain times that the faces of those interviewed would literally shine. 
What was energizing each person’s thinking? We were completely 
fascinated and determined to know more.

When working as thinking partners to CEOs and senior leader-
ship teams, we continued to search for tools and processes that 
gave clues to what energized specific ways of thinking for particu-
lar people. We came across the work of Donald O. Clifton of the 
Gallup organization, who developed interviews that allowed busi-
nesses to identify talents in individuals in order to match people to 
the right roles. He partnered with Marcus Buckingham to write the 
book Now, Discover Your Strengths, which promoted the idea that 
a person would produce the best results by making the most of 
what they called “signature strengths” instead of overemphasizing 
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weaknesses or perceived deficiencies. They identified thirty- four 
ways of thinking that people habitually use to approach challenges.

Over time, we have integrated what we learned from Gallup 
into our own work, sharing it with each of our thinking partners 
and with global teams. Leaders from The Hague to Houston were 
fascinated by understanding how differences in thinking could 
help them connect, rather than divide by the diversity issues of 
culture and gender. The work grew and changed based on our 
experience and as that happened, we came up with this idea of 
thinking talents rather than signature strengths. We felt this termi-
nology acknowledged and emphasized that each person has tal-
ents of thinking, as well as of sports, music, or art. Identifying 
them in this way has led the leaders to value the contributions they 
could make as well as being more open to one another’s expertise. 
They have increased their collaborative thinking in domains where 
they previously had misunderstandings. Since their thinking tal-
ents generated energy, boring team meetings began to light up 
with aliveness, which was a veritable miracle in and of itself. We 
have continued to explore how this is also true in family systems, 
nonprofits, and small businesses. In each setting, identifying think-
ing talents helps people begin to understand how they can connect 
to one another, lean on one another, and live with one another in 
a more vitally and naturally interdependent way.

Since it’s very difficult to see, hear, or feel when you light up 
and then analyze what thinking talents you were using in that situ-
ation, we developed the following self- assessment to help you dis-
cover the best of your cognitive capacity. When Marci, the woman 
who felt so misunderstood by the men in her life, completed the 
assessment, she discovered that her thinking talents were all highly 
relational: Feeling for Others, Adapting, Connection, Creating In-
timacy, Believing. This helped her know exactly what to ask for 
when she needed to feel understood. It also helped her recognize 
what she needed to give to herself when she felt lost. Steve, Angie’s 
client, discovered that his talents were Storytelling, Collecting, 
Humor, Making Order, and Precision. When he experienced oth-
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ers thinking with him in those ways, he felt completely under-
stood.

Now it’s your turn to discover what lights you up and energizes 
your brain. This assessment works like a card game. As you read 
the thirty- five “cards” that follow, sort them into three categories. 
The first category is for cards that describe: “This ALWAYS gives 
me energy.” The second is for cards that describe: “This SOME-
TIMES gives me energy.” The third is for cards that describe: 
“This NEVER gives me energy.” To help you with this, you will 
see that each thinking talent card has a label at the bottom that 
reads “Always- Sometimes- Never.” We suggest you take a piece of 
paper and create three columns with these labels. As you go 
through the cards, write the talents in the appropriate columns.

For something to rank in the “This ALWAYS gives me energy” 
pile, you should be able to say the following about it:

• This is one of your innate ways of thinking. That is, 
you’ve always been really good at doing this, even if you 
never had any specific training, and you always prefer to 
use this descriptor when approaching challenges.

• You get natural joy and energy from using this thinking 
talent, and it doesn’t burn you out.

• You excel in using this talent and enjoy developing your 
capacity with it.

Understanding these aspects will help you distinguish thinking 
talents from skills, personality traits, or other capacities.

Once you have placed all of the talents into one of the three 
categories, go to the “ALWAYS” group and edit it down to five to 
eight of your strongest talents. If you have more than eight, ask 
yourself which ones have always been true for you, and always 
will be true for you; eliminate those that aren’t quite as strong. If 
you have fewer than five, go to the “SOMETIMES” group and 
transfer the strongest ones there to the “ALWAYS” group until 
you have at least five in “ALWAYS.” You may find that one or 
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more talents in your “ALWAYS” group seem irrelevant to you, but 
if they fit the above criteria, please consider them thinking talents 
anyway. The five to eight cards remaining in the “ALWAYS” group 
will most accurately describe what you consider to be your domi-
nant thinking talents.

There is no way you can be wrong about your self- assessment. 
As your awareness of thinking talents increases, you may notice 
things about yourself you had not before, and may need to recon-
sider some of your choices. As your understanding grows, you can 
always change your mind.
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Right now you may be asking yourself some questions, such as: 
How do I use my thinking talents? How do they help me feel more 
understood? What does it mean that I don’t have certain talents? 
Is there a negative side to the talents? We will address these ques-
tions thoroughly in the pages that follow. But rest assured that 
awareness of these talents will help increase your chances of reach-
ing understanding.

What’s Missing Is the Value of Hidden Talents

Valuing your thinking talents can sometimes be a challenge. Most 
of our thinking partners can reel off everything that’s wrong with 
them, but they are confused when it comes to realizing the value 
of their cognitive assets. A man who worked with Angie discov-
ered that Humor was a talent of his, but he shrugged and said, 
“What good is humor? People just think I’m a wise- ass. What’s 
humor got to do with understanding anyhow?”

In our professional psychological training, our attention was 
continually directed toward what was wrong with people. Obvi-
ously this didn’t help us discover how to grow health and sanity 
within and between people. It is no surprise, therefore, that self- 
criticism has become the norm.
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It is our commitment to help people name, claim, and aim their 
innate talents in order to deepen their capacity to understand 
themselves and others and access the vitality and resources that 
are their birthright. To facilitate this, we created an additional way 
of recognizing the thinking talents that hide behind negative at-
tributions. Some plants flourish in the sunshine and others prefer 
the shade, so we named these hidden, criticized, and untrained 
talents shadow attributes. They characteristically show up in an 
unconstructive way when a person is stressed, challenged, or 
struggling to make sense of something: “I am always so uptight 
about details!” “There I go again, being codependent.” When the 
shadow attribute is recognized, however, you can learn to work 
with it, polish, and adjust it the way you would a rough diamond, 
allowing the light to shine through.

Consider these examples: Sarah was told since she was a child 
that she was impatient. She finally discovered that what was driv-
ing her was the thinking talent of Get to Action, used to excess. 
For years, Josh thought of himself as a loner, until he discovered 
that, in fact, his behavior was driven by the talent of Thinking 
Alone. Grace always adored being the center of attention at the 
office, but her friends described her as narcissistic; however, the 
thinking talent driving her behavior was Standing Out, which, 
when used well, won her several salesperson of the year awards. 
Steven’s garage was so impeccably clean and organized that his 
neighbors jokingly called it the operating room. He had thought 
of himself as controlling until he came to understand that his be-
havior was being driven by his misunderstood thinking talent of 
Making Order.

How about you? Look at the list of shadow attributes below 
that correspond to each of the thinking talents. Do you recognize 
any talents you didn’t choose in the first evaluation? What effect 
does it have on you to shift your perception from shadow to light?
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CRITICISM/SHADOW ATTRIBUTE THINKING TALENT

Wishy- washy Adapting 

Righteous Believing

Overly loyal Creating Intimacy

Hoarding Collecting

Enmeshed in too many ideas  

or people

Connection

Pitchman Enrolling

“It’s not fair!” Equalizing

Codependent Feeling for Others

Critical Fixing It

Obsessing on one thing Focusing

Impatient Get to Action

Driven Goal Setting

Arrogant Having Confidence

Wise- ass Humor

Consulting everyone on everything Including

“There must be a new way!” Innovation

Learning junkie Love of Learning

Pie in the sky Loving Ideas

Controlling Making Order

Preaching Mentoring

Cheerleading Optimism

Nosy Particularize

Conflict- avoidant Peacemaking

Nit- picking Precision

Uptight Reliability 

Never satisfied Seeking Excellence

Narcissist Standing Out

Exaggerating Storytelling

Scheming Strategy

Bossy Taking Charge

Crystal- ball gazing Thinking Ahead

Loner Thinking Alone

Stuck in the past Thinking Back

Skeptical Thinking Logically

Ruthless Wanting to Win
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What’s Missing Is That Each Talent  
Also Represents a Need

Every thinking talent also represents a particular need. When it is 
unmet, you can feel frustrated and misunderstood. When that 
need is recognized, the talent’s potential can be realized and con-
tribute to your understanding. Sheena, a client of Angie’s, was try-
ing to deal with a pessimistic new co- worker, Paul, whom she had 
been trying to cheer up every morning before team meetings. Upon 
reflection Sheena realized that her own thinking talent of Opti-
mism was being eclipsed by trying to boost Paul’s negative out-
look. She was draining all her energy trying to buoy someone who 
likely needed another kind of mentoring. When Angie helped her 
recognize that her optimism needed to be valued and maintained, 
she asked another team member to talk through Paul’s concerns 
and help him evaluate them.

As you review the following list of each talent and its associ-
ated need, notice which seem most relevant to you. 

THINKING TALENT WHAT DO I NEED TO UNDERSTAND  

AND FEEL UNDERSTOOD?

Adapting A sense of flexibility and possibility for change as I 

approach a problem. 

Believing A strong presence of values. 

Collecting To know I can gather facts or acquire other things 

that support my understanding.

Connection To find a bridge to another person or between 

ideas. 

Creating Intimacy To feel a sense of connection. 

Enrolling To seek and relate to unfamiliar people. 

Equalizing For things to feel fair.

Feeling for Others To feel a sense of empathy for others as well as 

myself.

Fixing It To enjoy my need to solve problems. 

Focusing To immerse myself in one thing at a time. 
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Get to Action To know the tangible steps I can immediately take. 

Goal Setting To have a specific, clearly defined goal that I am 

moving toward. 

Having Confidence To enjoy trusting my own capacity. 

Humor To appreciate the ridiculous and absurd, in a light-

hearted way. 

Including To consult with the others who are involved.

Innovation To seek to realize new possibilities. 

Love of Learning To constantly reach for something new to learn in 

any given situation. 

Loving Ideas To explore new theories and models. 

Making Order To organize my thoughts and things in a way that 

makes sense to me. 

Mentoring To share my understandings with others and help 

them develop. 

Optimism To search for the bright and positive side of a situ-

ation. 

Particularize To observe and anticipate the specific needs of 

the people around me. 

Peacemaking To create harmony from diverse perspectives. 

Precision To be explicit with facts, actions, and word 

choices. 

Reliability To be accountable for the consequences of my ac-

tions and encourage others to do the same. 

Seeking Excellence To drive toward the best possible outcome that 

can be achieved.

Standing Out To be recognized for making a difference. 

Storytelling To find meaning by linking experiences into a 

story. 

Strategy To explore all possible actions that can be taken in 

a situation. 

Taking Charge To direct my own and others’ actions or thinking. 

Thinking Ahead To explore future possible outcomes. 

Thinking Alone To have introspective time alone to digest infor-

mation and experiences. 

Thinking Back To reflect on what’s happened in the past and how 

it informs the present. 

Thinking Logically To analyze specific facts and data of an issue. 

Wanting to Win To find a way to compete and surpass others. 
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Understanding what you actually need to think well can be 
liberating as well as exhilarating, as Dawna reveals in the follow-
ing story:

Jessica had recently married Steve and desperately wanted to 
be the most perfect wife she could be for him, but she was 
afraid she was not up to the task. When I asked her for one 
word to describe how she would know if she was “perfect,” 
she replied without hesitation, “I’d be a refuge for him.”

Steve had been Jessica’s lawyer for fifteen years, and he 
wanted to build an expansive new house so they could have a 
fresh start together. Jessica was overwhelmed and drained from 
attending to all the details that were entailed in building the 
house, and felt like she was continually letting Steve down.

I helped her identify her thinking talents: Excellence, Feel-
ing for Others, Connecting, Peacemaking, and Thinking Alone. 
It was obvious to us that Excellence was driving her need for 
perfection. Jessica realized she wasn’t dragging her feet on each 
decision; she just needed lots of time to think through things 
on her own. She needed to understand the feelings of everyone 
involved, and make peace between them all so they could con-
nect into a collaborative whole. And she needed to do all of 
that as excellently as possible.

I asked her if she had ever been on a construction site where 
those conditions existed. Jessica looked off into space for a 
moment and then put her hand over her eyes, shook her head, 
and giggled. “No wonder I don’t want to be involved! It is my 
worst nightmare— one frustration after another!” She looked 
away and then told me, “I could do it, Dawna, but I’d be so 
stressed and burned out that I’d be more like refuse than refuge 
to Steve. Which is exactly what I’ve been feeling since we began 
this project. I shudder every time the phone rings.”

A few days later, I helped Steve discover his thinking tal-
ents. We discovered that he needed to Take Charge, ensure Re-
liability, Make Order, and Think Logically and Strategically. 
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Supervising the building of a house met all those needs and 
energized him in the process.

Understanding this made it clear that he could meet his 
needs by taking over the building of the house. In stepping 
away from the day- to- day decision making, Jessica would be 
freed up, away from the job site, to create a refuge for Steve. 
She could use her talents for Feeling for Others, Connecting, 
and Peacemaking to support him in dealing with the tensions 
as they arose. What had first appeared to be an emotional and 
logistical misfit led to a true meeting of the best of their minds.

In the future, when you have a breakthrough in understanding, or 
have an experience that makes you feel fully alive, take a minute 
to reflect on which thinking talents you have just used. Pay atten-
tion to how your talents show up for you in different domains of 
life— work, exercise, family, hobbies— or with various people. 
This increased awareness will help you better engage each talent 
when you are relating to someone who thinks differently than 
you do.

In the next chapter we’ll illustrate how to use what you’ve 
learned about your own thinking talents to recognize and recon-
cile the differences in understanding with someone else.

WHAT’S MISSING IS COHERENCE

When you feel stuck in your thinking between different perspec-

tives— “A part of me needs X, but another part needs Y” or “On 

the one hand I think B, but on the other I think D”— it can be be-

cause different thinking talents are not collaborating, as if one mu-

sical instrument wants to play the blues and the other Bach. It’s also 

possible that, like Jessica, you don’t have the thinking talents needed 

to understand “the big picture” and need to collaborate with some-

one who does.
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The following process creates an internal coherence and align-

ment that will enable you to access understanding.

• Bring to mind a relational challenge you currently don’t 

understand.

• Write each of your thinking talents down on a piece of 

paper.

• One by one, ask of each talent the following, as though 

it were a member of a council of wise advisers or a board 

of directors: “What guidance do you have for me in this 

challenge?” Let your hand write what comes to mind. 

Don’t edit or overthink this. Write quickly, as if you are 

taking dictation.

• Get curious and wonder how you could implement what 

you have just been told.

• Acknowledge your council with gratitude, in a way that 

feels authentic, as you would if the guidance were coming 

from another person or external source.
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