
 

 

Activity Sheet: How to flexibly position your thinking 
 
One way to increase cognitive flexibility is to be able to move between first, second and third 
positions. Taking these perspectives means paying attention in very different ways.   

• In first position (I), your attention is focused on your own subjective experience; 
• In second position (You), your attention is focused on how another person views the 

world (including how they view you); 
• In third position (We), your attention is focused on neutral observation. 
 
 

 
 
First position  

In first position, you experience the world through your own eyes. First position focuses your 
attention on your inner experience, on how you think and feel about your ideas and 
experiences. From first position, you focus on you.   

First position relies on language that refers things back to you, for example,  ‘I feel… ’, ‘I think… ’, 
‘My opinion about that is… ’, ‘You are wrong about that… ’, ‘What I would do in that situation is…’. 

Operating predominately from first position restricts your ability to form relationships. You 
focus on what matters to you to the exclusion of what matters to others. Being in first 
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position reduces your ability to understand others. You rely on your perceptions of another in 
your engagement. It may or may not be accurate. 

Someone who spends most of their time in first position is generally seen as egotistical or 
insensitive. 

Second position  
Second position is essential in building and maintaining relationships. It represents empathy, 
‘putting yourself in another’s shoes’. From second position, you understand how someone 
else experiences the world and how they experience you. You check your assumptions about 
what the person is thinking and feeling.  

From second position you use language that refers things to the other person, for example, ‘I 
notice you are… ’, ‘I hear you say… ’, ‘That seems to suggest you are… ’, ‘I don’t know if this is 
right, but you seem… ’. 

Operating predominately in second position means that you spend too much time paying 
attention to others and you may lose your self.  

Someone stuck in second position is generally seen as a caretaker or rescuer. 

Third position 
From third position you experience the situation as an external, neutral observer – even if you 
are a participant. You watch what happens. You understand it without experiencing the 
direct emotions of those involved (including yourself).  

In third position you use language that is impersonal, such as ‘It seems that…’, ‘We might 
assume…’, ‘People sometimes…’. 

Operating predominately in third position means that you develop only superficial 
relationships. You lose your own sense of self. 

Someone stuck in third position is generally seen as detached, impersonal and cold. 

Imagine if someone shouts at you or is angry with you. If you respond in first position you 
take it personally. You respond with your emotions and may feel overwhelmed or shout back. 
Either is unlikely to be the best response. First position is the least helpful to manage 
relational or emotional situations. 

If you respond in second position you are likely to notice the other’s anger or distress. 
Locating the emotion in them helps you to avoid reacting to it. You maintain your calm and 
engage without matching the emotion. You might respond by naming the anger. You might 
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suggest ways to have a discussion to resolve the issue. Second position is the most helpful 
position in this instance. 

If you respond in third position, you are likely to observe the emotion. You will comment on 
the dynamics of your interaction. You may say something like ‘It seems that you are quite 
upset with this. Each time we raise this issue, it seems to end up in an emotional shouting 
match. What do we need to change?’ Taking this position will be most helpful if it follows a 
response that creates empathy.  

Overall, your attention is divided amongst the three positions.  

Being aware of how you control your attention allows you to organise it to achieve the 
outcomes you seek.  

As a leader, first position should receive the least amount of your attention – about 15% – as 
you focus less on you. Your job is to get the work done through others. About half of your 
attention is focused in second position. This allows you to monitor the people with whom you 
relate and to deal with issues as they arise. About 35% of your attention is in third position.  
You need to maintain perspective on the interactions around you, to manage ideas and 
information and to manage the situation. 

When you are actively coaching, you may find that second position takes a greater 
percentage of your attention – maybe as high as 75% – with first position back to 5% to 10%, 
and third at about 10% to 15%. 

Consider how much of your time you spend in each of first, second and third 
positions.  
 
How much do you spend in each? Where do you spend most of your time? 
 
 
 
 

 
How flexibly do you move between those three positions? 
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How might you increase the time you spend in second position, so that it is about 50% of 
your time? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Consider your team members. How do you believe they spend their time?  

 
 
 
 
 

 
What might you be able to do to help them increase their flexibility, where that seems 
appropriate?  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 


