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Preface To The Box Set

This box set collects all eight volumes in the Practical NLP series:

Practical NLP: How To Use NLP Principles To Improve Your Life And Work, 
Even If  You're Not NLP Trained
Practical NLP 2: Language
Practical NLP 3: Sensory Acuity And Rapport
Practical NLP 4: Submodalities And Anchoring
Practical NLP 5: Strategies
Practical NLP 6: Parts, Frames, And Reframing
Practical NLP 7: Business And Leadership
Practical NLP 8: Goals, Values, And Timelines

These books originally grew out of the script for an audio pre-study package for 

an NLP Practitioner training, which then became the first 78 episodes of the 

Practical NLP Podcast (nlppod.com).

Although the material in these books covers the whole NLP Practitioner 

syllabus, I need to emphasise that reading books, even very good ones, about 

NLP will not make you an NLP Practitioner. There is no substitute for a decent 

face-to-face NLP Practitioner training, where you can practice with a variety of 

people and get feedback from a trainer or trainers who know what they are 

doing.

What these books can do is give you an understanding of the principles that 

underpin NLP and how to apply them, along with a huge number of exercises 

and techniques to try out that will help you get results in your life and work. 

The more effort you put into trying out the methods in these books, noticing the 

results you get, and refining what you do based on those results, the more you 

will get from them.

Andy Smith
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VOLUME ONE

Practical NLP: How To Use NLP Principles To Improve 

Your Life And Work, Even If You're Not NLP Trained
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Introduction

"First, you know, a new theory is attacked as absurd; then it is admitted to be 
true, but obvious and insignificant; finally it is seen to be so important that its 

adversaries claim that they themselves discovered it."
- William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of 

Thinking (1907)

What this book is not about
This book is not about how to learn NLP, since it's generally agreed that to get 

anywhere near mastering the skills of NLP so you can use them successfully to 

help yourself or other people, you need to attend a reasonably lengthy live 

training course that allows for lots of practice and gives you continual feedback 

from someone who knows what they are doing. 

What this book is about
Rather, this book is about how you can apply the principles or 'presuppositions' 

of NLP ('presuppositions' just means the basic ideas that you have to assume or 

'presuppose' to be true in order to be able to use NLP and make it work for you). 

This is something that you can learn from a book, as long as you take the time 

to actually try out the practical exercises in each section.

Calling these ideas 'principles of NLP' might be taken to imply that they are 

actually true, or that they are some kind of belief system that you are expected 

to take on trust, but that's not the intention. 

In NLP we're not concerned about making generalisations about what is true 

or not; rather, we're concerned with what works and what is useful. We're not 

asking you to believe these presuppositions as articles of faith; we're asking you 

to act as if they are true in order to make NLP work for you, and very soon 

you'll start generating your own evidence that they work. 

Why a book about principles?
Here's the big question: why write (or read) a book on just the principles of 

NLP, that doesn't go into the details of specific techniques, models, and 
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specialist terms that you see in so many NLP books? 

On the many NLP courses that I've attended, assisted on, or run as a trainer, 

I've noticed time and again that many of the biggest breakthroughs for the 

participants ('lightbulb moments', 'aha moments', call them what you will) 

happen early on in the course, before people have really learned any 'NLP 

techniques', just from understanding the NLP presuppositions and how life 

looks different in the light of them.

I've had participants on my NLP Practitioner courses tell me that applying 

maybe just one of these presuppositions has made a massive positive difference 

in their lives. Maybe you will have the same experience.

So are these principles true or not?
In their early seminars Richard Bandler and John Grinder, the originators of 

NLP, used to say 'Everything we're about to tell you is a lie' - which usually got 

people's attention. The thing is, anything that any trainer tells you will be a lie to 

the extent that they are making generalisations, because you can always find an 

exception somewhere. The real question is not 'Are these statements true?' but 

'Are they useful?'

Why isn't there one definitive list of NLP presuppositions?
In every book you read about NLP, you'll find a slightly different list of these 

presuppositions - they're all saying the same thing in different ways. The reason 

you get differing formulations is perhaps because as far as I know, Bandler and 

Grinder didn't set down all of them, so there hasn't been a definitive set handed 

down by the originators of NLP. Some versions of the presuppositions were set 

down by people they trained and worked with, such as Robert Dilts. And, of 

course, every NLP trainer wants to get the presuppositions across in the way 

that will work for their students, so you find many slightly different versions - 

all expressing the same basic ideas.

About the term 'presupposition' in NLP
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I should point out that the word 'presupposition' also has a broader meaning in 

NLP, covering anything that's presupposed in a question or statement. For 

example, in the classic sales closing question 'Would you like to pay by cash or 

card?' presupposes that you are going to buy, even though it doesn't explicitly 

say that. If you go for either of the two choices on offer, 'cash' or 'card', you've 

already accepted the presupposition. 

With NLP we can become more aware of this kind of presupposition in our 

own language so we can become better communicators. We can also become 

more aware of them in other people's language, so they can't manipulate us so 

easily.

Why these principles are useful
Returning to presuppositions in the 'principles of NLP' sense, the useful thing 

about them is that you can use them to make your life better without any formal 

training or skills in NLP.

Obviously you will get even better results if you do get some training and 

develop some skills, but acting 'as if' the principles are true will still help you. 

This is because the principles are an attitude and a way of looking at the world 

that you can regard as a set of instructions for success.

The version of the NLP presuppositions that I've found works best is 

something I've adapted from a slightly longer set by Richard Bolstad, a great 

NLP trainer from New Zealand. To make them easier to remember, Richard 

grouped them into presuppositions about people, and presuppositions about 

communication and making changes or assisting others with change. In our 

adaptation there are six presuppositions in each category. Let's start with 

presuppositions about people.
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Principles About People
"Trust yourself, then you will know how to live."

- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749 - 1832)

"The universe is change; our life is what our thoughts make it."
- Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (121 - 180), Meditations

"The mind is its own place, and in it self
Can make a Heav'n of Hell, a Hell of Heav'n."

-John Milton (1608 - 1674), Paradise Lost

"If you could kick the person in the pants responsible for most of your trouble, 
you wouldn't sit for a month."

Theodore Roosevelt, US President 1901-1909
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"The Map Is Not The Territory"

This is the single most important presupposition of NLP, and the one that many 

of the other presuppositions spring from. What it comes down to is this: people 

respond and make choices based not on absolute reality, but according to how 

they perceive the world. 

Mental filters
Our conscious awareness has a limited number of 'chunks of attention' (around 

7, many people say, citing the psychologist George Miller's famous paper The 
Magical Number 7±2, but in practice it's probably more like 3 or 4).

So in order to make sense of the huge amount of information that our senses 

take in each moment from the world around us, we unconsciously filter it.

We have to do this filtering. If we didn't, our brains would be overloaded 

and the world would appear as a blooming, buzzing riot of smells, feelings and 

colours, just as it must appear to a new-born baby.

Here are some of the filtering processes that our brain uses to protect us:

Deletion
We just don't notice certain things, especially if we are not interested in them. 

So in every situation, there is more going on than you realise. Most of the 

information we delete may be irrelevant, but sometimes we overlook things that 

would help us if we noticed them.

In fact, one of the ways that psychedelic drugs like mescaline or LSD work 

is that, in Aldous Huxley's phrase, they open "The Doors of Perception" - in 

other words, they take away the filters that are normally in place. So if you have 

that familiar image from the sixties of a hippy who's taken LSD, sitting for 

hours staring at a leaf, going "Oh wow…" it's not so much that the acid is 

making him hallucinate things on the leaf, it's more that the information from 

the leaf that we normally filter out is allowed through, and there's more than 

enough sensory information from just one leaf to occupy the brain for hours. 

So in normal life, our brains have to perform this Deletion. If they didn't, we 
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would just be overwhelmed by information, and we would never get round to 

doing anything. If we didn't filter incoming information, we wouldn't be able to 

process it fast enough to do simple things like crossing a road - we'd still be 

standing there hours later, as small animals come up and start nibbling us. So 

Deletion is an essential process to survival - but sometimes, we delete things 

that it would actually be useful to notice, and that can cause problems.

Distortion
Psychologists have identified various 'cognitive biases' that distort our view of 

the world:

Confirmation Bias - we pay more attention to evidence that supports our 

beliefs, and downplay or ignore evidence that doesn't.

The Bandwagon Effect - we are more likely to do or believe something 

when we see many other people doing or believing it.

Illusion of Control - we believe we can control or influence outcomes, even 

when we can't.

The Halo Effect - if we like one quality or trait of a person or thing, we tend 

to view their other qualities or traits more favourably.

Generalisation
We look for commonality and predictability. What we expect to happen is 

influenced by our perceptions of previous events. For example, gamblers and 

stock market investors tend to see a 'winning streak' after three good results, 

even though 'streaks' are a natural feature of any random sequence (see 'The 

Rule of Three' on the British Psychological Society's Research Digest blog).

What's Important about a map
Usually, these 'cognitive shortcuts' work in our favour. Thinking is time-

consuming, and expensive in energy terms. If we had to think every single thing 

we did through from first principles, we would be unable to act at all.

But sometimes, these shortcuts work against us - we miss relevant 
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information, jump to conclusions, or view people through a lens of prejudice.

The result of our knowledge being 'filtered' is that we end up with an 

internal representation of the world around us that bears the same relationship to 

reality as a map does to the territory that it depicts. I can't emphasise strongly 

enough - this internal representation is all we know. By the time we become 

aware of information coming in from the world around us, the information has 

already been through our filters. 

So the world we perceive is not reality - it's our filtered representation of 

reality. Now you might say that therefore everything is an illusion, and reality is 

hidden from us, since what we see is not the absolute truth. 

Here's the thing: with a map, it doesn't matter if it's true - it matters if it's 

useful. Think about all the different kinds of map there are: road maps, street A-

Zs, relief maps, maps showing population density, weather patterns, languages 

spoken, geology, which religions are practiced in which areas, animal 

migrations, temperature bands... Are any of these maps absolutely true? No - but 

some of them are more useful than others, depending on how closely they 

correspond to the territory they depict, and on what you want to accomplish 

with them... as people have found out in the past.

The Kingdom Of The Mapmakers
There was once a kingdom renowned for the excellence of its mapmakers. Such 
was the accuracy, detail and beauty of their maps that each time you looked at 
one you would discover something new.

One day the Guild of Cartographers came to the king and presented their 
proposal for the ultimate map of the kingdom - a map that would show not only 
rivers and towns, political boundaries and forests, but heights above sea level, 
languages spoken, geological composition of the earth, animal and plant 
species, prevailing winds, predominant religions, rainfall levels, trades and 
industries, average temperatures, the migrations of birds…

The king, appreciative of their skill and knowledge, and mindful of how the 
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map would secure the prestige of the kingdom, gave them a huge chest of gold 
to fund the project.

Some centuries later (for the project took longer than expected, as the 
inevitable changes in the kingdom had to be redrawn into the map), the 
descendants of the Cartographers' Guild came to the then king, a distant 
descendant of the first one, with their finished map.

"Right," said the king, "unroll it on the banqueting table and let's have a 
look."

"Sorry sire," said the mapmakers, "in order to accommodate all the detail 
we've had to make it a very large-scale map, and it's too big to unroll on the 
table."

"Fine," said the king, "you courtiers move the table out of the way and we'll 
unroll it on the throne room floor."

"I am afraid, sire," said the head of the Cartographer's Guild, "to show all 
of the parish boundaries, family ties, varieties of fruit grown, and mineral 
deposits - not to mention the one-way streets and the historic monuments - we've 
had to make it on too large a scale for the throne room to accommodate it."

"Right," said the king, beginning to get a little tetchy, "we'll clear the 
soldiers from the parade ground outside and they can unroll it."

"Sire, we had to make it on a very big scale to accurately capture all the 
detail - I'm afraid there will not be sufficient room on the parade ground."

"Well what scale is it man?" roared the king. "One in a thousand, one in five 
hundred, what?"

"Errm… In order to accommodate all the detail, we had to make it… one to 
one scale, sire."

… and to this day, if you visit the desert where the kingdom used to be, you 
can still see tattered scraps of the ultimate map blowing in the desolate breeze.

If that story seems vaguely familiar, I'll confess right now that it's inspired 

by Jorge Luis Borges' story On Exactitude in Science. If you haven't read any 

Borges up till now, I strongly recommend that you do - his stories are thought-
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provoking and they're really short, usually just a few pages. That one is just one 

paragraph long.

Implications Of The Map Not Being The Territory
What you experience is not reality. By the time you become aware of 

experiencing something, it's already been filtered. So your 'reality', as you are 

experiencing it right now, is subject to the deletions, distortions and 

generalisations of your filters.

A good map is one that is useful. Since all maps leave out information, the 

real issue is not "Is this map true?" but "Is this map useful?" A map is useful to 

the extent that it helps you accomplish what you want to do; if you're assessing 

where floods might occur, a rainfall map may be what you want, but if you want 

to get to a particular place, you're going to need a road map. In either case 

you're going to want a map that corresponds to the territory and doesn't lead you 

astray.

Yours is not the only truth. Each person has a different viewpoint. They will 

notice things that you have missed, and vice versa. Their view of 'reality' is as 

valid to them as yours is to you. People who believe that everyone sees the 

world in the same way that they do are setting themselves up for constant 

bewilderment; people who believe that others should see the world as they do 

are setting themselves up for constant disappointment.

People's actions make sense from their map, which we can never fully know 

or understand. Often their actions would seem crazy or wrong when judged in 

the context of our map - so when coaching or communicating with them, 

suspend judgment.

Since we all have different maps, no one map is more "real" or "true" than 

another - although some maps may be more useful in terms of helping you to 

find your way round the world.

People get into difficulties if they lose that map/territory distinction and start 

to confuse their perception with reality. It's as if they've gone into a restaurant, 
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looked at the menu and thought "That looks tasty" - and then started to eat the 

menu! So - another NLP saying - don't eat the menu.

Linked to that map/territory confusion is another trap that people sometimes 

fall into: assuming that everyone else has the same map as them. People make 

choices which make sense according to their own maps of the world. If you are 

operating from a different map, sometimes those choices won't make sense to 

you, and vice versa. If someone thinks that everyone shares their map, they are 

bound to be puzzled by or disappointed in other people quite a lot of the time.

And even if people intellectually recognise that their map is not the absolute 

truth, and that other people have different maps, they can still create a lot of 

trouble for themselves if they believe that other people 'should' have the same 

map.

Practical Ways To Make This Principle Work For You

1. See other people's point of view
When you have a disagreement with someone, or you just don't understand why 

they have done something, put yourself in their shoes and look at the world, and 

yourself, from their point of view. Aim to adopt their map rather than just 

thinking 'What would I do in that situation?' You will get better-quality 

information if you match their 'physiology' (the term often used in NLP for 

general stance and body language) - so to match someone's physiology, stand as 

they stand, breathe as they breathe, move at the same speed that they do, and so 

on.

To avoid the cognitive error of 'mind-reading', which is where people talk 

and act as if they know for sure what someone else is thinking or feeling, 

remember that the intuitions you get from this exercise are just a guess about 

what the other person is thinking and feeling. Always check out your intuitions 

against what the person actually does.

2. To influence someone, start from their map of the world
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When you want to persuade someone to change their mind, don't expect them to 

jump straight to your map. Why would anyone want to do that? Instead, start 

from a position that makes sense to them and is compatible with their values 

and beliefs, and build bridges to the place you want the person to get to.

Think of someone you have been trying to influence or change their mind, 

without much success so far. Which of their values or beliefs could have been 

getting in the way of the change you want them to make? And which of their 

values or beliefs might help move them towards where you want them to be?

3. Explore the boundaries of your map
Where are the limits of your map? What do you feel you can't do, or that you 

don't deserve? The areas in your life that are not going as well as you would like 

may indicate that your map could do with some tweaks. So:

a. where you have a belief that is holding you back or not serving you - like 

some people stop themselves from exercising because they believe they are no 

good at sport - actively look for examples where that belief is not true

b. where you tend to make generalisations, actively look for counter-

examples. There are always going to be exceptions to any generalisation… 

including this one.

c. when you think you can't do something that you would like to do, ask 

yourself "What would happen if I did?"

Which leads us to the next presupposition:
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All Behaviour Is The Best Choice Currently Available

So if people have their own internal representations or maps of the world, and 

they make choices according to those maps and not to reality, it follows that the 

choices they make are going to be the ones that make the most sense in their 

map. These are the best choices available to them. There may have been other 

choices they could make, but if those choices weren't in their map, they won't 

even see them.

Notice that this presupposition doesn't say that the choices you make are 

objectively the best choice, or the one you would have picked if you had the 

benefit of hindsight.

This idea has a couple of interesting implications. Firstly, if you did 

something in the past that you now regret, that means you have learned 

something from it - if you would now act differently in the same situation. You 

were doing the best you could with the resources available to you at that time; 

now, with your enriched and expanded map, you would act differently. So 

there's no point beating yourself up about your past decision; the important 

thing is to learn from your mistakes so you do better next time.

Of course, you are still responsible for your actions. So you still have a 

responsibility to continue to enrich and improve your map, so that you increase 

your ability to make better choices.

If you've ever given up smoking multiple times, or continued to overeat at 

the same time as wanting to be slimmer and fitter, or put off preparing for an 

important presentation or work project even though you actually want to get it 

done, you may have wondered "If all behaviour is the best choice currently 

available, why do I still do things that aren't good for me?"

These kinds of problem behaviours might be unwanted habits like smoking 

or overeating, or inappropriate emotional responses like excessive outbursts of 

anger, or persistent unfounded anxiety. How can that problem behaviour be the 

best choice available?

The answer is that the problem behaviour or habit is the best choice the 
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person has been able to find so far; there's some kind of benefit or payoff to the 

behaviour that they wouldn't get if they stopped. This applies just as much to 

organisational change as it does to individual change.

Sometimes it's as if a part of the mind that sees the world differently from 

conscious awareness, with different filters and different values, is responsible 

for a problem behaviour, and keeps the person doing the behaviour, and even 

though consciously they would like to stop, they don't. Anyone who has given 

up smoking multiple times will know what I mean.

Secondly, if behaviour is the best choice currently available, that means that 

other people are doing the best they are able to as well. It's harder to hate or 

despise other people, and easier to feel compassion for them, when you 

remember that just like you, they are doing the best that they can given the way 

that they see the world.

Another way you often see this NLP presupposition stated is "There is a 

positive intention behind every behaviour" - 'positive' in the sense that it's trying 

to achieve something or get some benefit for that person, not necessarily for 

anyone else. When you want to change behaviour like this you need to separate 

the intention - which is positive - from the behaviour, which may well have 

'negative' or damaging results.

Practical Ways To Make This Principle Work For You

1. What have you learned?
If there's something you did in the past that you regret - what would you do 

differently if that happened next time? What positive lessons have you learned 

from it? 

If there is any emotional pain, or guilt, still attached to the memory, that 

means there is still something to be learned. So, when the time is right, ask 

yourself "Now what do I need to learn from that event in order to let go of that 

emotion and move beyond it?" Shine the light of your attention on to what you 

would do differently now. Take your mental image of the positive lessons 
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you've learned and the ways in which you would behave differently and make it 

big, bright and clear. Now any time you remember that event, you can also see 

the valuable lessons you've learned and how you will act differently.

2. What is the positive intention of the problem?
If you've been doing some habit that you want to change, like smoking or 

overeating, or if you have something like a critical inner voice, or if you have 

any sort of problem that hasn't been easy to solve - and you may find this even 

works for health problems in some cases - suppose for a moment that there's a 

positive intention behind it.

Of course, the results may not be positive for you, but just for a moment 

suppose that there is a positive intention behind the problem, or that there's a 

payoff or benefit in some sense that the problem or habit is trying to give you.

So what is that problem or habit trying to do for you, as well as it currently 

knows how? Take a moment to think about it. How else could you get that 

benefit, once you let go of that habit or problem? Maybe you can think of three 

or four possible ways to get a similar benefit - or better - without the negative 

effects of the problem or habit.

3. Apply the principle to other people as well
This will be a big one for some readers, but "all behaviour is the best choice 

currently available" applies to other people as well. So when other people do 

things you don't like, even the worst things, they are doing it because it seems to 

them, with their map of the world, like the best choice available.

Getting angry about what other people do, if the anger doesn't spur you to 

take action to resolve the conflict or get them to change what they're doing, only 

affects you. Especially if the reason you're getting angry is because they 'should' 

be doing something else, according to your map and your values. 

So if there's someone out there who you really dislike - it could be a 

neighbour, or a public figure, or a close family member - try this exercise:

a) Think of that person - see them in your mind's eye. Notice how you feel, 
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without getting sucked into the feeling. Observe the feeling from a distance, 

knowing that it will pass like every other thought and feeling. 

b) Briefly put yourself in that person's shoes, having had their upbringing, 

seeing the world as they see it.

c) Now come back to yourself and look at that person again, and say to 

yourself: "Just like me, they are doing the best they can." Notice any changes in 

how you feel. And bring everything that you've learned back with you as you 

come back to normal awareness.


