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This is the definitional paper. It sets out what the practice takes as its object of study, why that object requires a different 
instrument from the ones we already have, and — at greater length than is usual — what the practice will not do. The 
refusals are not caveats appended to a capability. They are the design. An instrument that reads what happens between 
people is only safe, and only useful, because of what it declines to produce, and a reader deciding whether to trust this 
with something delicate is owed those limits plainly rather than in a footnote.
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A T  A  G L A N C E

The argument in five steps

1 Three things are present when two people meet.
What you bring, what they bring, and a third thing neither of you brought and neither of you owns: 
the way these two people, together, in this situation, listen, decide, differ and follow through. The 
practice is named for that third thing.

2 It is not the overlap between two personalities.
The field is not what two people have in common, and it cannot be derived from good descriptions of 
each of them. The same person stands in a different field with every person they meet, which is why 
there is no general reading and never will be.

3 Relational intelligence is a capacity, not a trait.
It belongs to a particular set of people in a particular situation, the way a play belongs to a team rather 
than to any player. Individuals differ in it. It is still not a property anyone carries from room to room, 
and it is not a score.

4 The field leaves evidence, and changes when read.
Each person knows things about it the others do not. Gathered privately and set side by side, those 
accounts make a picture no one person could have drawn — and naming a pattern in terms both 
people accept is already an intervention, which is why the writing must be careful, human and short.

5 The refusals are the design.
No score, no rank, no type, no percentile, no benchmark, and no sentence describing anyone’s 
character, motive or competence. Each of these would give someone a place to stand while declining 
to move, and the value of the instrument depends on there being nowhere to hide inside it.

6 Consent is architecture, not a clause.
Safety questions asked before anything else and able to override the defaults automatically; 
permission chosen answer by answer; nothing synthesised until each person has seen the actual 
sentences and decided again. Ordering is what makes the rest of it defensible.
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1
Where the name comes from

When two people interact, three things are present. There is what the first person brings: assumptions, 
intentions, history, and everything they have not said aloud. There is what the second person brings, of the 
same kind. And there is a third thing, which neither of them brought and neither of them owns — the way 
these two, together, in this situation, listen, decide, differ and follow through.

That third thing is the object of this practice, and the practice is named for it. It is not a metaphor. It has 
properties that can be described, it produces effects that both people can point at, and it can be read — 
which is the claim this paper exists to defend.

What it is not: the overlap

The most common misreading is that the field is the intersection of two personalities — what two people 
have in common, or the arithmetic of one profile against another. It is not, and the distinction matters 
enough to labour.

Two people who are similar in every measurable respect can produce a field in which nothing gets decided. 
Two people who are opposite in every respect can produce one in which decisions are easy and follow-
through is reliable. The field is not derivable from descriptions of the parties, however good those 
descriptions are, because it is produced by the interaction rather than carried into it. This is why pairing 
charts and compatibility matrices — however sophisticated — answer a question that was never the 
interesting one.

E X H I B I T  1   One person, three fields

The same person, with the same type, profile and strengths, stands in a materially different field with each person they meet. None of 
the three is a property of them.
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The figure above is the whole argument in one picture. If the difficulties in the three relationships were 
properties of A, they would travel with A. They do not. They are properties of three different spaces, each 
made by two people, and each of them can be worked on by the two people who are making it.
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2
Four properties, and what follows from each

Four things are true of a field, and each has a practical consequence that shapes how the practice is built.

It is co-created No one person is the cause of what happens between two people. This is why 
labelling either of them entrenches the difficulty: a label locates the problem in 
someone, and the other person stops looking. A reading of the field locates it in 
the space both are making, which both can work on, and which neither has to 
concede a defect in order to change.

It is particular The same person is in a different field with every person they meet and in every 
situation. There is no such thing as a general reading. This practice reads a specific 
set of people at a specific moment — this leadership team before this planning 
cycle, these two people in this year — and any output that would be equally true 
of another group is, by that fact, not a reading of this one.

It is legible The field leaves evidence, and the evidence is distributed. Each person knows 
things about it the others do not: where they have stopped saying what they think, 
which decision they believe was never really made, what they are hoping this will 
do. Gathered privately and read side by side, those accounts make a picture no 
single person could have drawn.

It changes when read Unlike a personality, which a description leaves unchanged, a field responds to 
being seen. Naming a pattern in a way both people can accept is already an 
intervention. This is the most consequential property, because it means the 
reading is never neutral — and that carelessness is not merely inaccurate but 
harmful.

The fourth property is the reason for most of the constraints in section four. An instrument that alters what it 
measures, in a domain where people are vulnerable to each other, cannot be governed by accuracy alone. It 
has to be governed by what happens when the reading lands.

Relational intelligence

We use the phrase relational intelligence for the capacity to read and work on a field. It is deliberately not a 
trait. Individuals differ in how well they do it, as individuals differ in how well they pass a ball, but the 
capacity being described belongs to a particular set of people in a particular situation — closer to a play a 
team can practise than to a quality a person carries from room to room.

This is not a rhetorical softening. It is the difference between an instrument that produces a number about a 
person and one that produces a description a group can act on. If relational intelligence were a trait it could 
be scored, ranked and hired for, and within a year someone would be screening candidates on it. It is not, 
and it cannot, and that is a feature.
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3
Why the instruments we have cannot see it

This is not an argument against individual assessment. The type, the profile, the strengths report and the 
engagement survey are useful, and none of them is failing at its job. The argument is narrower and, we think, 
harder to dispute: each was built to describe a different object, and no instrument built to describe a person 
can see what happens between two people who are each well described.

E X H I B I T  2   Three instruments and their objects

Object of study What it can see What it cannot

Individual 

assessment

The person: traits, type, 
strengths

Durable dispositions; a shared 
vocabulary for self-
understanding

What two well-described people 
produce together, which is not 
derivable from either description

Engagement 

survey

The population: aggregate 
sentiment over time

Direction of travel across a large 
group; where to look next

A specific set of people; the 
dynamic between four named 
individuals is invisible at 
population scale

Upward or 360 

review

The individual, as others see 
them

How a person is experienced by 
colleagues

The conditions producing that 
experience; it attributes to a 
person what is often a property 
of the space

A reading of 

the field

The space between a 
particular set of people, 
now

Where decisions actually stall; 
what has stopped being said; 
what everyone privately holds 
and collectively maintains

Anything about an individual in 
general; nothing here transfers 
to another team or another year

The last row is a limitation, stated as one. A reading of a field does not generalise, cannot be benchmarked, 
and will not tell a leader anything about how a person will behave elsewhere. Anyone wanting those things 
wants a different instrument, and should use one.

K E E P  T H E  T O O L S .  A D D  T H E  T H I N G  T H E Y  C A N N O T  D O .

We have spent eighty years refining our ability to describe individuals and almost no effort on the space 
between them. The result is a generation more fluent about its own interior than any before it, still routinely 
unable to hold a disagreement between two people who both matter. The gap between what we know about 
people and what we know about what happens between them is the blind spot this practice was built for.
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4
What the practice refuses to do

Most practices define themselves by what they produce. This one is better defined by what it declines to, 
because every refusal below is load-bearing: remove it and the instrument either stops working or starts 
doing harm.

The refusal set

No score, rank, 
percentile or 
benchmark

A number invites its holder to manage the number. It invites the group to argue 
about the arithmetic rather than the thing the arithmetic stood for. And it discards 
the qualitative detail that would have told anyone what to do. Refusing to score is 
not a refusal to be definite; it is a refusal to be definite about the wrong object.

No type, and no 
archetype

A type gives its holder somewhere to stand while declining to move, which is why 
typology instruments produce so much recognition and so little change. Where the 
practice describes a position someone occupies, it describes it as a posture this 
particular field has invited — situational, provisional, and revisable — never as a 
noun they are.

No sentence about 
character, motive or 
competence

Not that someone is difficult, avoidant, obstructive or careless. The practice names 
conditions between people and the mechanisms those conditions produce. If a 
sentence could be read as a report on a colleague, it is not a reading of the field 
and it does not go in.

No attribution to an 
individual

Positions may be identified where a group already knows who is who — the 
account of the person who holds the final call, and the account of those who do 
not. Individuals are never named, no passage anyone reserved is paraphrased 
closely enough to return it to them, and nothing is quoted that its author did not 
release.

No use in any decision 
about a person

Nothing produced here may be used in performance management, promotion, 
retention or selection. This is a contractual term with clients rather than a 
reassurance, and it is enforceable because the documents contain no assessment 
of an individual to use.

No continuous 
monitoring, under any 
name

Readings are commissioned by the people being read, have a beginning and an 
end, and never run in the background. A practice that quietly accumulated 
sentiment data on people who had asked for one conversation would be a 
surveillance product wearing this one’s vocabulary.

No biometric 
inference, ever

No voice-tone analysis, facial or video inference, wearables or keystroke telemetry. 
Written self-report only. In Europe, inferring emotion from biometric data in a 
workplace is a prohibited practice rather than a regulated one, and no consent 
cures it — but we would hold this line without the law.
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And plainly, what it is not

It is not therapy and does not treat anything. Where a reading suggests that what people need is clinical care, 
we say so and refer, rather than writing around it. It is not mediation and produces no finding. It is not a 
personality test: nobody receives a type or a score, and the output is not comparative. It is not an 
engagement survey: it reads a specific set of people rather than a population, and the reading belongs to 
them. And it is not coaching, because the object of attention is never one person.
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5
Consent as architecture

An instrument that gathers what people have not said aloud, and returns it to the room they did not say it in, 
can go badly wrong. The protection against that cannot be a paragraph in a privacy policy. It has to be built 
into the sequence, at the points where someone could otherwise be carried past a decision they would have 
made differently.

The gates come first Before any substantive question, each person is asked whether they feel free to 
decline, whether anyone is requiring them to show their answers, whether they 
fear another participant’s reaction, and whether their device may be monitored. 
These answers never appear in any reading. If any falls outside the expected 
response, every permission on that reflection drops automatically, whatever the 
person selected, and a Director speaks with them before anything is written.

Permission is per 
answer

A blanket consent at the start of a questionnaire is not consent to the particular 
sentence that will appear. Each answer carries its own setting, chosen at the 
moment of writing, when the person can see what they have just said.

The default is the 
person’s own words

Paraphrase everything and the result reads like a report about people; use what 
they wrote and it reads like the room. That the more faithful setting is also the 
more exposing one is exactly why it is only defensible in combination with the 
gates before it and the preview after it.

Nothing is synthesised 
before preview

Each person sees every line drawn from their own answers and decides again, 
holding the concrete sentence rather than an abstraction. Anything withdrawn is 
gone. This is the step that costs the most time, and it is the step that makes the 
rest of it safe.

W H O  I S  L E A S T  L I K E L Y  T O  O B J E C T

Defaults are not neutral, and the person least likely to change one is often the person most exposed by it: the 
junior member, the one on a monitored device, the one who has already concluded that speaking costs more 
than it returns. That is why the gates precede the questions and override the defaults automatically rather 
than advising anyone to reconsider. An architecture relying on the most vulnerable participant to opt out has 
not protected them. It has documented their reluctance to ask.
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6
What arrives, and what it is for

The method is deliberately simple, because the people using it are busy and the thing being read is delicate.

A Reflection Each person answers a short set of private questions, alone, in about twenty-five 
minutes. Every question can be skipped. No question asks anyone to rate, describe 
or diagnose another person. Removing the room removes the performance: what 
people write alone is closer to what they believe than what gets said together, and 
the gap between the two is frequently the most useful thing a reading reveals.

A Folio One private page to each person before anything is shared, written from their own 
Reflection and nobody else’s: where their attention kept returning, the calculation 
they have been keeping quiet and what carrying it has cost, the position this field 
invited them into, and one question to sit with. Nobody else ever sees it.

A Relational Map Two days later, one shared page reaching everyone at the same moment: what the 
group seems to share, the questions not yet asked aloud, where the decisions 
actually stall. About a page, because it is meant to be read aloud at a table in five 
minutes rather than filed.

One working 
agreement

Every reading ends in a single specific practice for the next month, chosen and 
worded by the people who will keep it. One, not seven, because one gets kept.

A Return Thirty days later, one page brings the agreement back with the question the group 
set itself: keep it, rewrite it, or retire it — three equally good answers. An 
agreement that eroded tells a group more than one that held.

A Director decides every one of these and signs every word. The discernment about what to name, and what 
to leave unnamed, is the work, and it is the part no draft is allowed to do.

What it is ultimately for

Two people who have worked together for years, or lived together for longer, hold two private accounts of 
the same relationship and have no occasion on which to compare them. Most of what goes wrong between 
capable, well-intentioned people is not malice or incompetence. It is two reasonable positions, each held 
privately, neither ever stated plainly enough to be examined — and a shared space quietly organised around 
the gap between them.

A reading of the field is an occasion for that comparison, made safe enough to survive. It does not resolve 
what is not resolvable, it does not tell anyone who they are, and it produces nothing anyone can hide behind. 
What it produces is a description both people can stand beside, on the same side of the table, looking at the 
thing they are making together rather than at each other.
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A B O U T

The Third Field™ A practice in relational intelligence, offered by Second Humanity LLC. It reads the 
space between a particular set of people and returns that reading as a short 
Relational Map with one working agreement. Self-directed editions for teams and 
couples; a Relational Dossier where a team is carrying something structural; 
Director-led gatherings for leadership teams, co-founders and, by arrangement, 
families; Terroir Trails as the practice in wine country. thethirdfield.com

Companion papers The Space Between sets out the evidence and the method in full. Do You Want the 
Same Company? applies it to founding teams. The Promise Is Not the Moment 
applies it to couples. All are available at thethirdfield.com.
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