Options or Procedures
A metaprogramme that I think is particularly
useful and relevant for most of us is to look at
the difference between people with a
‘procedures’ preference and an ‘options’
preference. This relates to how you go about
doing a job.
Someone with an options preference likes to
experiment with different ways of doing a job.
They won’t always do it exactly the same way;
they’ll vary things to see if they can get different
results, to see what works best and so on.
Someone with this preference is likely to find it
quite hard to follow an exact process that
someone else has specified.
By contrast, someone with a procedures
preference works on the principle that there is a
best way or a right way to do something. They
want to know what the best way is and then they
will always do it that way. I’m sure you can
imagine that people with those opposite
preferences can drive each other crazy!
It’s also sometimes a source of tension in a
relationship between a manager and members of
their team. When you give a task to someone
with an ‘options’ preference they usually respond
best if they’re told, ‘This is the end result: you
work out how to make it happen.’ That’s great if
you’ve got an ‘options’ preference because you
can experiment a bit, but for somebody with a
‘procedures’ preference it might feel as if they’re
not being given the whole story. They might
really want to know exactly the best way to do
the job, so they can do it that way.
I had an example of an ‘options’ boss who had a
‘procedures’ member of staff and the boss kept
saying to me, ‘It really irritates me because every
other member of the team is quite happy when I
tell them the end result I want and they just go

away and work out and make it happen. But this
one person keeps coming and asking me, “How
do you want me to do it?”’ and she said, ‘I’m
beginning to think that maybe this person isn’t up
to the job.’ But then, when we looked at the
metaprogramme differences it became apparent
that it wasn’t that the person wasn’t up to the
job, the real difference was just that the
‘procedures’ person had an assumption that the
boss knew the best way to do the task and just
wasn’t sharing it.
Of course, which of these is the more suitable
preference will vary from role to role. I’m sure
you can imagine that in some jobs having a
preference for ‘procedures’ is really helpful,
especially where there are legal procedures that
have to be undertaken and certain things have to
be done in a particular way every time.
Somebody with an ‘options’ preference might find
that overly restrictive and might get rather bored.
However, if you are looking for continuous
improvement, somebody with an ‘options’
preference, who is willing to experiment a bit and
look for ways to improve things, albeit in small
ways, would be a really good person to have. So
again, both of these preferences have their place,
they’re both useful in different circumstances, but
they can also both have a downside.
The reason I think this is important is that it
accounts for some of the differences in the way
that people approach tasks. It also accounts for
the differences in the way that people talk about
what they’re doing. If you asked two people, one
with each of these preferences, ‘How is your
project going?’ the ‘options’ person will probably
just say, ‘Oh, it’s fine. We’re on track, we’re
working on this at the moment and everything is
going well.’
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On the other hand, the person with the
‘procedures’ preference represents things in their
mind in a way that they see the whole process.
So they’ll start at the beginning and they’ll tell you
everything that’s happened up to today so that
you can understand why they’re saying that
everything’s okay today. For them, it would seem
like incomplete information if they just told you
the end result, so they have to give you the
beginning and paint the whole picture.
Similarly, if they were on the receiving end of just,
‘Yes, everything’s fine,’ the person with the
‘procedures’ preference could get quite
frustrated because they might feel as if you’re not
telling them everything that they need to know.
The next time somebody starts right back at the
beginning of the story and tells you everything
that they think you need to know, just bear with
them because it isn’t that they’re doing it to bore
you, it’s just that for their process inside their
mind, they need to do that. That’s how they
know that they’ve told you everything that
matters.
If you manage people, it can be very helpful to
understand the preferences of each person in
your team for options or procedures. It will help
you to decide how to allocate work and what to
expect when you ask for a progress report. It
will also help you to adapt your own
communications to connect with your team
members’ individual ways of thinking
(excerpt from ‘Introducing NLP for Work, the Practical Guide’ by
Dianne Lowther, published by Icon Books on 5th April 2012)
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