
UNCOVERING YOUR 
THINKING TALENTS

Our minds are partly defined by their intersections with other 

minds.

— Daniel Siegel, M.D.

One very cold December afternoon, the phone in my office rang. 
A man’s raspy voice asked if I was the woman who had written 
How Your Child IS Smart and The Open Mind. He introduced 
himself as Ned Herrmann, and within minutes we were engaged in 
a compelling conversation. He told me he was very excited about 
the concept of mind patterns. He had spent much of his life re-
searching the expansion of human capacity, first as director of 
training at General Electric and then as the head of his own orga-
nization, Herrmann International.

His book The Creative Brain arrived a few days later, and I was 
humbled to discover that he was well into his seventies and an 
expert in the fields of human development, brain dominance, and 
learning. In subsequent conversations, it became clear that he and 
I were traveling along different banks of the same river. We had 
both been fascinated with finding ways to grow human capacity. I 
was struck by the fact that, even at this late stage of his career, he 

Mark_9780812994902_2p_all_r1.s.indd   107 6/9/15   3:44 PM



108 S T R AT E G Y  2 :  T H I N K I N G  TA L E N T S

was still hungry to learn and open to considering my work as a 
complement to his.

Herrmann’s model is based on more than 130,000 brain- 
dominance surveys (known as the “HBDI”) and proposes that 
there are four different “cognitive styles”— preferred ways of 
knowing and approaching problems: analytic, procedural, rela-
tional, and innovative. He identified the first two as left- mode- 
dominant processes and the second two as right-mode dominant. 
In the same way that we develop preferred hand, eye, ear, and foot 
dominances, he said, we also develop brain dominances, which 
are expressed in how we think, understand, and communicate 
what we know.

According to Herrmann, although we are born with the capac-
ity to use all four of these different cognitive styles, as we mature 
we tend to develop preferences. I think of these as our different 
ways of being smart. Our lives shape us the way wind shapes a 
tree, and we tend to develop particular cognitive preferences— and 
avoidances—when faced with problems. They correlate strongly 
with the content we choose to focus on and value in any given 
situation. Cognitive styles are different from mind patterns, which 
are the specific ways our brains process information, and they are 
different from skills, which we develop through education and 
training.

As a result of my conversations with Ned Herrmann, I came 
across work by the Gallup organization that investigated why 
some companies were more productive than others. The question 
that interested them the most was: Did people have the opportu-
nity to use their strengths every day at work? They found that the 
more people who answered “yes” to this single question, the 
higher the success was of that organization. Gallup became very 
interested in pinpointing why this was true and what those indi-
vidual strengths were. As a result of thirty years of research, they 
identified thirty- four of what they called “signature strengths” in 
their sample population. They stated that most adults have five.

My colleagues and I synthesized and adapted the work of Herr-
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mann and Gallup, along with the latest findings in neuroscience 
and our own hands-on experience of working with dozens of com-
panies. The result was a strategy that includes thirty- five of what 
we call “thinking talents.” When combined with an understand-
ing of mind patterns, this strategy will help you identify your 
unique intelligence and increase your collaborative potential.

Thinking talents are your natural ways of approaching chal-
lenges, ways that increase your mental energy. It is well established 
that the brain uses more energy than any other human organ, ac-
counting for up to 20 percent of the body’s total expenditure. Your 
thinking talents are so intrinsic that if they were to disappear, you 
would be unrecognizable. Thinking talents compose your own 
singular brilliance. Being aware of them will help you to maximize 
what you bring to the table when working with others. As on a 
baseball team, how the individuals’ separate and specific abilities 
work together will determine how the team performs.

In this chapter, you will discover how to use your unique think-
ing talents to contribute your highest-quality thinking to others 
without burning out. There is also additional information in the 
appendix on how to activate your thinking talents, and the think-
ing talents of those around you, in various work situations. 

WHAT ARE YOUR UNIQUE THINKING TALENTS?

Identifying your thinking talents begins with reading through each 
of the thirty-five talents in the “cards” represented on the follow-
ing pages. All you need to remember about thinking talents are the 
following three characteristics:

• They are innate ways of thinking. That is, you’ve always 
been really good at doing them, even if you never had any 
specific training, and you tend to use them when faced with 
challenges.

• You get natural joy and energy from using your thinking tal-
ents, and you don’t burn out.
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• You excel in using these talents and enjoy developing capac-
ities with them.

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

The thinking talent self-assessment works like a card game. 
You will see that each thinking- talent card has a label at the bot-
tom that reads “ALWAYS-SOMETIMES-NEVER.” As you read 
the cards that follow, sort them into three categories. The first is 
for cards that describe: “This ALWAYS gives me energy.” The sec-
ond is for cards that describe: “This SOMETIMES gives me en-
ergy.” The third is for cards that describe: “This NEVER gives me 
energy.” We suggest you take a piece of paper and create three 
columns with these labels. As you go through the cards, thinking 
of all areas of your life, write the talents in the appropriate col-
umns.

Once you have sorted all the talents into these three categories, 
go to the “ALWAYS” group and edit it down to the five to eight 
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 add the strongest 
ones there to the “ALWAYS” group until you have five. You may 
have talents in your “ALWAYS” group that you think of as irrele-
vant to your work, 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 con-
sider to be your dominant thinking talents.

There is no way you can be wrong. As your awareness of think-
ing talents increases, you’ll recognize things in yourself you never 
noticed before, so over time you might need to reconsider some of 
your choices. As your understanding grows, you can always 
change your mind.

In the future, when you have a breakthrough in your thinking, 
complete a task well, or have an experience that makes you feel 
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fully alive, take a minute to reflect on what thinking talents you 
just used. It’s also useful to notice how your talents show up for 
you in different domains of life: work, exercise, family, hobbies, or 
with different people. Through this broad spectrum of observa-
tions, you will collect insights that will be the optimal guide for 
using your thinking talents well.
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Adapting

THINKING TALENTS

“How can I adapt to what’s 
happening now?”

Lives in the moment and discovers 

the future one choice at a time;  

expects and enjoys detours.  

Flexible, adjusts easily to change.

Believing

THINKING TALENTS

“Does this mesh with  
my beliefs?”

High ethics guides behavior;

people know where this person 

stands. Makes decisions based  

on values.

Collecting

THINKING TALENTS

“What am I interested  
in here?”

Collects information, things, quota-

tions, artifacts, or facts—anything 

that is deemed interesting. The world 

is exciting because of its variety;  

acquiring, compiling, and filing stuff 

away keeps things fresh.

Connection

THINKING TALENTS

“How is this part of  
something larger?”

Loves to connect people and/or 

ideas; sees the relationship  

between things and/or people;  

perceives how one thing is part  

of something larger.

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Creating Intimacy

“How can I be closer and  
more genuine with the people  

I already know?”

Comfortable with intimacy; encour-

ages deepening of relationships; “the 

more that is shared together, the 

more that is risked together.” May 

have a challenge meeting new people.

THINKING TALENTS

Enrolling

“How can I relate to this  
new person?”

Enjoys challenge of meeting new 

people and getting in their good 

graces; enjoys developing rapport, 

breaking the ice, making a new  

connection, then moving on.

THINKING TALENTS

Equalizing

“Is everyone being  
treated fairly?”

Needs balance and to know that  

people are being treated in the same 

way; turned off by individualism; 

feels a need for a consistent environ-

ment of clear rules, where people will 

all know what’s expected.

THINKING TALENTS

Feeling for Others

“What are people
feeling now?”

Senses emotions in those nearby; 

shares their perspective in order  

to understand their choices;  

hears the unvoiced questions;  

anticipates others’ needs.

THINKING TALENTS

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Fixing It

“What’s the solution to
this problem?”

Energized by breakdowns;

loves to identify what’s wrong and 

repair it or anticipate what might go 

wrong and avert it. Enjoys rescuing 

and saving something.

THINKING TALENTS

Focusing

“What’s the point
here?”

Capacity to concentrate on a goal  

for a long period of time. May need 

clear destination or will get  

frustrated; able to filter out  

distractions; keeps people on point 

and off tangents.

THINKING TALENTS

Get to Action

“What can I do
right now?”

Impatient for action rather  

than contemplation. Must make 

something happen.

THINKING TALENTS

Goal-Setting

“What can I accomplish
today?”

Has daily drive to accomplish

something and meet a goal.

Every day starts at zero and must

achieve something tangible.

There is a perpetual whisper

of discontent.

THINKING TALENTS

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Having Confidence

THINKING TALENTS

“What,  
me worry?”

Knows he or she is able to deliver.

Self-assured; no one can tell  

this person what to think. Alone has 

the authority to come to conclusions.

Humor

THINKING TALENTS

“What is amusing
about this?”

Enjoys seeing the humor in  

situations. Can lighten tense  

moments and puts self and others  

at ease with laughter.

Including

THINKING TALENTS

“How can I stretch the
circle wider?”

Desires to make others part  

of the group so as many as possible 

can feel its support; no one should  

be on the outside looking in;  

accepting, nonjudgmental.

Innovation

THINKING TALENTS

“How can this be done
differently?”

Loves to create new processes

or products; easily bored

with routine. Energized by

never having done it before.

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Loving Ideas

“What’s a thrilling idea or
theory to explain this?”

Searches for concepts to

explain things; loves theories;

derives jolt of energy 

from a new idea.

THINKING TALENTS

Making Order

“How can I align all these
different variables?”

Enjoys managing and aligning

many variables into the  

best configuration. Jumps  

into confusion and devises  

new options; organizes  

what’s messy.

THINKING TALENTS

Mentoring

“What can help others  
grow?”

Sees potential in others;

every person is a work in progress;

goal is to help others achieve

success; searches for signs

of growth in others.

THINKING TALENTS

Love of Learning

“What can I learn  
next?”

THINKING TALENTS

Drawn always to the process more 

than the content of learning;  

energized by the journey from  

ignorance to competence.  

The outcome is less important 

than what is learned.

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Optimism

“What’s right about
this?”

Generous with praise;

always on the lookout for  

the positive; contagiously  

enthusiastic; finds a way to  

lighten people’s spirits.

The glass is always half full.

THINKING TALENTS

Particularize

“How is each of us
unique?”

Intrigued by unique qualities of

each person; observes each

person’s style and how each thinks

and builds relationships;

keen observer and developer

of others’ talents and strengths.

THINKING TALENTS

Peacemaking

“Where is the common
ground?”

Looks for areas of agreement;

holds conflicts to a minimum;

prefers to search for

consensus; will modify own

direction in service of harmony.

THINKING TALENTS

Precision

“How can I order this
chaos?”

The world needs to be predictable;

imposes structure, sets up routines, 

timelines, and deadlines; needs to feel 

in control; dislikes surprises; impatient 

with errors. Control is a way of main-

taining progress and productivity.

THINKING TALENTS

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Reliability

THINKING TALENTS

“How can I do this
right?”

Excuses and rationalizations are not 

acceptable; has to take responsibility 

for anything committed to; reputa-

tion for conscientiousness and de-

pendability. Easily frustrated by what 

is perceived as others’ irresponsibility.

Seeking Excellence

THINKING TALENTS

“How can this be
excellent?”

Excellence and efficiency are  

the measure—doing the best  

with the least. Everything—people, 

processes, products—is judged  

by how to make it better.

Standing Out

THINKING TALENTS

“How can I be
recognized?”

Wants to be known for making a 

difference and be admired for

credibility, success. Highly

motivated toward rewards and

recognition programs.

Storytelling

THINKING TALENTS

“How can I bring these ideas
to life with a story?”

Needs to explain by

painting vivid pictures 

until others are

inspired to act.

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Strategy

“What are alternative
scenarios, and what is the

best route?”

Sorts through clutter;

recognizes all the possible  

options; engages in “if this, 

then that” thinking.

THINKING TALENTS

Taking Charge

“How can I get others
aligned with me?”

Likes to be the boss;

restless unless sharing opinions.

Uses confrontation if necessary

and naturally directs others

into action.

THINKING TALENTS

Thinking Ahead

“Wouldn’t it be great
if . . . ?”

Fascinated by the future.

Describes a detailed future

that pulls him or her forward;

needs to inspire others in the

dream; cherishes visions that 

energize and give hope.

THINKING TALENTS

Thinking Alone

“What can I think about
now?”

Poses questions to self and  

tries to figure them out;  

constant mental hum; needs to be 

alone to think to come up with an  

answer; dislikes being put on  

the spot to respond.

THINKING TALENTS

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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Thinking Back

“How is the past a blueprint
for the present?”

Looks back to understand the  

present and future; the present alone 

is confusing. May have trouble get-

ting oriented to the new, and needs 

to understand the context of some-

thing in order to move forward.

THINKING TALENTS

Thinking Logically

“Why is this true?”  
“Prove it to me.”

Dispassionate;

theories must be sound,

logical, based on solid data.

Exposes clumsy thinking;

sees patterns in data.

THINKING TALENTS

Wanting to Win

“Am I better at this than
everyone else is?”

Compares performance to that of 

others; likes measurement to  

facilitate comparison;  

competition is invigorating.

THINKING TALENTS

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER

ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER ALWAYS SOMETIMES NEVER
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SHADOW ATTRIBUTES

Some people have difficulty identifying their thinking talents, be-
cause as a society we have been conditioned to focus attention on 
fixing our deficits rather than maximizing our strengths. Most 
training programs emphasize weaknesses that need to be im-
proved. Furthermore, some cultures, religions, and family tradi-
tions consider modesty a virtue, thereby eclipsing the ability to 
even admit one’s talents.

Therefore, we have developed an additional lens we call the 
“shadow attribute,” to make it easier to recognize a talent. It’s a 
way of understanding what the hidden talent is behind particular 
behaviors. For instance, the shadow attribute for optimism is 
“cheerleading.” Jamie, no matter how bad things got, always 
cheered other people on, to the point where they rolled their eyes 
and said she was denying reality. The shadow attribute character-
istically shows up when a talent is rough, excessive, or displayed 
in an unconstructive way. In fact, once Jamie recognized this as a 
shadow attribute of optimism, she learned the best time and way 
for the talent to shine. This is a very different outcome than if she 
had just thought of the opposite of optimism, which is pessimism. 
The value of recognizing the shadow attribute is that it can lead 
you to the hidden thinking talent that waits to be identified and 
developed.

In this chart, the left column lists the shadow attribute of each 
thinking talent. Review the chart, scanning for any attribute that 
stands out as very familiar. Decide if the associated thinking talent 
should be in the “ALWAYS” pile you created from the previous 
assessment.
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SHADOW ATTRIBUTE THINKING TALENT

Wishy-washy Adapting

Righteous Believing

Hoarding Collecting

Enmeshed in too many ideas or  

people 

Connection

Overly loyal Creating Intimacy

Pitchman Enrolling

“It’s not fair!” Equalizing

Co-dependent Feeling for Others

Critical Fixing It

Obsessive on one thing Focusing

Impatient Get to Action

Driven Goal-Setting

Arrogant Having Confidence

Wise-ass Humor

Consult 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

Preachy Mentoring

Cheerleading Optimism

Nosy Particularize

Conflict-avoidant Peacemaking

Nitpicky Precision

Plays by the rules 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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Nadine, a marketing executive, also used the shadow attributes 
to uncover a thinking talent. She didn’t recognize that “having con-
fidence” was one of her talents until she read the shadow attribute 
of “arrogant.” It had always worked against her. In all her reviews, 
she was described as bossy and conceited. How could this be a 
talent? Once she understood that this attribute was really the think-
ing talent of “having confidence” in disguise, she learned to adapt 
her language and style to her benefit. This resulted in her being 
promoted to account director— a position where having confidence 
magnetized clients, who felt like they were in capable hands.

In order to make sure we are using our talents well and creating 
excellence as a result, it’s also important to look at when and 
where we exhibit a shadow attribute and then transform it. We are 
all naturally equipped with the most powerful tool to change 
habits— self- awareness— but we might not all have fully developed 
this tool. To transform a shadow attribute, you need to name it, 
contain it, and aim it. Name it by identifying the thinking talent 
that it’s associated with; contain it by using it knowingly and 
wisely; aim it by engaging it on behalf of your goals. Repeat this 
practice with each of your shadow attributes—name it, contain it, 
and aim it until the thinking talent is readily apparent to you.

Jack is a perfect example of this. He is chief technical officer of 
a major film studio who has the talent of “thinking logically.” He 
needs to reason through an idea before he will buy into it. He end-
lessly questioned himself about data, paralyzing every new idea by 
analyzing it to death. His constant questioning would come across 
as annoying skepticism and resistance. In his first session with 
Angie, Jack realized that skepticism is the shadow attribute of 
thinking logically. He learned to name this talent in conversation 
so people knew where he was coming from. “I tend to think logi-
cally, so I just need to ask a couple of clarifying questions. . . .” He 
also contained it, by limiting the time he devoted to thinking logi-
cally and relying on other talents to develop ideas. And he aimed 
it by asking himself how he could use his logic to extend his influ-
ence and create blockbuster movies.
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WHY DO WE LOSE TOUCH WITH OUR THINKING TALENTS?

If we all have these bright gifts, why don’t we always know how 
to use them?

One reason is our “deficit- oriented culture,” which spans psy-
chology, education, and the workplace. Another is that perhaps 
we were steered away from our natural talents by parental or so-
cietal influence. Many of us as children were criticized for our 
talents. Oprah Winfrey has said that her family described her self- 
assurance when she was a child as being “too full of herself.” I 
was a born storyteller, but I was always accused of exaggerating. 
What about you? Are there ways of thinking you used as a child 
that were shut down because of what someone said about them?

I once worked with an architect who was described by the 
other partners in his firm as a “lost soul.” People commented that 
he spent far more time in the hallways, cafeterias, and break rooms 
talking to co- workers than at his drafting table. I witnessed how 
he came alive in conversation with others and asked if he noticed 
the difference.

“I just seem to be good at listening to people tell me about their 
problems,” he responded. I asked if he liked hearing people speak 
about their troubles or if it wore him down. He said that ever since 
he was young, he was the guy people would confide in, the shoul-
der to lean on. I asked if he had ever thought about going into 
human resources or becoming a counselor. He looked away, em-
barrassed, and said that his dad had always told him that was girl 
stuff. Instead, he acquired skills and training as an architect, but 
his soul was lost, following someone else’s opinion of what he 
should be. Once he discovered his thinking talents, he decided to 
change roles and became his company’s human- resources special-
ist.

A third reason that recognizing thinking talents can be a chal-
lenge is that they come so easily to us that they are almost invisi-
ble— we often don’t realize they make us exceptional. A 
fifty- two- year- old accountant I met in one of our workshops un-
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covered his natural talent of “humor.” He had always known he 
was able to make people laugh but never considered it a gift. The 
rest of us listened incredulously as he described how he had 
thought of his brilliant sense of humor as “that old thing.” He 
thought of himself as a smart- ass. Others may see it in you, but 
you yourself have to acknowledge your gift and its value in order 
to develop it.

Whether we were criticized or just taught to veer away from 
these parts of ourselves, we have been missing the tools to develop 
our thinking talents. This strategy will help you recognize and ac-
tivate your unique talents. In meetings and communications with 
others, you will feel more aware, energized, and alive instead of 
burned out and tired.

Synthesizing our research and experience with Ned Herrmann’s 
work resulted in a simple and effective way for categorizing the 
different aspects of human capacity. In the same way that an or-
chestra is divided into four groups of similar instruments— string, 
woodwind, brass, and percussion instruments—we have arranged 
thinking talents into four different cognitive styles: analytic, pro-
cedural, relational, and innovative. Each of these represents a dif-
ferent way of thinking through a problem. Mapping your talents 
into these domains is a powerful process that will help you orga-
nize and utilize your thinking talents.

DISCOVERING YOUR COGNITIVE STYLE

To discover your preferred way of thinking through a challenge, 
simply circle the talents you have on the map that follows. You 
can also access this map online at www.CQthebook.com/map to 
print and use.

You will notice there are four talents in the gray center column. 
These are “cross-quadrant,” meaning that they are not limited to 
any single domain.

This map can help you identify the most natural way you ap-
proach challenges and therefore the contribution you can make to 
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THINKING TALENTS MAP

ANALYTIC
Concerned with data, facts,  

numbers, being “logical” and rational
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the collaborative intelligence of any group. Let’s start by learning 
how to read it: Step back and notice where your thinking talents 
are clustered. Is there a predominant quadrant for you? In which 
quadrant (or quadrants) do you have no thinking talents repre-
sented? For instance, if a person has several in the innovative 
quadrant, it will be most natural for them to solve a problem by 
brainstorming new possibilities. Another may have several think-
ing talents in the procedural quadrant and approach the same 
problem by focusing on timeframe, logistics, and other details. 
Someone who is very strong in relational thinking will consider 
how challenges affect people. A person who is talented in analytic 
thinking will first consider why the challenge exists in the first 
place. All of these are very different yet significant perspectives on 
the same problem.

What happens when you have talents in different quadrants? 
Herrmann’s findings were that 7 percent of adults have one cogni-
tive preference; 60 percent exhibit two; 30 percent show three; 
and just 3 percent have equal preferences for all four styles. This 
helps us to understand why so many of us feel fragmented in our 
thinking. If, for example, a person’s thinking talents are all in two 
quadrants, they may constantly feel pulled in two directions when 
faced with a challenge, because they are considering it from two 
perspectives at the same time. The breakthrough practice at the 
end of this chapter will help you integrate your thinking talents 
and resolve tensions between them.

DISCOVERING YOUR BLIND SPOTS

Equally important as knowing your mind’s sweet spots— the tal-
ents you have, the talents that are hidden, and how they com-
bine— is recognizing your mind’s blind spots, which are the talents 
you lack. People worry and stress in the quadrants where they 
have blind spots. If you don’t have “feeling for others,” for exam-
ple, you may worry about how people will react to you. If you 
don’t have “making order,” you worry because you have trouble 
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organizing and prioritizing. If you don’t have “focusing,” you’re 
concerned about being easily distracted. We seem to know intui-
tively when we are missing a natural ease and excellence of think-
ing in these areas, even if we fail to recognize it consciously.
Conversely, you don’t worry in the domains where you have the 
necessary thinking talents, because you innately trust your capac-
ity.

Two common assumptions cause us to deny our blind spots. 
The first is the belief that we should all be competent at every-
thing. The second is the belief that we should be able to think 
through and solve any issue independently. Both of these errone-
ous beliefs can lead to what I call “skilled mediocrity,” and they 
point to the inescapable fact that we need one another. Blind spots 
reveal where collaboration is necessary so you can give and get the 
support you need to produce excellence.

Looking back to the thinking-talents map on page 126, notice 
if you have any quadrants that are devoid of thinking talents. 
These are your blind spots. Also notice which thinking talents are 
missing, because they too may be blind spots in certain situations.

WHY DO THINKING TALENTS MATTER?

Everyplace my eyes landed in Nick’s office held some sports object 
encased in a glass box or frame. This was not a typical CEO’s cor-
porate lair; this was a gallery of greatness. Basketballs, baseballs, 
bats, footballs, gloves, rackets, hockey sticks, helmets, and jerseys, 
each autographed by a famous athlete with a note of genuine ap-
preciation for Nick: “Value your support . . .” “To my friend . . .” 
“Couldn’t have done it without you . . .”

Sitting in the middle of all this was a very tall man who was 
chewing nervously on the end of a pen as he flipped through a 
thick stack of papers and charts. Pushing the papers to one side, he 
said with some relief, “I’m glad you’re here. This cost– benefit 
analysis is driving me crazy—the damn thing can wait!” His voice 
was as big as he was and came from the center of his belly. It was 
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a voice you had to pay attention to, a voice you do not want to 
hear behind you on an airplane, a voice that came from the kind 
of man you want to have around when there is trouble.

I pointed to two basketballs enclosed in glass boxes on the op-
posite wall and asked if he would tell me the story of how he got 
them. I actually had no interest in the balls themselves, but I 
wanted to notice what energized his thinking as he described what 
they meant to him. As if released from a too-small cage, Nick 
popped up and strode across the room. Placing one hand on each, 
he told me how famous basketball coaches had signed them, the 
one on the right by John Wooden and the one on the left by Bobby 
Knight. Much to his chagrin, I hadn’t heard of either, so Nick 
launched into a passionate description of the differences in leader-
ship style of each coach. “Being a CEO and being a coach both 
require you to understand the different qualities of each player’s 
potential so you can help grow and activate it. Then you need to 
blend all the different personalities with each other. Wooden and 
Bobby Knight used totally different strategies to do this. Are you 
with me?” I nodded enthusiastically. What he was saying matched 
everything I had learned and taught leaders for decades.

“The coach and players have a reciprocal need for each other if 
they want to achieve greatness, in the same way that a business 
leader and his direct reports do,” he continued. “The players rec-
ognize that the coach holds the key to their future careers. Bobby 
Knight thought that their successes and failures reflected back on 
him and insisted that they follow his orders. His nickname was 
‘General,’ and he was an expert in offense, requiring his players to 
be unselfish, highly disciplined, and extremely well prepared. He 
was known for achieving remarkable results and also for being 
extremely rough on his players.”

Nick looked at me with a blue laser gaze. I hadn’t missed a 
word—and I didn’t dare. I was meeting the Bobby Knight in him. 
He continued, “John Wooden, on the other hand, had been a great 
player before he was a coach, in the same way I was a successful 
salesman before I was an executive. He never used the word ‘win-
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ning.’ What he wanted was for each player to be the best he could 
be during adversity. He used to say, ‘Do not let what you cannot 
do interfere with what you can. Measure yourself not by what you 
have accomplished, but by what you could have accomplished 
with your ability.’ ”

I listened to him intently, searching for the talents that were 
driving his thinking. “All the coaches I’ve ever had in my life, as 
well as all the bosses in this company, have been like Bobby Knight. 
What’s always drawn me to John Wooden is that he created teams 
where there was a real incentive for players to help each other 
improve their game. He recognized each person’s potential and 
developed it while creating an environment of pure collaboration 
and excellence. That’s what I want to do as the CEO of this com-
pany. That’s what I want you to help me do.”

The room vibrated with his passion. I leaned forward and 
asked, “How do you want me to help you, Nick?”

He pulled on his right ear and, in a voice that was as tender as 
it had been fierce only seconds before, he said, “I’m smart in a lot 
of operational ways, but I need to know more about how to rec-
ognize the different kinds of talent in the people who work for this 
company, so I can inspire them to realize their potential. There are 
no books about that, no training programs, but from what I’ve 
heard, it’s something you know a lot about. So teach me.”

I explained that he’d need to start by learning to name his own 
thinking talents, then claim, reframe, and aim them. Like many of 
us, Nick gave to everyone else what he most needed to give to 
himself. Later that day, I sat in on his leadership team meeting, 
fascinated as he went around the room naming a specific moment 
when he had observed each person excel. The besieged director of 
marketing was last: “Chandra, you pulled your team forward 
when they had to make that presentation for the board by match-
ing each person with what he or she is best at and then letting 
them work together like fingers on a hand. You let them take the 
credit while you stood in the back of the room. That’s leadership 
at its best.”
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By the time Nick’s team went to work on their agenda items, 
the energy in the room was highly charged: Every person’s partic-
ular assets were front and center in their minds, waiting to be 
aimed.

After the meeting was over, I pulled Nick aside and pointed out 
how effective that had been, with one exception. “The only person 
in the room who didn’t have his talents recognized was you! You 
didn’t name a ‘moment of greatness’ for yourself or allow anyone 
else to do it either. If you aren’t aware specifically of the talents 
you bring to the game, how can you ever develop them to serve 
others? That’s not self- promotion or selfishness. It is simply, as 
author Parker Palmer says, good stewardship of the gifts you were 
put on earth to offer.”

He unconsciously pulled on that right ear again and shook his 
head sheepishly. “What can I say? I was raised to believe that toot-
ing your own horn meant you were a conceited jerk. But I do un-
derstand where you are coming from. Okay, one of my thinking 
talents obviously is mentoring, right?”

He went on to enchant me with one compelling example after 
another. He had inspired the sales force to beat last year’s numbers 
in spite of the financial downturn and proved that growing people 
could help grow results. He told me how he had just promoted to 
the position of senior district manager a man from Nigeria whom 
he had hired years earlier as a rookie salesman. He shared how he 
had sponsored a local foster child to become a champion basket-
ball star in his community. This wasn’t bragging. Nick genuinely 
lit up with each story.

The following day, we sat down at his big oak desk and went 
through the thinking- talents assessment. As we reviewed his 
choices, Nick leaned his chin on his right hand and covered his 
mouth with his fingers, actually blushing as he told me that he 
knew he had an ability to recognize and develop greatness in peo-
ple, unlike the rest of the senior leaders in the company. He stood 
up, took his phone out of his pocket, and began to toss it in the air 
mindlessly as he launched into a long and excited story about how 
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he also could sell anybody anything, even the toughest customers 
they had. It wasn’t because he was slick but rather because he 
could fix any problem a customer had. “I guess fixing people’s 
problems is another one of my thinking talents.” Again, I could 
see him light up. I knew he could feel the energy that pulsed 
through him as he said those words.

I pulled out a blank piece of paper and asked him to trace his 
hand on it, writing “Mentoring” in the palm and “Fixing It” on 
top of the index finger. As he began to recognize that feeling as an 
indicator that he did have a particular thinking talent, he meticu-
lously wrote “Get to Action,” “Optimism,” and “Storytelling” on 
the other three fingers.

As I stood up, ready to leave, Nick’s phone buzzed and he 
looked at the screen. After apologizing, he furiously texted a mes-
sage and waited for a reply. I assumed the stock market had 
tanked. He received another text and then slammed his phone on 
the desk. He explained it was from his seventeen- year- old son, 
Randy, who was supposed to notify his father whenever he used 
the family car. Nick picked the phone up and speed- dialed. This 
struck me as unusual behavior, since he had made a rule for all 
team meetings that phones had to be deposited in a basket outside 
the door.

As he spoke to his son, a shadow crossed his face. Nick pelted 
Randy with advice about what he should and shouldn’t be doing 
and what terrible things would result in the future if he didn’t fol-
low these suggestions.

When the phone was back in his pocket, he paced around the 
desk and asked me, with great frustration, “Why does everyone at 
work love to listen to me but my own family ignores me? Why do 
I inspire everyone in the company but my family says I control 
them? And why, when I’m only trying to help him so he won’t 
have to struggle like I did, does my own son tell me to just leave 
him alone and give him space?”

I went over and put my hand on his shoulder, explaining that 
the very capacities that had made him such a successful CEO were 
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making him falter as a father and husband. He stopped dead in his 
tracks. I described shadow attributes and ticked off on each finger 
how “fixing it” made his son feel disrespected, because he wanted 
to learn to work through his own challenges; how “optimism” led 
his wife to feel that he swept family problems under the rug; how 
“getting to action” made the family feel stressed, because they 
could never just relax; and how Randy felt unloved, because he 
interpreted his father’s “mentoring” as dissatisfaction and disre-
spect.

Nick took a step back, moving away from me. His right hand 
went up to pull his ear. “How do you know all that? Has my wife 
been talking to you behind my back? Besides, I thought you were 
on my side and believed in focusing on assets. This all sounds 
pretty deficit-focused to me!”

I laughed and reassured him that shadow attributes are not 
deficits. They are just talents that are eclipsed. When he brought 
them into his awareness and used them as artfully as he did at 
work, he would be able to support those he loved the most.

“This is really interesting, Dawna. I mean it, but what makes it 
hard to do that at home is that I am a champion worrier, especially 
about the future. I worry obsessively and excessively about all the 
terrible things that could happen, that will happen, to those I love 
and am supposed to protect.”

I invited him to sit down with me and analyze his thinking-
talents map, to discover what was contributing to his stress. He 
hovered over the desk and pointed to the obvious: There were no 
talents in the “innovative” domain. Because he had taken numer-
ous training programs in strategic analysis and action planning, he 
had skills in this area, but skills are not talents, and they didn’t 
prevent him from worrying. This empty quadrant was Nick’s blind 
spot, causing him to be like a car driving in the night without high 
beams, veering helter-skelter in the dark, worrying endlessly about 
every possible negative outcome.

I asked him to draw a pie chart representing how he spent his 
time at work. He divided it into sections that showed the kinds of 
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tasks he did on a typical day. Then he circled in green the tasks 
where he got to use his talents and in red the tasks where he had 
skills but no talents. We discovered that 40 percent of his time was 
spent in the red zone. I asked him to create a second chart and 
label it “Desired Future.” He assigned 90 percent of his time to 
those tasks that maximized his thinking talents. In order to make 
this desired future happen, we looked at the maps of his leadership 
team and figured out how to form thinking partnerships with 
those members who excelled in the innovative domain, where he 
had a blind spot. Not only did this enable Nick to get support in 
tasks that were typically laborious for him, it also freed him up to 
use his relational thinking talents to mentor others. This was, and 
still is, unusual and courageous behavior for a CEO. It created 
true “connective tissue” for the other leaders, because, like the 
sports teams he admired, everyone knew how to be of real support 
to one another in achieving a common goal.

To make Nick’s self- discovery relevant to you, consider these 
questions:

• Which thinking talents do you habitually use?
• Which of your thinking talents are hidden as shadow attri-

butes waiting to be developed?
• What are your blind spots?
• Which quadrant is causing you the most worry?

THINKING TALENTS— WHAT LIGHTS YOU UP/WHAT BURNS YOU OUT?

TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Adapting •  Helping when there are 

many balls to juggle or 

plans go awry.

•  When there is rapid change 

happening.

• When others are inflexible.

• Long-term plans or routine.
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TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Believing •  When there is a strong 

sense of purpose.

•  When you can make deci-

sions based on your values.

•  People who don’t know 

where they stand.

•  Having to compromise your 

values.

Creating 

Intimacy

•  Teaming with others long-

term.

•  Consistent one-on-one con-

nection with others.

•  Meeting and greeting new 

people in casual settings. 

•  Hectic schedules that don’t 

allow for deeper connection.

Collecting •  Acquiring, compiling, and 

filing away things.

•  Collecting data, facts, or in-

formation.

•  Letting go of what is no lon-

ger needed.

• Lack of organization.

Connection •  Making connections be-

tween things or ideas. 

•  Linking people to one an-

other.

• Thinking linearly.

• Conflict.

Enrolling • Meeting new people.

•  Looking for chances to sell 

or enlisting others.

•  Maintaining close relation-

ships over time.

•  Isolation and routine in rela-

tionships.

Equalizing •  Creating and applying rules 

and regulations to maximize 

fairness. 

•  Making expectations explicit 

and consistent.

• Unfair or special treatment.

• Changing guidelines.

Feeling for 

Others

•  Demonstrating emotional 

care for someone.

•  Anticipating others’ needs 

and feelings. 

•  Being around negative feel-

ings or pessimistic people.

•  Too much communication 

(email, text) when you can-

not sense the other person’s 

emotions.

Fixing It •  Identifying or anticipating 

what might go wrong and 

fixing or averting it—people, 

situations, or things.

•  Rescuing or saving people, 

things, or situations. 

•  When you can see what’s 

wrong and can’t fix it. 

•  When others don’t want you 

to help—for instance, when 

they want to learn to do it 

themselves. 

Focusing •  Uninterrupted freedom to 

concentrate on a goal with 

timelines.

• Keeping others on point.

•  Being interrupted or having 

to multi-task.

•  When purpose, task, dead-

lines are not clearly defined 

or understood. 
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TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Getting to 

Action

•  Spurring others out of talk 

into action.

•  Making something happen 

as soon as possible; short 

timelines. 

•  Indecision or meetings with-

out clear goals.

•  Contemplation and analysis 

rather than action. 

Goal- 

Setting

•  Defining and tracking daily 

concrete goals to work  

toward.

•  Big targets and challenging 

goals and assignments. 

•  Absence of specific ways to 

measure progress. 

•  Time off or work that is not 

challenging.

Having  

Confidence

•  Autonomy of action and de-

cision.

•  Calming challenging situa-

tions with employees or 

customers. 

•  Being in a position where 

you have to ask for help.

•  Being told what to say, do, 

or think. 

Humor •  Lightening otherwise-tense 

moments and putting others 

at ease.

•  Using humor in written com-

munication or speeches. 

•  Using humor as a defense 

strategy to protect yourself 

from others or your own 

emotions. 

•  Highly analytic situations or 

those where humor is seen 

as a challenge to authority.  

Including •  Finding ways to make oth-

ers feel a part of the group.

• Welcoming new people.

•  Firing people, sharing bad 

news or difficult information.

•  Excluding someone from a 

situation where they would 

be useful. 

Innovation •  Creating new processes or 

products.

•  Figuring out all the new 

ways to accomplish some-

thing or keep them interest-

ing. 

•  Routine and standardized 

ways of doing things.

•  Looking back at how some-

thing was done before. 

Love of 

Learning

• Continual learning.

•  Sharing what you are learn-

ing.

•  Leapfrogging from learning 

thing to thing without any 

depth.  

•  Having to do routine things 

when no learning is in-

volved.
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TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Loving 

Ideas

•  Having a new idea, concept, 

or theory.

•  Being involved at the begin-

ning of something. 

•  Having no place to contrib-

ute your ideas.

•  Coming in at the middle or 

end of a project, when you 

have to suppress your ideas 

or give input on how it 

could be done. 

Making 

Order

•  Lining things up in a logical 

way.

•  When many things are 

going on at the same time 

and you get to create a se-

quence.

•  When your capacity to align 

different variables isn’t 

needed or valued. For ex-

ample, there is already a 

system developed and you 

cannot offer input.

•  When you cannot make 

order out of chaos or confu-

sion. 

Mentoring •  Helping others grow their 

potential.

•  Guiding people through new 

situations. 

•  Trying to help a struggling 

employee when it’s appro-

priate to give up.

•  When there is no opportu-

nity to grow someone. For 

example, if the focus is only 

on the bottom line and not 

on development of people.

Optimism •  Finding ways to recognize 

what’s right about a chal-

lenging situation.

•  Painting an exciting picture 

of possibilities. 

• Being around skepticism. 

•  Having to recognize pitfalls, 

problems, or give negative 

feedback.

Particularize •  Recognizing and sharing 

what is unique about some-

one. 

•  Tailoring something to meet 

the specific needs of some-

one else. 

•  When a one-size-fits-all or 

standardized approach is re-

quired.

•  Generalizations about peo-

ple.

Peace-

making

•  Resolving conflicts or argu-

ments.

•  Finding common ground or 

consensus. 

•  Unresolved conflict.

•  Standing up for your own 

needs.
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TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Precision •  Setting up predictable rou-

tines, timelines, and dead-

lines.

•  Maintaining progress and 

productivity. 

•  Situations that require flexi-

bility, instinct; unpredictable 

changes. 

•  Unable to question how ex-

actly to do things.

Reliability • Living up to commitments.

•  Delivering on time—every 

time. 

•  Others’ excuses and ratio-

nalizations for lack of per-

formance or not living up to 

commitments. 

•  Being responsible for others 

and things not in your con-

trol.  

Seeking  

Excellence

•  Doing the best you can with 

the least.

•  Continual improvement to 

make things better. 

•  Inefficient processes or 

meetings.

•  Having to accept something 

mediocre or go with the sta-

tus quo.

Standing 

Out 

•  Doing something for which 

you know you’ll be recog-

nized.

•  Performing in a way that al-

lows you to stand out as 

having made a difference.

•  When your contribution is 

not acknowledged.

•  Being invisible in a team or 

group.

Storytelling •  Bringing ideas to life 

through story.

•  Inspiring others to engage 

through narratives. 

•  Having to think with only 

facts and figures.

•  Thinking only in “why” and 

“how.”

Strategy •  Finding alternative possibili-

ties and options.

•  Anticipating future chal-

lenges and their solutions.

• Shortsightedness.

•  Single-mindedness, as in 

“My way or the highway.”

Taking 

Charge

• Directing others into action.

• Unifying engagement.

• Working alone.

•  Having no opportunity to 

lead.

Thinking 

Ahead

•  Seeing the possible future 

outcomes of an action or 

event.

•  Helping others overcome 

fears of the future.

•  People whose thinking is 

stuck in the past.

•  Others’ dismal view of fu-

ture possibilities.
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TALENT LIGHTS YOU UP BURNS YOU OUT

Thinking 

Alone

•  Time to think through situa-

tions and contemplate pros 

and cons.

•  Solitude to explore what 

you believe at your own 

rhythm.

•  Being put on the spot to re-

spond immediately, without 

advance notice.

•  No personal space or time 

to mull over a decision.

Thinking 

Back

•  Setting a historical context 

for a present problem.

•  Recalling how things were 

done in the past.

•  When others don’t learn 

from history.

•  When others jump into what 

is new without considering 

what has already been done.

Thinking 

Logically

•  Thinking about and explain-

ing why something is the 

way it is.

•  Exposing holes in partial 

thinking. 

• Intuitive action.

• Hidden or partial logic.

Wanting to 

Win

•  Competing against some-

one else. 

•  Having specific targets to 

measure who wins.

•  “Everyone wins” philosophy.

•  Having no way to prove you 

can be the best. 

BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE:  

CREATING INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL COHERENCE

The following two practices will help grow your capacity to use 
the thinking- talents strategy. The first focuses on creating an inter-
nal coherence of your talents. The second helps you identify exter-
nal thinking resources that you may need to complement your 
blind spots. They can be applied in both personal and professional 
contexts.

The sum of something can be greater than a total of its parts. 
That’s certainly true of thinking talents. When they are combined, 
aligned, and working well together, you have a sense of internal 
coherence, similar to a chord in music. A chord is a harmonic set 
of three or more notes that is heard as a simultaneous sound. The 
harmony of different notes creates the magnetism.

When individual notes aren’t combined well, they create noise 
rather than music. When your talents clash, it can feel like an in-
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ternal battle: “I have a great idea, but I can’t see the reason to 
change what we have been doing for years” (“innovation” bat-
tling “thinking back”). “I want to get this done, but I’m worried 
about what people might think” (“get to action” battling “feeling 
for others”). “I’m trying to get organized, but everyone else has 
needs that are more important” (“making order” battling “adapt-
ing”).

The static in these examples is caused by just two talents op-
posing each other. Imagine the cacophony when five or six are 
pulling you in different directions. Whether you are trying to ac-
complish a task, make a decision, or generate ideas, you need to 
bring as much of your capacity to it as possible by aligning all of 
your diverse talents. Creating this kind of internal coherence is a 
practice that requires you to understand the needs of each. We call 
it “consulting your inner board of directors.”

BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE PART 1:  

CREATING AN INNER BOARD OF DIRECTORS

This is a practice to use when you feel inner tension or are facing 
an important decision. It’s a way of making sure you are putting 
the best of your capacity to good use rather than being dominated 
by one or another of your talents. Here’s how:

• Write each thinking talent on a card or Post- it.
• Place them in front of you.
• Go through them one by one, asking each the following 

question: “How can this thinking talent help me in approach-
ing this challenge?” Write down the answer to this question.

• Looking at all of your answers, consider what new actions 
you could take.
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BREAKTHROUGH PRACTICE PART 2:  

FORMING THINKING PARTNERSHIPS

• Create a pie chart of how you spend your time at work or at 
home. You may choose to make a separate one for each.

• Put a mark on each task where you get to use your thinking 
talents and a different mark for those tasks where you don’t.

• Reflect on the task you worry about the most. Notice which 
quadrant it falls in and the thinking talent that would be 
most effective to resolve it.

• Consider all the people in your world and search for the 
one(s) who might possess that capacity. Think also about 
those who might benefit most from the talents that come nat-
urally to you.

• Form one or more thinking partnerships for a limited period 
of time to help each other work through challenges. Then 
evaluate whether you are worrying less and excelling more as 
a result.

Angie shares a story of how using these practices helped the 
CEO of a nonprofit foundation access her capacities to create ca-
reer breakthroughs.

Anne had been struggling with whether to stay with the nonprofit 

she had built from scratch or to start something new. She was deeply 

invested in the organization’s success but was tired of the bureau-

cracy that had evolved. Leaving meant increased financial risk and 

limiting her available resources; she’d have to start over again. Anne 

felt stuck between internal opposing forces. She was at a major life 

intersection and struggling with how to think through it. We were 

sitting in a café in Brazil, sipping celebratory mojitos. We had just 

completed a major workshop for children and educators, and Anne’s 

mind turned to “Now what?” I pulled out my laptop and shared the 

thinking- talents map that she had created the previous month. I then 

asked her to think of each of her talents, like a wise member of an 
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inner board of directors, and consider what advice they would each 

offer.

One by one, Anne consulted her talents: Standing Out told her it 

was time to be recognized for something original and to develop a 

new brand; Enrolling reminded her that she had all the people neces-

sary to get a new venture off the ground; Feeling for Others advised 

her that the future happiness of the people in her existing foundation 

was very important; Believing said that she was still passionate about 

the mission of that organization; Adapting suggested that she find a 

way to do both; and Getting to Action insisted that she not stall or 

procrastinate on either option.

Then Anne leaped to her feet and said, “Why do I have to choose 

one or the other?” She realized she could stage her departure from 

the foundation, consulting with them over the next eighteen months, 

which would allow her to maintain some needed resources and con-

nections while giving her the autonomy to start her own business. By 

drawing on the collaborative intelligence of her whole inner board of 

directors, she found a way to connect her past accomplishments and 

her future horizon. That warranted another mojito!

A month later, Anne’s Chicago home-base apartment was the site 

of our next rendezvous. We sat next to each other on a couch cov-

ered with an Indian silk throw, surrounded by objects collected from 

her travels. As she began to share her current state, I noticed that her 

voice sounded deflated. Since our last conversation, she had plenty 

of time to feel the tension between where she had been and where 

she wanted to go.

First I asked her if she was still sure she wanted to start her own 

company. “Of course,” she replied immediately. “I just don’t have the 

slightest idea how to get there.” I suggested we look at her thinking- 

talents map again, to see the internal resources she had to do that. 

The first thing we noticed was how strong she was in the relational 

quadrant. I wrote the concerns she had on Post-its and placed each 

next to the appropriate quadrant. We put her worry about writing a 

business plan into the analytic quadrant; her worry about developing 

an infrastructure and an action plan fell into the procedural quadrant. 
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We discovered that all of her concerns, in fact, fell into the analytic 

and procedural quadrants. Interestingly, her blind spots were where I 

had most of my thinking talents. I suggested we create a thinking 

partnership to help her strategize through the transition. Her shoul-

ders relaxed and her face lit up as she said, “I still have no idea how 

I’ll get there, but now I can’t wait to get started!”

The strategy of thinking talents will truly light you up. It will keep 

you from getting stuck and burned out in habitual thinking and it will 

make you feel more fully alive when approaching a new challenge. 

Each time you use it, the world will appear more full of possibilities 

and your contribution to it more apparent. It will energize the innate 

desire you have to make a difference, and it will help you find your 

way around dark corners guided by someone else’s brightness.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

KEY CONCEPTS OF THIS CHAPTER GUIDELINES

Thinking talents are your innate ways 

of thinking. They help you understand 

your own potential and learn to rec-

ognize and connect with the gifts of 

others.

To create breakthrough thinking, con-

sider how you can engage the most 

energized talent of each person in 

your group, including yourself. Know-

ing your thinking talents will give you 

energy, help you excel at work, and 

prevent burnout. 

Three forces can prevent you from 

recognizing your thinking talents:

•  Deficit-oriented culture

•  Parental influence

•  They are invisible to us

Using the tools in this chapter, iden-

tify your five or six predominant 

thinking talents by what makes you 

feel energized and grows your excel-

lence. 

To recognize your thinking talents: 

•  Track what is right with you.

•  Notice societal and parental in-

fluences that steer you away 

from your natural gifts. 

•  Consider the innate talents you 

may not have developed yet.

Shadow attributes are thinking tal-

ents disguised as deficits. Awareness 

can transform a shadow attribute into 

a thinking talent.

Identify shadow attributes in familiar 

behaviors to help you uncover and 

develop the thinking talents beneath 

them. Transform a shadow attribute 

into a talent by naming it, containing 

it, and aiming it.

Each of the thinking talents is cate-

gorized into one of four cognitive 

styles.

Organize your thinking talents into 

their cognitive styles (analytic, proce-

dural, relational, innovative) to best 

leverage them.

Identify the blind spots revealed by 

your thinking talents to identify 

where you need support.

Form thinking partnerships with 

those whose strengths complement 

your blind spots. 
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