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This paper introduces The Third Field, a practice in relational intelligence, and the argument behind it: that the
instruments organizations and partners rely on describe people and miss relationships, and that the relationship itself
can be read. It is written for leaders, founders, and partners, and for the advisers who serve them.
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AT A GLANCE

The argument in six steps

The instruments are aimed at the wrong unit.

Almost every tool a leader or a couple can reach for describes a person: a type, a profile, a set of
strengths, a score. None of them were built to see what happens between two people who are each
well described, and no amount of individual insight adds up to a reading of the space they share.

The cost of the unmapped space is large and documented.

Disengagement, founder breakups, the gap between healthy and unhealthy organisations, and the
loneliness now measured at population scale all sit in that space. None of it is explained by individual
deficiency.

Four forces are making it worse.

Distributed work has thinned the informal channels that once carried relational signal; fluency about
the self has outpaced capacity for the other; abundant machine intelligence is repricing exactly the
capacities that live between people; and the modern partnership carries what a village once did.

The reading is not the hard part. The delivery is.

Accurate feedback reduced performance in roughly a third of more than six hundred studies. People
explain themselves by circumstance and each other by character precisely when the event is negative
and the people are close. Silence follows rules learned early rather than risks assessed now, and
groups conform publicly to norms they privately reject. Any instrument for this space must be judged
on whether what it writes can be received.

The method is translation, not softening.

A complaint is a structural wish held inside a judgement. Extracting the wish and discarding the
wrapping relocates an account from a person, where nothing can be done without someone
conceding a defect, to a mechanism, where something can be built. Positions may be named; people
may not; and no score, rank or type is ever produced.

Consent is an architecture, not a clause.

Safety gates that override the defaults automatically, permission chosen answer by answer, the
person’s own words as the default, and nothing synthesised until each participant has previewed the
actual sentences and decided again. The ordering is what makes the faithful default defensible.
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The measurement we have, and the one we
lack

Modern organizations are better at describing the individual than at any time in history. A leader arriving at a
new company can expect to be typed, profiled, ranked on strengths, and scored on emotional intelligence,
often within the first month. The instruments that do this are refined, widely licensed, and in many cases
useful. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator was first published in the 1940s; the DISC model dates from William
Marston’s 1928 theory of emotions; the Enneagram’s modern form emerged in the 1970s; CliftonStrengths
was released by Gallup in 2001; and Daniel Goleman’s 1995 popularization of emotional intelligence created
a market for measuring it. Together they form a mature industry whose shared premise is rarely stated:
understand each person well enough, and the group will take care of itself.

The premise does not hold, and the most careful studies of teams say so plainly. When Google set out in 2012
to learn what distinguished its most effective teams, its researchers expected the answer to lie in who was on
them. After studying more than 180 teams, they concluded that who was on the team mattered less than
how the team worked together, and that the strongest single factor was psychological safety, the shared
belief that one can speak without being punished for it." Psychological safety is not a property of any
individual. It is a property of the relationship, and Amy Edmondson, who defined the construct in 1999, has
spent a quarter century showing that it varies from team to team inside the same company, among people
with the same profiles.”

Gallup’s own research points the same way. Its analysis of engagement across thousands of business units
found that the manager alone accounts for about 70 percent of the variance in a team’s engagement.® Read
carefully, that is not a finding about managers as individuals. It is a finding about one relationship, the one
between a person and the person they report to, and about how much of what we call “culture” lives in that
space.

There is a quieter reason the individual instruments cannot be asked to carry this weight. The best known of
them is not stable in the person it describes: in published test-retest studies, as many as half of respondents
received a different Myers-Briggs type when retested within five weeks.* A relationship is not more stable
than a person. But it is the thing that fails, and it is the thing nobody has been measuring.
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exnieiT 1 Two objects of study

TWO©BIJECTS OF STUDY

The individual

what eighty years of instruments describe

a profile

Two well-described people.
Nothing yet known about the room.

The relationship

what The Third Field reads

THE EIELD

How these two listen, decide, differ
and follow through, in this situation.

Individual instruments describe the people in a room. The Third Field reads the room.

WHAT THE INDIVIDUAL INSTRUMENTS ARE FOR
None of this is an argument against the type, the profile, or the strengths report. They help people
understand themselves, and they give teams a shared vocabulary. The argument is narrower: they were built
to describe a person, and no instrument built for that purpose can see what happens between two people
who are each well described. Keep the tools. Add the thing they cannot do.
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The cost of the unmapped space

The space between people is where strategy is executed or quietly abandoned, where a founding team holds

or splits, and where a marriage does most of its living. Because it has not been measured directly, its cost

tends to surface under other names: disengagement, attrition, founder conflict, execution drag. Taken

together, the best available figures describe a very large problem.

exHieiT 2 The evidence, in four rows

Where it shows up

Everyday work

Founding teams

Leadership teams

The instruments we
already use

Partnerships and
families

The finding

Global employee engagement fell to 20 percent in 2025,
and only 22 percent of managers are engaged. Gallup puts
the cost of low engagement at an estimated $10 trillion a
year, roughly 9 percent of global GDP.

Among two-founder venture-backed startups, 24 percent
of founders had left by the fourth year — before a
standard vesting schedule completes. Separately, in a
study of 70 new ventures, disagreement about the work
and personal conflict were strongly correlated (r = .56),
and personal conflict alone predicted materially lower five-
year sales growth.

Companies in the top quartile of organizational health
deliver roughly three times the total shareholder return of
companies in the bottom quartile.

Across more than six hundred studies, feedback
interventions raised performance by an average effect size
of 0.41 — and reduced the performance they were meant
to improve in roughly one case in three.

About half of American adults report measurable
loneliness; the health risk of weak social connection is
comparable to smoking up to fifteen cigarettes a day. In
couples, when partners were asked in the laboratory to
discuss an area of continuing disagreement, 69 percent of
the time they raised an issue the researchers had already
heard from them on an earlier visit.

Source

Gallup, State of the Global
Workplace, 2026 report’

Carta, 13,133 founders®;
Ensley, Pearson and Amason,
Journal of Business Venturing,
2002’

McKinsey & Company,
Organizational Health Index’

Kluger and DeNisi,
Psychological Bulletin, 1996"

U.S. Surgeon General, 2023
advisory’; Gottman and
Gottman, Journal of Family
Theory & Review, 2017"

Two features of this evidence deserve notice. First, none of it is explained by individual deficiency. The

founders in Wasserman's sample were, by selection, capable people; the engaged and disengaged employees

in Gallup’s sample work for the same companies under the same policies. What differs is the space between



THE THIRD FIELD™ - TheSpace Between

them and the people they work with. Second, the numbers move in the wrong direction. Global engagement
has declined from its 2022 peak, manager engagement has fallen nine points in three years, and self-reported
loneliness has risen steadily for two decades.”®

The longest study of human flourishing ever conducted reaches the same conclusion from the other end of
life. The Harvard Study of Adult Development, which has followed its participants and their descendants since
1938, finds that the quality of a person’s close relationships at fifty predicts their health and happiness at
eighty better than cholesterol, wealth, or fame.” Whatever else the space between people is, it is not a soft
variable.
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Four forces making this urgent now

The cost described above is not new. What is new is a set of conditions that make the space between people
harder to read at exactly the moment more depends on it. Four stand out.

The thinning of signal

Distributed and hybrid work moved a large share of collaboration into text: chat, comments, asynchronous
video, shared documents. Microsoft’s Work Trend Index has tracked a sustained rise in meeting and message
volume since 2020, alongside a decline in the informal contact that once carried tone, hesitation, and
repair."’ Written channels are efficient and forgetful. They convey the decision but not the reluctance behind
it; the agreement but not the doubt. Left unread, the space between colleagues fills with interpretation, and
interpretation under pressure tends toward the defensive.

The optimized self

Two decades of self-tracking, self-knowledge, and the language of personal wellbeing have produced a
generation more fluent about its own interior than any before it. This is a real achievement, and it has a
shadow. People who can name their attachment style and their working preferences in a sentence can still
find the actual presence of another person, with a different style and different preferences, nearly
unbearable. Fluency about the self has grown faster than capacity for the other. Teams routinely mistake
polite deference for alignment; couples mistake a shared vocabulary for a shared understanding.

A NOTE ON TONE

It would be easy to make this argument in the register of crisis. We prefer the register of description. The
forces above are real, documented, and mostly the by-products of things that went right: better tools, more
self-knowledge, more capable machines, freer partnerships. The task is not to reverse them but to develop,
alongside them, a practice for the thing they leave unattended.

Intelligence becoming cheap

As analysis, drafting, and synthesis are increasingly automated, the individual capacities that organizations
have long paid a premium for are becoming widely available. What is not becoming cheaper is the capacity to
hold a disagreement between two people who both matter, to notice a decision that has stalled without
anyone saying so, and to reach an agreement that will survive contact with the next quarter. These are
relational capacities. They are exercised in the space between people, and they are the ones that a period of
abundant intelligence makes scarce and valuable.

The overloaded partnership

Modern marriage, as the psychologist Eli Finkel has shown, asks a single relationship to provide what a village
of relationships once did: companionship, intimacy, financial partnership, co-parenting, and the support of
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each person’s growth."”” Where the demand is met, the resulting partnerships are among the most fulfilling in
history; where it is not, the fall is steep, and the surrounding structures that once absorbed the strain,
extended family, congregation, neighborhood, have thinned. Couples in difficulty today have therapy, which
is designed for repair, and advice, which is generic. What they lack is a neutral, structured way to look
together at the space between them before something breaks.

Taken together, the four forces describe a single shift. More of life, at work and at home, now runs through
relationships that have less surrounding structure to hold them, fewer informal channels to carry their signal,
and higher expectations placed on them, while the individuals inside those relationships have never been
better described. The gap between what we know about people and what we know about the space between
them has become the defining blind spot of the period. The remainder of this paper is about how that space
can be read.
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The Third Field, defined

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. We call that third thing the

field between them, and the practice is named for it.

exHieiT 3 The three fields

THE THIRD FIELD
EIELD ©@NE EIELD/ TW©

Between Thcic:

howyou listen,

Yours

what you assume, intend G el what they assume, intend

and have not said aloud follow through and have not said aloud

Neither person owns the third field. Both make it, every time they interact. It can be read, and once read, it can be worked on together.

The third field is co-created, unowned, and legible. Reading it puts both people on the same side of the table.

Four properties of the third field follow from this description, and each has a practical consequence.

It is co-created

It is particular

It is legible

No one person is the cause of what happens between two people. This is why
labeling either of them entrenches the difficulty: a label locates the problem in one
person, and the other stops looking. A reading of the field locates it in the space
both are making, which both can work on.

The same person is in a different field with each person they meet and in each
situation. There is no such thing as a general reading. The Third Field reads a
specific set of people at a specific moment: this leadership team before this
planning cycle; this couple in this first year.

The field leaves evidence. Each person knows things about it that the others do
not: where they have stopped saying what they think, which decision they believe
was never really made, what they are hoping the time together will do. Gathered
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privately and read side by side, these become a picture no one 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, which is why the reading must be careful, human, and short.

We use the phrase relational intelligence for the capacity to read and work on the third field. It is not a trait
of an individual, though individuals differ in it, and it is not a score. It is closer to a skill that a particular set of
people can practice, the way a team can practice a play or a couple can practice an argument.

10
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Why the truth cannot simply be told

Suppose the reading is correct. Suppose a practitioner can see exactly what is happening between four
people on a leadership team, and writes it down accurately. It does not follow that the four people can use it.
Most of what goes wrong in this work goes wrong after the insight is right, at the moment it is delivered, and
the reasons are well documented.

Accurate feedback often makes things worse

The largest study of the question remains Kluger and DeNisi’s meta-analysis of more than six hundred studies
of feedback interventions. The average effect on performance was positive, at d = 0.41. But the average
concealed the finding that mattered: in roughly a third of cases, the intervention reduced the performance it
was meant to improve.” Their explanation was that feedback directs attention, and that when it directs
attention to the self rather than to the task, the recipient spends their effort defending the self. The
implication for our purposes is uncomfortable and clarifying. Accuracy is not the binding constraint. Where
the attention lands is.

We explain ourselves by circumstance and each other by character

The classic claim that people attribute their own behaviour to their situation and others’ behaviour to their
disposition turns out, across the literature as a whole, to be very weak: Malle’s meta-analysis of the
published studies found an overall effect of d = 0.095, with sixty-eight of them at or below zero." The
asymmetry is not a general law of social life. It is, however, real under two specific conditions, and the two
conditions are precisely the ones this practice works in.

When the event is For negative events the asymmetry appears, at d = 0.243. For positive events it
negative reverses. We extend ourselves the circumstances and hand each other the
character trait specifically when something has gone wrong.

When the people are Among intimates the asymmetry is stronger, d = 0.245, than among people who
close barely know one another, d = 0.072. Distance does not produce this error.
Proximity does.

Read together, these two moderators describe a couple after an argument and a leadership team after a bad
quarter with some precision. In exactly the rooms where an accurate account is most needed, each person
arrives holding a situational explanation of their own conduct and a dispositional explanation of everyone
else’s. A document that names conduct will be read, by each person, as a verdict about the others and an
injustice about themselves.

11
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Silence is a rule, not a calculation

It would be convenient if people withheld what they knew because they had assessed the risk of speaking
and found it high. Detert and Edmondson’s work suggests otherwise. What governs silence at work is a set of
implicit voice theories: taken-for-granted beliefs about when and why speaking up is risky or inappropriate,
learned early and carried into rooms where they may not apply.” People are not running a calculation about
this leader. They are following a rule they acquired long before they met them. This is why a supportive
leader can preside over a silent team and be genuinely baffled by it, and why exhortation to speak freely
reliably fails: the invitation is addressed to a calculation that is not being made.

Everyone privately dissents and publicly conforms

The last mechanism is the oldest named of the four. Pluralistic ignorance, described by Allport and Katz in
1931 and demonstrated most memorably by Prentice and Miller, is the state in which most members of a
group privately reject a norm while believing that most of the others accept it, and so each conforms publicly
and confirms everyone else’s error.'* * The team that is privately certain the pace is unsustainable, and
unanimously convinced that the other three want to maintain it, is not suffering from a disagreement. It is
suffering from an agreement that nobody can see. No amount of individual insight dissolves this, because
every individual already has the insight. What is missing is the sight of the others holding it too.

The obligations nobody ever stated

The fourth mechanism has the largest literature and the least public attention. A psychological contract, in
Denise Rousseau’s formulation, is a person’s belief about the reciprocal obligations in a relationship — a
belief that need never have been spoken aloud, or agreed to by anyone else, to be experienced as binding.
Robinson and Rousseau followed 128 people from recruitment into their second year of employment and
found that 54.8 per cent reported that the other party had violated the contract within two years. Their title
states the finding: not the exception but the norm.

What makes this useful here is Morrison and Robinson’s account of how violation actually arises. The
dominant route is not reneging — one party deciding not to honour something both understood. It is
incongruence: the two parties held different, unarticulated understandings of the same obligation, and
discovered it only at the point of breach. Nobody broke a promise. They had never established what the
promise was.

The damage is also specific. In a meta-analysis of fifty-one studies, Zhao and colleagues found the strongest
correlate of contract breach was not dissatisfaction or reduced performance but mistrust, at a corrected
correlation of .65 — larger than for any other outcome measured, and larger than the correlation with job
satisfaction. Unstated obligations, discovered in the breach, damage the relationship considerably more than
they damage the work.

The same pattern appears in private life, where it has been measured against a couple’s own history.
Halpern-Meekin and Tach asked 1,504 married couples, separately, when the transitions in their courtship
had happened. Disagreement was common, and it concentrated in precisely the stages no ritual had marked
— dating, moving in — rather than the ones with a ceremony attached. Discordance was associated with
lower marital quality. These partners were not simply remembering differently; they had been living inside

two different accounts of the same relationship, and it showed.

12
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WHAT THE MECHANISMS JOINTLY IMPLY

A practice that gathers what people privately know, and then reports it plainly, will produce defensiveness in
proportion to its accuracy. The reading is not the hard part. The delivery is. Any instrument for the space
between people must therefore be judged not only on what it can see, but on whether what it writes can be
received by the people it describes, on the day they receive it, in the state they are in.

13
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Translation, not softening

The response to the problem above is not to be gentler. Softening an accurate account produces a document
that is both evasive and useless, and every adult in the room can feel it being done to them. The response is
to change what the account is about.

A complaint is a structural wish held inside a judgement. “She micromanages” contains a wish — that the
boundary of a decision were drawn somewhere both people could see it. “He never listens” contains a wish
— that there were a moment in the week where saying an unwelcome thing did not cost anything. The
judgement is the wrapping. The wish is the content, and the wish is almost always about a condition of the
shared space rather than about a person’s character.

The operation at the centre of this practice is the extraction of that wish and the discarding of the wrapping.
We call it translation, and it is worth being exact about what it does and does not do. It does not make the
account kinder, vaguer, or more palatable. It relocates the account from a person, where nothing can be
done about it without someone conceding a defect, to a mechanism, where something can be built.

EXHIBIT 4 The same material, twice

What is felt privately What a conventional report delivers What a translated reading names

“Decisions are not real until The leader is a bottleneck and does  The field offers no agreed line between a

they are blessed. Why spend  not delegate. decision that can be reversed on
three days on a proposal that Thursday and a bet the company must
gets redrawn in five live with. Because the line was never
minutes?” drawn, one side steps in to protect the

company and the other steps back to
protect its effort.

“Raise a caution and you are The team is disengaged; the leader The room has conflated loyalty with

filed as resistant.” is dismissive. velocity, so caution now arrives feeling
like a hand on the brake of a moving
train. Dissent has no designated place in
the cadence, and is paying for its own

airtime.
“Nobody can hold this pace Morale is low and the team is Each person waits privately for someone
— though the others seem to  burning out. else to call the cadence unsustainable
want to.” while signalling stamina publicly. The

pace is no longer set by the plan; it is held
by four people’s assumptions about the
other three.

14
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Notice what happens to the reader of the third column. There is no defect to admit and no opponent to
answer. The protective move each person made is given a motive a reasonable person would hold, which
means nobody is asked to accept the role of the problem. What remains is a mechanism, and mechanisms
invite engineering. The conversation that follows is about the machine, and everyone at the table can join it
without armour. This is the practical value of the thing, and it is why we describe the reading as an
instrument for de-escalation as much as for insight.

Positions may be named. People may not.

Translation is not anonymity, and the distinction matters commercially as much as ethically. A leadership
team in difficulty already knows who holds which view. Stripping out every trace of who is who protects
identities that were never hidden, purchases nothing, and produces a document so cautious that the leader
who commissioned it will not recognise the problem they commissioned it for. Anonymity, in a group small
enough to matter, solves the wrong problem.

The line this practice draws is different. A position may be identified: the account of the person who holds
the final call, and the account of those who do not, are set down beside one another, because that pairing is
where the mechanism becomes visible. An individual may never be identified, and an individual’s words
belong to that individual, to release or withhold answer by answer. What this protects is not the secret of
who thinks what. It is each person’s authorship of their own words, which is the thing they can actually be
deprived of.

THE REFUSAL SET

Certain things are never produced, in any edition, at any price: a score, a rank, a type, a percentile, a
comparison to a benchmark, or any sentence describing a person’s character, motive, or competence. These
are not omissions pending a later release. A number invites optimisation of the number, and a type gives its
holder somewhere to stand while declining to move. The value of this instrument depends on there being

nothing in it that anyone can hide behind or be filed under.

15
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How the field is read

The method is deliberately simple, because the people using it are busy and the thing being read is delicate.
Its shape follows directly from the section above: if an accurate account is most likely to be refused at the
moment of delivery, then the order in which the reading arrives is not an administrative detail. It is part of
the instrument.

exHiBIT 5 The sequence

Reflection Preview Your Folio The Map One agreement The Return
o ) ° ° el
X \
25 minutes, along you see every line private to you to everyone at the small enough to try keep it, rew},ﬂe it,
any question skippable drawn from your answers one page, yours alone same moment on a Tuesday or retirg!it
\

A Pulse — one question, whenever you ask for one

Each person’s own Folio arrives first. The shared Map follows only when every Folio has been read and confirmed, so that nobody reads
the shared document searching it for themselves.

The Reflection

Each person answers a short set of questions, privately, online, in their own time. The questions are
particular to the edition: a team’s reflection asks about decision rights and dissent; a couple’s asks about the
moment they are in. Nobody sees anyone else’s answers, any question can be skipped, and each person
chooses, answer by answer, what may be quoted and what may only inform the reading. Removing the room
removes the performance. What people write alone is closer to what they believe than what they say
together, and the gap between the two is often the most useful thing the Map reveals.

The Folio

Before anything is shared, each person receives a single private page, written from their own Reflection and
from nobody else’s: where their attention kept returning while the last difficult stretch was happening, the
calculation they have been keeping to themselves and what carrying it has cost, the position this particular
field has invited them into, and one question to sit with. Nobody else ever sees it.

The page does one thing above all, and it is the thing the mechanisms in section five demand. It returns a
person’s own conduct to them as a reasonable response to an unattended condition rather than as evidence
of a defect. Someone who has read that their caution is a rational reading of an unmapped threshold, rather
than proof that they are obstructive, arrives at the shared conversation without armour. Someone who has
read nothing arrives scanning the group document for the sentence that is about them.

16
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exHieiT 6 Where each document comes from

YOUR FOLIO — PRIVATE TO YOU THE MAP — TO EVERYONE AT ONCE

You You

~a . yours only A all four
Colleague A Director Your Folio Colleague A Director The Map
writes it one page writes it one page
Colleague Colleague

read, not used
Colleague Colleague

four Reflections four Reflections
Built from what you wrote and Positions are named. People are not.
nothing else. Nobody else sees it. Nothing is quoted that its author reserved.

A Director reads every Reflection; a Folio is written from one. Material drawn from the group belongs in the shared Map, unattributed,
which is what that document is for.

That sourcing rule matters more than it appears to. A private page that told someone how the room reads
them, using what the room wrote, would be an unattributed review delivered in confidence — the
instrument this practice exists to replace, rebuilt by accident inside it. So a Folio is written from its own
reader’s Reflection and nothing else, and where the question of how a person lands on others is worth
raising, it is raised as a question rather than reported as a finding.

The Relational Map, and the Dossier

From the Reflections comes something short enough to read together in one sitting. A Map is composed for
the people it describes: its sections are chosen for them, each heading is drawn from their own details, and a
section appears only where there is something true to say. It sets out what the group seems to share. Where
two accounts differ, both are kept, and the difference is offered as a question to check. The moments that
went better become questions about what made them different. The Map ends in a working agreement to
consider, and its method is explained once, at the end, in a short note called About this reading. A Director
decides what every Map says and signs every word; the discernment about what to name, and what to leave

unnamed, is the work. What every Map keeps to is set out in section ten.

Where a team is carrying something structural, the same discipline is applied at greater length in a Relational
Dossier: the weather in the room, each friction returned to the field it came from in the form set out in
section six, three questions for the centre of the table, and one protocol to run for thirty days. The Dossier is
the edition in which positions are named, and it is therefore the edition that depends most heavily on the
consent architecture described next.

The Working Agreement

Insight that does not change a Tuesday is not worth much. Every Map ends in a working agreement to
consider: one small experiment, set out as the occasion it applies to, what is done, who decides, the
exceptions, and how it will be looked back on. The practice never fills in a name, a date or who holds a role.
Those blanks belong to the people who will keep it, and trying the agreement does not mean accepting the
Map’s reading. For a couple it is symmetrical: either partner can call it, and both keep it. For a team it names
the tradeoff, the work that stops, moves or shrinks to make room, and its review asks whether the work

17
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improved and at what cost, not only whether the process was followed. One agreement, not seven, because
one gets kept.

The Return

Thirty days after the agreement, one page comes back carrying it — in the words it was written in — with the
question the group set itself, and three equally good answers: keep it, rewrite it, or retire it. It contains no
new reading and no assessment of how anyone did. An agreement that eroded under pressure tells a group
more than one that held, and a page which makes “it eroded” expensive to say will be answered with nothing
atall.

It is also the only moment at which the practice can be tested. Everything before it is a reading. The Return is
the first point at which anyone, including us, finds out whether it changed a Tuesday.

With a Director

The self-directed practice works on its own. When the moment warrants a person in the room, a Director, an
experienced practitioner from The Third Field, reads the reflections before anyone arrives, guides the
gathering on the day, and decides and signs every word of the Map afterward. For couples, this is a single
conversation once the Map is delivered. For teams, it ranges from a debrief to a full day, at their site or in
wine country. The practice is the same; the Director adds attention.

exuieiT 7 Two ways of looking at the people in a room

Individual assessment The Third Field

Object of study The person: traits, type, strengths, score The field between a particular set of people, in
their situation

Premise Understand each person and the group will Read what the group is making together, and
follow work on that
Evidence Self-report inventory, often shared or public Private reflection, held answer by answer

under each person’s own permission

Output A durable label or profile A short Relational Map and one working
agreement, for this moment

Reviewed by An algorithm A person, every time

Risk Labels harden; the problem is located in Read carelessly, the field could be exposed;
someone hence privacy, brevity, and review

Best use Self-understanding; a shared vocabulary Alignment, decision, transition; any moment

when the space between people matters

18
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WHAT THE PRACTICE IS NOT

It is not therapy, and it does not treat anything. Where a reflection suggests that what a family or a couple
needs is clinical care, The Third Field says so and refers. It is not a personality test: nobody receives a type or
a score, and the Map is not comparative. It is not an engagement survey: it reads a specific set of people, not
a population, and the reading belongs to them.
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Naming the storm without scoring it

A reasonable objection to all of the above is that a practice refusing numbers has given up the ability to say
anything definite. The opposite is nearer the truth, and the distinction is worth stating precisely, because it is
where this instrument parts company with every engagement survey on the market.

A score invites three failures at once. Its holder manages the number rather than the condition. The group
argues about the arithmetic — why are we a sixty-four and not a seventy-two — rather than about the thing
the arithmetic stood for. And the reduction discards exactly the qualitative detail that would have told
anyone what to do on Monday. Weather is not reported as a grade out of a hundred; it is reported as a state.

exHieiT 8 Instead of a score, a state

What a survey reports What a reading reports

Alignment: 58 per cent Asymmetric divergence. Some of this group hold full conviction to execute; others hold
unvoiced structural doubt about capacity. The table is split between velocity and
caution, and the split is not being spoken.

Psychological safety: 2.4 Protective silence. Scepticism has stopped being raised in the room. The cost of voicing

of 5 an operational concern is currently calculated as higher than the value of raising it.

Burnout risk: high Performative endurance. The accounts agree that the present pace is unsustainable,
and each assumes the others expect it to continue.

None of the three readings on the right names a person, reports a count, or assigns blame. Each describes a
condition of the field, each could be read aloud by anyone in the group without exposing anyone in it, and
each points at something the group could change this week. Refusing to score is not a refusal to be definite. It
is a refusal to be definite about the wrong object.

THE DISCIPLINE THAT MAKES THIS SAFE

A reading of this kind always ends in a question the group can carry into its next conversation. An advisory
without one is an indictment left in the air, and a practice that issues those has traded the room’s work for
the practitioner’s authority. Name the state; then hand back the initiative.
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Consent as an architecture, not a clause

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

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
are worried about another participant’s reaction, and whether the device they are
using may be monitored. These answers never appear in any Map and are not part
of the reading. If any falls outside the expected response, every permission on that
Reflection is suspended automatically, whatever the person selected, and a
Director speaks to them privately before anything is written. Sometimes the right
outcome is that no Map is produced.

Permission is per A blanket consent at the start of a questionnaire is not consent to the particular

answer, not per person sentence that will appear. Each answer therefore carries its own setting — use my
words, paraphrase this one, or keep it out entirely — chosen at the moment of
writing, when the person can see what they have just said.

The default is the Paraphrase everything and the result reads like a report about people; use what

person’s own words they wrote and it reads like the room. Because the more faithful setting is also the
more exposing one, it is defensible only in combination with the two mechanisms
on either side of it: the gates that precede it, and the preview that follows.

Nothing is synthesised Each person is shown every line drawn from their own answers and decides again,

before preview with the concrete sentence in front of them rather than an abstraction. Anything
withdrawn is gone. This is the step that costs the most time — it is why a Dossier
takes about two weeks rather than three days — and it is the step that makes the
rest of it safe.

The ordering is the point. A consent that is collected once, in advance, from a person who cannot yet see
what they are consenting to, is a formality. A consent that is offered again at the moment of maximum
concreteness, to a person holding the actual sentence, is a decision. The first protects the practitioner; only
the second protects the participant, and it is the second that makes the more faithful default possible at all.
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A NOTE ON WHO IS LEAST LIKELY TO OBJECT

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. This is the whole reason the gates precede the questions and override the defaults
automatically rather than advising the person to reconsider. An architecture that relies on the most
vulnerable participant to opt out has not protected them; it has documented their reluctance to ask.
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How a reading is made

The sections above say what a reading is for and why the order of its arrival matters. This one says what we
ask about, what every document keeps to, and what we have and have not yet shown. The questions
themselves, the rules the drafting follows and the checks that enforce them stay with the house. A fuller
account of the method is shared in confidence with counsel, partners and clients who need it.

What we ask about

A team, a marriage or a circle of friends is made by what each person brings to it, and then it becomes
something none of them brought. We ask about four things each person brings, and we read three things
they make together.

The Tillage is the work a person does for the others: the remembering, the arranging, the drive, the joke that
gets everyone past a hard moment. Most of it is never announced. We ask what the work is, what the person
means by it, and whether they have ever found out how it lands.

The Canopy is what shows when the weather turns: what happens inside someone when a plan changes or
something feels off, what the others actually receive, and what was meant. What shows is rarely what is
meant.

The Fallow is what a person would welcome and has not asked for. Fallow ground is not barren. It is resting,
and the next season comes from it.

The Runoff is what does not get in: something true in a person’s life that they keep out of this room. Nobody
has to say what it is. Anyone who does chooses, at that moment, who it may reach, and that choice governs
everything we do with it. It is never printed on a shared page and never hinted at. We ask so that the room
can make space for it, and only the person who holds it decides whether it comes in.

From these we read the Prevailing Climate (where several people, asked apart, answered alike, and where
one stands somewhere different), How the Weather Moves (the sequence a group runs when something
goes wrong, built only from what each person said about their own part), and the Uncleared Ground (one
person’s wish lying beside another’s offer; a task each thinks of as someone else’s; a meaning assumed and
never checked).

Every name above is a kind of contribution, never a kind of person. Anyone may bring any of them, and they
change with the season. That is the one law of the practice: never diagnose the node, always steward the

wire.

Three editions of one framework

The framework is the same wherever it is used; what changes is the relationship it is asked to read. It has
now been built out for three editions: the Circle, for friends; the Couples Map; and the Team Map.
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The Circle reads exactly the inputs described above, for three to eight friends. Its shared page keeps the
vineyard titles, because for a circle of friends the vocabulary is part of what they take home: words for what
each of them carries, and for what the circle carries for one another.

For a couple, two further things matter. The first is balance: nothing is said about one partner that is not
matched by the other. The second is time. A couple is read as being in a season, not as being a type, and the
Map is written to be read again when the season turns. The vineyard titles stay.

A team is not a couple with more people in it. The people in a team do not have equal say over the conditions
of their work, and a reading that pretends otherwise either flatters the leader or corners them. So a Team
Map reads the conditions of the work rather than the personalities in it. It is informed by research on the
conditions in which teams do well, and on psychological safety and team learning, but it is not any author’s

model and it is not a validated instrument. A team’s Map uses plain headings particular to that team.”***

Three promises follow. Authority is named, never judged: where a Map describes something someone did,
the leader included, it describes the action as reported, never character or motive. No scores are printed, and
no count is printed that could point to one or two people, because in a small team a minority can be
identified without a name. And a pattern is put to the room as a question, not reported as a finding.

Some of what people write is meant for one person. Thanks written to a named colleague goes privately to
that colleague, in the writer’s own signed words, and never onto the team’s Map, and nothing anywhere says
who was not thanked.

How we ask

The theory lives in how we read, not in how we ask. A question that contains a theory gets the theory back,
so nobody meets the words above while they are writing; the framework appears for the first time on the
reader’s own page. Where it can, a question asks for something that happened rather than an assessment of
oneself, because people tell the truth about last October more readily than about who they are.

Each person sets the permission on every answer: with my name, without my name, or for the Director only.
It is explained once, in three lines, and the explanation says plainly that in a small group a count can point to
a person even without a name.

Every questionnaire is tested before it meets anyone: for whether the page can be written from its answers
without guessing, and for whether a tired person at nine in the evening would finish it and tell the truth. The
instruments for couples and teams have been tested on invented couples and teams. Before any Couples or
Team Map is offered for sale, real couples and teams will answer these questions while we watch, and a pilot
will follow.

How the documents are drafted

A language model helps draft, and only with permission, which each person gives or withholds for
themselves. If you decline, no Al service reads anything you wrote, and nobody but the Director knows who
declined. In a circle of friends or a couple, if anyone declines, no model reads anything the group wrote. In a
team, the Director reads a member who declines and writes that member’s own page by hand, and the
team’s Map is drafted with help only when at least two-thirds of the team have agreed. A Director reads
every document, decides what it says and signs every word, and each person’s own recognition has the last
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word. Between the draft and the signature there are checks, some by machine and some by people, and each
exists because an earlier version without it failed in testing. Their design stays with the house. What they
guarantee is set out here.

No names. Before any model reads a Reflection, names and contact details are replaced with letters, and
anything marked “prefer not to answer” is removed. Names return only when the finished page is set. The
service that drafts works under an agreement that the words it reads are never used to train Al models.

What every document keeps to. Every sentence rests on something someone wrote and chose to share. A
line beside a name is that person’s own words, from an answer they signed. A reading on a shared page rests
on more than one person, and a sequence names nobody. What a person keeps outside is never printed. No
scores, no types, no clinical vocabulary.

Recognition. Before anything is shared, each person receives a private reading: a few connections between
their own answers that are hard to see from inside, each named for the two things it connects and the reason
we asked. They mark each one accurate, partly, not accurate, too general or missing context, and their words
replace ours. They also see the exact lines proposed for under their name and keep, change or leave out each
one. Nothing appears beside a name unless its owner has kept it there.

What the page gives back

A Circle’s shared page gives every section the same shape, so that nothing on it arrives without its reason:
why we asked, in words that are the same for every group and say nothing about anyone in it; what you said,
in your own signed words; the count, with the one who differs; and what it means between you, which is the
only sentence of ours. A Couples or Team Map is composed instead: its sections are chosen for the people in
it, and the reason for asking is explained once, at the end, in About this reading. The rule is the same in both.
Where there is nothing true to add, nothing is added, and a heading with nothing under it is not printed. An
empty place is better than an invention.

The page closes with what is yours to do. There are five things a group can do with a page like this: give its
climate a name, agree a signal for “we are doing it again”, lay an exchange on the table, say an ask aloud,
make room. The practice offers, frames and protects. It does not assign a part, move a task from one person
to another, or set a date.

What we do not do

We do not score people, sort them into types, or say what anyone is. We do not print what someone asked
us to hold. We do not tell one person what another thinks of them: what one person writes about another
reaches them only if the writer signed it for them, they asked to hear it, and the Director read it first. Nothing
listens in the room. Nothing is sent until a person presses the button.

What we have measured, and what we have not

Everything so far has been tested on invented people with invented answers, written with patterns for the
method to find and traps for it to avoid. In those tests nothing a person protected reached a page anyone
else received, and the one near miss was stopped before release. Documents that passed every machine
check still drew corrections from the reviewers, including one that would have hurt someone. That is why a
Director reads every one.
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The couples and team editions were also tested against Maps and Folios written by hand, as the standard to
beat, and revised where the hand was better.

These are indications from invented circles, couples and teams, not a trial. The only measure of whether a
reading is accurate is the participant’s own mark on it, and we will publish that rate when we have earned
one.
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Where the practice is applied

The Third Field is one practice, applied wherever the space between a particular set of people matters more
than the description of each of them. In its first year it is offered in two arenas, with a third by arrangement,
and in one setting.

Leadership teams and co-founders

Every leadership team is more aligned than its meetings suggest and less aligned than its strategy documents
claim. The Team Map shows the gap between what a team says together and what each member believes
alone, and yields one working agreement on the decisions that actually stall. For co-founders, the practice is
an agreement check: an early, private, structured reading of the one relationship on which everything else
depends, taken before the pressure that Wasserman'’s research shows will otherwise take it.

Couples and partnerships

For two people at a threshold, getting serious, marrying, in the first year, at an anniversary, facing a decision,
the practice offers a single well-prepared conversation: each answers privately, and the two receive a short
shared reflection, the questions not yet asked aloud, and one small practice to try. It is designed for couples
who are not in crisis and who would like to know each other as well as they think they do.

Families, by arrangement

A family gathering for a holiday, a reunion, or a parent’s milestone can benefit from the same reading.
Because family dynamics can shade into the clinical, every family engagement begins with a conversation
with a Director, and where clinical care is what is needed, we say so and refer. Facilitated work alongside a
licensed therapist is in development.

The setting: Terroir Trails

Some readings want a place. Terroir Trails is The Third Field in Sonoma and Napa Valley: a private,
chauffeured day with the winery appointments made and time for a long-table lunch, designed around the
people at the table rather than the wine list. It is where the practice happens when depth requires place, and
it exists to serve the reading, not the other way around.
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What a leader can do now

The argument of this paper does not require anyone to adopt The Third Field. It requires a change in what
leaders look at. Three moves follow from it, and each can begin this quarter.

Change the unit of The next time a team or a partnership disappoints, resist the question “who is the
analysis problem?” and ask instead “what are we making between us?” The first question
ends in a label. The second ends in something both people can work on.

Gather evidence The room is a poor instrument for finding out what people believe. Ask separately,
privately before in writing, under a promise of privacy, and read the answers side by side. The gap
discussing it publicly between the private and the public account is where the field becomes visible.
Agree to one thing, Alignment that is not written down as a specific, time-bounded practice is a mood,
and test it and moods pass. One working agreement, kept for a month and reviewed, does

more than a day of consensus.

Organizations, founding teams, and partnerships that continue to evaluate the people in the room and ignore
the room will keep paying the costs in Exhibit 2, under whichever names those costs next appear. Those that
learn to read the space between will find that it can be read, that it responds to being read, and that most of
what they needed to know was already known, privately, by someone at the table.

Not mine. Not yours. The field between.
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