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Context 
My Book, The Rainbow Onion, was published in July 2020, and it became an Amazon 

best-seller.  It's about the Transformative Power of Color Thinking. And what is color 

thinking, you ask? Well, I’ll tell you in a few pages. 

It didn’t take very long for me to realize that I had more to say.  

I wanted to give specific examples of Color Thinking in day-to-day life, and in our 

historical context. I also was doing a lot of Leadership Coaching, and using Color 

Thinking in my practice, so I wanted to share what I learned. I decided to embed some 

of these topics in my weekly blog.  

And now, I’ve created this e-Book to collect some of the key points in Color Thinking. 

This is the second eBook, focused on Leadership. I’m including the first three chapters 

from the book here, because they explain what Color Thinking is, and how it came to 

be.  

The Next section is a collection of blogs written specifically on the topic of how Color 

Thinking applies to leadership, and I investigate how specific colors represent leadership 

attributes.  

Finally, I included a few bonus blogs that don’t specifically apply to Color Thinking, but 

they sure apply to leadership! 

I hope you enjoy this short eBook and the colorful journey! 

 

p.s. if you want a copy of the first eBook, a collection of writings on Color Thinking 
applied to daily life, you can get it here: 
https://mailchi.mp/maggiehuffman.com/everyday 
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Part One 

What Is This Color Thinking Stuff? 
“A book is a dream that you hold in your hand.” 

Neil Gaiman 

I chose the quote above because you hold The Rainbow Onion in your hand. I believe 

you chose this book because you have a dream. Whatever your dream is, there is a good 

chance Color Thinking will help you realize it. But you have questions, right? Let’s get 

you some answers! 

The purpose of The Rainbow Onion is to take you on a journey of transformation, which 

means there will be stuff for you to do. This book is chewy. That means you’ll read a 

chunk and chew on it—put the book down, think a little, write a bit, do some stuff, and 

come back to bite off another chunk. How big are the bites? How fast will you chew? All 

up to you, my friend. 

Q&A 

I bet you’re wondering about all the basics—who, what, when, where, and why. I would 

be, because I’m naturally curious, but also because I’m wired to be a questioner. I like to 

establish a few facts before I invest effort in exploring something new. Let me take a stab 

at some Q&As right up front. 

Why Color? 

People love color. It’s an integral part of the sense of sight. It’s made of light. 

Pretty much everyone has a relationship with color. We are surrounded by color. Most 

of us have a favorite color or two or three; and a color or two we detest. Colors can evoke 

emotions and memories. Colors can surprise us with their intensity. Some colors are 

calming and soothe us, while some colors repel us. 
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Color is also a language—a profound language. As with any language, there are nuances 

and dialects and differences. Throughout history, humans have used color to 

communicate. We have given colors all kinds of meanings: Spiritual, symbolic, personal, 

emotional, and more. 

This language of color is very complex. There is no single meaning associated with any 

one color. There are levels and layers to our usage and understanding of the language 

of color, as with any language. 

We can use this color information to engineer our own personal transformations. 

How Did Color Thinking and The Rainbow Onion Come to Be? 

I have always always always loved color and light. I collect colors, especially the vibrant 

ones. I am as distracted by a bright color as my dog is by a squirrel. I love to be 

surrounded by light and crystals and any kind of refracting or reflecting surfaces because 

I love the spectrum of color as much as I love any individual color. I believe the answer 

to the question “more glitter?” is always “yes,” because glitter is color and light! 

My favorite color is purple, and it always has been—in pretty much any shade or hue—

though for a very long time I didn’t understand why. Now I do. 

When I got a job working in the art department for a calendar and greeting card 

company, I was in heaven, because in that job I learned so much about color theory and 

communicating intentionally with color. I also got to play with the best art toys. And I 

got paid! I mixed my own colors when I painted, so I could understand how they were 

made and their relationships to each other. 

I moved on to do a lot of other things professionally, which I’ll refer to at times, but I’m 

not going to bore you with listing all of those. Let’s just skip over many years and say my 

careers have created a colorful patchwork quilt of experiences. But my nerdy love of 

colors does have a purpose in this story, so let’s get back to it. 

About fifteen years ago, I had my first Aura-Soma session. I’m going to reserve the details 

for when I tell more of that story in a couple of pages, but it was my introduction to color 

as a tool for self-understanding and as a healing modality. I realized then that I wanted 
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to become a healer in some capacity. 

I completed a lot of trainings and certifications. I became an Aura-Soma Practitioner. I 

became an Integrative Health Coach. I became a certified Life Coach. I earned a second 

Master’s degree. I was in the middle of becoming a certified Master Life Coach when I 

said, “Enough!” (Actually, I had to be told, which is a story for another time! And I had 

some other issues with the school, but that, too, is another story.) 

I started playing with Color Thinking. I started using specific colors with my individual 

clients and in my master coaching group, and the results were amazing. I realized I had 

access to all the things I needed to bring a color system together and share it. The 

Rainbow Onion was born. It started out as a set of tools, but very quickly showed up as 

much more. Color Thinking is a process for personal transformation, with a whole lot of 

built-in support. 

For me, writing this book and introducing The Rainbow Onion to the world as a system 

for Color Thinking is a calling. Everything has been leading up to this. 

What Does The Rainbow Onion Mean? 

Life, life coaching, and any kind of transformation are like onions. Just when you think 

you’ve mastered something, another layer appears. And every time you peel down to a 

new layer, the next layer is fresh and intense. Very often, there are tears, because of the 

intensity of the experience. 

Rainbows appear when the sun (light) comes out after the cleansing rain (like tears). 

Rainbows include all the colors; so rainbows are a sign of diversity and acceptance. 

Rainbows symbolize the promise of hope and trust. Rainbows are a sign of 

transformation. 

Throughout time, groups of people have chosen the rainbow as their symbol precisely 

because of everything the spectrum of colors represents. In the Judeo-Christian 

tradition, rainbows represent God’s promise. In the 1960s, a rainbow flag stood for world 

peace. Today, it is a symbol of acceptance and pride for the LGBTQ+ community. In the 

spring of 2020, during the Covid-19 lockdown in Italy, the rainbow was adopted as a 
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symbol that everything would be alright, “andra tutto bene.” 

Also, onions make almost anything taste better. 

I chose the name The Rainbow Onion for this system for all of the above reasons. 

Who Is This For? 

The Rainbow Onion program is for anyone who wants help with a personal 

transformation or change, confirmation of being on the right path, or support for staying 

on that path. All that’s required is an open mind, an open heart, and a willingness to be 

honest with yourself. Transformation doesn’t have to be hard! 

You don’t have to be super woo-woo or New Age, but it doesn’t hurt. The Rainbow 

Onion program doesn’t replace any religion or science or therapeutic beliefs or school 

of thought. You can totally pick the parts of the program you want to use because there’s 

no one-size-fits-all anything. There are no rules, only hints and guidelines. You don’t have 

to give up anything or go it alone. In fact, The Rainbow Onion is better with friends. 

Whether you treat The Rainbow Onion as a bunch of concepts, some stories, a program, 

a practice, or whatever else, it helps you access your own creativity. You open yourself 

to layers of meaning and understanding. You connect more deeply to the world around 

you, as you see and feel connections. You access a whole lot more support than you 

might have guessed was out there for you. 

And, Finally, Why Now? 

I believe we are at a unique point in history. We have never been so polarized, so divided 

as we are today. There is an epidemic of binary thinking, of reducing things to black or 

white, good or bad, right or wrong. 

There is also a literal pandemic going on as I write this. As humans, we have had a variety 

of responses. I can’t begin to guess how it will unfold, but I do know this: The world 

needs healing. The world needs less pain. 

We can start by transforming our own lives to become the best versions of ourselves. 

The world needs us to be our best. I believe in the ripple effect. That’s how we make a 



 
 

8 

better world. 

I guess I’m being called—right now—to toss a colorful onion into the pot and see how 

big a splash it will make. 

How and Why to Use This Book 

When I first started writing books, I learned there are books called “airplane reads”. They 

are crafted to be short and simple enough to read and digest on a cross-country flight, 

so read in four to five hours. Short, simple, concise, and focused are all qualities to be 

admired. This book ain’t that. Sure, you might be able to skim through it on a long flight 

if you’re a fast reader, but you won’t digest the book in that amount of time. 

I could tell you that you must read the book cover to cover, but we both know I can’t 

make you do anything. So why don’t I give you a few suggestions on how to use this 

book based on what YOU hope to get out of it. Now, there’s a novel approach, right? 

(Okay, okay. I know this doesn’t count as a novel.) 

Why were you attracted to this book? 

Were you attracted because you want some kind of healing or transformation, and you 

intuitively know color can help? Because you are craving color? Because you were 

mysteriously drawn? Or maybe you accidentally found the book, but now the idea of 

using color is pretty interesting. If any of those reasons fit, I suggest you go all in. Read 

the book and work the exercises as you go. Read a chapter, then pause to do the exercise 

at the end before you move on to the next chapter. Let the process unfold in layers. 

Did you see the name of the book and become curious? Does anything about color 

pique your curiosity? Awesome. You probably want to read and maybe dabble with the 

exercises. Ideally, you’d read the book from cover to cover, absolutely enthralled. But I 

know—life happens. Shiny objects really do happen. 

I suggest reading Part 1 to get a feel for what Color Thinking is all about. See if you can 

apply it to something important to you now. Do as much or as little as you want now. 

You’ll be back. You’ll see. 
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Are you fascinated by a specific color? Has it been stalking you, leaving you signs and 

love notes all over? Are you looking for confirmation that you understand the message 

about why you’re noticing it everywhere? You might want to skip around in the book. 

You can go to the appendix and research that specific color, though reading Part 1 will 

probably also be helpful. You can go to The Rainbow Onion website to get more details 

and resources for any specific color: therainbowonion.com/bonus. 

I’ve written this book to share the complicated stuff, but you can use Color Thinking in 

less complicated ways as well. You can use it on the spot (that’s a printing pun) in a 

targeted way—just to think differently about a specific situation. You can use Color 

Thinking like you would use oracle or tarot cards—to show you what you need to know, 

to confirm your intuition and to help you think in a more aligned way. In Chapter 15, I’ll 

show you some examples of how to do that. 

I’ve thrown a lot of content into this book. Keep what you want, toss the rest. You can 

change your life in a way you might not yet believe is possible by using this material. But 

you will (believe, that is). You’ll see. 

At the end of each chapter, there are two sections: A Color Thinking story and an 

exercise. 

The first section, the Color Thinking story, is a real-life story of how someone (usually a 

client) has experienced Color Thinking and how it impacted their transformation. Stories 

are so much easier to digest than theoretical explanations. Most of the stories are 

revealed in layers. One chapter’s story might focus on color, another on thinking, until 

it’s pulled together. 

The second section is an exercise for you to do–if you choose. This section will have all 

the instructions you need. You might want to get a journal and some colorful writing 

implements so you can get really creative and expressive. Or you might want to take 

advantage of the resources I’ve bundled for you as bonus content. I’ve created 

worksheets, activities, images, and other formats, so you can print, watch, fill-in, use them 

as reference, etc. In many cases, they are the same worksheets I use in Rainbow Onion 

workshops. 



 
 

10 

As you’ll see very soon, I am not a fan of either/or thinking. So why not do both? —grab 

the bonus content AND express yourself creatively. Color outside the lines, even. Gasp! 

If you want the bonuses (come on! they’re free!), you’ll need to go to the website 

therainbowonion.com/bonus and sign up. You’ll get immediate access to the bonus 

material. You’ll have to give me your email, but I think that’s a pretty fair exchange. I’ll 

send you my weekly blog post, and also the odd additional email now and then. You can 

unsubscribe any time you want—but I hope you’ll stick around! 

What to Expect and What’s Next 

There are no accidents. You will start seeing signs and symbols all over the place. There 

will be these mythical things called coincidences surrounding you. You’ll notice them. 

Pay attention. Use them. 

You can also expect layers. You’ll think you’ve finished one thing, only to discover there’s 

something else underneath. Don’t worry, that’s a good thing. The layers take us deeper 

and deeper into the human experience. 

There may be tears. How lucky is that? Tears are cleansing. Tears are expressive. I used 

to think crying was something to avoid unless I was alone. I had to get over it because 

my eyes had a very different agenda. I would be at work, and pretty much any time I felt 

something intense (commitment, passion, joy, empathy, anger, frustration) my face 

would start leaking. I decided it wasn’t worth being self-conscious about, and if I didn’t 

have a problem with it, no one else needed to, either. I was in a male-dominated 

industry, company, and role—and it still worked—so there went my stereotypes! Tears 

are emotions leaking out through the cracks in our mask so the pressure doesn’t cause 

us to explode. 

You are a beautiful, colorful onion, intense and layered. You make everything better. Of 

course there will be tears—you are powerful stuff. Fantastic! 

Color Thinking Story – The Colors I Chose 

I mentioned a few pages ago that I had my first Aura-Soma session about ten years ago 

and was introduced to the idea of a new healing modality. I also learned more about 
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healing during that session. 

There was a time in my life when I thought healing meant treating an illness or disease. 

That’s an accurate description of healing in a medical context when the body might need 

help. But that’s not the kind of healing I’m talking about here. 

You see, I don’t start with the belief that we are broken or diseased or sick. We don’t 

need to be “fixed.” But we can always be growing, evolving, and becoming better 

versions of ourselves. That’s the New Age definition of healing, I guess—becoming more 

whole in body, mind and spirit—and that’s the kind of healing I’m talking about in this 

context of color and The Rainbow Onion. 

Back to my story. About fifteen years ago, I ran into something called Aura-Soma. I had 

no idea what it was. Someone I really trusted (okay, it was my mom) recommended it. 

She told me it was the best, most amazing thing ever, but she couldn’t describe it. I went 

with her to Elizabeth’s house. 

Elizabeth is this tall, beautiful woman with gorgeously wild, curly hair. She has a 

personality, and a heart, as big as the sky. Elizabeth is many things, including an intuitive 

and an Aura-Soma practitioner. She told us we were going to do a consult, but we would 

start with a guided meditation. We did, which was totally amazing. 

When we got to the consult, she showed us a cabinet of beautiful bottles of color. Each 

bottle had two colors—what, how? I later learned that the bottles were made of up both 

an oil-based and a water-based faction. The oil floats in the upper half of the bottle, on 

top of the water. The oil can be one color and the water can be another. Presto, each 

bottle can have two different colors in it! 

Most importantly, the colors are really pretty. Vivid. Entrancing. The colors in each bottle 

shine like jewels. You can’t help but ooh and ahh when you see them. 

When it came time for my consult, Elizabeth had me choose four bottles. Her instructions 

were to choose the bottles using my intuition, based on which ones shone or sang out 

to me, and to pay attention to the order in which I chose them. 

I picked my four bottles, and what I learned was truly life changing. There is a universal 
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language of color, and there are cultural and personal meanings that each of us overlay 

on top of these meanings. As Elizabeth and I explored each bottle, based on the order 

in which I had chosen them, and the messages of the colors in the top and bottom 

factions, something big shifted for me. I understood things about myself that I didn’t 

understand before, much less believed. As I decided to take a bottle and work with it, 

Elizabeth told me, “You are the colors you choose.” 

I worked with that bottle and had profound experiences, mostly learning about myself 

and my talents. I went back a couple of months later to do another consult. When I saw 

the bottles again, I had the same kid-in-a-candy-store reaction—they were so beautiful. 

As I gushed about how gorgeous the bottles of color were, Elizabeth again said, “You 

are the colors you choose.” 

I had another awesome consult and took a bottle home to work with, and again I had a 

huge personal growth spurt. (And yes, there were growing pains.) 

The third time I went back…same story. Fast forward to Elizabeth saying, again, “You 

are the colors you choose,” and I finally got it. The bottles are so beautiful. I am the 

colors I choose. I am beautiful. For a smart girl, I felt quite slow. 

I learned a whole lot more from Aura-Soma, the colors and Elizabeth. But really, truly 

coming to know and believe I was beautiful—I had a beautiful soul and it could be seen—

was such a profound change for me. I felt like I had been introduced to the real me for 

the first time. It also profoundly changed the way I “worked on myself.” I no longer 

approached myself as a huge to-do list of DIY projects i.e., things to fix. I started 

believing in the things I was good at, in my own special gifts and talents, and also 

believing that they lined up with the things I loved. 

That’s what I mean by healing. It’s not fixing but becoming. This was the start of a 

fantastic journey to become a better version of myself. I came to understand myself 

better. By now, I have updated my beliefs to reflect who I want to be and to serve me to 

become that person. Because I began working with color, I got to go deeper and make 

a bigger difference in my world. 

That’s why I am sharing this with you. 
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Color Thinking Exercise – Your Relationship Conversation 

Your first exercise is to begin to play with your own relationship with color—because you 

do have a relationship. You’re likely gonna need to have one of those conversations. You 

know: “We need to talk about our relationship.” Don’t make it weird. Make it fun! Talk 

amongst yourself. 

Think about your answers to the questions below and write down the answers. You might 

want to pick a colorful journal and writing implements. You know, invest a little in the 

relationship. 

What is your relationship with color? Do you know? Explore it. 

● How would you describe your relationship with color? 

● How much do you think about color? 

● How big a part of your life is color? 

● Where could you add in MORE color in your life? 

● What is a story about you and a color? 

● What’s your favorite color? Why? 

● What does your favorite color remind you of? 

● How does your favorite color make you feel? 

● What are some powerful memories you have involving your favorite color? 

● What’s your least favorite color? Why? 

● How does your least favorite color make you feel? 

*** 

You now have some of the Who, What, When, Where, and Why questions about Color 

Thinking and The Rainbow Onion answered, but I know more questions are going to 

come up. After you’ve spent some time tending to your relationship with color, we’ll 

move on to Part 1 and dig into the next layer. 
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Introduction 
 Color + Thinking = Color Thinking 

“What we can say for sure is that the language of color is tricky. Children who can 

discern the difference between a triangle and a square with ease may still struggle 

differentiating pink from red or orange. We also know that not having a separate word 

for something does not mean we can’t distinguish it.” 

–Kassia St. Clair 

Part 1 is the foundational teaching part of this book. It contains three chapters that build 
upon each other (you know, layers) and gives you everything you need to know about 
how the components of Color Thinking come together so that you can start using The 
Rainbow Onion process in Part 2. We start with building an understanding of color, layer 
on an understanding of how we think, and then put them together to make Color 
Thinking. In Part 1, we will be working on building your color vocabulary. We’ll start in 
Chapter 1, and you’ll continue to build by adding layers in the next two chapters. 

What’s in Part 1 

Chapter 1 – Introductions are for introducing. Chapters are for diving into the detail. In 
the introduction, I introduced the idea that color is a language. In this chapter, I’m going 
to explain a lot more about how color works, how color is one of many languages, and 
how universal, yet personal, it is. In this chapter—and in the companion workbook, which 
you can get online at therainbowonion.com/bonus—you’ll start to build your own color 
vocabulary. 

Chapter 2 – To understand thinking, you need to know a bit about current neuroscience 
and coaching concepts. There are a ton of myths and misconceptions out there, and we 
wanna bust them, especially those that make things seem difficult. This section sets you 
up to successfully and easily work through The Rainbow Onion process. (Covered in the 
full book) 

Chapter 3 – We know about black and white thinking, but what is this Color Thinking 
stuff? What are some patterns that could be keeping us stuck? Let me list a few. And 
while I’m at it, why don’t I count off some of the ways and whys I’m loving Color Thinking? 
And if I’m brave enough, I’ll even get around to a definition of what Color Thinking 
actually is… 
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Chapter 1 The Science and Language of Color 
“…if ‘colour’ is intimately bound up with language—if it is a system of arbitrary signs—

it must also be a function of culture and have its own history.” 

–John Gage, Color and Meaning 

Color is not only intimately bound up with language, it is also bound up with culture, 

history, and ultimately with our own perceptions of color. 

Colors are a very profound language for us. Color Thinking is thinking in a different 

language in order to see things from a different perspective. We’ll get to Color Thinking 

in depth later, but first I want to build the foundation of understanding color and how 

we can use it as a language. 

What Is Color? 

We all pretty much know what color is, but just to make sure we start off on the same 

page, I’m going to give us a few common points of definition. 

In doing the research for this section, I discovered there are a lot of definitions, and they 

vary greatly based on one’s perspective. For example, artists have a different definition 

than physicists. I thought about including all the technical stuff about color here, but I 

realized if you were interested in that, you would have bought a different book. and it 

would just make me look even geekier than I am. Besides, if you want to find out about 

it, you have access to Google and Wikipedia. 

I decided to default to a very reliable source to explain what color is. You’re welcome. 

According to Crayola, one of my very first resources for playing with color: 

“Color is the aspect of things that is caused by differing qualities of light being reflected 

or emitted by them. To see color, you have to have light. When light shines on an object 

some colors bounce off the object and others are absorbed by it. Our eyes only see the 

colors that are bounced off or reflected. 

The sun’s rays contain all the colors of the rainbow mixed together. This mixture is known 
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as white light. When white light strikes a white crayon or marker barrel, it appears white 

to us because it absorbs no color and reflects all color equally. A black crayon or marker 

cap absorbs all colors equally and reflects none, so it looks black to us. While artists 

consider black a color, scientists do not because black is the absence of all color. 

All light rays contain color. Light is made of electromagnetic waves. These waves spread 

out from any light source, such as the sun. Light waves travel at tremendous speed 

(186,000 miles or 300,000 kilometers per second). Different colors have different 

wavelengths, which is the distance between corresponding parts of two of the waves. 

The longest wavelength of light that humans can see is red. The shortest is violet. 

Ultraviolet has an even shorter wavelength, but humans cannot see it. Some birds and 

bees can see ultraviolet light. Infrared has a longer wavelength than red light, and 

humans cannot see this light but can feel the heat infrared generates.” 

(Source: www.crayola.com/for-educators/resources-landing/articles/color-what-is-color.aspx) 

I like that definition because it conveniently includes all the points I want to make, but in 

a much more concise and sciencey-sounding way than I could have done. Just to be a 

bit repetitive and redundant, let me pull out a couple of the key points: 

1. Color is light being reflected by a physical object. 

2. White light is a mixture of all the colors of the rainbow reflected back to us. 

3. All light contains color. 

4. Light is made up of electromagnetic waves (which are caused by vibrations). 

5. We can feel color, even when we cannot see it. 

These things are all scientific facts, yet they sound like New Age stuff. They could even 

be understood and unpacked as full of theological symbolism, right? 

This compels me to make a confession. I need to confess that I have another bias. I think 

like a scientist AND I believe in magic. I don’t see a contradiction there. I believe magic 

is made up of things science cannot explain… yet. So, you will see me slip and slide 

quite comfortably between magic and science. I hope you feel free to join me. 
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Oh, one other thing. The science of color is primarily about studying the perception of 

color. We can explain how color is created (refracting light waves that aren’t absorbed 

by an object) and know that color is a physical thing that is detected by the retina in our 

eyes, but it is interpreted in the brain—and while we humans have made amazing 

progress understanding our brains, we have a long way to go before we can fully explain 

what goes on in there, especially when it comes to perception and interpretation. 

The Rainbow Onion is an extension of color science, in that we will be studying how we 

perceive, translate, interpret, and experience color, and how we can use it to make our 

lives more meaningful. 

The Language of Color 

I mentioned in the Introduction that The Rainbow Onion process views color as a 

language. A language is, simply put, a way to communicate. We use color to 

communicate; ergo, it’s a language. Simple logic. Not such a simple language. 

We communicate many things through the use of color, and we respond to color on 

many levels: Viscerally, emotionally and intellectually, to name just a few. We infer 

meaning based upon our responses to color. 

Sometimes our use of color is intentional, like when we choose colors, or our words about 

colors, carefully. Some intentional examples of this are choosing colors for a brand, a 

room, a flower, an outfit, or a gift. Other times, we communicate about colors 

subconsciously. For example, we might choose a color just because it makes us feel a 

certain way, without being aware of our rationale. 

As with any language, there are cultural influences, regional dialects, individual nuances, 

and other differences in how the language is used and interpreted. Throughout history, 

as humans have used color to communicate, we have built up lexicons of color meaning 

in layers: Spiritual, symbolic, personal, emotional, and more. 

Yes, this language of color is very complex. There is no single meaning associated with 

any one color. There are levels and layers to our usage and understanding of the 

language of color, as with any language. While we often want to try to simplify things 
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down to their essence, it would not serve us here to distill each color down to a single, 

common definition. The beauty of color as a language is in the richness, the complexity, 

and the depth of its meaning. 

Let’s look at some of these layers, or levels, to begin to understand the interplay—

because, yes, we get to play with colors! 

Universal 

One level of the color language is pretty universal, based on common human 

experience. We associate some colors directly with the things in the world that are that 

color (sunshine, bodies of water, grassy fields, forests and trees, weather events, flowers, 

fruit and foods, etc.) and the relationship these things have with our life force. This level 

is part of an energetic language –since color is light, color is vibration. For example, 

yellow is associated with sunlight, and because of this, it evokes joy, warmth, and 

happiness. Many people paint their kitchens a shade of yellow so they will feel bright 

and cheerful. (Don’t worry, we will get into a lot more detail as we go. That was just one 

example.) 

Cultural 

Another level of the color language is symbolic, which can be heavily influenced by our 

culture. Colors can have very different meanings from one culture to another. Let’s take 

yellow again. In Western culture, as in the Old West of North America, yellow was 

associated with cowardice (“Why, you yellow-bellied lizard,” said the Colorado cowboy 

in a slow drawl.) But in Japanese culture yellow represents courage. Yellow has also been 

a symbol of persecution for Jews, as seen in European history. Archeologists have 

researched what yellow meant in ancient cultures. How fascinating to think about what 

yellow meant in ancient Mayan culture, right? 

And, of course, as individuals we can connect multiple cultural or regional influences to 

colors. We could have parents from different cultures, or we may have moved around 

the world. Either would create a multi-cultural color influence. This is not getting simpler, 

is it? Just wait. There’s more! 



 
 

19 

Personal 

Another level is our own personal color history. This is unique because it’s based on our 

life experiences, events, and memories—each of which includes an emotional memory. 

Think again about yellow. What does yellow mean to you? What’s the very first thing you 

think of when you think of the color yellow? Does yellow remind you of sunshine and 

flowers? The color of your mother’s hair? A dress you wore in the summer during high 

school years? The color of your kitchen in your first apartment? Is yellow one of your 

favorite colors? 

Understanding your personal color vocabulary—what colors say to you and what you try 

to convey with colors—is a vital, enlightening, and fun part of the practice of The 

Rainbow Onion… and it’s a great place to start. At the end of this chapter, you’ll find a 

link to some exercises to help you define and document your color vocabulary. 

Symbolic 

When color is used to represent something specific—like a material object—or to invoke 

an abstract concept or emotion, it is being used symbolically. Here’s an example: Yellow 

is often used to convey caution or danger, and so it is used with traffic lights, emergency 

vehicles, and caution signs. This makes sense because yellow is a bright color, is highly 

reflective, and the human eye processes yellow light first. 

Yellow is one of the colors used in safety wear, often called high-vis clothing, because of 

its combination of being readily visible and its symbolic meaning of caution. 

That’s a pretty straight-forward example, but there are also more complex examples of 

using color for symbolic meaning. Symbolism usually is complex. I bet you have your 

own symbolic meanings for colors. You’ll be using those to build your own color lexicon. 

Spiritual 

We cannot forget the spiritual layer. Color is part of almost every spiritual tradition. In 

fact, I can’t find an exception. Color has a long history of being used to communicate 

meaning and symbolism in spiritual practices. The amount of scholarship out there is 

staggering, as archeologists, art historians, theologians, and others have set out to 
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interpret—and reinterpret—spiritual associations of color. 

Colors are used to represent religious or spiritual concepts, such as purity, innocence, 

redemption, and love. They are used in décor and vestments. They’re also used to 

communicate hierarchy in an organization, and seasons in a liturgical calendar. Colors 

are used extensively in the art of most religious traditions. 

Colors are used to represent different types of spiritual energy in chakra systems, auras 

and energy healing. 

Color combinations are used to identify specific religious orders. 

Specific entities, such as archangels, angels, ascended masters, saints’ days, and even 

deities can have an association with a specific color. Here are a few examples: Archangel 

Rafael is often associated with blue, ascended master Hilarion is associated with green, 

the Hindu goddess Parvati is golden, Krishna has a blue aura, and there’s a Yellow 

Emperor in China. 

I don’t need to add volumes to the content already out there. What’s important is to 

know there is a spiritual element to the language of color. For you it may come from your 

culture or religious tradition, or it may come from your own personal experiences. 

For me, the spiritual aspect of color—how my spirit uses color—shows up through 

creativity. We are mirrors of creation; some would say of the Creator. When we create, 

when we are creative, we are the best and truest reflection. So, to me, the idea of using 

color as a language of creative expression is a spiritual experience. It’s a layer of my 

Rainbow Onion. 

Balance: The Spectrum Within a Color 

When I studied to become an Aura-Soma Practitioner, I was introduced to the idea that 

colors have both positive messages or meanings (gifts) and messages that are often 

interpreted as negative (challenges). As time went on, I came to understand it isn’t as 

simple as two polarities, a positive and a negative. There’s a full spectrum of meaning 

(yes, pun intended) within any color. 
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I like to think of the positive, aspirational messaging as infused with light. Then there is 

also a darker side, the more negative and challenging messaging –a shadow side, which 

I think of as “saturated.” The darker hues are saturated because they don’t reflect as 

much light. 

These positive and negative aspects are definitely related to each other. In fact, they 

define each other. If we take yellow again and place it on a spectrum, we can see an 

example of this relationship. 

The positive, infused aspects of yellow represent sunshine, warmth, and light and evoke 

the emotions of joy, happiness, and bravery. 

The darker, saturated, shadow aspects of yellow represent cowardice and treason and 

evoke the emotions of fear and persecution. 

Bravery is at one end of the spectrum; fear is at the other. There are shades and degrees 

all along the spectrum. Joy is an antidote for fear. When you are fearful or feel 

persecuted, you long for the freedom from fear found in joy and happiness. 

In The Rainbow Onion, we use balance to achieve our desired transformation. We look 

at the spectrum of meaning within a color to find what we need. We will go into this in 

greater detail in Part 2, but I wanted to introduce these two ideas—spectrum and 

balance—right away. 

One Color, Many Meanings 

The language of color is as complex as any language made of words. We use our hearts, 

our eyes, our memories, and our brains to communicate with color. We medicate with 

color— selecting colors because they make us feel a certain way. We create, heal, attract, 

repel, announce, and represent with color. We do so many things with color. 

Color is a phenomenon and a phenomenal language. We use color to communicate our 

messages out to the world, be we also receive messages from the world via color. In The 

Rainbow Onion, we will mostly focus on understanding how color speaks to us in order 

to use it as a means to support ourselves on our paths to transformation. 
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All the examples above of the levels and layers of meaning in the language of color show 

how color is contextual. We need to understand our particular historical, cultural, and 

personal context to be able to decode all the secret messages colors send us. 

Hmmm, that’s interesting. I guess I’m saying color helps us understand ourselves, but in 

order to understand color, we need to understand more of ourselves. It’s a bit of circular 

logic. Oh well. We’ll just make colorful circles. 

Why Color? 

Ultimately, humans love color. We are attracted to colors in a visceral, powerful way. 

That’s why color allows us to access so many parts of ourselves—our energy, our history, 

our culture, our beliefs, our stories, and our emotions. We can use all of this to engineer, 

support, and document our own personal transformations. 

Confusing? Maybe. If you are looking for The One Thing—an absolute truth in black and 

white—then The Rainbow Onion isn’t for you. But if you like poetry, music, complex 

flavor profiles, layer cake—anything with layers of meaning (or flavor), then this is a 

language for you! 

Color Thinking Story – My Relationship with Purple 

I’d like to tell you about my lifelong relationship with purple. 

I’m not exactly sure when I became aware purple was my favorite color. It was pretty 

early on. I’m thinking... grade school? Aside from my family members, my bond with 

purple is my longest-running relationship. 

It started with simple attraction. My eyes were always attracted to purple things. It almost 

didn’t matter what shade they were. When I saw purple, I just felt happy. 

My first understanding of a meaning of purple was that it was associated with royalty. I 

liked that. You see, I was 5’8” in the fifth grade—taller than my teacher. I felt like a cross 

between a giraffe and a palm tree—definitely something awkward that towered over the 

other kids. Purple, and the idea of being regal, gave me a different option, a way to think 

about being tall that might not be so awkward. 
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During my high school years, I was in pretty much every choral group I could join, 

including the church choir. The hymnals, choir folders, and robes were purple; so were 

the candles and banners during different times of the year, adding a layer of religious 

and spiritual meaning. 

In college and grad school, my personal uniform became more and more purple. I could 

pretty much find ways to dress head to toe in purple –from my hair to my converse high 

tops. It became my signature look until I graduated and went out into the real world to 

get a job. 

One of my first jobs was in the art and printing world. Ironically, my signature look during 

that time became all black. Pre-goth era. Pre-Melbourne corporate era. I don’t know 

what I was thinking. But everything else around me was purple! I was never a “Purple 

Rain” fan, though. 

In 1999 I had a year of deep grief. I lost my brother, father, and grandfather within three 

months. One of the things that was very soothing in my grief was lavender—the color, 

the fragrance, the plant. For me, there is now a deep connection between the color of 

lavender and the fragrance, and my immediate emotional reaction is a sense of peace 

and familiarity, of home. I chose to name my home my Lavender Sanctuary. (I could really 

hop down a rabbit hole here and tell you more…) 

When I studied to become an Aura-Soma practitioner, I learned the Aura-Soma system 

doesn’t include purple; there’s only violet. Whatever… that was my first reaction, 

complete with eye-roll. Okay, but there’s actually a reason. Purple is made by combining 

the colors red and blue, and that’s where all the variations in hue come from: adding a 

little more blue and less red or vice versa. Violet, however, is a spectral color – which 

means it has its own wavelength at the end of the spectrum (the blue end). Purple looks 

like violet to us humans, because it activates both the short and the long wave cones in 

our eyes. I love the idea that violet stands on its own. 

I also learned violet is the color of transformation, transmutation, transfiguration, 

transmogrification (love that one), transition—all the trannies, as I like to think. I learned 

about the story of the violet flame, a spiritual energy that transmutes any negative energy 

into something positive. It accelerates a change of heart. The violet flame is said to be 
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used by St. Germain, an ascended master, as a tool to deliver fast positive change. 

We can also use the image of the violet flame as personal protection, by visualizing a 

protective bubble of violet light all around us. As anything negative approaches us, the 

violet flame works its alchemy and only lets in good. I love that imagery. 

So, now I tend to say violet, but when I was younger, before my fascination with how we 

perceive color, I called it purple. The term really doesn’t matter much to me. 

I painted my dining room a mauve/purple color. My office walls are pale violet, and my 

living room is lavender. There’s a place I can stand where I see all three colors at once 

and see the distinctions. These colors create subtle mood differences for me—

intentionally—but they are all related to peace and calm. And, yes, I do have other colors 

in other rooms. 

I tell you this story as an example of the kind of relationships we can have with colors. 

They grow and change over time as we keep them in our lives. And they don’t need to 

be exclusive—I have meaningful relationships with other colors, too. It’s totally cool to 

be polychromaticamorous! 

Color Thinking Exercise – Build Your Own Color Vocabulary 

Now we’re going to begin building your own color vocabulary. 

There are no wrong answers as you do this exercise because your answers will be based 

completely on your personal culture, history, perceptions, and experiences with color. 

Just to remind you, as I mentioned in the Introduction, I made a worksheet for this 

exercise and it’s available to you as bonus content. Go to therainbowonion.com/bonus 

and sign up. You’ll get the password to the site so you can download the workbook and 

other bonus content. 

To set up for this exercise, either print out the worksheet or get out your colored pencils 

and paper. You’re going to make a table. If you’re using a journal, I suggest using a 

couple of facing pages, so you have plenty of room to write. 

In the first column of the table, on the left, write the names of the colors, writing them in 
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that color, so you have a visual reference. Start with a list of these colors: Blue, turquoise, 

green, olive, yellow, orange, red, magenta, violet, pink, white, black.) You can get 

creative if you want about how you depict the colors—use paint chips, cut out examples 

from magazines. Do anything that gives you a visual example of the color. 

You are going to need seven more columns as well. We’ll use three of those added 

columns in this exercise, with these column titles: Symbols, Universal, and Cultural. (We’ll 

get the other columns in the next two chapters.) 

Once you have the table set up, work through the colors one column at a time. Look at 

the color (not only the name) and write down your reactions/thoughts about it in the 

appropriate column. Don’t worry about finessing your answers. This is your vocabulary 

and this worksheet is for you. Your first instincts are usually the most helpful. There’s no 

wrong answer! 

Here are a few questions to get you started: 

1. Symbols – What does this color symbolize for you? Another way to explore this is: 
What does this color remind you of? Make a list. For example, yellow might be “sun, 
daisies, lemons.” 

2. Universal – Using the info in Chapter 1 about how colors can have universal meaning 
based on common human experience, list some of your ideas for each color. 

3. Cultural – In this column, list meanings that come from your specific social and cultural 
influences. 

*** 

In this chapter, we explored some of the many possible layers of meanings that come in 
when we use color as a language. I also introduced you to the idea that there’s a 
spectrum of meaning within a color, balancing the meanings of the shadow side and the 
light-infused side. 

Now I hope you understand how deeply layered, complex, and personal the language 
of color is. 

When you’ve done your work for this chapter—gotten a start on your own personal color 
vocabulary, we’ll move on to Chapter 2 and explore thinking! 
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Chapter 2. Thinking 
“Silence is death for any idea. An idea that is never spoken or written down dies with 

the person who conceived it. Ideas can only be remembered when they are repeated. 

They can only be believed when they are repeated.” 

–James Clear 

In this chapter, we’ll explore your brain and thinking, because the more you understand 

about it, the more you’ll be able to manage your thinking. For some folks, the idea of 

managing our thinking is a very foreign concept. I’m gonna have to build my case. 

Neuroscience is the mother-science of the brain, studying the structure and function of 

the brain. It is multidisciplinary and includes physiology, anatomy, molecular biology, 

biochemistry, modeling, psychology, and other behavioral sciences, to name just a few 

disciplines. It’s the frontier of brain science. 

It’s also a popular topic these days. I’ve heard some pretty wacky statements put out 

there and then justified by saying, “That’s neuroscience.” Honestly, some people just 

make shit up and then justify it with pseudoscience. While it’s a fun thing to do with a 

bunch of drunk people at a party, it sure wouldn’t serve me to do that here. 

I am not a neuroscientist. Duh. I have to rely on the experts’ research and explanations 

to understand my brain. As in almost every other science—or human venture, for that 

matter—there are areas where you’ll find honest people who admit there is no clear 

consensus, but new theories are raised and substantiated every day. What I write in this 

chapter will probably be outdated in a couple of years and I’ll have to revise it. So, this 

is my CYA strategy: I may make mistakes because I’m not an expert, and because our 

understanding of neuroscience is incomplete and continually growing. Fine. Just so you 

know. In case you ARE a neuroscientist. (By the way, in corporate-speak, CYA stands for 

Cover Your Ass.) 

But you don’t have to be a neuroscientist to be able to operate your brain more 

effectively, just like you don’t need to be a mechanical engineer to be a race car driver. 

You don’t have to be a software developer to make magic with Photoshop, a piano 
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manufacturer to play or compose… you get the idea. You don’t need to be a technical 

expert to be an operator. However, having some expert tips and basic understanding 

can absolutely help make you be a better operator. The goal of this chapter is to give 

you information that will help you operate your brain better, so you and your brain work 

together, not against each other. I think it’s a decent goal to want to be an expert in 

brain operations. It makes life so much easier. 

Now that I’ve shown you the rainbow tutu covering my ass (my CYA strategy), let’s get 

back to the good stuff. 

You Are Not Your Thoughts 

Thinking happens in your brain. Your brain is an organ in your body. Sure, those are 

pretty obvious statements, at first glance, but they have some pretty dramatic 

implications. (You have no idea how much restraint it took to not make a no-brainer joke.) 

To start, you are not your brain. We tend to assume we are our brains because the brain 

is the primary place in our body where our awareness lives. But we can shift our 

awareness to other locations. We can step outside of our conscious brain. To repeat, the 

brain is an organ in your body, and it’s arguably the most powerful tool we have. I like 

to think of the brain as a really, really powerful computer—and you are the user. I’m 

going to pepper that analogy in here pretty consistently. 

If you are not your brain, you are also not your thoughts. You are the one thinking your 

thoughts. Test this out. Think about the sky. Visualize it. Imagine a blue sky with a few 

white clouds trailing across. Did you see it? Okay, now notice that you were thinking 

about the sky. You can do both. Think about the sky and notice that you are thinking 

about the sky. Yup, you are not your thoughts. There’s huge power in this. You are not 

at the mercy of your thoughts. You are not a victim of your thoughts. You are not 

powerless. You can learn to manage your brain and manage your thoughts. You can 

choose which programs to run on your computer. It’s a skill, similar to managing people. 

To be a good manager, you need to understand your employee (your brain), to know 

what motivates them and how you can help them to improve and be their best. 

And like a problem employee, your brain can be bossy, but it doesn’t have to be the 
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boss of you. You have to actively decide to be the boss, take the reins and the 

responsibility to be a good boss. Educate yourself a bit. Practice. Review. 

The Brain as a Distributed Network 

I’ve just spent a few paragraphs talking about the brain as if it’s a single entity. That’s 

convenient, but not the whole story. The brain isn’t an organ like the liver or kidney or 

gall bladder, with relatively specific functions. The brain is a collection of systems located 

in specific regions of the body. While there is still a lot of mystery around how and why 

this system works the way it does, we do know some useful things. For example, we can 

identify specific regions in the brain and the general functionality associated with those 

regions. Although, we cannot (yet) create a definitive map of what happens where. The 

brain functions similarly to a distributed network, a term used in IT (which stands for 

information technology—more computer stuff). Thinking and processing are 

interactions/communications between the regions. There are redundant pathways that 

protect key functionality, like an emergency backup system. 

Let’s take a moment to look at a few of these regions—five, to be exact—and what we 

know about them, starting with age before beauty. Literally. 

Brain Stem 

Let’s start with the brain stem. This is the oldest part of the brain, where the primitive 

survival instincts live. Popular psychology has given us some great names for this region: 

Monkey mind, primitive brain, lizard brain, reptilian brain, and survival brain, to name a 

few. The brain stem’s prime directive is to keep us alive by maintaining basic bodily 

functions, identifying threats, and responding to them. Oh, and we only need to stay 

alive long enough to pass on our genetic material. There is no thriving involved. The 

simplest rule for survival is to avoid pain. There’s not a lot of processing power here—

threats are not really evaluated, assessed for credibility, or prioritized; and there isn’t any 

strategy as far as how to deal with the threats. The brain stem basically narrows things 

down to two options—fight or flight. Great in a pinch, yup, but not the brain region we 

want in charge of daily life. 

Limbic System 



 
 

29 

Next up is the limbic system, which is often called the emotional brain. Again, there’s no 

real consensus on what exactly makes up this system, but most agree it includes the 

hypothalamus, thalamus, amygdala, and hippocampus. The limbic system is where 

emotions, memory, and stimulation are primarily processed, which means it regulates 

endocrine function to produce the hormones that regulate your body and mind in 

response to emotional stimuli. The hypothalamus is in charge of releasing all these 

hormones. The amygdala rules the processing of fearful and anxious emotions. The 

hippocampus is associated with storing emotional memories. The thalamus coordinates 

motor and sensory signals, consciousness, sleep, mood, and alertness—it translates and 

transmits messages to the cerebral cortex. And that’s enough detail on the limbic system. 

Wake up! You can research more if you want. 

Cerebrum 

The cerebrum is the largest part of the brain, usually considered the main part of the 

human brain. It’s also called the control center. The cerebral cortex is the grey stuff on 

the outside of the cerebrum. It’s the brains of the operation. (Sorry.) Intelligence, 

personality, planning, organization, language, perception, and processing all of that 

sensory information that comes in from the limbic system—those are the jobs of the 

cerebral cortex. 

Prefrontal Cortex 

The prefrontal cortex is the part of the cerebral cortex that covers the frontal lobe. In an 

article in the publication The Neuropsychotherapist, this region of the brain was 

“implicated in planning complex cognitive behavior, personality expression, decision 

making and moderating social behavior.” I love that. “Implicated”! It sounds so 

conspiratorial, doesn’t it? A better, but less fun explanation is that the prefrontal cortex 

is in charge of executive function, which is not at all the same function as what an 

executive does. Executive function involves differentiating between conflicting thoughts, 

determining degrees of behavior (bad, good, better, best), assessing future 

consequences, predictions and expectations, working toward goals, and assessing social 

implications. You know, grown-up stuff. 

Hemispheres 
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Then there’s the whole hemispheres thing. Right brain, left brain. The best explanation 

I’ve found (meaning the most relevant and easiest for me to incorporate here) is that the 

right brain identifies emotions and the left side interprets and makes decisions on what 

to do about them. 

The Takeaway 

While not by any means all-inclusive, these five regions of the brain are relevant for our 

purpose of understanding enough of how the brain works as a system of communication, 

interpretation, and processing. For me, the biggest takeaway is this: I don’t need to take 

anything that comes from my brain at face value. Oh, and I need to step in and manage 

things if I want things to go my way. I need to control my mental agenda and the 

conversation. 

Want a scenario of an unmanaged conversation? Here’s one. When the brain stem and 

the amygdala dominate the conversation, you have survival instincts masquerading as 

thoughts amplified by fearful and anxious emotions. Oh no! Warning, Will Robinson! 

Danger, danger! We’re all gonna die. Working together, the brain stem and amygdala 

lead us to believe the decision we’re about to make is a matter of life and death, and 

they squirt stress hormones into the bloodstream, so we immediately want to jump into 

action. That’s awesome, if we’re being chased by a bear. It’s probably not so awesome 

in response to an email from the IRS. We need the prefrontal cortex to assess the 

situation, remind us that the real IRS does not send emails, and help us decide NOT to 

click on the link or run to Wal-Mart and buy a bunch of $50 gift cards to pay off our back 

taxes. 

Another way to think about how these different regions of the brain operate together is 

to use an analogy I’ve heard in twelve-step and self-improvement circles: The 

Committee. The Committee is a name for the different voices and thoughts that swirl 

around inside your head giving conflicting information or advice. When we don’t manage 

The Committee, we usually end up stuck and afraid to take action, because we can’t 

resolve the conflicting opinions. But if we recognize each committee member has their 

own motivation and their own agenda, we can begin to understand where these voices 

come from and decide how much attention to pay to them. Or we can decide to tell 



 
 

31 

them, “Thank you, but be quiet now.” That’s a strategy we will definitely be using in Part 

2. 

We want to manage our brains, not the other way around. To be successful, we’re going 

to need to know a few key concepts, aka management principles for the brain. 

The Hierarchy 

Perhaps you’ve heard of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs? Well, our brain has a 

hierarchy of needs, too. It helps us to know the order of the brain’s priorities because it’s 

not an order that’s aligned with our own goals—especially not our long-term goals. 

Here’s the brain’s activation hierarchy: 

#1 Survival! – The brain’s number one job is to keep you around until tomorrow so you 

can perpetuate your genetic material. It’s constantly scanning for danger. 

#2 Pleasure – Once your safety has been ensured, the next job is to seek pleasure and 

reward you in the form of endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin. 

#3 Efficiency – The brain uses a ton of energy to process information. Thinking is hard 

work. In order to save energy (calories), it looks for ways to become more efficient. One 

of the best ways to become efficient is to automate responses, decision-making, and 

routine actions, and to build neural pathways to make repetition easier and faster. 

Another way to say this is the brain seeks to “hardwire” rules and responses so you don’t 

have to think so much, so you can go on “autopilot” and take a mental nap. 

What’s wrong with this picture? It sounds like it makes sense. Sounds can be deceiving. 

Let’s peel off three layers, three things that are wrong with the practical application of 

letting your brain run on autopilot: 

The need to put survival first is outdated. It evolved thousands of years ago when we 

faced threats to our survival on a daily basis. But in ordinary life today, that fear response 

actually holds us back. The brain can find danger in almost every situation, and no matter 

what the threat, the assessment is the same: Noooo! You’re gonna die. The physical 

response is always fear, adrenalin, cortisol, and fight or flight (avoidance!)— whether 
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you’re being chased by a bear, opening a bill from the IRS, facing an uncomfortable 

emotion, or trying something new so you can grow. 

The brain looks for immediate pleasure, not long-term well-being. Those brain chemicals 

are primarily short-term rewards, so seeking pleasure won’t drive your brain to make a 

long-term investment in your career or health goals, for example. It will reward you for 

choosing a cookie, though! When you’re making decisions in the moment, it’s hard to 

resist immediate impulse gratification, even when doing so would be in our long-term 

best interest and get us what we really want. 

The brain doesn’t do automatic updates. As time goes on and we develop new goals, 

perspectives, and priorities, our automated responses can become out of sync with what 

we really want. We find our thoughts and behaviors in the moment don’t seem to align 

with our goals and desires, and we can’t seem to be successful at making the changes 

we want to make. 

The Main Point 

There’s another impact of this hierarchy the brain uses. In order to be super-efficient and 

save energy, the brain loves to reduce things to binary thinking. Okay, maybe it doesn’t 

actually love binary thinking, but when left to its own devices it will default to it. 

Binary thinking is the process of reducing a situation down to only two variables, which 

are almost always mutually exclusive. Good or bad. Right or wrong. Yes or no. Stop or 

start. A or B. Black or white (Aha! No color!). All very clear-cut, with no overlap and no 

subtlety. 

Binary thinking is great for analyzing danger, dealing with urgent issues, and driving us 

to action. It’s a helpful starter tool for clarifying complex problems, creating sequences, 

and writing programming code. 

But binary thinking definitely has a downside for us contemporary humans who spend 

most of our lives not in danger. Binary thinking is not only a result of survival thinking, it 

also triggers the related chemical reactions in our brains. It triggers a preoccupation with 

choosing the right answer because the only other option is the wrong answer. It triggers 
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an adrenaline response. We know about the negative impacts of adrenaline and cortisol, 

the stress hormones. 

In binary mode, we aren’t always aware of some of its impacts. When we’re running 

around on adrenaline, in flight or fight mode, we tend to see people as enemies. We 

become paranoid and isolated. Our reasoning becomes simplistic. We’re easily 

exhausted. We don’t have access to our creativity. And, in a social context, binary 

thinking, black-and-white thinking, is polarizing. I just realized that it would be more 

accurate to call it black-OR-white thinking. So, I will. 

Black-or-white thinking also gets in the way of achieving our dreams. Your brain wouldn’t 

have you think that’s true. It’s gonna try to convince you that it makes sense to narrow 

down your options, to break things down into incremental steps, making A-or-B choices 

along the way. Because, you know, if you have only two options, it’s easier to decide, 

and it doesn’t matter whether either option is awesome for you. You just have to decide. 

But what really happens with black-or-white thinking is you start from a place of feeling 

at least slightly threatened. And, honestly, that doesn’t feel great. That’s stress. So, you 

set out to solve a problem, and you work through the problem by dismissing alternative 

solutions until you only have two options to decide between—the right one and the 

wrong one. The consequences of the decision get blown waaaaay out of proportion, 

because you’ve engaged a suspicious survival mechanism, one that perceives danger 

lurking behind each wrong choice. I call this microdrama—a state in which every little 

decision feels like it has momentous importance. It’s overwhelming. It is overwhelm. It’s 

often paralyzing. Should I or shouldn’t I? I can’t decide… 

So, black-or-white thinking starts with stress and adds more. It “helps” you see enemies 

and risks where they might not even exist. And it literally shuts down your ability to see 

creative options. You cannot recognize alternatives. You cannot believe there might be 

more than one right answer… or a better or different approach. Black-or-white thinking 

is a lazy (energy-saving), primitive (survival-based) way to stay stuck on one side of an 

either/or equation, to live at one end of a polarized situation. 

And then there’s the logic argument… the one where your brain tells you black-or-white 

thinking is distilling things down to their essence, and if you remove your emotions from 
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the equation, the right answer will become obvious. It’s an interesting theory, but we 

have emotions for a reason. I’m going to open a loop here by saying that I will talk about 

emotions and their usefulness at the end of this chapter. For now, I’ll say we need our 

emotions to achieve our dreams. 

The bottom line is black-or-white thinking is a huge limiter of our potential. We don’t 

need more black or white. We need options. We need color! 

More Key Brain Concepts 

Before we jump into Color Thinking, I want to introduce a few more concepts that will 

help us in Part 2. 

And, yes, I’ll still close that loop about emotions... just not yet. 

Beliefs 

Beliefs are like the roads our brain uses to navigate as we travel along on our lives. We 

create beliefs when we have enough information to detect a pattern. It’s one way our 

brains can be efficient. There’s a lot of incoming information to sort through, and the 

brain needs to know what to do with it. Even deciding to ignore information is a decision 

that takes energy. 

In order to save on processing time and energy, the brain builds some automation, in 

the form of beliefs, so we don’t have to re-examine and re-evaluate every time we 

encounter a similar situation—we can just process based on previous conclusions. The 

brain wants to keep the off-roading to a minimum and keep to the well-traveled roads. 

Some of these roads are so well-traveled they’ve become ruts. 

The brain, again being both smart and lazy, doesn’t always come up with its own roads. 

Sometimes, it takes over other people’s beliefs—like squatter’s rights—because it trusts 

them. That’s how you end up finding some of your mom’s old beliefs in your closet, for 

example. You might have outgrown your mom’s beliefs, but chances are they’re still 

hiding in your brain’s closet, behind and underneath a whole pile of other outdated and 

ill-fitting beliefs., because it’s a lot of work to clean out a closet. You have to set aside 

the time to work through the piles, evaluate the fit, throw stuff out, take stuff to the shop 



 
 

35 

for tailoring, and go shopping for new beliefs. It doesn’t happen unless you make it 

happen. So, you keep driving down those rutty roads wearing your mom’s old beliefs. 

Wow, I do like to mix my metaphors, don’t I? 

Let me throw in this little tidbit: A belief is a thought we have thought so many times that 

we believe it. Beliefs don’t have to be true. We just think they’re true. Or, even more 

accurately, we just assume they’re true because we haven’t checked the evidence lately. 

Thoughts can only be believed if they’re repeated. 

The point is, we run our lives most of the time on autopilot. We drive around in our Black-

or-White-Thinking-mobile (aka BWT), following the ruts of our outdated beliefs. These 

ruts are so ingrained we don’t even know they’re there. No wonder we keep ending up 

in the same place! 

There are two more concepts I’d like to introduce about beliefs, to help you recognize 

them when you see them on the road later on. These two concepts are the seatbelts that 

keep our butts firmly in place in our BWTs. 

The first is confirmation bias, which refers to the way your brain tends to search for, 

remember, and even interpret information that supports your preexisting thoughts and 

beliefs (heavy emphasis on the interpret part.) We see things through the lens of what 

we already think and believe and use that as evidence to reinforce our beliefs. Definitely 

a BWT seatbelt, right? 

The second concept is cognitive dissonance, which is that uncomfortable feeling you 

have when you’re in the midst of having conflicting thoughts and beliefs. It’s that state 

of tension between your old thoughts and beliefs and the new ones you’re trying to 

introduce. It’s like driving around in your BWT when the wheels are out of alignment—a 

very bumpy and uncomfortable ride. It’s often enough to make us give up and go back 

to the old beliefs, just because it’s a smoother ride, even if our old beliefs won’t take us 

where we want to go. 

Emotions 

Here I am, closing the emotions loop. Did it make you a little uncomfortable that I overtly 
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opened a loop and then left it hanging open for so long? That’s another thing to know 

about our brains: They really don’t like leaving things unresolved. They will work very 

hard to try to close that loop, sometimes even making stuff up to close it. 

My brain really hates an open loop. I used to drive my mother crazy. She would be telling 

me a story and maybe mumble a little bit. If I didn’t catch exactly what she’d said, an 

alarm would go off in my brain (Whoop whoop whoop! Open loop! Unresolved aural 

fragment!) and, in self-defense, I would feel forced to ask her to repeat herself. But she 

had only been casually talking and couldn’t remember the exact words she’d used, so 

she couldn’t repeat the exact phrase. She’d resort to explaining what she meant, which 

did nothing to help me close that aural loop. For many years, in those situations, I’d be 

an asshole and tell her explaining didn’t help and I needed to figure out exactly what 

she’d said. I finally realized those were a nice opportunity to manage my brain. I could 

intentionally make something up that sounded similar to what she’d said and tell my 

brain it could relax because the loop had been closed. It helped that some of the things 

I made up were highly entertaining. 

There were a few emotions in that story. Did you notice them? What exactly are 

emotions? They’re intense sensations usually linked to thoughts about one’s situation or 

circumstances. These sensations are feelings in the body—physical responses to 

chemical messages from the brain. 

I say emotions are usually linked to thoughts about situations because there are 

exceptions. One exception is in the case of an empath, someone who feels the emotions 

associated with someone else’s thoughts. Another exception is emotions tied to 

hormonal rhythms, which often can’t be directly linked to specific thoughts. And there’s 

the exception of a chemical imbalance in the neurotransmitters of the brain. But those 

are the exceptions. I’m going to focus here on the general rule. 

The general rule is our emotions are part of a chain reaction. There is a situation. The 

brain processes the information about it, then delivers a thought and a chemical message 

to create an emotion (or multiple emotions). Emotions motivate us to do something—to 

take action, to avoid, to show up a certain way, to think more thoughts, etc. The actions 

we take affect our situation, the next link in the chain. 
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Many, many coaches make a living helping people understand this process—this model 

for human behavior—and how to intervene to make it work to create a better life. It’s an 

admirable vocation, and a great place to start. But it’s not the be-all and end-all process, 

however, and figuring out a better way was a big part of the reason I was finally able to 

stop chasing life-coaching certifications. I knew there had to be more to the story. 

Yes, emotions are powerful motivators. We crave certain emotions and will do just about 

anything to get more of them. We fear other emotions and will go to great lengths to 

avoid feeling them. In fact, the amount of time we spend avoiding those emotions is a 

huge waste of time and energy. Take humiliation, for example. We avoid it like the 

plague. But, you know, it isn’t the plague. You can die from the plague. You can’t die 

from humiliation. Your face might turn red. Your pulse might quicken. You might feel 

nauseous. But you won’t die. The feeling passes pretty quickly, unless we keep reminding 

ourselves of the source of our humiliation, worrying the event like a dog licking a sore 

paw. When we understand that we won’t die from humiliation, that it will pass, we can 

be much more realistic in our assessments of risks and consequences. We might be 

willing to take bigger risks along the way toward our dreams and goals. 

Understanding how emotions motivate us helps us take control of the emotion chain 

reaction. But we don’t need to stop there. Emotions have several additional functions. 

Emotions are indicators of our hidden beliefs. Let’s use jealousy as an example. Jealousy 

is an indicator that you want something, but you believe you can’t have it. Jealousy 

unlocks a secret, outdated belief that doesn’t serve you. Instead of falling into the rut of 

that automatic belief, you could change what you want. Or change what you believe 

about yourself. 

Let’s talk about shame. Shame tells you that you’ve bought into somebody else’s belief 

system about who you should be and how you should live your life—and you aren’t living 

up to it. The secret is to figure out who YOU want to be. 

These are just two examples of how emotions can indicate hidden beliefs. There are 

many more. 

Emotions are a form of intelligence. We can feel emotions before we know why we feel 
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them, before the brain has finished processing the logic and delivering a thought. 

Emotions are indicators of our intuition, messages that come from our gut. If we are 

empathic—and I believe most of us are—we can use emotions to learn to access the 

collective wisdom that lives outside our own brain. 

Finally, emotions are reactions to real or imagined situations—our brain doesn’t know 

the difference. This bit is important. In The Rainbow Onion work, we use the power of 

our imaginations to intentionally create emotions that help us create the outcomes we 

desire. 

To sum up: 

● You are not your brain, and you are not your thoughts. 

● Even neuroscientists can’t agree on everything. 

● Your brain is a complex conglomeration of processes. 

● Your brain is doing its best to protect you but uses some outdated methods. 

● Your brain needs to be supervised, and you’re the one for the job. 

● Some key concepts can help you be a better brain manager. 

● Emotions are included in your manager’s toolbox. 

The bottom line: all is not lost. We can absolutely update our beliefs, and we can get out 

of our BWT vehicle. We just need to add some Color Thinking! It can be like that magical 

moment when Dorothy wakes up in Oz and discovers a life in ultra-high-definition 

Technicolor. 

By the way, all this stuff I just spent pages and pages describing? It’s not saying 

something is broken or wrong or malicious inside your head. It’s to explain that your 

brain is working as designed, but it’s been working unsupervised. If you want to get more 

out of your brain, you’re gonna have to step into that management role. Color Thinking 

is your new brain management tool. 
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Color Thinking Story – Amara 

Once upon a time, I was working with a client, Amara, who just happened to be one of 

my most favorite humans. She was at a big turning point. She was making all the changes 

she needed to make to create the life of her dreams—and it was working. She was doing 

it. 

But Amara had a long history of black-or-white thinking, and when she encountered a 

challenge or two, she had a tendency to fall back into it without being aware she was 

doing it. She would get stuck. She would have a hard time seeing options and making 

decisions. She would say she felt like she was in survival mode—and she was because 

her black-or-white thinking triggered the adrenaline response, complete with fear and 

polarization. 

Amara consistently tried to narrow her options until she had only two, so she could 

distinguish the right option from the wrong option. Then she became paralyzed, afraid 

she would pick the wrong one. 

We tried adding shades of grey between the black and white options, but that didn’t 

really work. Amara would take the grey options and move them closer and closer to one 

end or the other until she had only two options left again. I could hear how trapped she 

felt. I could hear the frustration and discouragement in her tone of voice. I needed to 

come up with another way for her to look at things. 

One day, I asked Amara what her favorite color was, and she said, “Orange!” The way 

she said it was so different from how she’d been talking that I immediately knew we were 

on to something. She sounded excited and happy, and her voice suddenly had energy. 

Okay, I thought, we can work with this!  

“So,” I asked Amara, “what is an orange idea here? What is an orange option?” 

She immediately came up with a new option. And then another. And another. She had 

translated my question to mean “what is an option you would love?” and then tapped 

into her creativity to be able to brainstorm without judging, without seeking to find the 

one right answer. She was no longer fearful. In fact, she was having fun. 
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Together we worked with orange thinking a lot. Initially, orange thinking opened up the 

door of noticing a third option (not black or white)—which, by the way, is the doorway 

to genius. But orange thinking continued to grow. It developed layers. We started to 

layer in the different meanings of the color orange—the universal, cultural, personal, and 

spiritual meanings. It was new. It was fun. And Amara’s transformation became truly 

meteoric. 

Orange is hard to miss. It’s explosive and bright. It sticks out. It’s enthusiastic, warm, 

creative, and fun. It is used to represent freedom and caution. The infused orange can 

represent following your bliss, but the saturated orange, the other end of the orange 

spectrum, represents a need to heal the timeline, to recover from shock or trauma. 

For Amara, the orange thinking work was to rewrite her past, dump the limiting beliefs, 

write her new story, and actively seek evidence that supported her new, unlimited beliefs. 

My friend Rob says we don’t need to see more shades of grey between black and white; 

we need to see the rainbow of options between them. That’s it exactly! 

And that’s the story of how Color Thinking was born. 

Color Thinking Exercise – Build Your Own Color Vocabulary (2) 

For this exercise, you’ll continue to build your color lingo, adding another two columns 

to your worksheet—Personal and Emotional: 

Personal – In this column, list meanings that come from your own personal life 

experiences. 

Emotional – List emotions you associate with each color. What emotions does this color 

evoke in you? Emotions can be anywhere on the spectrum. 

As you fill in these columns, remember to look at the color and the name of the color, 

because seeing the color helps invoke your responses. 

*** 

This chapter is packed with a lot of information about the brain, how and why it functions 
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the way it does, and how beliefs are formed. We also covered a few key concepts, such 

as how black-or-white thinking is NOT in your long-term best interest, confirmation bias, 

cognitive dissonance, open loops, and… emotions. Emotions are indicators of what you 

are thinking. You won’t die from an emotion. That’s pretty helpful to know for when you 

start telling your brain it isn’t the boss of you. 

When you’ve finished adding more to your color vocabulary, we’ll move on to put color 

and thinking together! 
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Chapter 3 Put Them Together, Color Thinking 
“Salagadoola mechicka boola 

Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo 

Put them together and what have you got? 

Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo 

Salagadoola mechicka boola 

Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo 

It’ll do magic, believe it or not 

Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo.” 

—Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother, Cinderella 

It might sound like nonsense to put disparate things together. Like sounds, or like 

strawberries and hot sauce. Or like color and thinking. But sometimes those 

combinations are magical! 

In the last chapter, in Amara’s Color Thinking Story, I told you how Color Thinking was 

born. In this chapter, I’ll explain a bit about that combination and why it works. Then, in 

Part 2, to really help you understand Color Thinking, we’ll walk through in detail how to 

do it. 

To review, if we want to evolve to the next version of ourselves, we’re going to have a 

much easier time if we start proactively taking on the management position with our 

brains. To do that, we have to break out of the ruts we’ve been using to navigate. We 

have to go off-roading on purpose. 

To go off-road, we have to interrupt the patterns we’re stuck in now. What are those 

patterns? We went pretty deep into black-or-white thinking in the last chapter, but there 

are also other patterns that can keep us stuck. 

Here are a few examples: 

● We might be consistently stuck trying to reconcile our head and our heart, ping-

ponging back and forth. I call that dithering. 
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● We might be so firmly entrenched in the detail we can’t see the big picture, and we 

never seem to make progress. Or vice versa: Stuck in the big picture, can’t find the 

details, and don’t make progress. 

● We might have a cycle of self-sabotage. 

● We might live in an inner world of self-doubt, guilt, shame, self-loathing, or some other 

kind of negative self-judgment. 

● We might have a gigantic victim mythology going on, spending all our time waiting 

for a fairy godfather or princess charming to come along and rescue us. 

● We might have an unpublished rulebook for other people, full of all the conditions that 

need to be met for us to love them or accept them or be happy. 

● We could be trapped in a pessimistic half-empty glass full o’ fear, too paralyzed to take 

the tiniest risk. 

● We might be convinced we’re trapped in a confined space, with no options at all, not 

even black or white. 

There’s no way I’d be able to list all of the potential patterns that could be running our 

lives because the variations are pretty much infinite. No matter what the details of the 

ruts are, the cause is the same: We’re running our lives on outdated software. We have 

outdated beliefs that do not serve us. They keep us stuck. We’re unable to progress, to 

change, to grow into the versions of ourselves we want to become. 

We have to turn the autopilot off and take hold of the controls ourselves. We have to 

learn to manage our own brains. We have to choose new beliefs and create enough 

support that we can go out and find the evidence we need to believe them. We need to 

bring in tools to overcome confirmation bias and cognitive dissonance. There are many 

ways to do thought work. 

Color Thinking is a new type of thought work. I happen to love it. Let me tell you why. 

This is a list of why I love Color Thinking, but it’s also the list of why Color Thinking works. 

It’s fun – I love color. It helps me access the creative parts of my brain to solve whatever 
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problem I’m working on. It feels playful. 

It’s sensory – Color Thinking is not just an intellectual exercise. The name tells you that, 

right? We blend a visual language with a thinking language to create new forms of 

expression, to see things in a new way. 

It’s new – Because it’s new, it doesn’t come with a lot of baggage. You can’t say, “I tried 

that before and it didn’t work.” Well, you could say that, but it wouldn’t be true. Color 

Thinking has that new-idea smell. 

It’s quick – It’s the stuff of breakthroughs. Some types of thought work are tedious—

Color Thinking isn’t. It doesn’t take years and years to do. There can be rapid—even 

instantaneous — shifts in perspective. 

It’s reusable – Color Thinking is a set of skills. You can do it once, on one layer, and get 

good at it, because it’s mostly using your color language, and it’s certainly your brain 

and your life. So you become your own expert. And you can do it again on the next 

layers! 

It’s the opposite of polarizing – I guess that means it’s unifying. It’s certainly cohesive. 

You find and see the patterns, similarities, and commonalities, in you and in other 

people. Color Thinking does not need any enemies to work. 

It’s diverse – Why do we love a rainbow or a garden with lots of different colors of types 

of flowers, or the Northern Lights? Variety. Choices. Adventure. Depth. Abundant 

opportunities. 

It’s intentional – In Color Thinking, we get to choose what we want to think, believe, and 

do. We get to pick the outcome we want to construct. 

It doesn’t conflict with other tools. There’s no incompatibility with other types of thought 

work, with different coaching models, spiritual practices, belief systems, or tools. Color 

thinking doesn’t require you to pick a new religion. You can use affirmations and crystals 

and chakra colors. You can use prayer and candles. Or not. You can use Color Thinking 

with whatever else works for you. In fact, Color Thinking pairs pretty well with almost 

anything—except, of course, those outdated beliefs that are holding you back. It does 
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conflict with those buggers. 

It’s universal but specific – Color Thinking is a layer cake built out of universal, cultural, 

and other contextual understandings. The cake, however, is in the shape of your own 

life. It applies specifically to you and whatever is going on in your life right now. It’s 

practical. 

It’s efficient – Color Thinking requires us to spend just enough time in the past to be able 

to see what the problem is—to find out exactly what the outdated belief is—but we don’t 

need to stay any longer than that. We don’t keep visiting and reliving the old shit and 

thus putting it back into our short-term memory. We only need to recognize the old stuff 

so we can squish it with our pointy-toed boots when it pops up! 

Color Thinking works, as you’ll see in the stories about it. It’s transformational. It’s a tool 

for making dramatic change for good. 

Now that I’ve whetted your appetite, here is my definition of Color Thinking, expressed 

in two parts: 

Color Thinking is a powerful tool to use in thought work. It uses the language of color to 

create new patterns of thinking to support you on your journey to become who you want 

to be. 

Color Thinking is also a powerful tool for reconciliation. You start by reconciling your 

beliefs with who you want to be, and healing the differences. 

I can’t tell you how many iterations I had to go through to come up with that definition! 

I like it. It might continue to morph a bit between now and the time this goes to print. 

The Rainbow Onion 

The Rainbow Onion is what I call the process, the methodology, the program for 

applying Color Thinking—right now, right where you are, at whatever layer you’re 

excavating. 

The Rainbow Onion process works by taking you from your current story through 

transformational pattern interruption, intentional redirection, the construction of a new 
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framework, and with the necessary support. Doesn’t that sound technical? Or maybe 

mysterious. Well, in the next section of the book, Part 2, it will all become crystal clear 

as we will walk through the detailed steps of The Rainbow Onion process. More will be 

revealed, as they say. 

For now, let me tell you a short pink story, then you can finish up your color vocabulary 

worksheet and we’ll move on to the guts of it all. 

Color Thinking Story – Jordan 

Our story starts with Jordan. Jordan felt like shit. He was stuck in a black-or-white pattern, 

but he didn’t see it. He was so entrenched in his old patterns that he absolutely believed 

they were true. 

His pattern applied whenever he thought he was excluded or left out—when he wasn’t 

invited to something, when he wasn’t asked to do a task at work, when he wasn’t offered 

the same opportunity someone else was. 

When he felt excluded by someone, he KNEW it was either because he sucked or 

because they didn’t care about him. No other possibility. He even applied it to when he 

thought someone SHOULD include him, as if they should be able to read his mind. 

Can you imagine how much that always hurt? Believing those were the only possible 

reasons behind every real or imagined slight? 

We knew where his pattern came from: his deep-seated fears of abandonment and 

rejection because his parents had abandoned him. But Jordan also had lots of 

experiences where people had chosen him and were loyal and loved him very much. But 

that confirmation bias thing kept him from being able to see the positive experiences as 

evidence that perhaps his automatic pattern was wrong. Knowing where his beliefs came 

from was not enough to send them packing. 

We used Color Thinking to understand which color’s saturated shadow side (the negative 

aspects) resonated most strongly with where he was, and which infused side (the positive 

aspects) matched the direction he most wanted to move toward. 
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He chose pink. 

The saturated shadow side of pink shows up when we’re exceptionally hard on ourselves, 

judgmental of others, living in the critical, and surrounded by negativity. We need pink 

thinking when we notice we’re feeling shame, blame, guilt, hurt, self-pity, and 

defensiveness about ourselves, or anger, resentment, and judgment toward others. 

That’s definitely where Jordan was living. 

The infused side of pink is a gentle color, full of light and feminine mother energy. Pink 

brings unconditional love, self-acceptance, caring, compassion, open-mindedness, and 

acceptance of others. It allows us to be vulnerable. That’s where Jordan wanted to be. 

Once we agreed pink thinking was the thing for Jordan, he needed to look at his 

thinking. But he was so stuck in it he couldn’t see it, right? So, we had to ask some pink 

questions (we will get into color questions soon), which went something like this: 

● What can I think and believe that will make me feel less critical of myself (or someone 

else)? 

● What thoughts would be more accepting and compassionate? 

● How can I look at this situation in a way that is more supportive and less judgmental? 

● What would unconditional love do in this situation? 

● How can I be that love? 

● What do I already believe that’s in line with pink? 

Those questions allowed Jordan to step outside his own thought patterns and see 

maybe, just maybe, some of the things people did that he’d interpreted as exclusion had 

absolutely nothing to do with him. People might be choosing based on their own 

reasons. And that opened up a crack just wide enough that he could begin to see some 

other possible explanations and find new evidence and new ways to interpret the 

evidence. It was possible people could care about him AND want to do things for their 

own motivations. 
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Of course, there’s more to Jordan’s story – like how he handled it when cognitive 

dissonance kicked in, when the old patterns showed up, and how he kicked them out. 

That’s a story for Part 2. 

Color Thinking Exercise — Finish Your Color Vocabulary 

For this chapter, you’ll finish your personal color vocabulary (PCV) by adding the final 

two columns to your worksheet. Remember to look at both the color and the name of 

the color, because seeing the color helps invoke your responses. 

The two column titles to add are Spiritual and Memories. 

Spiritual – What are some spiritual meanings or associations you have with this color? 

Memories – Building on the personal and emotional, list any key words that will remind 

you of stories, events, insights, etc.—to help you easily access your understanding of 

that color and what it says to you. 

And voila! You’re done with your personal color vocabulary, right? Oh, not really. You’ll 

continue to discover and remember more personal meanings for color. You’ll build your 

language. You can come back and update your PCV (because we need some acronyms 

here!). Or you can make up another way to keep a record. 

It will be fun to watch how your understanding of your color language deepens over 

time. It’s also quite handy to have it written down, so you can refer to it when you want 

it. I can’t tell you how often I use mine! 

*** 

Well, Part 1 is now a wrap. We’ve covered color as a language. We’ve covered thinking. 

And we’ve put them together to make this magical new thing called Color Thinking. 
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Part Two 

Color Thinking for Leadership Blogs 
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The Colors of a Leader 
What makes a good leader? 

And while I'm at it, what is a leader and why 

do we need them? I don't know why we need 

them. Nature is mostly self-organizing. 

Humans aren't. We seem to need someone 

to help us go in the same direction. For us, 

it's not as simple as having an alpha dog. 

Humans have lots of things going on, so we 

have different leaders for different things. 

I'm not the first person to ask the what makes a good leader? question by a long shot. 

In fact, there is so much talk on that topic that I'm gonna dump that approach right now. 

I think a more interesting question is for each of us to ask: What would make me a good 

leader? And if we're already good leaders, What would make me a better leader? 

1 It depends. Oh, that's always my favorite answer! But it's true. It's another version 

of there is no one-size-fits-all anything. Good leadership is situational; it depends 

on what's required. A crisis response team demands different things from their 

leader than an archeological excavation. There are attributes, abilities, skills, and 

experiences that make some people more qualified for a specific leadership 

opportunity when it arises.  

2 Most of us are leaders in some aspect of our lives. We may not wear an official 

mantle of leadership and get paid for leading or get recognition or have a title. 

Every parent is a leader. Every entrepreneur, volunteer coordinator, sports coach, 

choir director, teacher, mentor and so many more. By the way, most organizations 

don't just have one leader - there's a whole cascade of leadership, a gaggle of 

leaders. 

3 In many ways, the most fundamental job of a leader is to bring a team together 
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as a functioning unit (create unity?) and set a clear direction. I think that we have 

had some amazing, highly visible examples of bad leadership in the recent past. 

I'm tempted to say that we have a crisis of leadership, but I don't think that's 100% 

true. Let's just say we can do better. 

So if it is true that a) it depends b) we are all leaders and c) we can do better, then I think 

it's worth exploring what would make me a better leader. It's just self-indulgence. 

Hopefully you feel the same way, because I'm going to be using Color Thinking as a 

framework to explore this over the next few weeks.  I know that I'll be interrupting 

occasionally with other topics, but I'm committing to fleshing this out. 

There are themes and insights that tie very nicely to the language and meanings of color. 

I know that it isn't an accident that the framework works well. Color Thinking is a fantastic 

tool for becoming an authentic leader - for all of the same reasons that Color Thinking 

works for personal development. I invite you to collect the colors that you like and create 

your own leader's color palette. 
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Blue - What You Stand For 
Color Thinking is a fantastic tool for 

becoming an authentic leader - for all of the 

same reasons that Color Thinking works for 

personal development. I invite you to 

collect the colors that you like and create 

your own leader's color palette. 

Let's start with blue, often thought to be 

the first color. It's your leadership blueprint. 

Blue attributes are knowing your voice, 

your values, and your vision. 

When aligned with the light infused aspects of blue - the aligned leader attributes - you 

show up knowing what you stand for and leading authentically from that place. You 

communicate effectively, sharing your vision, sense of purpose and direction, and you 

feel can listen and be heard. You have a strong sense of where you're going, and you 

feel that your team supports you and follows you willingly. 

When influenced more by the shadow aspects of blue - the shadow leader attributes - 

you show up as being inauthentic, having conflicting values, not clearly able to convey 

the meaning, purpose, or direction, not able to create a shared sense of vision, jumbled 

or inconsistent communications, and as switching directions frequently. It feels like you 

are misunderstood or don't have a voice at the table, you don't have a clear vision for 

the future, and you are out there on your own. 

Color Thinking can help us move from shadow leader to aligned leader. We can't be 

clear unless we are clear. Blue questions help to clarify what you stand for - your voice, 

your values, and your vision. 

Blue questions dive deep: what kind of leader do you want to be? What does success 

look like to you? What are you willing to sacrifice to achieve it? What are you not willing 

to sacrifice? What are the non-negotiables? How do treat people, talk to people? Is that 

how you want to treat people? What are your most important values? If you could build 
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a culture for your team from scratch, what would it look like? What do you let slide that 

you wish you didn't? These are just some examples. You'll know you've hit your truth 

when you tear up a little, because they ring a profound "yes" inside you. 

When you have your clarity, we use blue as visual stimuli. This is truly a life hack. Over 

50% of the brain is devoted to process visual information, and you can use that power 

to reinforce the changes you want to make - whether they are mindset, beliefs, behaviors, 

skills, or habits - so that you authentically embody them as a leader. 

As you become more firm in your own blueprint, you may feel some tension. Maybe you 

realize that there are conflicts in your current situation - values, culture, or direction. You 

will need to assess whether you want make changes in yourself or influence others to 

align - or perhaps make a tough decision or two. That's what leaders do. 
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Red - Grounded Energy 
is Safe Energy 
Red is actually the seat of your power 

and grounding - or your 

powerlessness and frenetic energy. 

Oh, and that's true as an individual 

and as a leader. It's not really 

surprising that being grounded as an 

individual makes us better leaders, is 

it?  

Red is about passion, energy, 

comfort, and security. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You show up as knowing what keeps you grounded 

and what gives you energy and passion. You are able to pass that on to your people. 

You are able to create a safe, stable culture. You share your sense of commitment and 

passion. You are able to respond to urgent issues and crises with a calming sense of 

stability without downplaying the urgency. Your leadership is a grounding force, and 

your people are comfortable with you as their leader. 

The shadow leader attributes: You show up as being insecure, frantic, bouncing from 

one crisis to the next and unreliable. You tend to be overly dramatic. Your people don't 

feel that you are concerned with their safety and stability. You come across as a victim, 

not someone with authentic authority. 

What the shadow feels like to you is that you are always in survival mode, and you are 

powerless to effectively address things. You are angry. You are exhausted from 

drumming up the energy to deal with the drama of things, and from fighting off threats 

and attacks that seem to want to constantly undermine your authority… and you don't 

feel confident or secure in your leadership at all. 

It's not an all or nothing situation, right? You may experience some of the light and some 

of the shadow. That's normal! But there's always room for improvement. Developing 
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more of the light attributes will make us a more authentic and aligned leader, and waaaay 

more comfortable in our own abilities! Color Thinking can help! We ask questions about 

ourselves as individuals, of course, but we also ask questions about ourselves as leaders. 

Red questions build comfort: What would make me feel safe? What makes others feel 

safe? How can I share or create that safety with my people? How can I let them know 

that I care about their security? 

Red questions create energy: What am I passionate about? What's the source of that 

passion? How can I share and extend that to my people? How can I tap into their own 

passions and energy? How can I minimize drama? How can I be the grounding energy? 

Red questions create power: What if I am not a victim? Where can I take more 

responsibility? How can I look for both long term answers AND address current urgent 

issues? 

Red questions create actions: Now, what can I do to BE this leader? What do I need to 

change, think, believe? What behaviors do I need to change? 

When you have your answers, use the color life hack that we talked about last week. Let 

red remind you to make the changes that you want to make…even if it's small steps. 

As you become aware of some of the changes you want to make, you may not feel 100% 

confident in them…yet. That's okay. You might need to take little steps. You might 

actually need to fake it until you make it. It might feel awkward. It might feel vulnerable. 

That's okay, too. That's not being inauthentic, that's practicing. That's what leaders do. 
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Coral - Love Wisdom 
Let's talk about coral. It took me a while 

to come around to coral. It was my 

mom's favorite shade of lipstick, and I 

loved my mom, but it's just not my 

visual aesthetic. It was a very bright 

coral, btw… 

Now that I have warmed up to coral, it's 

one of my favorites, because coral is the 

color of community, tribe, and love 

wisdom. It makes sense that this would 

be pretty important in the color 

language of leadership, doesn't it? Leaders aren't leaders without a community. Love 

wisdom - that's going to take some unpacking, isn't it? 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You show up as a supportive, wise, and caring 

leader. You focus on creating a healthy, functioning team. You can see and communicate 

the highest good - what the team needs to do and be - that's your loving wisdom. Your 

people feel appreciated and safe. You make the time to listen and appreciate all the 

members of your team, but especially those who need guidance right now. 

You are not a pushover; you are able to have the hard conversations when needed. 

Although you don't love managing difficult people, you are actually good at it. 

The aligned leader is also supported by and supportive of other leaders and works well 

as a member of the leadership team. 

The shadow leader attributes: You show up as a lone wolf, working on your own, 

disenfranchised from other leaders. You are neither supported nor supportive. Your team 

can feel that they are out on the fringe, away from the rest of the tribe. Communications, 

processes, and relationships all seem broken. 

What the shadow feels like to you is that you are always having to do it all yourself. You 
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feel alone and lonely. You don't fit in. You are unsupported. Nothing seems to work 

right. You can't ever get any help. Your relationships are all unequal. You really aren't 

sure how to progress things forward. You can't seem to tap into your own wisdom, you 

sure don't feel very loving towards your team or the other leaders. You're alone out there 

on the edge. 

As always, you might feel some of the light and some of the shadow. You might be a 

fantastic leader of your team but feel alienated from your peers. You might think that 

you can't express your love wisdom - even though you can totally feel it - because you're 

a woman working in a male dominated environment. (That's just one specific example of 

how it could be suppressed.) Developing more of the light attributes of coral will help 

you feel more like a welcome and contributing member of your chosen tribe - supported 

and supportive. 

As always, Color Thinking questions can help open our mind up to see different 

possibilities. Coral questions are for us as individuals, leaders and as members of a 

community. 

Coral questions build connection: Who is my tribe? Who do I want my tribe to be? How 

can I make these match? How am I contributing to the health of my community? What if 

I contribute differently? How can I get the support I need and want from my community? 

What are some different ways of asking for support? What are some new ways to be 

supportive? 

Coral questions create balance: What does an equal relationship really look like? What 

if I have chosen to live on the edge? How can I give more appropriately? How can I 

receive more appropriately? How can I better support myself if I'm not getting what I 

need? 

Coral questions create loving wisdom: What do I intuitively do well for my team? What 

do I deeply know about myself and my community? What is the most loving way I can 

support each member of my team? What have I learned out on the edge? How can I 

share my wisdom in a loving way? 

When you have your answers, use the color life hack. Create a mantra that can quickly 
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remind you of make the changes that you want to make, and the behaviors you want to 

exhibit. 

After spending some time thinking about it, you might decide that you are in the wrong 

tribe. You might need to make a change. Have your own back as you make that change, 

because you need even more support when you are in transition. Recognize that even 

difficult changes can be the loving, wise thing to do. Check in with your loving wisdom. 

That's what leaders do. 
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Olive - Cure for Bitterness 
Today I get to talk about one of my 

favorite colors when it comes to 

leadership…olive! It's not my favorite 

color to look at, even though I love 

green things, and tree ripened green 

olives are my favorite kind of olive. 

But I have learned to love the color 

because of all that it represents. 

Olive is the color of authentic 

feminine leadership. Olive also 

represents hope, being free (cured) 

from bitterness, and loving intuition. It represents cooperation, rather than competition. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You show up as a leader who is not worried about 

guilt or shame. You don't judge nor do you feel judged. You are able to show up with a 

feminine style of leadership, knowing that it is authentic for you, but it doesn't have to 

be everybody's style. You are proactive rather than reactionary. You are generous and 

nurturing. You trust and follow your intuition. 

The aligned leader is not bitter and doesn't feed the bitterness and resentments of 

others. The aligned leader nurtures hope. 

The aligned leader is not controlling. You enjoy what you do, and let other people enjoy 

what they do and how they do it. 

The shadow leader attributes: You show up as not trusting your team or other leaders. 

You are angry, bitter, and defensive. You are judgmental of people who do things 

differently than you would do them. You are suspicious that people are out to sabotage 

you and your team. 

What the shadow feels like to you: You are consumed with guilt and shame. You are 

defensive because you feel judged. You can't let go of being wronged in the past, and 
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the bitterness colors so much of how you interpret things. In fact, it gets completely in 

the way of your ability to trust your own intuition. You think that everyone is out to get 

you. You feel hopeless. You feel the need to defend yourself in advance. 

Guilt and shame are so prevalent among women, because we are programmed to pay 

attention to all the shoulds. They are crippling, toxic emotions and they really get in the 

way of being strong, capable leaders. 

Of course, you might be a mix of light and shadow attributes. You might be living as a 

strong feminine leader, but secretly feel judged. You might know your intuition, but not 

trust it enough to follow it. You might have forgiven past slights, but are still wary that 

they might happen again. You might be a wonderfully supportive, nurturing team leader 

who internalizes her own guilt, shame. I actually see that a lot. 

Color Thinking questions can help us to let go of the bitterness and shame and to see 

things differently. Olive questions are primarily for us as individuals, but they impact us 

as leaders. 

Olive questions free us: What if I choose not to feel guilt or shame? What if I examine 

the cause of my guilt from an objective perspective? What shoulds can I throw away right 

now? What if I were never judged again? What if I never judge anyone - including myself 

- again? What if I don't make myself wrong? 

Olive questions allow us to lead differently: What if I choose to be a different kind of 

leader? How can I embody feminine leadership? How can I choose to trust? How can I 

stop being defensive? How can I choose to listen and trust my own intuition? How can I 

collect evidence to support my intuition? What if I lead with love and trust? 

When you have your answers, use the color life hack. Create a mantra that can quickly 

remind you of make the changes that you want to make, and the behaviors you want to 

exhibit. Here's an example or two: 

There are no shoulds in my life. I make my own choices. 

I choose to lead by love, trust and example. 
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I have heard all kinds of things about what feminine leadership looks like - some 

wonderful and some silly. The most ridiculous was flow instead of structure. Seriously? 

Have you ever seen a woman lead? It's flow and structure combined to a science! That's 

my opinion, anyway. Ultimately, you get to define what authentic feminine leadership 

means to you. That's what leaders do. 
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Yellow - Be Enjoyable! 
We're back to the Color Thinking 

Leadership Series…but before we 

start, I invite you to mentally pick a 

daffodil or a sunflower or a yellow 

chrysanthemum or if you aren't into 

flowers think of something yellow that 

you just love… Bumblebee fur? Frozen 

banana? Yellow tennis ball? You pick. 

There's a reason, of course. I would like 

you to tap into your joy and read this 

post starting with a smile …maybe 

even with laughter. 

We often go all serious when we talk about leadership. Yes, it's a serious topic. But that 

doesn't mean we have to be 100% serious all the time, harbingers of boredom and 

blahdom. There is so much room for joy and even humor. One of my favorite authors, 

Sam Kean, is able to bring big humor into the topic of neuroscience. Yeah, if there's 

room for joy and humor in that topic, there's pretty much room for it anywhere, including 

your leadership style! So let's play with the light filled attributes of yellow before we get 

into the shadow side. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You show up as a fun, inspired and joyful leader. 

You like the people you work with; you like what you do. You enjoy life, and it is 

infectious. You are optimistic, and because of that you create motivation to take 

calculated risks. You are success focused. You nurture your team's ability to find 

solutions, to discover what can work. You tend to see the good in people and situations. 

You create an environment where mistakes are lessons, not failure. 

Your team is very loyal to you and to your vision. They enjoy working for you. They really 

like you, in part because they feel that you genuinely like them and enjoy what you do 

together. They also see you as a courageous leader, sticking to your principles. You are 
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naturally inclusive. 

The aligned leader uses humor very effectively - to motivate, disarm, charm, release 

tension and create a sense of play and wonder. 

The shadow leader attributes: Not quite as fun, because there is very little joy. You show 

up as worried, preoccupied, anxious. You are pessimistic and focused on the threats, the 

myriad ways things can go wrong. Your fears are rational - okay, they aren't irrational - 

but they are paralyzing to you. You are afraid to take action because it might be the 

wrong action, and you think the risks are too great. So you gather more data, do more 

analysis, get some more advice…true analysis paralysis. Your team feels your anxiety 

because it is contagious. They tend to worry about covering up their mistakes, or making 

sure that they can't be blamed for the failure that you are sure is coming. You and your 

team are very risk averse. (That's a polite way of saying that you're fraidy cats.) 

What the shadow feels like to you is you are the only one who realistically sees all the 

dangers. You live in a heightened state of anxiety waiting for things to go wrong, for that 

other shoe to drop. You think that you are taking care of everyone by looking out for 

them, but it doesn't feel like they are very grateful. In fact, they seem fearful and 

resentful. You're frustrated that people don't want to take responsibility, but why would 

they when there's so much fear? 

You spend a decent amount of time in a state of anxious confusion. You know how 

important it is to get things right. There's so much depending on you. You consider 

yourself to be very analytical, but often go into information overload - the data just 

doesn't provide you with the obvious action to take. So you find that you don't take 

action quickly, and people are impatient with your perceived inability to make decisions. 

Mostly you are just stressed and anxious all the time. You feel you just can't let your 

guard down. 

As always, you might feel some of the light and some of the shadow attributes. You 

might be two different people - a joyful barrel of fun in your personal life and an 

analytical, risk averse leader. Or you might be love introducing fun and humor, but only 

when you feel it is safe. You might create an environment where mistakes are learning 

experiences - but only for your team, not for you. These are just some of the possible 
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blends. 

Color Thinking questions can help open our mind up to see different possibilities. If you 

lean towards the shadow side of the yellow spectrum, you're going to think that logically 

you need to reduce the risk, gather information to alleviate our fears, or some other 

rational approach. Actually, you're wrong. It's 100% okay. It's not failure, it's an 

opportunity to learn…with joy…which is why we started with yellow flowers and banana 

cream pie. What? We forgot the pie? Silly me. 

And, as a collector of data to analyze, you would want lots and lots of questions. So I will 

thwart you here, and give you only five, and they're roughly in sequence. 

• What brings me joy, makes me laugh? 

• How can I be a leader and be someone who shares joy? 

• How can joy improve things for me and my team? 

• How can joy or playfulness or humor help me to be brave in spite of the risks and 

dangers I see? 

• How can I turn my challenges into adventures? 

When you have your answers, use the yellow color hacks. Create a mantra that can 

quickly remind you of make the changes that you want to make, and the behaviors you 

want to exhibit. 

But you know what's most important? Laugh. Enjoy. Be enjoyable. Yeah, that.  That's 

what leaders do. 
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Green - It's Expansive 
And now we're back to the Color Thinking 

Leadership Series…but before we start, I 

invite you to imagine a beautiful green 

valley, or a rolling green lawn, or a shady 

tree….you pick. I just ask that you pick 

something that feels vast, because we are 

going to be checking out what it feels like 

to have space and options galore! 

When we talk about leadership, we often 

think that we are working with facts to 

narrow down our options so that we can make the one and only right decision. If you've 

been following me for any time at all, you know that I call that black or white thinking, 

which is not our most evolved kind of thinking, to say the least. It is our most limiting 

type of thinking! So let's tap into the expanse of the light filled attributes of green before 

we get into the shadow side. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You live in and love the big picture. You love lots of 

options and choices - you create options and choices for your team, and you actually let 

them make their own choices. You are especially good at finding or creating loving and 

supportive options. You make space for people. Your team feels that they have plenty 

of room to spread their wings, lots of space to grow and try things out - and they come 

back to you because they feel appreciated and because they appreciate you. 

You create a very balanced environment. You resolve conflicts fairly. You are not jealous 

or threatened by the success of others, because you know that there is room for 

everyone. 

The aligned leader loves having a lot of options to choose from but has no difficulty 

making balanced decisions. You can also shift directions quickly when needed, because 

you create enough room to move around. 

The shadow leader attributes: As expected, the shadow attributes are the antithesis. You 
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feel trapped, constrained, out of balance. You show up as jealous, competitive, petty 

and small-minded. You couldn't see the big picture if it bit you in the butt. You perceive 

conflict everywhere, in fact, you create it. You can't find the truth or the answers because 

you are so embroiled in the conflict or envious of other's achievements. You think 

everyone else has options, but you don't - which is why you are jealous: you don't believe 

that you have any good options. And because you don't see any good options, you are 

indecisive, maybe even incapable of making decisions. Let's just say, you're not able to 

be very strategic! 

Your team behaves the same way - they don't bring you options because they can't really 

see them, and because they know that you have difficulty with decisions. They haven't 

really been able to grow for a while, too, so they really feel trapped.  They don't see the 

big picture either, because you aren't able to share it with them. They think you don't 

trust them, even though that's not really what's going on. 

What the shadow feels like to you is you are out of balance and you are trapped. It's so 

unfair that everyone else has options and you don't. You don't really like yourself or those 

other people with all the options. You have a few miserable thoughts that cycle through 

your brain on a loop. You agonize over every decision. You narrow things down to as 

few choices as possible so that the right answer will emerge, but it doesn't. It always 

feels like you are choosing the lesser of two evils, so you're in constant microdrama about 

your choices. You're mentally and emotionally pretty close to burn out. 

 As always, you might feel some of the light and some of the shadow attributes. It's quite 

possible that once upon a time you were more open and expansive and able to see a lot 

of options, but you think that time and circumstances (reality?) has just worn you down. 

Or you might feel lots of options in one area of your life, but not another. Or you might 

see all kinds of options, but you're convinced they aren't viable for you. These are just 

some of the possible blends. 

Color Thinking questions can help open our mind to possibilities, change our 

perspective.  You can take this list and play. Create more questions. Brainstorm. Create 

variations. More questions = more possibilities = more options.  I also invite you to check 

out different ways of making decisions (see the bonus section). 
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• What's going on in the big picture? How can I see it more clearly, more frequently? 

• What do I believe I can't have? What if I can? 

• How can I create more options and more balance for me and my team? 

• How am I using my jealousy, envy and feeling trapped to keep playing small or to 

hide? What am I really afraid of? 

• What if all the constraints just fell away? What would be possible 

Here are your green thinking hacks: Spend some time looking at vast, expansive green 

things. When you need to come up with options, go to a park with a big lawn and come 

up with an option for every shade of green that you see. 

Change your screen saver to something with a big vista. Spend some time looking at the 

night sky and noticing all the stars. 

Create a mantra that can quickly remind you of make the changes that you want to make, 

and the behaviors you want to exhibit. 

But you know what's most important? Love. Be generous and expansive. Plant ideas. 

Take ownership of creating space for you and others to grow. That's what leaders do. 
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Clear - Finding the Invisible 
Ink 
Sometime something you hear or say just 

doesn't sit right with you, but you can't 

figure out why. The words sound okay. 

There doesn't seem to be anything 

wrong with them. But something wrong 

and you're having a hard time finding 

what it is. 

That's when I think it's time to look for the 

words that are written in invisible ink. 

What does that even mean? And how do you find something that's invisible? 

Okay, what that means. There are words that are hiding. They factor in, but you're not 

saying or hearing them, so they are hidden. They are sneaking around in your brain, and 

sometimes they make a mess of things. 

For example, I was working with a client last week, and she said something that sounded 

pretty reasonable. "I need to put myself first sometimes." Sounds fine, right? But it didn't 

sit well with her. It brought up really uncomfortable feelings of guilt and shame and 

selfishness. Why? There were some words tagged on at the end in invisible ink: "at the 

expense of everyone else." Those six invisible words were the foundation of a hidden 

belief that the only way to put herself first was at the expense of everyone else. 

Once she found those words, she was able to cross them out and update her belief to 

something that was much more comfortable for her - no guilt or shame needed. 

Another example - assumptions are often written in invisible ink. I was listening to a fight 

between a couple of family members (a very rare occurrence, I'm happy to say!) and I 

couldn't really figure out what they were fighting about. I had to ask (a potentially touchy 

thing to do, but I did it gently and with curiosity…and luck). Why does that make you 

mad? Answer: because of unspoken assumptions galore…most of them way off target. 
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Bringing them out cleared up the fight really quickly. 

A final example - implications. Most of the time when I find myself reacting negatively to 

something I hear or say or read (you know, email and texts) it's because I am writing 

implications in invisible ink. I am making it mean something about me, usually without 

even recognizing that I'm doing it. And most of the time I am wrong, because it very 

rarely is actually even about me! I just jump to the invisible implication. 

So…how do you find something that's written in invisible ink? I have two suggestions. 

First try saying what you've got out loud and listening for the unspoken words: the but, 

the and, the if, the if only, the yeah but, the and that means… etc. That's the stuff that's 

written in invisible ink. 

The second option is to say it out loud to someone you trust and ask them what you're 

missing. Give them a little context. Let them ask questions. Find them together. Chances 

are they will hear them or see them before you do. And you'll know it when you find 

them. 

By the way, not all unspoken words and invisible ink are negative. Some are just 

wonderful and made even better by being spoken out loud. 

And also, by the way, the color for this topic is, of course, clear! Crystal clear! 

May all your invisible ink be made visible and reveal the phrase "because I love you." 
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Magenta - Balance the 
Details 
And now we're back to the Color 

Thinking Leadership Series. Today we 

are talking about magenta.  I've told 

you before that I often write these 

blogs during a Shut Up and Write 

group I'm a member of - and often I'm 

inspired. Well, today I had already 

chosen magenta as the topic, and I 

noticed that our facilitator was 

wearing magenta. It's a very magenta 

thing to notice that detail, as you'll 

see. 

One of the biggest challenges leaders often face is finding the right balance when it 

comes to details. If you're in the weeds to deep, you can lose perspective of the big 

picture. If you pay too much attention to detail, you can easily micromanage. But if you 

forget about the details, you're in danger of not respecting all of the work that it takes 

to make something happen and setting truly unrealistic goals and tasks. 

Magenta is all about finding that balance. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You appreciate all the intricacies and complexities 

that it takes to pull things off, but you don't feel compelled to manage them. You have 

trust that if you delegate to your people, they will handle things well. You know that they 

either already know how to do things, or they know how to figure them out! You 

appreciate their resourcefulness, and they adore having the space to learn and stretch 

themselves. 

You're actually a pretty masterful delegator. You match people and assignments to that 

they do include stretch goals and opportunities to learn. You're very aware of your team’s 

current skills and their potential. You know that there are many ways to get things done- 
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it doesn't have to be your way or the highway…most of the time. Those are the details 

that you really care about. 

You also know that your success is built upon the success of your team. You can focus 

on your work because you let them focus on their work. 

The aligned leader can provide a clear picture of where you are going because you can 

see the plan in your head. You know the steps to take, as well as the who, what, when, 

where and why involved in the execution of the plan. It's as if you're the choreographer, 

and you help the dancers move gracefully about the stage. 

The shadow leader attributes: In the shadow, you aren't a choreographer and things 

don't flow gracefully. You are definitely a micromanager, and as a result, your team just 

waits for you to tell them what to do and exactly how to do it - and no one is happy 

about it. 

You are disappointed in your team for not taking initiative, for not rising to the occasion. 

You're irritated and overwhelmed because they come to you for instructions for every 

little thing. If they do try to do something on their own, it's wrong, and you have to give 

them detailed instructions on how to do it correctly. You have so many examples of how 

it just doesn't work out unless you manage every little detail. 

You're a stickler for detail. You have a really hard time letting little things slide. 

Punctuation, spelling errors, little mistakes - they drive you nuts. You're famous for 

building extra steps or processes to catch mistakes that happened before. 

And your team members are really frustrated. They feel like they are under constant 

scrutiny. They don't feel empowered at all. They think that the safe thing to do is to just 

ask for very specific instructions all the time, to ask for permission. They're afraid of 

making mistakes because it just isn't okay. They don't feel like there is room to grow. 

They feel underappreciated.  There might be a lot of unintentional turnover. 

What the shadow feels like to you is that you are overwhelmed, and you can't find your 

way out. You can't delegate anything, because it is so much more work to try to train 

someone or explain things than it is to just do it yourself. So you really are overwhelmed 
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with all of the things on your plate. 

As always, you might feel some of the light and some of the shadow attributes, especially 

because magenta is all about finding the balance! It's quite possible that once upon a 

time someone set the (bad) leadership example by being a micromanager, or came 

down hard on you for making mistakes - so that's the example you follow. 

Color Thinking questions can help open our mind to possibilities, change our 

perspective.  This is just a starter list - add your own questions (see that example?) 

• How can I practice delegating? 

• How can I practice giving big picture direction without all the detailed 

instructions? How can I be more clear? 

• What could I write on a sticky note to remind me to think and speak differently 

when I hand off a task? 

• How can be a more graceful leader? 

• What if it is okay for some of the details to go differently than I would handle 

them? 

Here's a magenta thinking hacks: picture yourself as the director of an orchestra (your 

team). You are not playing each instrument, your team is. And listen to that beautiful 

music you are making together… 

Most importantly, be graceful and grateful. 
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Turquoise - Individual 
Creativity 
This week, we're going to be 

dealing with one of my favorite 

colors - turquoise. It's an especially 

appropriate time to plant seeds of 

turquoise leadership thinking, 

because we are approaching the 

New Year. 

Many of us have rituals of decision 

and direction for the coming year, 

things like setting goals, making 

resolutions, picking a word or 

theme, and even embarking on new adventures. I want to give you some of the ideas 

around turquoise so that you can factor them into whatever ritual and decisions you are 

going to make. 

One thing I see many new leaders do is find a leadership hero and put them on a 

pedestal and try to emulate them. The hero doesn't have to be a person - it can be a 

school of thought, a leadership style, or a methodology. But yes, it can be a person. That 

sounds okay, right? What's the problem? 

The problem is that it doesn't really make you the kind of leader that you are meant to 

be. It makes you a more-sophisticated-than-average follower. 

There is nothing wrong with having heroes and role models - far from it. 

But alchemy, not imitation, is the way you find your own leadership style. You will always 

be the best leader when you come into your own, and that is what turquoise is all about. 

The aligned leader attributes (light): You have your own style, and you own it. You bring 

in whatever resources or inspiration you need, but you also know what NOT to include. 

You thrive in creativity and bring an attitude of playfulness that makes difficult things 
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accessible for your team. 

Your superpower is finding the sweet spot that blends seeming contradictions into 

balance. For example, you can find the balance between the head and the heart. 

You are especially adept at communication. You can communicate with individuals and 

groups. You have no problem communicating with and about emotion. 

All of this makes you the right leader to help orchestrate compromise. 

The shadow leader attributes: In the shadow, you aren't able to find balance and 

compromise. You dither, you waffle, you bounce hyperactively between extremes, and 

it's especially confusing for your team. You run around like a chicken with it's head cut 

off - what a terrible but effective image. 

You are afraid to lead, so you follow, almost blindly, which makes it really uncomfortable 

for your team to follow your leadership. You are unsure how to best communicate - 

maybe even what to communicate - so you take the serious, hardline approach with little 

room for compromise. Rules are rules! 

And your team members are really frustrated. They crave balance and stability, and you 

don't give it to them. They want to experiment a bit, use their own creativity, have a 

sense of lightness and playfulness - and that doesn't work with your approach. 

They tend to wait until the last minute to get things done, because they're sure that 

you're going to change your mind many times and that'll just mean that they have to do 

it again. In self-defense, they keep productivity low, the pace is slow and they don't feel 

comfortable showing innovation. 

What the shadow feels like to you is that you are constantly torn and unsure. You feel 

overly serious, but yet not grounded. You aren't in touch with your creativity, so you 

always feel like you have to double check your work; check your decisions with others. 

You aren't confident unless you get a second opinion, or a third or a fourth. In fact, you 

really just want YOUR leader to tell you what to do so that you can stop vacillating! 

As always, you might feel some of the light and some of the shadow attributes. You want 
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to lead, but it's easier to follow. It's quite possible that the culture that you are working 

in is giving you mixed messages, like: "Go figure it out. I expect you to lead. Find your 

own way of doing things." countered by an executive who micromanages, gives overly 

specific instructions, corrects your method regardless of your result, or is just 

uncomfortable if you don't do things their way. If that's the case, you probably are feeling 

the constraints of your current situation and would thrive in a different type of culture. 

You may just have to create it for yourself. 

Color Thinking questions can help open our mind to possibilities, change our 

perspective.  Here are some sample questions 

• What if I don't have to decide either/or? 

• What if both are right? Where is the compromise? How would I handle this 

differently, in my own way? 

• How can I find a creative solution? What can I blend? What is my unique alchemy 

here? 

• How can I communicate about it more effectively? 

• What is MY truth here? 

• Where can I start making space for creativity, pockets of playfulness? 

Here's a turquoise thinking hack: picture yourself as a dolphin, swimming powerfully 

through sparkling blue water. You jump, spin, nudge and play, yet you still get where 

you want to be. 
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Part Five 

Bonus Blogs 
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The Big Crossover Event 
Have you noticed how many 

crossover things there seem to be 

these days? There are crossover 

vehicles, crossover TV "events" 

(really, an event?), crossover 

workouts, even crossover software. 

And then there are hybrids…yes, 

again with the cars… but lots of 

other types of hybrids. And fusion 

food. 

These are all words for intersections, 

the points of commonality, the centers of a Venn diagram. 

Your life is THE crossover event. 

When I'm paying attention to this fact, I really notice how many coincidences there are 

in my life. I see the common threads, and when I tug on them, they bring people and 

things and ideas closer to me and to my center. There are more and more "Oh, I know! 

Me, too! I've been thinking the same thing" kind of moments.  More ways to share, to 

help one another, to support each other. 

That's what this crossover theme is all about, I think. Finding the opportunities for 

intersection. 

In my life, I've had a wide variety of experiences. I've done many different things, met a 

lot of people and been tons of places. We all have. What I've learned is that so much of 

what I've discovered also has crossover potential. 

When I taught water-kickboxing, I learned how to gauge my class and pace my 

instructions so that people can follow along easily. That helped me become a better 

presenter in my corporate life. 
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When my brother was in spinal cord rehab, I learned a lot about the power of listening. 

And patience. Lots of patience. 

While hosting Thanksgiving dinners, I learned the importance of planning, preparation 

and coordination. 

Working on the logistics crew for a community chorus, I learned amazing organization 

skills from some true logistical masters. 

I learned the power of metaphor and repetition by raising a stubborn teenaged boy. 

These are just some of my examples. You have your own. 

As I work with women who want to step into their own, I realize that most of us don't 

understand how powerful these crossover skills are. We compartmentalize. We don't 

give ourselves credit for the things we've learned in the real institutions of higher learning 

- our lives. We downplay the skills that don't come with a certificate or a paycheck. 

Guess what? That coursework is transferrable. All of them. Full credit. 

One of the first exercises we do in the Leadership Palette program is go back through 

the transcripts of our life and find our qualifications. And claim them. Proudly. Maybe 

even frame them. 

Acknowledging all of the pieces of our lives gives us more. More options. More tools to 

choose from, more resources. More confidence. More ways to help. 

So I want to urge you to claim all of the crossover credits that you've earned. Use them 

to our advantage. That's what leaders do. 
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Making Colorful Decisions 
Two weeks ago I talked about a better 

decision. Today I want to talk about some 

different ways to make a better decision. 

When we're stuck, how do we make a 

decision? Sometimes we just stay stuck, or 

keep doing research…which is actually a 

decision. Maybe we just aren't brave 

enough to claim it. Or we're so afraid of 

getting it wrong that we aren't willing to 

risk deciding. 

Other times, most of us go with the old ways: if we're patient, we make a Pro/Con list 

and weigh them out, if we're not patient, we fall victim to peer pressure or just make an 

impulsive decision. 

I don't love the pro & con list, because it's really an exercise in black or white thinking. 

Pros are good, cons are bad. It can only be good or bad. Oh no, I might get this wrong! 

Same thing with either/or decisions: one is right, then the other is wrong. 

So here are some different ways to make decisions that don't get you into black or white 

thinking. 

1 Come up with more options. Avoid that whole narrowing it down thing. Who cares 

if they are 100% practical, just have more than two choices? Odds are you can 

come up with several. 

2 If you are really stuck the idea of evaluating your options, go beyond the pros & 

cons. Come up with different names to fool your brain, such as risks & rewards. 

Come up with multiple columns - go beyond the pro/con - add neutral impacts. 

Add short term impacts, long term costs, impacts to other people, generosity 

scale, etc. Come up with different criteria to evaluate besides good or bad. 

3 Follow your heart. What do you really want? Why? How will you feel? Can you get 
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that same feeling another way? 

4 Assign colors to your options. Aha! Color Thinking! Now look at the colors you 

assigned. What do those colors represent to you? Are they the shadow side or 

the blessing side? What associations do you make? Ask some color thinking 

questions? Did you choose pink - what would love do? Red - what would make 

me feel safe and energized? Blue - what do I value, what's my vision? Gold - what 

does my inner wisdom say? Green - what makes me feel free to grow? Yellow - 

what brings the most joy? Purple - what is transformative? And so on. 

5 What choice gives you peace? This is actually the very best, most fun and truest 

indicator that you are making a good decision for this point in time. The feeling 

of peace means that you are in alignment with your source energy, your best self 

and your values. 

If you can't make a decision, if you don't feel that peace, it's okay to wait a bit. It's okay 

to be patient. Just don't agonize over the fact that you haven't made a decision. Don't 

keep worrying that sore. Let it rest. You don't know yet. Let that be peaceful! 

Remember, though decisions are important, very few are absolutely, 100% final. They 

are steps on the journey. With each step, you open up opportunities to make new 

decisions. 
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Re-affirming My Love of Post-
Its 

"Smart people, armed with nothing more 

than little pieces of yellow paper, can figure 

out pretty much anything." 

--Maggie Huffman 

 

How fun to quote myself. Pretentious? Sure. 

But still fun. It's from my first book and I 

printed it on the cover of the sticky-pad notebook I had as a giveaway. 

I think I've earned my PhD in the practical psychology of post-its, a.k.a. "stickies". I've 

certainly spent enough money to cover the tuition, and enough time to cover the lab 

and field work. I've also got theories that I've tested in my research. Here are the Cliff 

Notes from my thesis: 

• First, stickies come in colors, which allows you to use the massive percentage of 

your brain devoted to visual processing and to access the non-verbal language of 

color. Oh, and color is fun. They aren’t what you usually write on (unless you’re 

like me!) Most of them don’t have lines. All of these things help you tap into the 

more creative part of your brain. You are automatically in brainstorming mode - 

which means you've suspended your disbelief and judgment modes. 

• Stickies are little. They force you to identify the essence of your idea and a few 

representational words. You don’t really get to waste a lot of time word-smithing. 

You move faster, almost as fast as you can think, so you don’t lose very many 

ideas. 

• For the same reason (they're small) stay in conceptual mode, rather than detail 

mode. You don't need to go fully down rabbit holes; you can establish 

placeholders. 
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• Stickies are not designed to be permanent. This facilitates many wonderful things. 

Since they aren’t permanent, they don’t need to be perfect, and your inner critic 

can take a break. You can change your mind, you don’t need to commit to an 

idea, you can play with it, you can toss it. Your imagination is freed up. 

• Stickies are moveable. You can rearrange, prioritize, be flexible. You don’t need 

to decide the structure (or format) before you start. You can go with the flow and 

see what emerges – it doesn’t have to be a list or a paragraph. It’s easier to 

compare one idea to another, to merge things that are related, and to ultimately 

get rid of things that don’t add value. 

• You can use stickies for a plethora of things - managing your calendar, a project 

planner, outline for a book (not that I know anyone who has done that!), cheerful 

reminders, color thinking mantras, brainstorming, problem solving, collaborating, 

process improvement ...see, a plethora! 

• Your end result is more organic. The structure flows from your thinking, not vice 

versa. Your results are highly visual, more adaptable, cleaner, richer and more 

diverse than just sitting down in front of a blank sheet of paper. 

So, I guess I could summarize by saying that using sticky notes fosters a sustainable mind-

garden. And they’re recyclable! 
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Social Conditioning 
There's a topic that has been roiling around 

inside me for a while. Sometimes I get really 

worked up about it, other times I just watch stuff 

with the topic in mind - a kind of curiosity-inspired 

observation. The topic is really a question, and 

it's definitely a timely question. (I almost said a 

topical topic.) 

How different are we, really? 

We live in an exaggerated state of polarization. I firmly believe that this polarization is a 

fear response that has been overfed. I also believe that our inherent differences are 

magnified, which leads to big discrepancies in our circumstances. I guess I need to 

explain this. 

First, I know that semantics are important in this discussion. I think it's very important to 

add in a word, partly because adding in a third option gets us out of black or white 

thinking and partly because it helped me enormously. 

The word is "variation" - like a variation in music; riffing on a theme or a melody. We 

have to train our brain to look for variations rather than differences. It's that whole 

cognitive bias thing. 

Second, I'm going to use the topic of gender for purposes of discussion. It could just as 

easily be ethnicity, religion, politics, color, or a myriad of other descriptors that we use 

as differentiators, but I need to pick something. And I've been surrounded by experts 

who love to talk about the differences in ways that seem Victorian to me. 

Okay, here we go… 

When we see differences, we use them to see causes and build explanations. We have 

been so heavily conditioned to see gender-based differences that we take them for 

granted. We rarely think to question our assumptions, we call them facts, and they are 

added to our social conditioning. 
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Here's an example. For years research aimed to understand differences in mapping brain 

functions. A handful of researchers interpreted their findings as showing a causal 

relationship existed between the mapping results and gender. These findings were 

published, which led to more research and more findings being published that supports 

an interpretation of causality. 

This lines up perfectly with all the patriarchal conditioning in western science, so it is part 

of the cognitive bias. But very recent findings, conducted on a more diverse sample 

base, have shown a stronger correlation to brain size than to gender. I could pack so 

much more data into this, and I'm so tempted, but it would detract from the point I'm 

trying to make. 

When we see variations, we react very differently. Let's take cilantro. Some people like 

it, some hate it. There's a genetic cause. We don't really think of it as a big difference, 

it's just a variation. Because it's not a difference, it's not the basis of any kind of 

persecution, discrimination, or categorization. Maybe because it's not readily visible, you 

say? There's definitely something there, but it’s a rabbit hole I don't want to follow today. 

So let's go with handedness, which is generally understood to be a combination of 

genetics, inheritance and environment, and we pretty much treat it as a variation. 

Historically we have used differences to justify discrepancies in circumstances. (You 

know, like gender or color-based wage gaps.) Not so much variations. Maybe we're 

hardwired that way. 

So how different are we, really? How much is just conditioning? 

Here are two ideas for action: 

1 Why not try thinking in terms of variations instead of differences between us and 

see what happens? 

2 Root out errant social conditioning like a truffle pig. 

I like #2. It's bold. And I'm not just pointing it at others - I'm looking inside, too! 
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What Wilbur Has Found...So Far 
Two weeks ago, I wrote about how much of what 

we think is truth is actually social conditioning. I 

also said I was going to go hunt out some errant 

crap with the help of my conditioning-spotting 

Truffle pig. Here's what Wilber Waddles found: 

• There is not enough (scarcity thinking) 

• Women are too emotional. (Like, too 

emotional to do what, exactly?) 

• I must prove my worth. I prove it by what I achieve, collect, do, etc. 

• Women don't want other women to be successful. 

• Beauty is in ideals such as thinness, skin color, youth, height, etc. 

• Busy = important. 

• If I have more stuff, I'll be happier or safer or some other feeling I want to feel. 

• I should smile more. And it's okay for you to tell me to smile. 

• The older I get, the less useful I am. 

• Young people haven't lived long enough, so their idealism isn't real. 

• You're nobody unless someone is in love with you. Right now. 

• If you don't agree with me, one of us is wrong. 

• Someone else is always more - smarter, braver, more worthy, better. 

• There's a long list of things I have to be to be lovable. 

• Something about me always needs fixing, which translates to "I am always 

broken." 

• What's one thing you were conditioned to believe that isn't really true? Or two? 

Or three? 

Wilbur and I are gonna keep hunting. You're welcome to join us. 



 
 

86 

Goals are Black or White Thinking 
We're still in the middle of goal season. 

In December, lots of companies set performance 

goals for the next year, and have their employees set 

their individual goals. 

In January, many people set resolutions. We'll talk 

about how successful that is another time. 

And entrepreneurs and boss ladies and all start 

talking about how they are going to slay with their big-ass goals. I bet you can tell by my 

town that I have something to say about goals… 

I do. Goals aren't all bad. But they sure aren't as great as we've been led to think they 

are. What? Why? 

Goals lead us to Black-or-White thinking. We've talked about this before.  Black-or-White 

thinking is the Land of the Amygdala, the Survival Brain, the killer of creativity. 

When we set a goal, we focus on achieving the goal, the result, the destination. There 

are only two possible outcomes - either we achieved them or we didn't. Black or white. 

The other thing goals do is deprive us of happiness, satisfaction, pride or whatever it is 

that we want to feel. When we set a goal, we hang all of our hopes on feeling what we 

want to feel when we achieve our goal. Once I achieve my goal, I'll be happy… so I can't 

be happy now. 

We don't have to throw goals away. I suggest we use Color Thinking to reimagine them. 

Let's let the goal process have a little transformation, too! How do we do that? 

First, interrupt the pattern of goal setting, and change it up. Let's make it a journey, not 

a destination. 

Second, change the story. Instead of telling ourselves how amazing we're going to feel 

once we achieve the goal, let's just talk about how we want to feel. 
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Third, let's pick a color (or two) that best represents the feeling(s). 

Fourth, let's ask Color Thinking questions, such as: 

• How can I feel that way now? 

• What can I do to bring more of those feelings into my life? 

• What are some steps or actions I can take to support? 

• What are some milestone (more than one!) I can identify to celebrate along the 

way? 

• Use specific questions for your color to address any roadblocks you may hit. 

• Keep feeling, thinking and doing, adjusting course along the way - because it's a 

journey! 

So, a milestone might sound a little bit like a goal. Yeah, they are related. But it's one in 

a series on the journey. You can enjoy the journey AND the experiences along the way. 

If you think about it, we are always moving from one place to another. Even if we pause 

at a "destination" for a while, there's another one coming up! So we're really changing 

how we think about goals. 

Changing how we think about something does change both the thing and our 

experience of the thing! 
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The 1 Thing a Leader 
Needs to Develop 
Last week, I had the privilege of 

leading a seminar for a company (I 

love) that was having an online 

version of their annual retreat. My 

topic was on coaching (of course) 

and how to take your coaching to 

the next level. Just FYI, in a 

workplace context, leaders coach 

all the time - whether it's employee 

development, performance 

improvement, resolving workplace 

conflicts, problem solving, creating 

culture. Leaders coach in so many ways. 

I decided that the best approach I could to offer came from stealing…ahem…leveraging 

brilliance from the personal development space and applying it to the workplace. I love 

to do that - reuse, repurpose, integrate. And there's so much great content! 

In preparation, I asked a few of my favorite amazingly effective high-powered leadership 

coaches for a quote. I asked them what one skill they would recommend to leaders who 

want to take their coaching to the next level. I've paraphrased their answers a tad, but 

here's what they said: 

• Empathy and using your intuition to read a room. (Jay Irwin) 

• Heart and warmth - most leaders withhold warmth when their employees 

disappoint them, but that's when it's needed the most. (Alyssa Rocco) 

• Normalizing imposter syndrome - everyone from a CEO to a janitor is 

uncomfortable and nervous when doing something new. It's normal. (Megan Jo 

Wilson) 
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I love these all so much. They're probably not what you'd expect to hear if you were 

going to a business seminar - unless it was led by Brené Brown or Simon Sinek - but 

that's exactly why I wanted to snag stuff from personal development coaching. 

Then I wondered, what would I say if someone asked me? I know the answer would 

probably change over time. And it's so hard to pick just one thing. But here it is: 

"Be the human you are meant to be." 

Sounds simple, but there is so much there. 

Be - not do. 

The human - be a real human being; you don't need to play a role or follow a script. Just 

be real. 

You are - you don't need to become somebody else, you're perfect for the job. 

Meant to be - that's a sneaky way of getting your calling and your highest self into the 

room here with us. 

Be the leader you want to be by being the human you are meant to be. 

Deceptively simple. It takes a lot of the pressure off. It makes lots of room for empathy 

and heart and intuition and warmth. And yes, we won't always get it right the first time. 

It might be a little scary to try this different approach. That's 100% normal. 
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The Big List of Things for 
Leaders to Stop Saying 
You've probably come across posts on words 

and phrases that women should take out of 

their vocabulary because they're things that 

most men just wouldn't say. I'm expanding 

that concept in this post to include words to 

take out of all leadership situations - men and 

women. 

 

I mean, you can, like, choose to kinda keep them in if you want, but I just feel that they, 

like, kinda make you look weak, you know? Does that make sense? 

So here's the big list: 

These things undermine your authority and confidence: 

• Kinda - great when you're deciding what flavor ice cream you want, but not when 

you're speaking as a leader 

• Sorta - as in, I sorta think… seriously, who's going to believe that you know what 

you're talking about? 

• Just - not always as obvious, but "I just" is really a form of justifying yourself. Not 

needed, leader! 

• I'm sorry, but - are you though? Or are you just saying that to soften the impact 

of what you're saying? 

These things just confuse people. You think they're making you sound competent, but: 

• Jargony jargon - you might think that it makes you sound smart and on top of 

what's current, but if your audience doesn't speak jargon, they hear "blah, blah, 

blah" and tune out. And that includes acronyms! 
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• Complexifying - again, doesn't make you look smart. Being able to distill things 

into clean, clear concepts will bring more people along with you because they can 

follow what you're saying. 

These things undermine your professionalism: 

• Like - like, I was watching a show and, like, I counted how many times one person 

said "like" and it was over 75 times in a 20 minutes segment! I was so distracted 

by it that I actually kept score. It's pervasive and we often don't know that we 

don't even know we're saying it. 

• I mean - unless you're truly clarifying what you mean, don't say it - it's just filler. 

• Literally - I thought this one had disappeared, but it's making a comeback. And it 

is literally misused all the time. 

• That being said - what the hell does that even mean? What does it add? What are 

you setting up? 

• I'm not an expert - okay, then why are you giving me your words? See, that's what 

it makes me think, and it's not helpful. 

• Generalizations - These always bother me. Sweeping generalizations tend to 

make it appear that you haven't thought things through and that you're using 

generalizations to make your point because you aren't familiar with the real data. 

• Gossip & speculation - I had a boss once who loved, loved, loved to gossip for 

recreation: to speculate about who was going to leave, get fired and all the other 

company politics. It affected me in two negative ways. First, I thought he'd been 

promoted to the wrong level because it was so unprofessional, and second, I 

didn't trust him because I suspected he was using confidential information to fuel 

his speculations. Which leads me to… 

These things undermine your credibility, trust, and authenticity: 

• Lies - If your lies are discovered, you lose all credibility. And it's hard to keep track 
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of lies once you get started, so they'll probably be discovered. But even if they 

aren't, you know that you are dishonest - and people pick up on that. They won't 

trust you if you believe you aren't trustworthy. 

• Honestly, to be honest, If I'm being honest - okay, so were you not being honest 

all the rest of the time you were telling me things? Or are you setting me up now 

because you're not going to be honest? Either way, I'm now watching to see. 

• I'll try - this makes me think that you really aren't committed. Is it okay if I just try, 

too, then? I don't have to actually succeed, right? 

• Exaggeration - Why do you need to exaggerate? When I notice, I tend to doubt 

that you have enough data, evidence, or whatever behind you to actually make 

your point. So are you just making things up? 

Use sparingly: 

• Does this make sense? - Sometimes you do need to check in and make sure you're 

being understood, that the instructions or your reasoning is clear. But we often 

use it for validation when we're insecure - and people know it. 

• I feel - sometimes that's the appropriate phrase, of course. But don't use it as a 

substitute for "I think" or "I believe".  And don't use it as a sneaky way to 

introduce instructions, as in "I feel we should do X" when you actually want to say 

"we are going to do X." 

❖ 

What you can deduce from this big list of things not to say is that that you want to find 

the words, phrases and behaviors that do demonstrate your confidence, competence, 

clarity, professionalism, honesty, accuracy, trustworthiness, discretion, and commitment. 

❖ 

That would be, like, just totally awesome. Honestly, those are literally some attributes of 

an admirable leader. 
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