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For Thomas
THANK YOU for your questions, your courage and your answers.
THANK YOU for showing me the way when I could not see where I was 
going myself.
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Introduction 

It is many years ago now, but when I was a parent with a small child and 
worked in a kindergarten, I wished I had a book that could give me some 
insight into children’s inner world, so that I could understand better how they 
behave and communicate. 

I wanted a book with contents and points of view that could inspire me to be 
less inhibited, with more humour and fewer conflicts, without finding fault 
and stern, wagging fingers. 

I often asked myself: what should you actually do when you want the best for 
the children??? 

I had the best of intentions, but it was difficult to follow them up with a plan, 
and it was particularly difficult to assess the long-term effects. 

I often used to think: “What consequences will the things I say and do have for 
a child in ten years’ time?” 

Like so many other parents and adults, I have had my dreams and visions of 
what the ideal parent should be like. Cheerful, open, understanding, unpreju-
diced, a good listener, and so on. A person who could help children to develop 
and be happy and independent, full of self-confidence and self-esteem. I don’t 
know how many times I have been surprised and disappointed at myself, 
because I have said or done something and thought afterwards: I don’t want 
to be like that; my child and other people’s children should not have to put up 
with that. There must be different and better ways of doing things. 

Many times I have had to stop myself and consider: is this promoting self-es-
teem and self-confidence? What am I supposed to do? 

When something was not working, or seemed far too difficult to carry 
through, was there an alternative, or what could be done instead, that would 
work and live up to the plans and good intentions? 

I have felt uncertain and frustrated and wondered, “What do people think?” 
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Today I know that the most important thing is what I think myself, because 
that is what I act on, and what comes from my heart. 

Today, I also know that as humans we have to experience ourselves from the 
side we feel is our worst, or else we can’t find our way to the best sides. The 
worst and the best go together like black and white, or sorrow and joy. I have 
learnt to accept the worst sides and to like them as eye-openers showing the 
way and identifying the best sides. I have learnt to say sorry, to turn back and 
take a break, and I have learnt to forgive myself. 

I have learnt enough to know that when children have someone to hug them, 
hold on to them and put up with them, even when they do their worst, they 
develop a very solid self-esteem. That is when our accepting, loving and guid-
ing reaction to any behaviour tells the child: “You are worth loving.”

The process was to work deliberately at meeting children respectfully and 
without pre-conceived ideas, as equals, with empathy, humour, acceptance 
and love. That, in essence, was appreciation. That was when I was conscious of 
finding out what worked. 

This book was written against my background and experiences as a parent, 
educationist and consultant, but first and foremost as a person. It is based 
on conversations and episodes with my own child, children in general, and 
parents and adults in the educational world. The appreciative approach has 
always been the point of departure. 

I hope with all my heart that it will be a source of inspiration, wake innate and 
dormant potential, and build up good relationships and togetherness be-
tween parents and children, with children and adults on equal terms. 

This, then, is the book I wanted in those early days, and I sincerely hope that 
it will help parents and adults working with children or young people on 
their way. 

My intention with this book is that no matter what role we play in children’s 
lives, we adults should become better at taking children seriously and respect-
ing them, without pre-conceived ideas, as our equals. 
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As adults we must understand that children are here to enrich and harmonise 
with us, not to clash with us, and that they take life very seriously, but with a 
good sprinkling of joy, humour, hope and optimism. Children want the best 
for us. 

Many people have asked me to write this book, but it was also written 
because I simply had to. My most important criterion was that it should be a 
book I would want to read myself. And I do.

I hope you really enjoy it. 
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Introduction 

I am committed from the bottom of my heart to working with appreciation. It 
has been, and still is, extremely hard work; it is a lifelong process of learning 
and development. 

It is a fantastic and enriching moment when you discover that appreciation works.

   Children, young people, parents, adults and you 
yourself thrive and begin to grow.

  Loving and honest relationships are built up.

   With insight, acknowledgement and dialogue fewer 
conflicts will arise, and when they do, they will not 
last so long.

   Appreciation develops empathy and opens up your 
heart.

   It feels as if there is more freedom to move.

   Appreciation is a process that strengthens ability to 
see behind the façade and hear people’s intentions.

   Appreciation makes people want and see the best in each other.

   When appreciation becomes a commitment, life grows and peace 
develops between people.

   Appreciation is quite simply the joy of living.

You can read about the ideas and experiences around appreciation, but you 
cannot read your way to making it work. Appreciation is lifelong learning and a 
process of personal development. It is about being the best version of yourself, 
so you lay the best foundations for a child to thrive, grow and develop, where you 
must keep focusing on your interaction with the people around you all the time. 

It is a question of your desire, determination and capacity for self-develop-
ment. The child’s development and self image comes through you and your 
response to him or her. 
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The book is structured to give you the Talent Finder´s Hints along the way, and 
you will find some questions to think about in the Food for Thought sections 
to help you to make contact with your inborn appreciation. You will not need 
to go and search for anything new; you simply have to turn on and remember 
what has been inside you since you were born. 

Through appreciation people can and will, dare and do, and they want the 
best for each other. Appreciation brings peace in people and between them.

There are no limitations in appreciation; they arise in us as humans. When we 
are faced with our own pre-conceived ideas, unspoken expectations, our lack 
of respect and our inadequate understanding and insight, we involuntarily 
become disparaging. Problems arise, not just for ourselves, but especially for 
others, because they are the ones who are affected. 

That is why it is so important to work at your own way of communicating and 
being present in a given situation. You have to observe yourself as you interact 
with children and others in general, and observe yourself and others interacting 
with each other. That is where you can change things.

As you read this book, you will only find things you know perfectly well. You 
may just have forgotten that you know. Everything that you were naturally born 
with will be activated as you read, and you will therefore be the foundation for 
your own inspiration as memories are brought back through reading the book. 

I have worked with people for very many years, especially children and 
youngsters, parents and adult educationists. Since autumn 2003 I have also 
run my own private practice.

My task has been, and still is to guide and teach, observe, supervise and coach 
children and young people, parents and adults in relationships with each 
other, and always with a basically appreciative approach. 

As parents and adults we are very concerned about how we see, experience 
and describe children’s perception of life.

Along the way I have become much more interested in how children see and 
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experience us and life from their points of view. We parents and adults have a 
great deal to learn.

In fact I find it is fun and I am always amazed to see how things change and a 
new world opens up when children are allowed to speak for themselves about 
how they experience life and handle its challenges. 

As I have observed and talked to children, I have gained many enriching and 
inspiring insights into how wise and perceptive they really are. Myths have 
been debunked, and I have had lots of aha! moments along the way, as well as 
some laughs at times.

For instance when four-year-old Luke asked me: 
“Do you know what I’m going to do when I grow up, Hanne? I’m going to look after 
pigs, and I’m going to kiss them on the mouth every single day, because it makes 
them so happy!”

I was once given the most fantastic guided tour of a kindergarten by a child of 
three. He was slightly shabbily dressed, and had no language in words, so he 
showed me round entirely through body language and the expressions on his 
face. I can still see the delight in his eyes and the eagerness in his little body as 
he trotted in front of me, his ears almost turned backwards to make sure I was 
following. Every time I found words for the things he showed me along the 
way – all the places in the building where he liked to be – he was radiant.

I have had children and young people in my private practice who only needed 
me to sit and put an arm round them, make space for them and be there, 
while they told me about everything they had on their minds. Everything 
to do with Mum and Dad, or other adults, that was so difficult to say and to 
accommodate inside them.
 
The greatest insight I have gained is finding out how much we as parents and 
adults misunderstand children, partly through old opinions about children 
that are handed down, and partly because we never think of asking the peo-
ple we talk so much about – the children themselves. 

Children are assumed to have attitudes they do not have at all, simply because of 
our ignorance and lack of insight. Worst of all is the way we grown-ups think we 
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know everything, and assume that only we are entitled to decide how to under-
stand the world and live our lives. That is how many unnecessary conflicts arise. 

The experience came from observing the children and avoiding conclusions. 
Instead I started a dialogue with them and learned to pose curious, wonder-
ing questions to the child, the adults and myself about anything I was sur-
prised at or did not understand. 

I think the most important thing I learned in the process was to be really good 
at asking questions, and not to jump to conclusions. Then I found that the 
children had extremely sensible answers to my questions. They explained, 
and their answers demonstrated that they had noticed and thought about 
things. In fact they possessed great insights and wisdom. 
 
Through courses and lectures, supervising colleagues and counselling parents 
and other adults I discovered how little effort was needed to change things 
when a child was causing concern, or where a family or professionals caring 
for children had reached a deadlock with a child. 

The way to deal with child-related problems was first to let go of the frustra-
tions, and then to uncover the dreams and wishes underlying them. Once the 
frustrations were emptied out, we could focus on the positive angles and inten-
tions in the child’s behaviour, and on saying the child’s feelings and experiences 
were OK. From there we could give guidance about more suitable behaviour for 
children, parents and other adults, and the problems would disappear. 

We worked on the principle of changing from Fault Finder to Talent Finder, be-
cause it changed the view and approach to the child, simply by using different 
and more positive words to speak to the child and about him or her. Instead 
of focusing on what was not working, we concentrated on what worked, so 
children and adults found new energy and developed.

The motto was: “Find out what works and do it 
more.”

“We have a happier child! There are fewer conflicts, and 
the ones we do have are over more quickly! ” would be 
the comments from parents and other adults.

 The 
prejudice 

  box
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It can be very disturbing to see how upset children are when they are misun-
derstood and wrongly categorised, simply because their best intentions lead to 
inappropriate behaviour. Children are not a problem. But if they are surrounded 
by adults who find problems everywhere, the children have problems too.

When children are allowed to join in and help to find alternative, suitable ways 
of doing things instead of behaving inappropriately, it has been a privilege to 
see their eyes light up when it worked.

It has become very clear to me that as parents or grown-ups in charge, we 
must find the courage to trust children and share the responsibility with them. 
Cooperating with children to deal with conflicts opens up an enormous po-
tential for solving or avoiding a dilemma. 

When I have worked with parents and others to focus on “finding what works 
and doing more of it”, it has been a great privilege to see them suddenly find 
the strength, resources and skills in themselves, or perhaps just one little trick 
that worked, so they were able to deal with the challenge and feel adequate 
as parents. 

Agreements were made, everyone practised, and people listened. Dialogues 
started instead of competing monologues about who had the strongest right 
to be proven right.

Children are not just children. We have to understand that they are people 
who have not yet grown up; they are practising at it, curiously exploring the 
world. They have no list of answers at the back of the book, and they copy 
everything we do. It also means that when people try something they have 
never done before, it might not always succeed, but they mean well. 

It makes an enormous difference how we as adults and parents learn to un-
derstand children properly, and gain insights into how much our opinions and 
attitudes to children affect the way we act and communicate, and our own be-
haviour. Are we creating a stimulating environment that strengthens self-es-
teem, with an appreciative, unprejudiced approach built on understanding 
and respect, equality and openness? Or are we creating an environment that 
does the opposite? As parents and adults we have the choice, so why not 
choose the best?
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The Dalai Lama says:
“Underneath, we are all the same people with the same possibilities – 
to become a good person or a bad person.
The important thing is to acknowledge the positive side and try to increase it; 
acknowledge the negative side and try to reduce it. That is the way.”

It means we have to work on our views and our attitudes to children, the way 
we communicate with them, and our openness to their feelings, actions and 
communications. 

It calls for reflection, reflection and further reflection to reach awareness and 
acknowledgement. It means that as parents and adults we must constantly 
ask ourselves: “How can we do it better? What can I do differently? What do I 
need to learn right now? Når den voksne, ved at koble an til sin egen erken-
delse, påtager sig ansvaret for egne tanker, følelser og handlinger, betyder 
det, at vi frigør og fratager barnet for ansvaret for det uhensigtsmæssige, 
som den voksne bringer ind i relationen. Barnet er ok, og relationen til barnet 
forandrer sig positivt gennem den voksnes opfattelse.

Once we understand that a child who reacts, however unsuitably in our view, 
is a healthy child and it is all right – then we have come a long way! 

It means that instead of focusing on the finger pointing accusingly at the child 
and pointing out mistakes, we should concentrate on the fingers pointing at 
ourselves, because that is where the change must be made. When we change, 
the child will change too. 

An employee at a kindergarten exclaimed spontaneously when being supervised:

“It’s really nothing to do with the children. IT’S ALL ABOUT ME! The whole way I 
look at children and perceive them. That is where I can change things!” 

It is through our acknowledgement and insight that positive developments 
happen in children, and when parents and adults take responsibility as 
path-finders and the ones who lead the way. Then children have a chance 
to flourish and develop their potential for growth. They become vigorous, 
robust in the face of frustration and able to cope with all aspects of life on the 
assumption that life wants the good things. There are fewer conflicts and less 
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telling off, and more energy and reserves, willingness to make an effort – and 
happiness. Children, parents and adults can resist discouragement and feel 
they are succeeding.
 
Children need their parents to understand and accept them, and need grown-
ups to allow space and scope for them to develop. Adults who accept that 
when children are practising, mistakes will happen through lack of knowledge 
or experience. 

Children need parents and adults to take responsibility lovingly but firmly for 
introducing them to life, laying the best foundations for living and experienc-
ing, and not least, surviving life. 

Children need parents and adults who can forgive when things do not turn 
out quite as intended, and who can sympathise when a child challenges life 
and is challenged by it. We have to tell them that it is natural, not wrong, to be 
sad, or feel angry when things don’t work out. We must understand Winnie 
the Pooh here:

“When you are a Bear of Very Little Brain, and you Think of Things, you find some-
times that a Thing which seemed very Thingish inside you is quite different when it 
gets out into the open and has other people looking at it.”

You will be reading more about this later in the book. It is structured so that 
first you will be introduced to the Fault Finder and the way the Talent Finder 
sees the world. Then I will explain a little about appreciation, and after that 
comes all I have learnt from my practice, where I describe children and young 
people and adults I have met, and how the appreciative approach is brought 
into play.

As we go, I will give some of the Talent Finders TIPS, and there are questions in 
the Food for Thought box, which you can think about. 

There is no list of answers at the end of the book – but there will be inspiration 
to reflect and make deliberate choices, and convert them into plans of action. 
That is what this book is about
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What is appreciation?

Appreciation is nothing new; it is old wine in new bottles. What is new about it 
is that we now know how it works, which means that once we have managed 
to identify an appreciative approach, it all becomes very simple.

Appreciation is built on a few fundamental principles which will help you to 
understand its essence and being.

Appreciation is a state of existence based on kindliness, which is expressed 
and perceived through the whole of our being through positive thoughts, 
communication, behaviour, feelings and actions. 

Appreciation is based first and foremost on the fact that there are values, 
strengths and resources in everyone. It means that all of us, regardless of 
gender, skin colour, or possibly reduced functional capacity, can contribute 
something valuable in life. That also applies to children.

We are born with everything necessary to lay the foundations for well-being, 
development and personal growth in life. It means in fact that we are actually 
able to generate well-being, development and growth all our lives, even when 
life has been or still is a challenge. 

It includes a knowledge that we humans develop by copying each other’s 
behaviour and communications. We influence and are influenced by the 
relationships we form with others. We copy and are affected by other people’s 
feelings, behaviour and attitudes. 

Appreciation is stimulated and helped on its way through relationships with 
people based on values such as respect, tolerance, equality, open-minded-
ness, empathy and universal love. 

Appreciation is understanding that there is a sincere and loving intention behind 
every action and all behaviour and communications, no matter how unsuitable 
the behaviour or communication may appear. The task is to set oneself in the 
other person’s place and decode the message and thus the intention.
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   Be present here and now. That means only con-
centrating on what is happening right now, not on 
what is going to happen soon, or tomorrow, or what 
happened yesterday. You will find an inner alertness 
that makes you more aware and conscious of things 
around you. It enables you to perceive and catch 
the little signals that are communicated verbally or 
non-verbally.

   Take off the mask, let go of ulterior motives, and be 
authentic and direct. Be honest about how you feel. 
This means you must stop trying to hide, manipu-
late, persuade or put across hidden messages.

   Be honest and specific when you speak to your child! 
Children can immediately decode any discrepancies 
between your words, your body language and your 
tone of voice – the child “takes you apart”.

   Consider things that seem difficult or challenging 
as gifts you did not know you wanted. It is through 
the gifts and the challenges that you learn, ac-
knowledge, gain experience and develop. The same 
applies to your child.

   Hold the child in your arms, and love and hold on 
when disapproval sets in. There is no need to worry 
– appreciation is still there in you and your child, 
because you were both born with it.

   Be conscious of the words you choose and the emo-
tional tone they are transmitted in – they are absolute-
ly critical for what the child understands and how.

The Talent Finder´s TIPS
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What makes appreciation so important?
One could say that appreciation works on two levels – individually and in 
relations with other people. 

Appreciation results in a high level of self esteem at the individual level; it 
develops and stimulates empathy, caring, creativity, curiosity, courage, open-
ness and so on. It generates energy, improves well-being and health, while it 
develops robustness in the face of frustration and tones down conflicts.

It stimulates an inner process of flourishing, which brings out the best and most 
attractive in people by copying or reflecting through relationships with others, 
and develops peaceful individuals full of love who want the best for each other. In 
other words we become the best versions of ourselves, and everyone benefits. 

It is through the essence and being of appreciation that we break down cultur-
al and prejudicial barriers and develop inter-human understanding.

Appreciation creates people who can and will, who dare and do.

Appreciation enables us to develop, so we can do what we were put here on 
earth to do. 

Appreciation is the way we say YES to life and its challenges for better or worse.

In short, appreciation is being a decent human being. It means you are 
able to like and accept yourself as you are, as the person you are. You can 
look in the mirror with a comfortable sense of being good enough. It is the 
tranquillity you bring into a relationship with another person. We could 
also say that people form people – and based on appreciation the best is 
formed in and between people.

What you give is what you get in return.

How appreciation develops self-esteem
Self-esteem is developed when we feel that what we have to contribute is valuable. 

Our degree of self-esteem is expressed through the stories we tell about ourselves 
and others. 
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They may be stories full of positively laden words that reveal a high degree of 
self-esteem.

Self-esteem makes us humans highly resistant, robust in the face of frustra-
tion, and able to withstand challenges from outside. 

When your self-esteem is high, you have mental reserves, with calm and poise 
to rest in yourself. You are happy on other people’s behalf, and you have an 
eager appetite for life. You can always find a solution.

A low level of self-esteem means that when you tell stories, you use negatively 
laden words. You have a sense of not being able to master anything at all, are 
disparaging about yourself and others, and are in a poor state mentally. You feel 
constant unrest, but lack energy; you always take a defensive approach and are 
afraid of doing something wrong. You pounce on anything others do wrong.

You cannot give your children self-esteem. What you can do is to influence 
them and stimulate them to develop self-esteem.

Appreciation makes children feel wanted and welcome, liked and loved. 

It means that through the feeling of self-esteem they can cope with even the 
most difficult crises and challenges in life.

Appreciation comes from the heart
When we are working on apprecia-
tion in the sense I work with and 
am writing about, it can neither 
be given nor received. It can 
be expressed and perceived 
through the whole of the 
way we are present and 
communicate. 

You have to link your mind and 
heart. That is where you will find all 
the magic, since appreciation fundamentally comes from 
universal love. 
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Your heart is a kind of intelligence that radiates energy, which is affected 
by the way you think, feel and act. When you are with others, in copying or 
reflecting, you unconsciously feel the energy coming from other people, and 
you can feel whether it is positive or negative. 

Imagine you are together with a group of people, perhaps at a meeting, or 
with friends, or a group with a shared interest etc. There is a comfortable 
atmosphere, and you feel the conversation is going smoothly, expanding, and 
you sense that if you say anything, it will be accepted with respect and inter-
est. There will be no vague, negative assumptions against you. 

You feel genuinely interested yourself in what is being said. You contribute, 
and feel that others are contributing when you say things, and that what you 
say is respected. 

People listen to you, and the questions asked are curious and full of admiration. 
There is no pre-judgement, and you feel on equal terms. Positive language is 
used in comments and questions. People use humour, but never ridicule.
 
You are more interested in the cause you are meeting about than in the people 
specifically. That is to say that you are not thinking a great deal about the person 
currently speaking, or whom you are talking to, but you are more concerned 
with listening to what is said than who says it, and you are inspired to contribute. 

You feel comfortable even if you disagree, and you feel comfortable saying 
there are things you do not understand. You have no problems saying there 
is something you find difficult, without worrying all the time about the conse-
quences of what you say. You feel and sense that you are taken seriously and 
understood, or that people try to understand you. Your feelings and reactions 
are accepted, both your tears and uncertainty and your humour and happiness.

Defences are forgotten, and there is confidence and trust. You feel there is 
no danger, and you are physically relaxed. You sense and experience that 
everything is all right.

It you have previously discussed a series of problems in the group, you will feel 
relief just by talking about them and taking in the others’ reactions to what 
you had to say. It is through meeting other people’s reactions that you meet 
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your own reaction. Often you will also find that you stumble on the solution 
to your problem yourself, because through your meeting with the others you 
have been touched by the deep, innermost essence of appreciation – the 
universal love between people based on respect and equality, full of empathy 
and understanding, without judgement. 

When the conversation, the gathering or the meeting is over, you feel lifted by 
positive energy and enriched. You feel you have been seen, heard, understood 
and accepted, and found the guidance you needed. Your feeling of self-es-
teem is at its highest. These are conversations and gatherings you do not want 
to leave. Or you will find that you are lifted up and ready to get to work on 
your current problems, and you have that precious feeling: “I can!” 

Some people will describe it as a state called flow. Heart and mind open up in 
the company of others, and what you have experienced is in fact the authentic, 
essence of appreciation filled with love. 

What I have described here is precisely what a child needs when you are 
together. It is what a child seeks in coming to tell you something, or perhaps 
being curious or happy, or unhappy and uncertain, or whatever it may be. The 
child may simply want to be with you and talk about the big questions in life, 
or the little things we do every day. 

Imagine the opposite instead. A meeting or a gathering of people full of negative 
energy in the form of anger, anxiety and frustration. The atmosphere is uncom-
fortable and disapproving. You feel defensive, and you do not want to contribute. 
The group is exuding lack of respect and filled with pre-conceived ideas. There is 
no interest, only resistance to whatever you or others might suggest.

You inevitably feel insecure, and do not want to say anything, or do not dare 
say what you think, because you are afraid of the consequences, or you feel 
rejected. Self-esteem is broken down.

You may feel stupid, awkward, ignorant or incompetent. You use up energy form-
ing a lot of opinions about the others, and you give them negative labels. These 
labels are in reality an expression of your own inner discomfort and helplessness.

It is a meeting that cannot end quickly enough. Hearts and minds close down, 
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and thus shut out the naturally flowing positive power of universal love.

That is how children feel when you lecture, or when you are angry and take 
your anger out on them. There is no chance to explain, so they take up a 
defensive position. A child’s heart shuts down here too, and it hurts, filled with 
inner conflicts.

Keep an open mind ... a mind that is easily moved. When you come across 
something that irritates you, something you want to comment on or have strong 
feelings about, just think: might there be some underlying secret behind this, 
which I do not know, but which makes it divine or wise?
(Peter Lang – pastor and psychotherapist)

The Talent Finder´s TIPS

   If ever you experience the first situation, say 
THANK YOU and put it into words if you can.

   If you experience the second situation, put into 
words how you feel and experience it without 
attacking people.

   Perhaps even leave the group – you are doing 
harm to yourself by staying there.

   Accept that children walk away too when they feel or experience 
something unpleasant.

 
Physical contact and smiles are appreciation too 
Appreciation is often associated with words, but it is more than words. 

It may also be physical contact, such as laying your hand on the child’s arm, 
stroking her hair or cheek, giving a pat on the back, a hug or kiss.

Physical contact means calm, confidence, security, sympathy, understanding 
and love. An appreciative touch transfers positive energy and sympathy. 
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   If you are tense, irritated or angry – accept the fact 
and say so out loud! Take a deep breath, count to 
ten, and calm down. 

   Take a little break if necessary.

   Remember that the child is trying to do things as 
well as he/she can.

   Imagine that inside you there is a knob you can turn 
which activates either kindness or unkindness – 
feel it and decide what feels best. It is up to you to 
decide the position of the knob. 

   Kindness feels like a pleasant, positive energy going 
through you.

   Genuine interest and being authentic will feel like 
being alert and registering everything relevant.

   Make comfortable eye contact, and use relaxed, 
open body language that signals accommodation.

   Remember that verbal language is only about seven 
per cent of what you actually “say”. The other 93 
per cent is expressed through the pitch and tone 
of your voice, body language and facial expression, 
or in other words the feelings behind what you are 
communicating.

   Be as specific as possible when you communicate – 
then there are better chances that the child will get 
the message.

The Talent Finder´s TIPS
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Appreciation can be expressed through eye contact, smiles, a twinkle in the 
eye and laughter. Try to think how delightful it is to smile and have a laugh with 
others – even if you do not know each other. Smiles and laughter build bridges.

Physical contact and smiles and laughter can be felt physically as well-being and 
encouragement. Then children know they have been seen and heard, under-
stood and accepted. Contact also lets a child know he or she is good enough.
 
Remember to accept appreciation for yourself too, when a 
child expresses it through touching, smiles or laughter. 

Food for thought

   When do you use physical contact?

   What stops you from touching the child?

   What does it do to you when you are touched with 
empathy? That is what the child needs too.

   How often do you smile and laugh together with the child? 

Appreciation is also when you assume responsibility
The way to work with appreciation is to acknowledge responsibility for what 
you communicate, i.e. everything you consciously or unconsciously think, 
feel, say and do.  
The exercise here is to become aware of the way you talk to the child, the way 
you think and feel about him or her, then acknowledge and accept that all 
change starts with you.  

Notice how the child reacts to your communications, your physical contact, 
your eyes and so on. It is your responsibility to adapt yourself according to the 
child’s reaction to your words and physical attitudes.  

This is where you assume responsibility for what you bring into the relationship 
and your influence, instead of holding the child responsible for everything that 
does not work.
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As soon as you think negatively about the child, you affect the relationship, 
with a negative effect on the communications between you. The child reflects 
all the negativity you bring in through your words, your body language, your 
attitude, perfume and energy etc. The child’s self-regard and self-image are 
formed in the meeting with your reaction.   

Children who do not do as they are told are often accused of not wanting to 
listen or not caring. In my experience, a child who does not listen is a child 
who does not understand. The message may be very wordy, or combine sev-
eral messages or items of information with long explanations of why it is good 
for the child and so on. “You can understand that, can’t you?” The fact is that 
the child cannot understand. All the words and messages are confusing and 
blur the overall picture. 

The message may also be full of irritation, impatience, anger or sadness, so the 
child will pick up the emotional force of the message, and simply feel anxious 
and uneasy, then naturally take up a defensive position. It is hard enough to 
put up an emotional defence, and more than a child can manage to listen, 
reflect and understand. 

Here you must practice being better at communicating directly and clearly. 
Keep it brief and precise, without too many messages all at once, and at the 
same time check and be responsible for the emotional state you are in. 

Food for thought

   What do you usually think, feel and believe when 
you find that relations with the child are less than 
optimal?

   How do you react?  

   What can you change or strengthen?

   Ask yourself what makes you feel stressed out, 
irritated or angry? Is it really necessary to feel like 
that at all? 
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From Fault Finder to Talent Finder 

The difference between being a Fault Finder or a Talent Finder is explained by 
a very simple story:

An old Cherokee Indian told this tale to his grandchildren:
“In every life there is a fearsome battle – a struggle between two wolves.
One is evil: it is fear, anger, jealousy, greed, arrogance, self-pity, bearing grudges, 
guilt, lies, feeling inferior and feeling superior, mistrust and betrayal.
The other wolf is good: it is joy, humility, confidence, generosity, truth, gentleness, 
calm and kindness, honesty, confidence and empathy.”
One of the children asked: “Grandfather, which wolf wins?”
The old man looked into his eyes and said: “The one you feed.”
(Anonymous) 

The wolf you feed is the one you meet other people with. What is copied or 
reflected between you determines how the relationship will develop. When 
you reflect over yourself and your interactions with other people, you begin to 
decode which wolf you are feeding and what drives the feeding. Then you can 
begin to work consciously on bringing the good wolf into every relationship. 
It means that you can turn what seems at first glance to be inappropriate and 
unconstructive into something sustainable that helps development. 

The Talent Finder and the Fault Finder interact and work together. They are 
opposites of each other, and we need to know them both, so that we can 
identify the best and the worst, because as humans we contain both.

As the Fault Finder you feel indignation, scorn and antipathy. You feel help-
less, supercilious and start lecturing. You understand the child’s intentions as 
negative, and you use your power.

The Fault Finder assigns blame, threatens and excludes, rejects and forbids 
things, talks about children and over their heads, or meets them with silence 
and ignores them.

As the Fault Finder, consequently, you disclaim responsibility and take it from 
others, while you assign guilt and shame. It drains the energy from you and the 
child, and both of you lose self-esteem, while you see the child as full of faults. 
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You feel the Fault Finder as a heavy, uncomfortable force inside you. 

The Fault Finder’s tools are based on power and helplessness.

As a Talent Finder you are curious and surprised, happy and sympathetic; you 
feel warmth and closeness, and you know the child has positive intentions. 
You have the capacity for empathy.

The Talent Finder gives appreciation, accepts others as they are, is full of won-
der and encouragement, offers him/herself and talks with the child, is sincere 
and close, and in contact with the child.

Consequently, as a Talent Finder, you take on and assign responsibility, energy 
is added and strength is built up.

The Talent Finder’s tools are based on strength and work through one’s own 
efforts.

And you can rest assured – both are within you, because you were born with them.

Advantages of being a Talent Finder
Talent Finders are fantastic to work with. By taking up serious and challenging 
matters as something positive, they combine serious matters with humour. 
They bring energy and resources and strength, with happiness, hope and 
optimism, and develop openness and drive. They create calm, acceptance and 
patience, and the courage to act!

A Talent Finder’s approach to life is to look on the bright side, and also see 
something positive when things are not working at first glance. Their motto is 
“Find out what works and do it more!” 

When the Talent Finder is present, it means a higher level of self-esteem, less 
stress and fewer conflicts, while conflicts that do arise are settled faster. It 
develops sustainable relationships between people, based on respect and 
equality, without judging, but with love, caring and empathy. 

The Talent Finder helps you to take responsibility for yourself in relations with 
the child, and to be responsible for your own feelings and needs, and supports 
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the child in taking responsibility for his/hers. It helps you to use positively 
loaded words and communicate as equals: it says “What I need is ...!” “I would 
like ...” “That’s all right!”

It helps you to try and adjust yourself in relation to other people without losing 
integrity or being less genuine. It means that you try to be where the child is, 
rather than the child having to be where you are. It helps you to take on the role 
of path-finder as required, and base your relationship on confidence in your child 
and inclusion of the child according to experience and stage of development.

The Talent Finder uncovers the dream. It actively searches for the best way to 
reach the dream, and is more concerned with the process than the actual goal. 
 
The Talent Finder creates a surplus and awakens hope. It feels like happiness 
and positive energy streaming through your body. You can feel the joy of life 
welling up, and it spreads to those around you. 

We all include elements of the Talent Finder that builds relationships with 
other people founded on confidence and energy. 

The Talent Finder sees problems and challenges as a natural element of life. 

REMEMBER that involuntarily and unconsciously you influence everyone you are in 
contact with, through your words, your behaviour, your smile, and even your silence. 
(P. Benoist-Hanapier)

The Fault Finder is your best tutor
As time goes by, I have to admit that the Fault Finder has become my best 
tutor. I know that when I think and feel like the evil wolf, thus activating the 
Fault Finder, it is an internal signal to stop, take stock of things and shift focus. 
It may happen when I feel angry and frustrated, when I feel offended or over-
looked, and when I feel nobody loves me. 

I get the feeling of powerlessness, hopelessness and being unfairly treated, and I 
just want to get away from everything or I simply do not care about anything. 

I have realised that the Fault Finder’s way of thinking is an activation of old patterns 
of feeling and thinking that I have learnt from failures and survival strategies, 
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   Go exploring in the time you spend with your 
child and how you interact.

   Find out which situations appreciation grows in.

   Talk to your child as you want people to talk to 
you – that is the way you will be heard and un-
derstood, and that is how you can lay a founda-
tion for your child to be heard and understood.

   Drop your rights, and think about your duties and 
what you are responsible for.

   When you meet the Fault Finder in yourself or 
your child, give it the love it has longed for and 
had to do without! This is where you need to be 
hugged, liked and tolerated – by yourself! 

   Give yourself a moment’s break when you are 
challenged. That means you give yourself and 
your child a moment to breathe, when you can 
let go of the Fault Finder and give the Talent 
Finder a chance.

   When you are frustrated, say so aloud, and ask 
the child what you should do or say differently to 
be understood. This tells your child that you are 
facing a challenge, and there is something you 
find difficult. You will find that the child listens 
more intensely and is alert, and does not need to 
be defensive. Your child can see the person who 
needs help. That is when you are genuine.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS
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which have developed a lack of self-esteem. The Fault Finder has its roots in 
everything I can’t manage and everything in me that does not work. In fact it has 
become a hefty hint that I need to shift focus and activate the Talent Finder. 

There are good reasons why we contain both the bad wolf, the Fault Finder, and 
the good wolf, the Talent Finder. We simply have to work deliberately at finding 
a balance in life. Things go out of balance if we constantly only feed one wolf, or 
when we do not know which wolf we are feeding.

Your path is to become aware of when each wolf is present and in control of 
you. Through raising awareness you can create more of what you want with 
all your heart – the very best foundation for your child right now and into the 
future, based on everything that comes with appreciation. In order to become 
more aware, you have to experience both the good and the evil wolf, and you 
can only do that by living through them. In other words you must do and say 
the things where you have to acknowledge, also with your child, that you need 
to try again, or that luckily something was a success – so let’s find more of it.

As parents and adults we must know how important the difference is for the 
children and young people we are dealing with, where the responsibility for 
their development and well-being is in our hands.

It means we have to explore our interaction and time spent with children 
and other people, and find out where appreciation grows. This is where you 
develop in interaction with the child, and it is where love grows too.

You need to learn to use the Fault Finder constructively: it carries in it the 
dream that things could be better. The challenge with the Fault Finder is to let 
go, not to be gripped in that approach and be disparaging. That is where the 
strength of the Talent Finder comes in. It helps you find your way through at 
times when things appear meaningless, and it helps you by acceptance to take 
in and accommodate what you do not understand, still firmly based on the 
appreciative foundation. 

The Talent Finder helps you convert the dream into action. 

Your children reflect themselves in you, the way you are with them, and the 
way you communicate. The more conscious you are of your own inner Fault 
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Finder and Talent Finder, the more you will find that your child naturally prac-
tises Talent Finding and the essence and being of appreciation. You will find 
that the child learns to accommodate and manage both the good wolf and 
the evil wolf as a natural part of life. This is the best starting point you can give 
your child for the future. 

Building up your child’s self-esteem is an inner development process that goes 
on in interactions with you and other people through influence, copying and 
reflections. It can be stimulated or broken down depending on which wolf 
your child is faced with.

Food for thought

   What specifically do you do in the situations where 
you can see that appreciation works?

   Sit down and think through mental pictures of 
events and episodes when it worked. Where can 
you do more?

   When the Fault Finder enters the scene, take a deep 
breath and ask yourself: what do I need to learn 
right now?

 

Louis had the dog’s dinner on his bread
Here is a little story I experienced, which is a remarkably good example of the 
difference between the Fault Finder and the Talent Finder: 

Louis, aged four, was one of the children in the kindergarten where I worked 
some years ago.

As he opened his lunch-box, he observed loudly to everyone in the room: “I’ve 
got a dog’s dinner on my bread today!”

We had a rule that the children should learn to speak respectfully about food.
My colleague was quickest, so she reacted by telling Louis that he should not 
talk about his food like that. She told him to talk politely about his lunch. 
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Meanwhile I had time to think and wonder what Louis had really said.

When my colleague had finished explaining to Louis, naturally with the best 
of intentions, as always, I asked him: “What makes you say you’ve got a dog’s 
dinner on your bread today, Louis??”

“I have,” Louis answered. “Yesterday the vet came, and he had to put our dog 
to sleep. The dog always used to have the leftovers from supper. But my mum 
has given them to me on my bread today.”

So that was it. That was the reason he used that expression.

Then Louis told us the story about how the vet came and put the dog to sleep. 
“The vet had a huge syringe, which he stuck into the dog, so it died. And my 
dad was really sweating when he dug a hole to bury the dog in!” They had 
had a very large dog.

Then the other children joined in the conversation. One said she had a cat once, 
that was put to sleep. Another had a cow, and one had a horse or a canary, and 
so on. And then there was a child 
who said her grandma had 
probably been put to sleep!

The first reaction to Louis’s 
story was the Fault Finder 
with criticism.  
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He was superciliously told off on the assumption that his remark meant some-
thing he did not actually intend to say. He was not being disrespectful about his 
food. He did not know he sounded like that to us – the disrespect only existed in 
our adult ears. 

As a rule the effects and consequences of the Fault Finder’s reaction to situ-
ations like this are nothing like what is intended: the grown ups interpreted 
Louis in a way he did not mean, and he felt misunderstood and stupid. He 
might have thought: “I don’t understand why I was told off and lectured at. 
And what I wanted to say was not valued!” Consequently, self-esteem is lost.

The other reaction to Louis’s story was the Talent Finder’s appreciation. The 
open question: “What makes you say you have the dog’s dinner there?” gave 
him the chance to explain himself. 

He got two emotional experiences out of the two different reactions. The first, 
critical reaction made him feel he was out of order, and had done something 
wrong, so his self-esteem suffered. The other reaction made him feel he was 
accepted, and increased his feeling of self-esteem.

I keep remembering the story, even though it happened many years ago. I was 
grateful for my colleague’s quick reaction, because I learned a lot from the in-
cident. For one thing I learned to listen to what a child is basically trying to say, 
and the importance of asking clarifying questions without judgement. There 
is always a reason and thus a good intention. 

Then I had to admit that the problem with rules is that sometimes it seems 
more important to keep to the rules than to listen to what the children say.

It has been my experience that whenever the Fault Finder turns up, we can 
learn something. This is the signal to start wondering, and ask yourself what 
makes you think and feel as you do, instead of pushing the responsibility away 
from yourself and over to your child. 

When the Fault Finder with all its facets pops up I have learned through hu-
mility and respect for the other person to ask myself, when I feel challenged: 
“What do I need to learn just now to be the best version of myself, for the 
benefit of the other person?” 
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I have become aware of how great an effect it has with children when we make 
an effort, and how positive and constructive the results are when parents 
and adults drop the Fault Finder, shift the focus away from things that are not 
functioning, and take on the role of the Talent Finder. They shift focus to what 
actually works in relations with the child, and in fact with themselves as well. 

Both children and adults become happier, with more energy and resources, 
while relationships are strengthened, and the children are transformed from 
being misunderstood and sometimes seen as savages into people making a 
positive contribution, busy exploring and gathering experience about life. 

They are seen as helpful and happy, curious, caring and creative – people you 
suddenly can like, protect and tolerate.

Food for thought

   What does this chapter make you feel or think 
about?

   What are you inspired to do?

   When do you feel you are being appreciative in 
relations with the child?

   Find out what works and do it more!  
…. it’s that simple. 

   What can you learn from your Fault Finder?

   In which situations does the Fault Finder pop up, and in which 
 situations is the Talent Finder there? What can you do differently? 
What can you do more of?
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Your intuition is your strongest tool

It has been my experience that intuition is linked to the Talent Finder, and thus 
linked to the natural appreciation that is the source of universal love. 

Intuition is what you know, although you do knot know where the knowledge 
came from.

It is a fantastic source of strength to work with when you listen to it and make 
use of what it tells you. Intuition wants the very best for you and the child.

It is your best guide and helper, and the big advantage is that you always have 
it with you.

Intuition has many ways of expressing itself. It speaks through images, 
statements, bodily energy or the lack of it. It can speak through scents and 
sensations that you cannot express in words.

You know your intuition well:

   An inner voice told me it was right.

   It just appeared out of the blue.

   I could feel it.

   I just had this feeling.

   It was a sudden impulse.

   There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of...

You may be standing in a shop, or bowling along on your bicycle, or in the 
bath, or it may come when you get up in the morning: suddenly you have 
the answer or you find inspiration for something you are working on or are 
concerned about. 

That is your intuition speaking to you, and it opens up for a wonderful treasure 
trove of wisdom and knowledge that you simply possess in advance. It only 
has to be activated, and it is there when your heart and mind are open. 
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Intuition links knowledge with experience, and if you are attentive and calm 
and have confidence in your intuition, then you can reach your inborn appre-
ciative being, which will guide you.

For me the process consisted of learning to distinguish when my intuition was 
speaking, and when the voice was the rational approach driven by theories, 
attitudes or resistance. The process has also consisted of working at making 
room for calm, so that intuition can be heard above my Fault Finder, my nerv-
ousness and uncertainty, enabling me to hear when intuition speaks, regard-
less of how. 

On top of that, I had to learn to listen and take it seriously, and not least accept 
intuition as a genuine and loving guide and source of inspiration that wants 
the best. I have to take it seriously, even if it means doing or saying things 
while I was wildly thinking: “I can’t do that! I can’t say that!” In the process I 
have had to abandon the good-girl attitude, the old thought patterns and 
ways of communicating and behaving.

Working with intuition demands that you listen and dare to trust it, and you 
must have the courage to act on what your intuition tells you. On the other 
hand, when you do it, it gives you the most constructive and creative ideas, 
and the results are fantastic. 

I often find myself in situations where I simply know what to say or do. I have 
no idea how I know. I just know!

I also find that when I listen to my intuition, the challenges open up and I find 
a way through.

On the other hand, I have also found that in situations when I did not listen to 
my intuition, and chose to ignore it because my rational lines of thought and 
Fault Finder got the upper hand, then things did not go particularly well. I did 
not succeed, and could not manage to say what needed to be said, or I made 
the wrong choices.

I have learnt not to think too much about what my intuition tells me. I must 
simply act on it! If I begin to think too much, I dither and hesitate, and then I 
have no energy.
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Just do what your intuition tells you
When my own son was three or four, he went through a phase where, having 
stopped using nappies, he sometimes did a poo in his pants. I tried in various 
ways to overcome the situation by ignoring it and not commenting as we 
changed his pants. I have to admit, all the same, that my body language and 
expression allowed a somewhat irritated energy to show through as I cleaned 
him up.

I also tried telling him off. I tried telling him he was supposed to do it in the 
toilet. Nothing helped. He went on pooing in his pants.

But one day, something happened. 

We had just come home from kindergarten, and he had pooed in his pants 
again. I remember thinking: “Hanne, what are you doing? Nothing you do seems 
to help, so what can you do differently?” That question woke my intuition. 

What was it my son needed? Suddenly I heard myself saying in a loving and 
sympathetic voice: “There, it’s a good thing you managed to get that poo 
done. Now I’ll help you get your pants off and wash, and we’ll find some dry 
pants for you.” 

That was the last time he pooed in his pants. It did not take more than that. 

I can still remember the episode and see it in my mind’s eye, because my 
immediate reaction was that I must be mad. I had praised my son for doing a 
poo! Later I realised that I had accepted his need to do a poo and shifted the 
focus away from the fact that it was inconvenient when he did it in his pants. 
That made all the difference. He felt it was allowed. 

I had done something in that situation that I did not usually do. I gave up on 
my self and my old opinion about “the proper way” to get a child to do what 
you want him to. I listened to my intuition and focused on the child and his 
needs. I kept myself and my reaction out of it, and then my heart and mind 
opened up – which made all the difference. 

The biggest challenge in listening to intuition and acting on it is that it shakes 
up a lot of the “normal” ways of doing things, which have been handed down 
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in our culture without consideration. We just do what we have been taught to 
do, without thinking about the effects and consequences for the other person. 
When “the way we always do it” does not work as it should, we tend to assume 
our children are at fault, because none of our well-intentioned efforts have the 
desired effect. We mean well when we want our children to be well-behaved 
and potty trained, but the way we try to achieve it sometimes ends in trouble.
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Intuition is expressed in many forms
The biggest challenge in working with intuition is that it expresses itself in 
so many ways. It can communicate with words or in pictures, with feelings or 
scents, and so on. That is why many people find it difficult to distinguish be-
tween clear intuition, which is creative and a good guide and the “voice” that 
counteracts and opposes. 

The creative, guiding voice is the Talent Finder, and the critical, opposing voice 
is the Fault Finder.

When you are in contact with your intuition, you are aware of it. You feel a 
strongly positive energy in your body. What intuition tells you feels right, and 
it always speaks first. 

Working with your intuition calls for confidence and courage. 

It means that you go into what I sometimes call a “crazy period”, because you 
no longer act in all the ways you normally would, and the way everyone else 
does. It takes courage to swim against the stream and resist what everybody 
else says. It takes a lot of practice, and you will often think what your intuition 
is telling you is simply too crazy. 

When you decide to test your intuition, it means on the other hand that the 
world opens up in a completely different way. It feels almost magic, because 
problems vanish, and afterwards you think: “Was that all? Really??” 

You will find that the more you let intuition lead to action, the more forceful 
you will feel and see your self-esteem increase. The child will feel you are more 
attentive and, not least, more genuine, because you act on what you naturally 
feel and notice rather than what you think. The child feels calm and secure, 
with increased self-esteem through you, through copying and reflection, not 
so much by looking at you but by feeling you inside, and the calm, loving and 
confident energy your body radiates.
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Cecilia and the spider 
A mother gave me this story and let me pass it on as a fine 
example of how intuition paves the way for appreciation, 
openness and path-finding in life. 

She wrote:
One morning I was making tea and lit a candle, and while we 
were sitting over breakfast and each of us was gradually waking 
up, tears suddenly trickled down Cecilia’s cheeks and she said: 
“Mum! I think I am going to miss you when you go and stay on 
that island for four days!” 

I took her on my lap and comforted her, and assured her I would 
miss her too ... quite a lot!

She wiped her eyes and asked, surprised: “Then why 
aren’t you sad about it?”
 
Well, I was on the point of bursting into tears myself,  
but I just about held them back with that kind of funny smile on my face. 

I said: “Cecilia, I love you so much that I can’t quite explain, but I’ll try anyway ...” 

And then came a story. I have no idea how on earth it came to me, just from thin air! 

“If we imagine you were really fond of a very pretty, very tiny little spider, and you 
didn’t want it to crawl away, and you didn’t want it to get hurt – Wouldn’t you 
want to keep it in your hand all the time?”
 
“Mmm, yes.”
 
“If we imagine you are such a loving little girl and you want to take SUCH good 
care of it, and whatever happens it mustn’t run away, and it mustn’t get hurt, so 
you hold it extra firmly in your hand. What do you think will happen to the spider?” 

“It will die,” she answered at once. 

“That’s what I think too,” I said. 
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   Accept your child as he or she is.

   STOP finding problems – there is something 
healthy and natural in whatever it is you are 
seeing as a problem.

   Find your inner CALM – it comes when you 
accept the child and the situation.

   Drop “the normal thing to do” when something 
reaches a deadlock.

   Ask yourself why – so what – who says? ques-
tions. They open the way for your intuition, 
which is your very best guide.

   Listen to your intuition, even if you feel you 
must be mad – because that is just what you are 
not!

   Keep focused on the child’s needs.

   Keep your needs or your handed-down  cultural 
thought patterns and attitudes at a good 
 distance – they stress the child and you, and 
lock you both in an inappropriate behaviour 
pattern.

   Empathy and caring make acceptance easier for 
you, and they help the child to feel comfortable, 
accepted AND loved.

The Talent Finder’s tips
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“But what if you gently let it go in a little jam jar with holes in the lid, and then 
moved it over to a bigger jar, and finally let it run about all over your room and the 
whole of our house ...? What do you think would happen then?”

“Then it would probably be happy and make lots of lovely cobwebs,” she said. 

“I think it would,” I said. 

“And do you know, you are like my little spider, Cecilia. First you slept in a little 
carry cot in the pram, and then you had a big buggy, then you 
learnt to ride a bike, and now you are nine years old and 
can cycle to school without me at all!”

She hopped down from my lap to her own place, 
and said happily: “Yes, and in just two weeks I’ll 
be at the Wild Volcano Festival for three days, 
without you at all!”
 
I said: “Wow, aren’t you really excited about it?” 

“Yes, I think I feel just like you, Mum, but you’re just 
going to the island......”

I was curious after hearing that story, and asked  
Cecilia’s mother what gave her the idea of the  
spider and linking it up with missing each other. 

Cecilia’s mother explained:

“Normally, or before that, I was often angry when Cecilia was unhappy and said 
she missed me. She is so good at acting. Or so I thought. 

But as time went by, I found I had a sensitive little girl who was often upset about 
tiny little things, which she takes very seriously, and she can go and miss me just 
because she knows I am going to be working late. 

It is no use if I feel grumpy or angry or irritated with her, because then she is just 
more miserable and has a mum who can’t cope with her “from all angles”. 



44 From Fault Finder to Talent Finder

Since then I have “changed tactics” and been calm and understanding. I accepted 
that she just is the way she is. She misses me, and she must be allowed to. But I 
still don’t want her to stay at home and miss the Wild Volcano Festival. I want to 
prepare her to meet the challenges in life too.” 

Cecilia’s mother gave up her pre-conceived ideas and knowing better than her 
daughter, and it made all the difference. Opening her heart gave her intuition 
scope for creativity.  

Trust your intuition
I have often met parents and colleagues who told me that their intuition had 
inspired and guided them, but they did not act on it, because they could not 
believe it could be right. Besides, they mentioned that what their intuition 
guided them to do would be completely against the opinions of the kinder-
garten or school, or agreements with parents and what they regarded as basic 
values.

When I teach or am supervising, I often ask: “What does your intuition tell you? 
What was the first thing you thought of when I asked that question?”

When people deliberately choose to challenge themselves and bring their 
intuition into play they have greater self-esteem and a good feeling of 
 capability.

You will find it gives you the courage and resources to take up challenges, 
knowing that the solutions and the inspiration to take up the challenges will 
come from your inner guide. It is always with you, and is your best friend. It 
wants the very best for you and for the child. Trust it. And give it time!

When you start interacting a lot more with your intuition, you will very often 
find yourself thinking: “Where do I know that from?” or “I didn’t realise I knew 
that!” Then you are on the right track. Read the child’s signals and see the 
results there. They speak for themselves. 

The difficult thing about intuition is that you cannot base a discussion on it. 
Intuition is a feeling and a sensation that you just “know” is right, so you have 
to follow it, but the proof will only appear in the results when it is converted 
into action.
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We humans make natural things like intuition complicated, because we have 
learnt to see our nature as a problem, or as unnatural, because it cannot 
necessarily be proved, weighed or measured. That is why intuition has been 
ignored and devalued for many years. We think far too much with our heads 
and too little with our hearts in society and in education and child care.

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. 
We have created a society that honours the servant and has forgotten the gift!”
(Albert Einstein) 

Relax the control of your thoughts, be calm and allow your mind to open and 
make contact with your heart. Then answers will appear of their own accord. 
They will be answers you quite naturally need in the given situation. Things 
you really know very well.

Food for thought

   What positive experiences have you had with 
your intuition?

   Which are the situations where you are doubtful?

   What is the reason for your doubts?

  What can you do to banish the doubts?
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The Talent Finder has two ears, two eyes 
and only one mouth
Some years ago I worked with a boss with whom I used to discuss and debate 
all sorts of things. Educational theory, fundamental values, life, human de-
velopment, views of humanity applied in action plans, project management, 
and so on. We were both very keen debaters, so our discussions were often 
earnest, and sometimes we raised our voices. Basically, each was aiming at 
convincing or persuading the other, and then being proved right. 
During one of these heated discussions he suddenly said to me: “Hanne. 
Have you ever thought about why you have two eyes, two ears and only one 
mouth?”

“Eeerrr”... and I added like a sulky schoolgirl ... “You chatter just as much!”
All the same, his comment gave me something to think about. I began to 
observe myself and other debaters, and suddenly I could see that in discus-
sions and conversations we humans are most concerned with what we say 
ourselves.

If you are going to change behaviour, then first of all you must be conscious 
of the behaviour you want to change, and you must have an alternative to re-
place it. Consciousness means being aware of the consequences of your own 
behaviour. In this case it means being less occupied with yourself and making 
room for the child. 

Instead of talking so much, even with the best intentions, I suggest you ob-
serve and listen, and then ask questions and give advice.

Imagine you have a video camera running while you are with the child. The 
camera is running all the time, so try to notice what you register in the child’s 
eyes, body language, tone of voice, facial expression, hands, legs, feet and so 
on. Every single sign is a reaction to what is going on between you and the 
child. What do you see? What do you hear? What sensations do you feel? What 
do you register? And how do you transform what you see into something 
constructive?

The child will also register your reactions and pick up the signals you send out. 
The child will also adjust, depending on you. If you signal the Fault Finder and 
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the evil wolf, children adjust accordingly – and shut down their hearts and 
minds. If you signal the Talent Finder and the good wolf, children open up.  

Today I am very grateful to my boss for his comment, because it has helped 
me in my development as a Talent Finder, and in particular to 
use my inner video camera and its built-in microphone.
 
The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Use all your well-tuned senses – use your inner 
video camera.

   Reflect and listen to your intuition.

   Shut up once in a while! And LISTEN! If you want 
to build up a good way to communicate with the 
child, talking time should be rationed, with at least 60% for the child 
and not more than 40% for you. It may be difficult to start with!

   Ask questions more than you offer explanations – the child learns 
through questions.

   Give the child time and let him/her consider... and answer 
when ready.

Food for thought

   Try to observe yourself when you talk to the child  
– are you listening, or are you most interested in 
what you want to say yourself?

   How can you turn the conversation into a dia-
logue instead of one-way communication?

   What do you do when the child is quiet? Do you 
talk, or keep quiet?



  
prejudice 

  box
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Oliver says Happy Birthday
I once had an assignment in a kindergarten where the staff wanted to work 
in depth with appreciative methods. In addition to introducing the concept 
through courses and supervision, my task included observing and advising 
the staff as they went about their specific daily routine. 

I met Oliver for the first time on one of these observation days.

Oliver, aged four, was described as without social skills, and I heard that he 
often hit the other children. 

The comments about the boy were that he was regularly told he must not hit 
the other children, and that they often said he had hit 
them – even on days when he had a day off.
 
When I have been in kindergartens to observe, 
I have often found that the children who 
are causing concern, although I do not 
know who they are, are the ones who 
follow me with close interest. They 
do not say much, but observe and 
follow what I do. This was also the 
case with Oliver. 

Happy
birthday
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That day was Emily’s birthday. She was wearing a very pretty dress, with shoes 
to match, and had a birthday cake with icing in the same colour as the dress. 
She simply radiated pleasure at being the birthday girl. I went to say happy 
birthday, and Oliver followed, interested and curious. 

After I had wished Emily a happy birthday, Oliver placed himself in front of her 
and hit out or pushed her without a word. I could see very clearly that it made 
Emily extremely uncomfortable. Her eyes and body language signalled to 
Oliver that she did not like it.

I could see Oliver’s eyes cloud over, and knew there was something he wanted 
to say to Emily. My first thought was: “Now, Hanne, keep calm! This is just one 
of those episodes the staff talk about during supervision.”
 
By keeping calm I could listen to my intuition, which told me to squat down 
beside him and stroke his back, taking in his unsuitable behaviour with the 
kind intention behind it. Quietly, I said to him: “Oliver, I can see you want to say 
something to Emily. Did you want to say Happy Birthday to her?” 

I needed to find out what Oliver’s message was, so I asked, before I started to 
guide him. Oliver brightened up and nodded. “Well, then, say it to her gently.” 
This time, Oliver put his hands behind his back, bowed forward slightly towards 
Emily, and managed to say: “Happy birthday, Emily!” Emily looked happy again 
and said “THANK YOU, Oliver.” And now I could see happiness in both Emily’s 
and Oliver’s eyes.

Listen before you speak
The Fault Finder would have focused on the behaviour, and would have told 
Oliver off, something like: “There, you have upset Emily, and on her birthday 
too! You should be ashamed of yourself, Oliver. Now you just say you’re sorry!” 
The Fault Finder allocates guilt and shame, and takes sides.

The signals show anger and worry, and that something is wrong. It makes 
both children nervous and uncertain. 

The Talent Finder sees both Emily’s and Oliver’s reaction to Oliver’s inappro-
priate way of contacting Emily, but the Talent Finder acts without judgement 
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or anger, and signals that everything is all right. It soothes the anxiety and 
unease and calms everyone down. 

I am basing this on the fact that Oliver knows perfectly well he shouldn’t hit 
people. He has learnt somehow that the way to make contact is to hit and 
shove people. There may be various reasons, but there is no need to worry 
about them while guiding him towards more suitable behaviour. Another 
basic point is that when Oliver has put across his friendly message in a positive 
way, Emily’s dislike will be disarmed. She will take up the positive feeling of 
meeting Oliver, and the pleasure she receives from him at his success. 

That is why I concentrated on Oliver, touching his back and talking quietly to 
him, while Emily could hear. Appreciation also consists of touch and a calm, 
soothing and sympathetic tone of voice, and it is directed at both children. My 
comment and questions to Oliver let Emily know that really, he means to say 
Happy Birthday, so she lets him practise once again, this time in a suitable way, 
which she can gracefully accept. 

Both Emily and Oliver are genuinely pleased.

This way of reacting as the Talent Finder to both Emily and Oliver brings out a 
greater degree of pleasure and self-esteem. Emily was seen, Oliver was heard, 
and I was really touched – again – at how little effort was needed.
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   Observe – what do you see? Notice especially 
eyes, facial expressions and body language.

   Make use of what you see constructively.

   Don’t make judgements, and don’t be angry or 
irritated, or sympathise with one of the partici-
pants. Forget what you “normally” do.

   Take a DEEP BREATH and keep calm – your calm 
stops the situation from escalating, and is a good 
platform for everyone concerned.

   Your calm will allow you to hear your intuition, 
telling you what to do, even if it is against agree-
ments and general rules. 

   Focus on both children – decide which is most af-
fected, and concentrate your efforts on that child. 

   Put yourself in the child’s place – what is the mes-
sage?

   Ask questions to clarify the situation so that other 
children listen too. Your questions will uncover 
the intentions behind the behaviour and create 
understanding

   Then guide them to the appropriate behaviour.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS
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When children have difficulty finding the right words

I think we have all known moments when we were lost for words. Occasions 
when we were overwhelmed, surprised, or whatever. We may also have had 
experiences where there simply are no words that express what we feel.

Children have difficulty finding the right words too. They may feel like the rest 
of us, overwhelmed or surprised, or there may be occasions and feelings that 
the child simply has not yet learned to describe verbally. There may also be 
times when a child has an experience or a feeling that is expressed in a way we 
totally misunderstand, so a conflict arises.

I remember this story told by a young father:

I had been travelling for a few days, and when I came home I went to collect my 
three-year-old from his nursery.

I decided we should go home and have a special evening, so I bought some Danish 
pastries for coffee time – my son loved them.

I collected him, and at home we had a really good time with the pastries, playing 
games and reading stories.

Next day, when I went to collect him, he was radiant when I arrived, and the first 
thing he said was:
“We’re going to have pastries!”
“No,” I said. “We can’t have pastries every day!”
“We’re going to have pastries!” insisted my son again.
“NO! Stop being a pest!” I said, more firmly.
My son started to cry, and said “Pastries!” several times.

When we got to the car, it suddenly dawned on me that really it was nothing to 
do with the pastries, but he was thinking about the great afternoon we had the 
day before. My son simply described the way he had enjoyed himself with me as 
“pastries”. He did not know any other words for it.

There can be many situations where a child needs help with finding the right 
words.
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First of all it is important to show you understand the child’s situation, so that 
the child feels all right. It calls for the will and ability to put yourself in the 
child’s place. We are usually most concerned with our own “place” and what 
we want the child to understand. 

Children understand by understanding themselves. Their understanding 
comes through our reaction and acceptance of their situation, our openness, 
and our attempts at understanding and empathy. 

What is it like to be a child in precisely that situation? What does the child feel? 
And think? What is the child’s experience?

The following stories are both about helping children to find a solution to an 
emotionally difficult experience, by finding words to express and understand 
their situation. 

Helping a little guy
I had been supervising at a kindergarten, and at the end of the day, as I 
crossed the playground, I saw two boys in a rather violent scuffle over some-
thing or other. One of them, the older and larger of the two, rode angrily away 
on his bike, leaving the smaller one, who was probably quite a bit younger. I 
was trying to decide whether I should get involved. 

The decision was made for me when the little guy burst into heart-rending 
tears. I stopped and talked to him, and he came closer.
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This was another situation where, as with Oliver and Emily, it was important 
to focus on the child, and not on the conflict or any second child. It means 
you are not distracted by anger, irritation or sympathy, and you are not taking 
sides with anyone. The calm that is necessary to sort things out comes from 
your quiet, neutral, but caring approach rather than worried energy that 
releases even more frustration.

My experience is that if you ask children what is wrong, they are caught out 
of balance and do not know how to answer. It is a good idea to lend the child 
some words, and put feelings into words, so that together we can untangle 
the inner chaos.

I squatted down on a level with the boy, so that I could see him and he could see 
me and my eyes. That made it easier for us both to get the feeling of each other.

“Were you a bit frightened?” was my first sympathetic question. 
“Mmm-yes,” he said through the tears. 
“Were you upset?” 
“Mmm-yes,” he said, still crying. 
“Does it hurt?” 
“Mmm-yes,” and he went on crying. 
“Where does it hurt?” 
“Here,” he said, pointing to the hairline on his head. 
I said: “Poor you. Shall I blow a kiss to make it better?” 
“Yes,” he said, and when I blew a kiss at the sore place, he stopped crying 
immediately, turned round and went off to play again.

This little story is an example of how by just being close and seeing, hearing 
and understanding, concentrating exclusively on comforting, I was able to 
help the young man through his “crisis”. I do not know what the disagreement 
was all about, and I will never find out. In my experience children often solve 
conflicts between themselves, but we adults tend to come and make a fuss 
and try to allocate blame and responsibility. In fact it escalates the conflict. 

I could have chosen to involve the boy who cycled away. In my experience, 
children often fail to understand why an adult interferes in a conflict, and they 
often feel it is unjust, because there is focus and sympathy for the one who 
appears at first glance to be the victim. 
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The first thing we should focus on is not what was going on between the 
combatants, or what triggered the conflict. What we really should concentrate 
on is its effect, which is a combination of fright and pain. When the fright and 
pain subside, the conflict often disappears as well.

Help for the child comes from a calm approach, and they are amazingly com-
petent when we help them create an inner calm. That is where they are often 
able to move on, even after a conflict. 

All Sarah wanted was to be Rudolf
A mother once sent me this tale:

At my daughter’s kindergarten, they were planning to do a little play about Rudolf 
the red-nosed reindeer. Sarah was five at the time. The children would be going to 
a nursing home to perform their play. 
Sarah desperately wanted to be Rudolf, and she talked about nothing else for a 
long time. She was really looking forward to the day when they would find out 
who would be Rudolf. 

When I came to collect her that day, a very discouraged and slightly grumpy mem-
ber of staff came to meet me. She told me that Sarah had been lying on a mattress 
crying for an hour and a half, and would not join in anything at all. 

She informed me that Sarah had not been given the part of Rudolf, and insisted in 
justification that they had decided to find a child to be Rudolf by playing “spin the 
bottle”. It had all been as fair as possible. 

I went over and bent down beside Sarah, who was still lying there sniffling. I said: 
“I know you were hoping so much to get that part, and now you’re disappointed. 
I really know how you feel. Of course you are sad when you want something that 
much and you don’t get it. There’s nothing wrong with that!”

Sarah got up and all misery was gone. The same member of staff came along and 
asked: “How did you do that?” 

I told her how Sarah had simply dreamt of playing the part, and was naturally 
disappointed, and that is OK, but she wanted Sarah to understand that it had all 
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been done fairly. Sarah knew that, but was not given a chance to be sad and show 
her disappointment. She got the message that it was wrong to be disappointed. 
When I tell you this story, it is because it was so easy to get Sarah back on her feet.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Be attentive and show genuine, deeply felt 
 interest.

   Find out the child’s story. 

   Listen and ask your way in, keep listening and asking, 
and if necessary repeat what the child says, so you 
are sure you have understood what the child is 
trying to tell you. 

   Help with acceptance all the way, and accept the emotional reaction. 
The strongest feeling is that you are OK, even when it is difficult.

   Help children to join in actively – they are the ones who often have to 
take up all the challenges that arise in relations with parents and adults.

   Find words for the feelings inside the child – this is where children 
understand and accept themselves – with self-understanding and 
self-acceptance.

Food for thought

   How do you usually react to the child’s reaction?

   What can you do differently next time?

   When have there been episodes where things you 
said worked as intended – and the child found 
relief? Find and identify your good stories.

   What did you do? What did you think? Do more of it!



www.p-huset.com 57

When we put labels on children

We live in a world where extremely many words are used. 

At the same time we must be aware that in a way the words we use become 
expectations, which the person we describe with our words can only live up 
to because, quite simply, we see nothing but what we expect. Because that is 
the decision we have taken!

I see what I have decided to see. What I have decided to see is what I expe-
rience. What I have decided to experience is what I tell others about. When I 
tell others about what I see and experience, I influence them, so they see the 
same, experience the same, and pass on the same information. If it is a child, I 
force the child to live with it.

Are you nourishing the Fault Finder and the evil wolf? Are you nourishing the 
Talent Finder and the good wolf?

The choice is yours, but it is the child who is affected by the consequences.

When we face challenges associated with a child, enormous numbers of nega-
tively laden words are used. Often, when I ask about the child’s resources and 
strengths and what he or she is good at, or ask 
for the good stories, things go very quiet.

When parents and adults describe a child, 
it tells you nothing about the child. But it 
tells you a lot about the adults who are 
telling you about the child. 

Many people believe that words are just 
words. Words are energy, magic and 
power. Sometimes words become force, 
especially when used by us, the adults, to 
describe children. 

Negative descriptions of children are 
often an expression of helplessness.  

Difficult
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As adults we dream of being successful and making a difference, and when 
the dream does not come true, we give our helplessness “names” and put 
labels on children. The adult is no longer blamed, but the child is, and our 
contact with the child is often based on power to get the child to behave 
differently.

If a child is described negatively, then no matter what he does, it is never good 
enough in the adult’s eyes, because that decision has been taken.

Putting labels on children – or people in general – is likely to lead to trouble. 
Once the label is there, it is almost impossible to get it off again. An expecta-
tion is expressed through the label, and stories are told that match the label. 
The child is stigmatised by adults in helplessness, or by their “sense of hu-
mour”, which is expressed through nicknames.

The solution is to drop these opinions and with them the words describing 
everything that does not work, then transform the energy into something that 
works. We use positively laden words to re-program the brain, stimulating 
empathy, openness and curiosity. In that process I find that by removing the 
negative focus on actions, we remove the use of negative words about the 
child. Instead we replace these negatives with words for the intentions behind 
the actions, and thus with positive words. The child’s behaviour changes, 
because there is a change in our view and approach to the child. 

The magic works when you use the positively laden words, and you will find 
you have the ability to bring about change. It is not simply a matter of saying 
the right words, however. You must mean them and feel them, or they will not 
be authentic, and you will not be credible, so there will be no change. 

Translated, this means that the negatively laden words stimulate the Fault 
Finder or the evil wolf in you, and the positive words stimulate the positive 
side with the Talent Finder and the good wolf.

Which side you stimulate affects your whole approach to the child. 

Flora Eriksen and Jørgen Melchiorsen put it beautifully:

We can achieve so much through caring and kind words.
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Every time you say a word in anger, you affect those around you and yourself. Right 
down to the level of cells. You start a negative spiral around you and inside you.
 
Every time you say a kind and loving word, you affect those around you and yourself. 
Right down to the level of cells. You start a positive spiral around you and inside you.
 
Our words have a magical power. 
With our words we can start wars or bring peace. 
Our words can kill or bring new life. 
With our words we can create love. 
With our words we can inspire beauty and art. 
With our words we can make the world better.
 
Your words are magical. 

Yours.
 
Use them well.

 
Alex – the born leader
I had been invited to an after-school care centre to run a basic course in appre-
ciation. On occasions like that I often ask the institution to “bring with them”, 
in anonymous form, the story of a child who is a challenge to the staff, so we 
can work specifically with it.

This after-school centre had chosen eight-year-old Alex. When it was time to 
start working with Alex, I found the group all leaning away from the table with 
crossed arms. Frustrated and angry, they said: “We can’t get through to him. 
He seems to have no feelings! He turns his back when we talk to him! He has 
no social skills. And then he wants to make decisions!” That was the explana-
tion of why he had been chosen.

After a short silence someone made a sideways comment which had become 
an accepted label: “He’s like a neo-Nazi!” 

This comment said nothing about Alex. But it said a lot about the person and 
the staff who were describing Alex. It revealed attitudes and feelings about 
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him and their view of him. The remark showed how she and the other staff re-
acted to Alex, distancing themselves, revealing their unease and helplessness.

I thought how lucky it was that remark had been made, because now the unspoken 
words had been said aloud. They had been there like a stone in your shoe, affecting 
the relationship or as the reason for the lack of a relationship. Now I knew what we 
were up against, which made it easier for me to ask questions and give guidance.

I also thought that Alex must have a story too, which is why he sent signals the 
way he did, and in turn had earned himself that label. Our stories are reflected 
in our appearance and physical signals, or the whole of our basic experiences 
of life. Are they built on confidence and self-esteem, with positive experiences 
of other people? Or are they built on the opposite? 

Here the art is to shift the viewpoint from head to heart, and feel the other 
person with your heart. When we do that, it shows up new sides of the person, 
completely different from the immediately obvious version – there are warm 
feelings and vulnerability. This was the kind of child we were dealing with.

From the physical postures of the staff, and their descriptions and thus their per-
ception of Alex, along with that final remark, I knew I was facing a team of staff who 
had almost given up. Yet not entirely, or they would not have taken Alex up as the 
subject for guidance. There was hope, and my task was to find places where we 
could work for a change of attitude, and thus bring about a change for the better. 

As I see things, an eight-year-old boy is not unreachable, rather the opposite, 
but the question was how we could find a way in when a staff team were 
sitting there feeling they had tried everything.

I asked the staff to give me some examples to illustrate the negative state-
ments about Alex’s behaviour. I always ask colleagues to talk about what they 
see as negative first. I like to say we need to empty the barrel of frustrations, 
so there is room for change. It is a relief to be able to say aloud how they feel, 
knowing that it will be heard without reproaches and accusations of being 
unprofessional or anything like that. 

“Alex is madly keen on football, and he plays every day. And every single day 
he is the one who chooses the team, and that is always the team that wins! He 
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has no social skills, because he will not have some of the others in the team, 
those who never get a chance to win!” said one of the staff. 

Another continued: “I went along to the football pitch the other day and told 
Alex that this time I was going to choose the team, because some of the others 
should be allowed to win too. I did that to teach him a bit about social skills.”

I could hear that the staff team really wanted the best for Alex, but they were 
so concerned about the future that they had given up trying to get through 
to him. They had made Alex into a young man of 18 and already saw a jacket 
emblem on his back. 

When we have moved into the future, it is very difficult to reach and under-
stand a child, so we have to start here and now – in the present. 

The team were sitting there in unresolved frustration and sadness over not 
being able to get through to a child. I know from experience that this is the 
worst feeling that can take over in anyone. It gives a sense of helplessness 
and despondency. As a result, urban legends emerge about a child, based on 
unfortunate experiences, forming an impression of a child described in neg-
ative words. Every time someone has an unfortunate experience with a child 
of that type, it is talked about and gives rise to further frustrations, and further 
rejection of the child.

My task is to stimulate the staff team to find everything positive in what they 
perceive as negative. 

I have to create hope for the staff with good results for a child like Alex. 

My assignment is to build a bridge between Alex and the staff by getting the 
neo-Nazi to disappear and the child to emerge with all his positive resources, 
strength and competence, and his vulnerability. Also as a leader!

The task is to give an insight into the way an eight-year-old thinks of football 
that makes his behaviour understandable.

In the Talent Finder’s world you can get through to an eight-year-old any time 
if you really want to.
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My motto here has become: “If you are able to want to, you will be able to do it.”

We started with the facts: Alex was eight years old, madly keen on football, 
and he liked making the decisions. 

Alex had a natural talent for leadership, which he exercised on the football 
pitch. I asked about Alex’s way of showing leadership. “Is he aggressive?” 

It is necessary to look at Alex’s style of leadership to get an idea of how he is 
perceived as a leader, and how he exercises his leadership in practice. We built 
up the picture as the staff gave examples.

“No. Not aggressive. He just selects the winning team, which is more or less 
the same every time.”

Now my question was: “When you are a leader, keen on football and want to 
win, what kind of team do you choose?” 

“A team that will win,” was the answer. 

“Is that the same as not having any social skills?”

“………Not at all. In fact it shows quite considerable social skills and leader-
ship!” answered one of the staff. 

It was now apparent that, like many other educational institutions, the staff 
had a mistaken impression of children with a natural talent for leadership. 
The children, and in this case Alex, are seen as children who want to take 
over control.

A child with strong leadership abilities is not trying to take control from 
anyone. This is a child who wants to make a constructive contribution with 
suggestions and solutions, and who sees himself or herself as an equal partner 
alongside the adults. This is a child who wants room to act, and to be there 
too when decisions are made. 

We then had a discussion about how many children are born with leadership 
abilities, and how as adults we can become better at accepting born leaders, 
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handing on the very best qualities from the adults around them to these 
potential future leaders. 

We have to ask ourselves, therefore: “How do I feel about children with lead-
ership abilities? Do I stimulate and accept them? Or do I break them down and 
condemn them?”

The staff came to the conclusion that Alex was in fact a good playmate, and 
was a clever leader in a good way, with an understanding of how to make up a 
winning team. 

That conclusion was precisely what brought about the change in relations be-
tween Alex and the staff. Very different words were now used to describe Alex, 
which meant that something had been aroused in the staff, which led through 
insight and acknowledgement to understanding and empathy. We were now 
in a completely different position with Alex. The old label had been removed, 
and a new one applied. 

My second question was: “Which of you can relate really well with Alex??” 

There was silence for a long time, and the staff realised that probably none of 
them did. We then started working on the theme of how to build up a sustain-
able relationship with Alex.

There were several proposals about starting activities other than football, 
which Alex liked, where the adults could join in. All of them aimed at forming 
a good relationship with him.

The question was: “Imagine being Alex and coming to an after-school centre 
where he doesn’t have a good relationship with any of the adults. How do you 
think he feels about you?”

We are so used to concentrating on how we as adults get on with the children. 
We must also ask ourselves how they get on with us!

We agreed that until the next session, the staff should each work at forming a 
good relationship with Alex, and when they found the relationship was work-
ing, they were to circulate the good story among their colleagues. 



64 From Fault Finder to Talent Finder

The good story is about what is successful. It is forceful, and its energy brings 
hope and inspiration. It gives us tools to make changes. 
 
We worked at telling good stories about Alex. The words in the circulating stories, 
and the narrative in them have a way of becoming expectations, and that is why it 
is so crucial that we adults are aware of the stories we circulate, and not least what 
the consequences are for the person – in this case Alex – these stories are about. 

When I came back a couple of months later to follow up on the course and the 
supervision, my first question was: “How are things going with Alex?” 

The entire staff were radiant with success and all started talking at once to tell 
me they now had a happier boy.

Before the course, one of them used to meet Alex when he arrived from school 
and prompt him sharply, to the irritation of both: “Remember to put your bag in 
the right place! And hang your coat up properly!” Now she told us enthusiasti-
cally that the day after the course, she had done the absolute opposite. 

She had waited for Alex to come, looked at him with a welcome in her eyes, 
patted his arm and said: “It’s good to see you, Alex!” Nothing more than that! 
“And I meant what I said to him!” Then Alex smiled, and hung his bag and coat 
up properly, all by himself. It worked. “And it still does,” she added.

Gillian, who had also felt really challenged by Alex’s behaviour, had another 
story to tell.

Alex came up to her with a ball that needed pumping up. He gave it to her and 
remarked: “This ball is soft, and you must pump it up.”

She said she was just about to set him in his place with the usual telling off: 
“Don’t you talk to me like that, and it’s not your decision!” 

However, she laughed a little and went on: “I remembered we were working 
on this project with Alex, and were trying not to react and communicate with 
him as we usually did. So I took his ball and said: ‘You’re right, it does need 
pumping. But you know what, you’re the one who wants it pumped up, so let 
me see you do it yourself!’ I gave it back to him and he took it happily.” 



www.p-huset.com 65

Gillian now told us delightedly about the conversation between herself and 
Alex as they went to find the pump for the ball. There was a holiday coming 
soon, and she asked Alex what he was going to do in it. For anyone mad about 
football like Alex, there is only one answer – he was going to play football. 
And then came the golden moment, when Alex asked: “So what are you going 
to do in your holiday, Gillian?” She told him about it, and her final comment on 
the story was: “Would you believe it, from Alex?” 

When we had finished telling good stories about Alex, I asked the group of 
colleagues: “What was your attitude to Alex previously?”

They looked at each other for a moment, then one of them said: “Closed 
gestures, rather cold, and definitely not ‘welcome to join what I’m doing’.”

Alex’s earlier behaviour had reflected the staff’s behaviour and body language. 

I stayed on at that after-school centre for a little longer, and heard people 
commenting on several occasions: “Just think, Alex used to be such a prob-
lem, and now we don’t notice him at all!”

When we changed the words the adults used to de-
scribe Alex, which, after all, reflected their attitude to 
him, we changed the attitude as well. 

As the attitude became more positive, thoughts and 
feelings were more positive, again changing the words 
used to describe Alex. Each affected the other.
 
To enable me to give guidance about a child, 
I always ask the parents 
or the adults to de-
scribe the child for me. 
Almost without excep-
tion, they all start with 
the negative words, 
and words that reflect 
frustration and worry, 
everything that the child 
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is not able to do, or, more accurately, everything the grown-up is not able to 
accommodate and work with. 

This means that many of them think they are being given guidance about the 
child. They are mistaken. They are being given guidance about themselves 
and how they interact with the child. We cannot change the child. But we can 
change the adults.

Diane – when a vulnerable child has abilities too
When I am supervising or teaching, I often ask colleagues or parents to tell a 
story that started with a challenge and ended well all the same. As a result I 
hear lots of delightful stories about setting off a transformation, and apparent 
problems that disappeared into thin air.

“I do not fix problems.
I fix my thinking.
Then problems fix themselves.”
(Louise Hay)

It happens very frequently when parents and people working with children 
stop just doing things the accepted way.

A colleague once told this story from a kindergarten.

The nursery assistants were worried about little Diane, aged two and a half. 
They saw her as unsure of herself, prone to tears and not socially developed, 
because she often found it difficult to join in and play with the other children. 
Diane had been labelled as vulnerable and fragile.

She used to take a midday nap with four other children in a little room where 
there were mattresses, and all the children had their personal things they 
needed when they went to sleep.

The nursery assistant used to read to the children each day before she tucked them 
in. One day she had forgotten the book, so she left the children and went to fetch it. 

When she came back to the little room a couple of minutes later, she could 
hear a sweet, childish voice singing and saw four children sitting calmly on 



www.p-huset.com 67

their mattresses with large eyes and rosy cheeks, cuddling their teddies and 
listening, enchanted. She was amazed to see that Diane, sitting on her mat-
tress too, was singing a goodnight song to the others. Diane finished the song 
and said: “Goo’ night, sleep tight!”

The nursery assistant crept into the room and tucked them all in without a 
word. In a few seconds they were all asleep.

That story and the discovery of a new side of little Diane was an eye-opener for 
everyone in the staff team. I can still see them sitting round the table, telling the 
story and listening. This episode made them see Diane in a completely differ-
ent light, which changed their approach to her and the way they took her in. 
They communicated differently about her, with her and to her. That eye-opener 
meant that the staff’s relationship with Diane was now based on confidence. 
The labels about being vulnerable and fragile were quietly removed.

Sometimes we are able to shift focus consciously, but at other times we have 
to be pushed. The good news is that when we make room and allow ourselves 
to be pushed the right way, things change, and a new side of a child comes to 
light when given the opportunity. 

That story is about the way we can stare at a child’s challenges and vulnera-
bility, but be blind to the real strength and competence and resources in the 
child. Diane created an atmosphere of comfort and appreciation when the 
opportunity came. It was necessary for someone to make room for her, and to 
drop the fixed routine.

When you do what you always do, you see the results you always see. When 
you drop the routine, you will see something completely different. It opens up 
for development and change, and you give the child scope to unfold in a new 
way, instead of what you usually see. You get a chance to watch and observe a 
child through different eyes.

After that episode with Diane, the staff saw a child who cared and was inter-
ested in the other children, and could take the lead and be responsible. The 
other children respected Diane because she was so attentive and genuine. 
They could sense she wanted the best for all of them. 
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The story about Diane is also a story about the way we grown ups are always 
busy stage-managing ourselves and how caring and responsible we are as 
parents and members of staff. We are so busy that we simply do not allow 
space for the children to show what they witness every day. In actual fact they 
are already capable now of acting on everything we want them to under-
stand. They don’t need to wait until they are grown up. 

What we adults are so keen to give them and pass on to them is actually 
blocked by the way we act as responsible adults. Instead, we should let the 
children practise and develop their own resources, strengths and compe-
tence. Grown ups create responsible children.

A child who is given room to manoeuvre is thereby given the chance to make 
a contribution on equal terms.

Skip what we always do 
Over the years, in situations I have been in myself and through teaching, train-
ing colleagues, counselling parents and interviewing children, I have learned 
that we adults complicate things and make them worse because we are so 
eager to do everything as properly and correctly as possible. 

Sometimes we are so busy caring and protecting that we hinder a vulnerable 
child from developing natural inborn strengths. 

If you want children to cope with life, then it is a good idea to let them have a 
go. Try as the adult to make room for them to share responsibility, but don’t 

RIP
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resign your part. Allow the child to practise. Try listening to everything the 
child has to say, and take in everything the child wants or needs to show you. 
It is so wonderful when you let them, and allow space and scope. 

That is where children grow, and that is where they are equipped to take on 
life and its challenges, because they are allowed to try things out with adults 
who consciously face up to life and being human, with all its demands. This is 
where children show how robust they are, even in childhood.

We are supposed to be humans, and we must wake up to the fact that children 
are humans practising to become even more experienced and competent 
humans, who will take our places after us. 

We must allow children to stand on their own feet instead of clinging to oth-
ers. It is best to let them practise as early as possible. We must understand that 
just as we are working with the good and the evil wolf, children are too.

We must drop the way we always do things and stop finding problems in what 
is natural and human! We must show confidence, allow time and co-responsi-
bility, and give them room to manoeuvre!

I know this theme is full of contrasts, and there are children we need to take 
extra care of. Nevertheless, in my experience far too many children struggle 
with the after-effects when adult worries prove completely unfounded. These 
children have practised finding the balance between the two wolves, and 
their experiences depend on the adults’ reactions. 

What do we say and do when a child practises with the wolves on another 
child? All our culture is based on our human duty to assess what is right and 
wrong, so that sometimes our assessment completely overshadows things 
children naturally have to try out to find themselves.

We have been trained in Fault Finding for several years and have learned to 
think: what is wrong? Now the art is to use the Talent Finder and learn to think: 
what is all right?
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The Talent Finderr’s TIPS

   Say aloud what you feel and think about the child 
– open up for your frustrations and let them out. It 
is quite OK to feel frustrated 

  Drop negative opinions about the child

   Don’t attach negative and “humorous” labels – 
that child will have to live with them

   Choose your words carefully – they express your expectations, and 
children live up to what is expected of them

  Be aware of your body language

Food for thought

  Which labels do you use about the child?

   Wipe the slate clean and look at what is positive in 
the child – what new words can you use instead?

   Words are like arrows, pointing the way for the child 
– so which way do you want him or her to go?
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Equality and respect 

When I have conversations with children and observe them, I can sense quite 
clearly that they see themselves as born equals. They expect equality and 
respect from each other and us, the adults. Children take life for granted, 
copying what we do as parents and adults. They do not yet know they are 
supposed to ask “may I?” or get permission, and that some things they do may 
be wrong. They see their parents and other grown ups doing them. 

That is the cause behind a lot of conflicts.

When do you yourself ask if you can do things? Do you ask for permission? 
How much do you listen to what the child says? How often do you change 
the way you act because of what the child says? Do you think you have more 
rights than the child?

For me, equality means that anything the child can contribute is just as valua-
ble as what I can contribute. There is no difference. There is no rank or pecking 
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order. I am aware that I carry the main responsibility, but that does not cancel 
out children’s right to be heard and have their own independent opinions 
about any particular subject. I may agree or disagree, but must never consider 
a child’s opinion as worth less than others. Children are OK as they are.

Equality means that we all have resources, strengths and values, and put 
them to use, depending on individual knowledge, experience and insight 
into life. They add up to value in relation to being human, being together, 
and contributing to a functioning community.

Children do not know that they are regarded as less important and not as 
equals, but they can feel it, and they react healthily by protesting. Over the years 
it has dawned on me that an incredible number of conflicts arise through adults’ 
lack of respect and not least their failure to understand equality.

A child-care centre once held interviews with the children to gain an idea of 
how they felt about being at the centre, whether there was anything they 
needed more of, or what changes should be made. The centre leader then 
told me that during the interviews some of the children had said they found a 
particular member of the staff was rather ‘sharp’. 

“But we are not going to make changes there,” said the leader. “We think she 
puts things clearly and firmly, and it is good for the children to feel it.” 

I asked her: “What was the use of having the interviews, then, if you don’t 
respect what the children are trying to say?”

Her comment was an expression of how we “normally” think of children. We 
need not take what they say too seriously. The children have to adapt them-
selves, but the adults need not change. Children are supposed to understand 
things like that.

I must add that afterwards, the leader did have a talk with the ‘sharp’ member 
of staff. Any other course of action would have shown a lack of respect – in 
fact for the member of her staff too. This was her chance to say things clearly, 
but in a respectful way, with friendly and decisive force, but without the sharp 
force. There are lots of ways of saying things clearly.
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By working consciously with this theme we can avoid an enormous number 
of conflicts. It does mean, however, that we must constantly reflect over the 
concepts of equality and respect.

It is a very difficult theme to work with, but it is truly worth the effort. You 
must constantly reflect on how you think about yourself and the child in 
relation to each other. 

As soon as you start lecturing or exerting power in your upbringing, you are 
abandoning the principle of equality. You are placing yourself a level higher 
than the child, and suddenly the impression your message makes on the child 
will be different from the one you intended. You can feel it physically. 

It feels uncomfortable and impossible to understand, and the child takes up a 
defensive position. 

Thank you, 
Mum
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As soon as you base your attitude to the child on strength, kindness and de-
cisiveness, you automatically communicate and think in terms of equality and 
respect. Your message becomes clear and gives the child confidence, so what 
you say is understood AND respected. 

I could add a lot more on this theme. My experience is that reading about it is 
not important in whether you become better at thinking in terms of equality 
and respect. It becomes clear when you end up in different situations. 

Here is a story a mother told me: 

Her son had called home from school and asked her to help him. He had forgotten 
an exercise he was supposed to hand in, but it was on the table at home – could 
she please bring it to the school? Her first thought was “NO! You will have to learn 
to be responsible, my son!” But her next thought was “YES!” Because he was asking 
for her help, and she could hear it was important to him. 

She drove along to the school and was met by a very pleased son. 

If it had been your partner or a colleague who had called and asked for some-
thing similar, would you say no? Why is a child different? We think this is where 
we are teaching children to manage on their own. What they actually learn 
is that when they ask for help, it is refused. What will they do when they are 
really in a tight corner? 

A great many adults dislike asking for help, even when they most desperately 
need it. It is a consequence of childhood experiences when they asked for 
help as equals, but it was disrespectfully refused with a remark like “You will 
have to learn to stand on your own feet!” 

You do not teach children to manage for themselves by refusing to help. 
You teach them by treating them as equals, reacting sympathetically and 
respectfully when they ask for help. Children who do not need help simply 
do not ask for it.
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Food for thought

   What do you think of the concepts of equality and 
respect?

   When have you yourself felt you were treated with 
respect as an equal? What did you think and feel 
about it?

   What was it like when you were treated in the 
opposite way? 

  How do you act in relation to the child?

When children say stop – and they are a gift from God
Has it ever occurred to you that what you say and what you plan for a child – with 
the best of intentions, of course – can sometimes be too much for the child? 

Imagine being the child who has to receive and take in messages and the feel-
ings behind them all at once. I can quite understand that children sometimes 
dig their heels in.

When my son was about eight years old, he and I spent a holiday with some 
relatives who had a son slightly younger than mine. Whenever the two boys 
got up to anything, his mother and I would say laughingly to each other: 
“Remember, children are a gift from God!”

One evening, when I had put my son to bed, I gave him a good talking-to 
about his behaviour in the course of the day – seen through my critical eyes. I 
explained about things he should or should not do, and I thought he could lie 
there and think about it all during the night. Then it would have a good effect 
by the morning.

After a while he had obviously had enough to think about for one night, be-
cause suddenly he called out in the dark: “Mum! Remember, children are a gift 
from God!”
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I remember I stopped my long lecture at once, and managed to say: “Darling, 
you are absolutely right. I’m sorry!” It relieved the tension and we both slept 
well that night.

Afterwards I realised it was not the best way to round off the day – reeling off 
all the points where change was required. 

When children tell us in one way or another that enough is enough, they need 
us, as their parents, to respect the fact. They simply cannot take in any more 
– they are running on an emotional overdrive. Children need to be able to say 
STOP and be respected when they need to STOP. That is your task, and when 
you take it up, it becomes a gift, because you will learn so much from it your-
self. When you meet the child’s STOP, you get to know your own limits. Have 
you ever thought of that? 

Food for thought

  How does the child signal “I’ve had enough”?

  How do you react when the child says stop?

   How do you think it feels saying STOP or NO and 
not being respected?

  What effect will it have on the child in the long run? 

  When do you yourself say STOP?

   When have you been in a situation when you said 
STOP or NO, and it was not respected?

  What does it do to you?
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The easiest way to make contact with appreciation is to be curious and won-
der whenever a child says or does anything you do not understand.

Questions will give you insight, and you will understand the intention behind the 
action or the remark. Insight and understanding lead to empathy and openness. 

It means you stop judging and disapproving, and when your own genuine 
interest brings insight and understanding, you respect the other person. You 
begin to see that there is really a good intention behind what you saw as 
negative and disapproved of.

That also applies to children. Through the generations children have been 
regarded as empty vessels to be filled by upbringing, and whose behaviour 
needed to be regulated so that they could get along with others and fit into 
various boxes in the system.

A great number of children have consequently been misunderstood and un-
derestimated, and it has harmed their self-esteem and well-being. 

Research has now revealed that the resources and abilities children possess 
from birth enable them to interact positively and constructively with others. 

Instead of focusing negatively on your child’s behaviour, try to explore positively, 
with fresh eyes, what the child says and does. Ask yourself: “What does the child 
intend by behaving in that way? What is the child trying to tell us? What do I, as 
the adult, need to change to become better at understanding the child?”

Behind every action and all forms of behaviour and communication there is a 
message that makes sense to the sender. 

The way to decode these messages is to stop jumping to conclusions and 
interpreting, and in the actual situation not to be angry, unhappy, frustrat-
ed, nervous or irritated. It stops you from being present in the moment and 
from hearing and feeling the real intention. Your task is to put behind you 
everything that comes from you, all your anger and frustration, and instead 
enquire and wonder, and ask questions to clear things up. 

Asking curious, wondering and clarifying questions
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“Why?” can be said in an enormous number of ways. It can open up, or it 
can block everything. Let the child ask you “why?” too. Note how it is always 
appreciative, because the child is genuinely curious and interested in your an-
swer. Questions and answers enable us to develop and understand the world 
through ourselves and each other.

We shift the focus away from any arrogant or judgemental reaction, and allow 
the child to explain, rather than defend the background for the message. It 
expresses respect and equality without pre-conceived ideas, and it allows us 
to express empathy, care and humour without irony.

I once went to a child-care centre to follow up on a course on appreciation. 
The staff had formed a habit of interpreting the children’s behaviour and 
communications, which often resulted in challenges for children and adults. 
They really misunderstood the children’s intentions quite seriously. One of the 
things we worked at on the first day of the course was to ask clarifying “wh-” 
questions to gain an insight into the children’s view of the world. One member 
of staff suddenly said to me: “Now I have been practising asking those ques-
tions, I have found I also have to be interested in the answer!!”

You cannot open up the situation merely by asking questions. The way you 
ask them is crucial.

There is another reason why it is important to ask the open wh- questions. 
When someone is allowed to answer these open questions, a process of 
reflection is started. The person, in this case the child, who is telling the story, 
is re-living it in images, words and feelings. The story transforms, so to speak, 
which gives it a meaning for the child. Allowing the child to tell the story with-
out interruption, and without your disparaging judgement, means that the child 
finds relief where it hurts, sees new possibilities for action, and a deadlocked 
situation solves itself. 

I often say that my task as a Talent Finder is to wake up the inner sensor which sees 
the little lights in the tunnel that show us the way to follow when life is a challenge. 

As an adult or parent you cannot find the lights for a child, but through your 
appreciative presence you can be available to receive the child’s story and 
view of the world, and by being there, listening actively and asking questions, 
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you can help the child to find the light for himself. These situations can seem 
like miracles. Everyone can see and feel that something is happening. No one 
can put it into words, but we know. 

I will let a couple of little stories illustrate children’s messages and how, when 
they are decoded, they reveal the way children see and experience the world. 

The stories show how competent children are in fact, and how much they 
should be respected and considered as our equals. That is their inborn ap-
proach to us as adults. That is where we can find a lot of valuable knowledge 
and insight that will teach us a lot about children. 
 
George – the best big brother in the world
The following conversation took place between George, aged four, older 
brother to 20-month-old Agnes, and their mother:

George: “I would like a baby girl, please!”
Mum: “George, we don’t want any more babies in this house!” 
George: “But I WANT a baby, and it has to be a girl!”
Mum: “We have had quite enough babies, and I think it is so nice that Agnes is not 
such a baby any more.”
George: “You mean she isn’t a real baby any more?”
Mum: “No, definitely not!”
George: “But Mum. Then we have no babies left AT ALL! I still want one, please!”

His mother was surprised. What could be the reason for George to say that? 
She asked, and this is what she told me:

“When we talked about it later, it turned out that the reason George wanted 
more baby girls was that he had got the idea that the more children there 
were in the house, the more fun it would be. They had to be girls, because he 
is the best big brother in the world for girls.” 

His mother wondered about that too. What made George think he was the 
best big brother in the world? She asked him.

“George told me that he is the best big brother in the world for Agnes when 
he cuddles her and finds her dummy for her, helps her up when she falls, and 
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can make her laugh or teach her things she doesn’t know yet. He loves teach-
ing her new words.”

When the story is expanded, it suddenly takes on a dimension that George’s 
mother had not seen before. At the age of four her son had a fantastic insight 
based on conscious helpfulness and caring for his little sister. He was trying to 
help her master life and be good at it.

George could feel that what he was doing for his younger sister was good for 
her, and he could feel her reaction to his efforts as pleasure and calm, so he 
felt he was doing something useful and his self-esteem increased.

Just think what an insight and understanding that mother could gain from an 
apparently simple and slightly odd remark from a four-year-old. 

Symon could not sit still 
Symon was eleven. (Symon turns up again later in the book.) He told me he 
felt a kind of physical unrest in class at school, and it was difficult to sit still and 
concentrate. His greatest wish was that the school could have a trampoline, so 
he could go and jump for ten minutes now and then, because he had found 
out that the unrest vanished when he jumped. 

Symon’s story about the physical sensation of unrest made me ask some curi-
ous and open questions to get a clearer picture. 

I started with this one: “Try and feel, Symon – do you have that unrest all the 
time in class, or are some of the subjects different? Or the teachers?” 

Symon thought about it for a while and tried to feel. 

“Yes. Some are different. We’ve had a different teacher for Danish for a long 
time, and I didn’t feel like that in her classes.” 

“What did she do, Symon?” He thought for a while. 

“When we were doing our work, she went quietly round the classroom, and if she 
found anyone making a mistake, she said so quietly and helped to correct it. If we 
needed help, we could put a hand up, and she came over. It was nice. I liked that.”
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“When does the unrest come?”
“Now our old Danish teacher is back. She has been off sick with stress, and 
now I feel unrest in class again.”
“What does she do differently?”
“She sits at her desk, and if we need help, then she says loudly in an uncom-
fortable voice that we have to come to her.”
“What does it do to you, Symon?”
“I don’t like it, because I feel stupid and it shows in front of the others.”

I have a dream that one day we adults will reach the point where we ask 
children what we can do to help them get the best out of their time with us. 
That we can have a dialogue based on asking the questions directly: “What do 
we need for the two of us to make the most of being together?” Then we will 
listen and respect what we hear. In my experience when we have that kind of 
approach to children, contact is based on equality and respect.

Just imagine: if children were greeted every day in their kindergartens and 
schools with a handshake, eye-to-eye contact and the words: “Welcome! How 
nice to see you!” And if every day when they 
went home, they could hear: “It was 
fun spending today with you. 
I have learnt a lot 
in our time 
together!” 
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Peacetime – the times between conflicts

The best time to talk to children is in the peaceful moments. That is when you 
can gain insight and understanding, and find out the intentions behind the re-
marks and behaviour. This is when you listen, observe, ask clarifying questions, 
show you are curious and interested, and can guide children on their way. 

Peacetime is the time after an episode or string of episodes of inappropriate 
behaviour resulting in conflicts. This is your chance to help the child and yourself 
to avoid conflicts or inappropriate behaviour, and you can support the child in 
solving conflicts faster. 

If any behaviour leads to physical or mental conflicts and problems for children 
themselves or others around them, it is inappropriate. 

Peacetime is the time when things are calm and quiet. 

It is in these peaceful moments that you can make contact with the apprecia-
tive foundations and ask those wondering questions which naturally come 
to you. They open up the situation and allow a child to understand his own 
position, and be able to change the inappropriate behaviour. 

The best thing about talking in peacetime is that both you and the child are calm 
and balanced, which means that both of you can be present in the moment as 
you talk to each other. This is when you can express understanding and empathy, 
use humour and be inspiring. It is your chance to practice and try out all the good 
intentions in the appreciative approach.

Be conscious that these talks in peacetime must never develop into overbear-
ing interviews where the child is ticked off. Peacetime conversations must 
be calm, built on security, respect and equality: just what appreciation is all 
about. This is the moment when you are allowed to say the things that are 
difficult, and say what is on your mind. 

Keep your anger and frustration out of the conversation: that is why it is a 
good idea to have it when everyone is calm. This is when you can see the child 
as someone trying to develop as a person, doing the best they have learnt, 
and really trying to practise. The child needs your unconditional love. 
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You need to understand that in the inappropriate situations, children can only 
do things the way they do, and nothing else. If anything else was possible, you 
can be sure the child would do it. From your point of view, it is not considered, 
ideal behaviour that wins your love. What is important is the fundamental 
love for the child, just as that child is. Someone who is practising finding the 
balance between the good and the evil wolf.

Love and the feeling of being liked and hugged are not things you have to 
deserve. 

Frustration is the expression of dreams that just will not come true.
Peter Lang

Use peacetime to let the child explain. Explaining will bring relief and resolve 
the inner conflict in the reaction from you. Children use your reaction to mirror 
themselves in what they are explaining, and your reaction helps either to 
resolve the conflict or to intensify it. It decides which wolf you choose in your 
reaction to the child’s story, and whether your reaction allows the child to feel 
OK or the opposite.

You can ask questions like: “I’ve noticed that when you’re unhappy, you walk 
off or slam the door. What happens inside you?” Let the child find words for it.

“What can you do next time you get angry like that?”

Remember to follow up on it, so that the child can tell you about the victories! 
And then celebrate with a “high five” or have a little figure or visual symbol 
of the victory. What is important is the child’s own assessment and feeling of 
having made positive progress. The more positive moments and the more 
useful and constructive experiences the child can gather, the more courage 
there will be to take up life’s challenges. It gives a feeling of being in control.

Ask the child how it feels when things go well, as opposed to when they go 
less well. Remember, it is the child’s process, not yours! 

The way you master the situation as a parent and adult path-finder is to let the 
child master it.



84 From Fault Finder to Talent Finder

If you can see it is difficult for the child to find words, you can suggest drawing 
the situation. You will be surprised at what a child can express through draw-
ings and matchstick people. 

I can also warmly recommend using the Talent Finder’s Strength Card game, 
a communication tool that gives both you and the child insight and under-
standing, and strengthens self-esteem. 
 

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Ask the child when he/she feels you are enjoying 
yourselves most 

  Tell the child when you feel best

   Then ask the child when things feel worst or most 
difficult as well 

   Respect the child for what he or she comes up with, react positively 
to what is said, and ask the child what you can do to change things. 
“What would it take to ...”

Children need path-finders
Children are born with what it takes to survive and to play an active part in 
social life. To me, children are people who are born our equals, and who are 
thoroughly capable of leading an active, healthy life when surrounded by 
adults who are conscious of their responsibility as path-finders. 

Being a path-finder means leading the way. 

The way to become a path-finder is to go exploring in your upbringing. That 
way you will discover yourself and the child. 

A lot of our upbringing is based on myths that provide a breeding ground for 
lots of un-reflected behaviour and communications. 
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To me, upbringing implies a mysterious expression of the idea that I, the adult, 
am cleverer than the child, that I have greater knowledge, and that I know 
what is important in life. When really, perhaps I have no idea what it is. 

In my experience, upbringing in that sense superciliously belittles children in 
an effort to make them fit into particular boxes and frames, so that they have 
to achieve and live up to particular norms of behaviour to deserve positive 
attention and love. 

In reality there is a desire for control and expectations of a particular desirable 
form of behaviour from the child so that I, the adult, can feel satisfied with my 
efforts! That is the way I can show those around me that I am a good parent 
and adult. 

My aim in discussing upbringing is to shift the focus from the child’s behaviour 
being inappropriate to look at what the child is trying to tell you. Ask yourself 
what insights you need to become a good path-finder for the child. 

First and foremost, you need to know the child’s intentions, so you can show 
the way for the child from there.

You have to understand that behind all the child’s actions, behaviour and 
communications there is a message which makes sense to the child. Your task 
as the receiver is to try and decode the message.

For children, many conflicts arise because we adults have become far too 
vague about our path-finding, and we ask children far too much what they 
want to be guided to. We parents and adults ask far too many questions, 
which children then have to consider and decide about. 

One of the staff at a child-care centre told me that she once followed a mother 
and her child into the building, some fifty or sixty yards. The mother managed 
to ask the child 28 questions before they reached the entrance – and the child 
barely managed to answer a single one of them.

Children today desperately need adults who can lead the way. It means you 
must think what it is you are asking the child about. You must consider wheth-
er it is reasonable to involve the child, and whether the child is at all capable of 
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deciding what you are asking about. It calls for awareness, closeness, and not 
least understanding that you as the adult are involved with the child through 
genuine interest.

If children have to make decisions for adults who are insecure, they feel 
stressed and become insecure themselves, because it is too much responsibili-
ty, and in reality the adults should take it over. Insecure adults pass on uncer-
tainty and mistrust of life to children. 

Asking a child questions to open things up and gain insight is very different 
from asking questions that unload responsibility for making decisions on a 
child who has not enough underlying experience to know the consequences. 

A child needs you to be decisive and bold enough to make decisions and 
show the child the way in life. Your clear leadership and decisiveness give the 
child security and confidence in life. 

Make some choices, carry them out resolutely, and see what happens!

Being a path-finder also means that you can accommodate feelings, not least 
your own reactions to feelings. Path-finding can be your calm that stimulates 
the child to find his or her own inner peace. Path-finding may also be what 
comes to the surface in the child’s own reflective process, partly through his or 
her own explanation and partly when you explain or ask questions that enable 
the child to find solutions and find the way for himself. 

You will see that ways of being a path-finder vary enor-
mously, depending on the child’s needs and personality. 

Food for thought

   What questions do you ask the child? The ones 
about insight and understanding? Or the ones 
where you really should take the responsibility 
yourself?

   If you ask questions, do you respect the child’s 
answer? 
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When children and their parents need help

I am sure we have all been there – in situations where everything totally seizes 
up. We try and try, and nothing succeeds. We simply drive ourselves and the 
child further and further into conflicts and frustration.

Sometimes help is needed from someone who is not emotionally or otherwise 
involved, who is able to decode what has gone wrong in interactions between 
the parents and the child.

I have been through a situation myself, where everything was so completely 
deadlocked that I felt I no longer had anything constructive to contribute. I 
was miserable, and it made me wretched to see that my son was really suf-
fering as the result of a divorce. It was totally frustrating to feel that nothing I 
tried to bring in to help him was of any use.
 
It is a shattering acknowledgement for a parent, and requires an enormous 
degree of acceptance. At the same time, I felt that by seeking help, I was the 
best person to help my son. I had the feeling of being a good mother. 

I got in touch with someone I had confidence in. Over the years, I have learnt 
that when one really needs help, then confidence is vitally important, be-
cause then it is easier to find the courage to open up and talk about what is so 
difficult. Confidence also makes your mind and heart receptive to what that 
person has to give. Through confidence you are able to hear what will help 
you to go on under your own strength.

For me the talk with that person was an enormous relief, giving me the cour-
age and hope to move on and support my son through the period of reaction 
to the divorce that was so devastating for him. 

It is hard to believe that no more is needed to make a change for the better: 
simply insight and understanding. It was so simple when I allowed myself to 
ask for help, so I could keep going under my own strength and stimulate my 
son to be able to use his own strength too.

The next two stories are about children whom I met through my practice, whose 
parents in both cases acknowledged that they needed help from outside.
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Olivia
Olivia was six when she visited me the first time. She had been going to school 
for three to five months. For the first appointment she came with her mother, 
father and older brother Mark. Mark was a couple of years older than Olivia, 
and they were very fond of each other. Of course, at times they had their hefty 
conflicts too, as siblings do, but their parents did not see it as unduly violent or 
problematical. They felt it was OK. 

It was Olivia’s parents, however, who decided to come to me, because they 
were worried about her. I could hear how much Olivia, and especially her 
behaviour, dominated the family’s everyday life. 

Her parents described her as very violent, aggressive and liable to throw 
tantrums: she hit out, kicked and spat, and she knew all the worst expletives in 
the language.

Her school indicated that there were serious problems, especially in the 
after-school care centre, because of her behaviour. Her parents were called 
in for interviews at the school, where a whole panel of people sat round the 
table discussing Olivia, but they never came up with any positive, constructive 
suggestions that worked for her. 

Her parents desperately needed to talk about Olivia and unload their wor-
ries, and they especially needed some guidance about what they could do 
to change things. After the first talk with them, I decided it would be better 
to talk to Olivia instead of about her. I know from experience that it is best to 
hear things as the child sees them and thinks about them. At six she was old 
enough to tell her own story and join in formulating any changes in behaviour. 

When the family arrived, I welcomed them with a handshake and eye contact, 
especially for Olivia and Mark too. Eye contact and shaking hands are impor-
tant elements before starting to talk. This is where we “get the feel of” each 
other, so we do not only have the visual contact to judge by. It was important 
to me that Olivia should get the feel of me! Did she find me interested, open 
and confidence-inspiring or not? Would I welcome her or be unwelcoming? 
Just as I was sizing her up, she was noticing and sizing up too. We tend to for-
get this last fact, because as adults we think everything goes on through our 
eyes and our opinions. 
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The first meeting is the moment when the foundation must be laid for con-
structive discussions leading to progress and, not least, relief. Olivia had to 
feel secure and confident, or else the talk and path-finding would not fulfil her 
needs. It was a situation where she might feel extremely vulnerable. Olivia was 
entitled to choose and reject, and must be allowed to.

I introduced myself to both children, and began by saying that the reason we 
were sitting there that day was that their parents sometimes found it difficult 
to be parents, and that they needed help. Olivia promptly sat herself right on 
the edge of the sofa. She was ready to help and volunteer as an active and 
constructive member of the family. 

Her mother started, with supplements from Olivia’s father, telling a story from 
the after-school care centre, which described Olivia’s behaviour, repeated in 
several episodes. There had been yet another conflict, when Olivia had kicked 
out. Her mother said Olivia always looked for her big brother, and that the 
conflicts with the staff were always very violent when she was not allowed to 
go and find him. It was especially in these situations that she would kick and 
spit, and she knew all the worst expletives from A to Z! She used them, too!

While her mother was telling us this, Olivia slipped very quietly under the cof-
fee table and made herself invisible. This was Olivia’s attempt to “survive” the 
story, and she was trying to protect herself by signalling “I’m not here”. I knew, 
of course, that two little ears were listening, but she had no visual contact with 
the uncomfortable situation.

I can remember thinking that this story was too violent for Olivia, because 
her mother and father’s explanations and the frustrations inside, behind the 
explanations were too much for her emotionally. I also thought that this was 
probably not the first time she had tried to disappear, so I let her sit under the 
table, while thinking that when her parents had finished, it would be my task 
to get Olivia out from her hiding place and help her emotionally back into the 
conversation after her parents’ torrent of words. 

The reason I let the parents finish telling the story without reacting to Olivia’s 
disappearance was that the story included the information I was going to use 
in my further conversation with Olivia. It gave me some landmarks that I could 
navigate by to find Olivia in the right place, meaning I could tell her that I had 
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seen, heard and understood it all, and was able to take her in. From there I 
could be the path-finder

When Olivia felt as she did then, it was my responsibility to take hold at abso-
lutely the right moment, or else the entire basis would collapse for involving 
her as an active player in relation to her own situation and her family. I was 
sitting with her heart in my hands, and if I did the slightest thing wrong, then I 
could never go back on it again. It would leave us with an even more frustrat-
ed and frightened child. I had to build up the security that would give Olivia 
enough confidence to be an active part of her own life. Think how many times 
she had been misunderstood, tried to reach out a hand, and had it slapped 
away. Olivia was all too familiar with the Fault Finder’s reactions. 

I had to be the person with the Talent Finder’s insight and access to open 
things up, so that at last Olivia would be seen with the intentions behind her 
actions. That was my responsibility! So would she and her family all be able to 
move on. That was why I let her sit there until I was “equipped” for the task. 

When her mother and father had finished talking, it was time to make contact 
with Olivia and get her out from under the table. I could have chosen to bend 
down and make contact, or try to lure her out, or possibly take hold of her arm 
and say: “It’s time to come out, because I want to talk to you, Olivia.” I chose to 
do something completely different to let Olivia know that there was something I 

Good heavens, Olivia! 

  I can certainly hear that

  so many grown-ups   

  misunderstand you 

completely.
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had understood, so she herself could be prepared to face up to the painful facts 
and take part again. 

I spoke into the air in front of me: “‘Goodness me, Olivia! I can hear there are 
an awful lot of grown ups who completely misunderstand you!” 

First a wisp of light hair appeared over the edge of the table, and then two 
blue eyes peeped cautiously, questioningly over the edge of the table and 
into mine. That was the all-important moment. She had to know that I meant 
what I said, so I repeated it in slightly different words, keeping eye contact, 
changing the tone of voice a little, and saying very quietly: “Olivia, there really 
are a lot of people who don’t understand you at all.” 

She came up and sat in the sofa again, and was cautiously ready. So now I said: 
“Olivia. I’m going to tell you a story about when I was six years old and had just 
started in school. If the story fits with what happens to you, then you nod, and 
if not, then you can say No! It’s not like that at all!” 

Olivia nodded, agreeing. I was “lending” Olivia a story, in which I thought she 
would recognise herself, because without recognition there was no under-
standing on my part. Confidence comes through understanding, because that 
is where Olivia would feel seen, heard, understood and accepted. From there 
we could work on path-finding to something more appropriate. 

I told Olivia that I started in school when I was six too, and I also had a big 
brother about the same age as hers. In reality my brother was about ten 
years older than I was, but I chose to change his age, because it is important 
that the story had elements that Olivia would recognise. If I told her how 
much older than me he really was, then she would disconnect, and it would 
be my story, not hers. 

I told her that when I first started in school, I was a little bit frightened of being 
together with so many children, especially the bigger ones, and very often I 
was afraid of being in the playground or crossing it, both when it was empty, 
and when it was crowded with other children. 

While I was talking, Olivia’s eyes grew bigger and bigger, and new energy 
appeared in her body. I knew now I had got hold of something – I was telling 
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Olivia’s story, the one nobody had understood, but which Olivia had tried to 
tell through her behaviour. Behaviour always has a story behind it. What I was 
also telling her with my story was that it is natural and OK to be frightened in 
a situation like that. For the first time, Olivia had found someone who felt like 
her. There are lots of others who feel like that, but Olivia just did not know it, 
because no one had told her.

I also told her that when I felt frightened, what I wanted most of all was to be 
with my big brother. So I asked her: “Is that how you feel, Olivia?” She nodded 
vigorously, full of recognition. 

Now we had found a word for it: frightened! 

I went on talking to Olivia, and told her humorously and with a smile that I 
could see she knew she shouldn’t hit and kick people, so we need not talk 
about all that. I also said I knew she realised that she could not be with Mark 
all the time, and I said, again smiling and humorous, “Mark doesn’t really want 
you there ALL the time, either.” Both of them nodded and smiled. 

When I emphasise the word frightened, what we have to understand 
throughout this story is that Olivia reacted so violently because her fear and 
anxiety were extremely stressful, and she really could not react in any other 
way. She did not know what else she could do. She simply needed to react, 
because with the uncomfortable feeling of being frightened she was “beside 
herself”, trying to get back to being her real self. Her emotional body was 
seriously out of balance, and she needed to find emotional peace. 

Some children choose to retract into themselves and internalise it, but Olivia 
needed to react and work the discomfort out. I see the reaction as healthy, 
because it is healthy to react when something inside feels uncomfortable and 
unhealthy.

In my experience there is no child, absolutely none, that enjoys behaving like 
Olivia. On the contrary! It is extremely stressful, and they despise themselves, 
with an enormous loss of self-esteem. 

I asked Olivia: “Next time you feel frightened and unsure of yourself, and you can’t 
go and find Mark, what can you do instead?” I was shifting the focus from the 
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inappropriate behaviour and over to the intentions behind it, in this case being 
frightened and looking for comfort. The emotional body is trying to find a balance.

Olivia thought quickly and said: “Next time I could go and join Astrid instead.” 
“Ah, and who is Astrid?” 

Astrid was Olivia’s best friend, she told me happily. My question and Olivia’s 
answer strengthen her inner picture of Astrid. That was plan A.

When we are dealing with a child like Olivia, it is not enough just to have a 
plan A. We need a plan B as well. 

“What will happen if Astrid isn’t there? What can you do then? 

Olivia thought about it for a little while. “I can go and find Harriet!” 

And we just need a plan C. “What if Harriet isn’t there either?” ... “Then I can do 
something near the grown ups or read a book!”

I asked Olivia what she could do instead, because when we want a child to 
behave differently, then the child must join in thinking about solutions, be-
cause it is the child who has to react next time a similar situation arises. What 
she was experiencing in this reflecting phase was getting hold of something 
she could recognise, and running through picture sequences and images in 
her memory, which were associated with positive experiences and she knew 
they would work. Olivia had tried it before, and when she had been through 
the reflection phase, it would be easier next time she was under stress to find 
it worked. The picture was activated inside her, and she could do it more. She 
could feel that having the solution inside her made her feel secure and created 
self confidence. It gave her the feeling of “I am OK!”

In the process, Olivia found something inside herself, which was strength she 
could use next time she landed in a similar situation. This specific moment was 
so extremely important, because Olivia had to change her behaviour herself. 
The changes have to come from inside. This process cannot and must not be 
driven from outside, i.e. by us, the adults. It may be influenced from the out-
side, but must not be controlled from outside. There is no one else who can do 
it for her in those situations when she is under stress; but she can help herself. 
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As path-finders we can be beside her or go in front or behind her, but we can 
never be inside. It is important for someone like Olivia to feel she has what it 
takes to handle a stressful situation herself. It gives a good feeling inside, and 
she will feel capable.

We had agreed on a follow-up, and that meant I would meet Olivia and her 
family again a couple of months later – this time in the family home. 

We were going to hear all together how things had gone since our last 
meeting, what developments there had been and where adjustments could 
perhaps be made. I always take great care with these follow-ups, because this 
is when we can discover jointly what has worked. That is what brings energy 
and the feeling of being in charge, and gives the courage and reserves to deal 
with things that are difficult. 

There is a feeling that our efforts are worthwhile. We often discover positive 
elements that the family has not seen at all, so that the difficulty suddenly be-
comes a chance for further positive development. After that we look at what 
needs more attention, and there we have successes and experience we can 
bring into action and use as tools.

When I arrived, Olivia was ready, sitting in the sofa. When we had all settled 
down, I was just saying, “Who is going to ...” – when the six-year-old arm shot 
up! – “... start telling us what has happened?” 

With happiness in her voice, bright eyes and happily energetic body, Olivia 
said: “I have stopped hitting out!” 

Her mother commented: “Errr, Olivia!” Olivia’s father was shaking his head vi-
olently at her mother, but her mother went on, and we have to remember she 
meant well. She was trying to be a good mother and help her daughter. Some 
of Olivia’s light and energy dimmed, but she chose to stay where she was and 
not disappear like last time. 

Her mother told me that Olivia had recently kicked Astrid. 

I asked Olivia: “What was your reason for kicking Astrid?”
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Again, it was extremely important to be open and curious, without commenting 
and lecturing in this situation. We have to hang on to the fact that Olivia was 
practising changing her behaviour. Some relapses were inevitable, but there had 
been far more positive moments between herself and Astrid than previously. 

There was a reason why Olivia had kicked and broken out of the positive spiral 
she had been in. We needed to discover it. This is where understanding and 
insight come into their own. It means that parents can sympathise with their 
child’s vulnerability instead of being angry and frustrated about her behaviour. 

Olivia was kicking because something “was hurting” inside, and it is natural 
and healthy to react when something hurts. What she needed so much was 
acceptance of the reason for her behaviour, and then it was possible to show 
her a more constructive way to go, but first we had to find the reason and 
express sympathy and understanding. That way a child can feel all right – 
there is no danger – it is allowed.

Olivia answered that sometimes she had a disagreement with Astrid, and then 
Astrid would spell unkind words. 

I asked Olivia: “What do the words mean that Astrid spells?” 
Olivia said: “I don’t know, because I can’t spell or read!” 
Now my question was: “How do you know the words are unkind?” 

“I can see what Astrid means and hear it in her voice.” Olivia’s tone, expression 
and body language clearly signalled discomfort. Astrid’s message made Olivia 
feel uncomfortable, and she was reacting healthily to it. 

I told Olivia I could easily understand that she was upset when Astrid spelt 
out unkind words. My tone of voice, expression and body language signalled 
that I meant it. 

I said: “Unkind words can hurt just as much as being hit!” 

Olivia nodded vigorously. It was important to show Olivia that I understood, that she 
was allowed to be upset about it, and that it was OK to react when she was upset.
I repeated, humorously and smiling like the last time, that I did not need to explain 
to her that she shouldn’t kick people – she knew all that. Olivia smiled and nodded.
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So, like last time, I asked: “What could you do next time you and Astrid have a 
disagreement?” 

Because they inevitably would. The aim was not to avoid disagreements. The 
aim was to prepare Olivia to do something different and more positive than 
she usually did when they quarrelled, so that she and her friends could keep 
up a positive and inspiring relationship together and develop it further.

Conflicts are also part of the development process. They simply require adults 
to help children find a way of replacing inappropriate behaviour that is in fact 
destructive, both for the child and for relationships with other children and 
adults. We need to understand that a violent reaction like that is a desperate 
cry for help from a child who needs a lot of self-protection. The child feels 
emotionally violated and becomes insecure.

Olivia said that next time, she could ask Astrid not to spell unkind words. 
“And if that doesn’t help, what can you do then?” Another plan B. 

Olivia sat still for a few seconds, then said: 
“I can tell Astrid it makes me unhappy.” 
That was, after all, what happened 
when Astrid spelt out those words, 
and that was how Olivia put it into 
words to appeal to Astrid’s sympathy. 

“What if that doesn’t help either, 
what then?” Once more, plans A, B 
and C. 
“Then I can go and find a grown-
up,” said Olivia.

When we had finished talking, Olivia 
came over and sat beside me on the 
sofa and pressed herself up to me 
for a few seconds. I put an arm round 
her and gave her a hug, and she was 
gone again. “Thank you” can be said 
in many ways without words. 
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   Listen to the child’s story.

  Ask open, wondering and curious questions.

   Children are OK, whatever their feelings – they 
are working at finding the balance between the 
two inner wolves, the good and the bad.

   Don’t lecture and reproach – children know 
very well that they must not hit out, bite, 
scratch or kick people.

   Accept that there are sides of your child that 
result in hitting, scratching and biting – they 
are expressions by action when words are not 
enough.

   Consider the hitting out as positive and con-
structive – your child is communicating that 
something hurts, so find out what hurts.

   Guide by actively drawing the child in towards 
more appropriate behaviour – and perhaps ask 
the child: “What can you do next time you fall 
out with ... ?”

   Perhaps you can have an agreement with the 
child, and celebrate with a high five when 
things succeed.

  Let the child tell you about all the successes.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS
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Note that in both cases, in the school playground and when playing with 
Astrid, that Olivia’s suggested solution started with changing her own be-
haviour, where she first set a limit for her friend. If it was not respected, then 
she put into words how it affected her emotionally. She was trying first, like a 
healthy child, to solve the challenge competently with words, and if that did 
not work, then she had an adult as a backup. 
 
Of course, Olivia and her family had a history that explained why Olivia 
behaved as she did. I have not mentioned that history, because in this con-
nection it is irrelevant. What is interesting is how it is possible to work with 
individual children and get them to make use of all the innate strength and 
capabilities they already have. That is where we will find the growth is for a 
good life – it is innate, but dormant. 

Food for thought

  What does this story inspire you to do?

   How can you be better at path-finding instead of 
breaking the child in?

   When do you feel you are supporting and guiding 
your child best? 

  What do you do specifically? 

  How can you do more of it? 
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Symon
“We are getting on so much better together!” 

That was Symon’s mother’s spontaneous opening remark after I had had several 
sessions with her son.

It all started when she began to consult me about a problem she had to work 
on herself, and along the way we also mentioned Symon and the challenges 
he was facing. She found there were problems between them, and she knew 
Symon had trouble in school, where he could not sit still in class, and he was 
being bullied. She did not feel she could sort it all out, and she was worried 
about his well-being. 

The background to the story is that Symon was 11, his parents were divorced, 
and his mother was alone with him and his younger sister Maria. 

I was introduced to Symon one day when his mother and I met by chance, and 
she told him I was the person she talked to when things were difficult. On the 
same occasion she told Symon that he could talk to me as well if he felt he 
needed to. 

Several weeks went by, and then one day Symon and I ran across each other. 
Symon called out “Hi, Hanne!” and I answered “Hi, Symon!” smiling and wav-
ing. I knew why Symon was saying Hi. He was just trying to decide whether he 
would talk to me, and he would decide from my reaction to his greeting. He 
was using it to sense confidence – could he confide in me? 

Several days went by, and then Symon’s mother called me and said Symon 
would like to talk to me. We made an appointment, and Symon came along 
with his mother. I asked him whether he wanted her to stay, but he said no, so 
she very soon left the room. 

It is important for me that the child is allowed to choose whether a parent 
takes part or not. Some children want them there for the first five minutes of 
the first appointment, but most, like Symon, do not. It is easier for them to 
talk to me without having to accommodate their parents’ worries, frustration, 
sorrow or anger over what they have to tell me.
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I informed Symon that I had a duty of confidentiality, which meant I would 
not inform his mother of what we talked about. I pointed out to him, how-
ever, that things might come up that we should in any case talk to her about 
together, and that I would be sure to tell him what they were. I did not want 
Symon to feel that I was going behind his back. When I chose to do it that way, 
it was because there may be things that children find it very difficult to say, so 
it is necessary to help them broach the subject in a way that is less dangerous. 

During the first interview I had with Symon, he was wearing a cap with a 
large peak. He kept it on for the whole of the interview. I let him sit there like 
that, because it signalled to me that I was dealing with a child who needed to 
protect himself under the cap. Symon’s body language and low tone of voice 
showed clearly that he was hard-hit and his self-esteem was very low. He was 
tense, but had little energy, and desperately needed to talk and air his feelings 
without his mother being present. 

Symon’s stories primarily involved two elements: his school and his relation-
ship with his mother.
 
What he told me about his school was largely about how he was bullied by 
some of the others in his class. There were two boys in particular who bullied, 
and they had obviously been allowed to dominate the social environment in 
the class without anyone making any attempt to stop them. The reaction from 
the adults “responsible” for the class was that it was not so serious. 

I will chip in here to say that when children feel they are being bullied, they 
feel it very seriously. It causes extreme anxiety and helplessness, and a need 
to escape. For children it means losing control and command of their lives and 
emotions. They never know when the next attack will come, so they can never 
relax. Others are allowed to take control through insults and attacks, and it 
places a child under an enormous strain: there is nowhere to escape and find 
inner calm, free from anxiety. 

Symon told me about being kept out of the group, and strong verbal insults 
that left him feeling wounded and excluded. This makes a child feel wretch-
ed, especially when the child, like Symon, already has all he can cope with in 
relations with his mother and what is expected of him at home. 
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I simply let Symon tell me about his feelings of being attacked and the emo-
tions it aroused in him. At a time like that it is necessary to “empty the barrel” 
of frustration in order to make room for changes and something new. It always 
centred on the way he was miserable and felt hurt, angry and afraid, and did 
not know what to do to avoid the bullies and their attacks.

When I find that a story goes on repeating itself as in Symon’s case, my task 
is to try and get the child to see the situations or what he goes through from 
different angles, to release the suffering in the story. 

I tried changing the focus: “What do you think is the reason why the others 
bully you?”

“How do you think those boys might feel inside when they are bullying you?” 

Perhaps they were unhappy, or bored, or simply did not know how to behave 
when they were with other people. Perhaps they needed someone to talk to 
in the same way as Symon himself.

Symon had never considered that there might be a reason for the bullying, or 
that it might have nothing to do with him. He became aware that he was not 
the only person who was bullied by the two boys, but that many others in the 
class were treated in the same way. I can still remember Symon’s altered body 
language and hear how his tone of voice changed completely. Now he had 
got hold of something he could use constructively. 

I asked now and then: “What do you think yourself – can you do anything to 
change those situations?” 

Here my aim was to focus on something Symon had tried in other similar situ-
ations, which he had seen would work. Perhaps that he could find the courage 
in himself to answer back with the same force that the boys used to bully him.

We found that what helped Symon most of all at that point was to work on his 
stories of how and when he had been a good friend, when he had a positive expe-
rience of succeeding. How could Symon “Find out what works and do it more”? 
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During the period he came for interviews, Symon’s self-image changed 
amazingly. The cap came off, and we had eye contact. His eyes lit up, and he 
showed positive energy. His tone of voice was firmer. 

He felt a powerful lift, and there was a striking change in his stories. He began 
of his own accord to tell the good stories, where he had been successful, and 
it was a sign to me that he was letting go of the old stories of suffering and 
how being bullied affected him. 

His stories began to show signs that he was resisting the bullies, and doing it 
when he saw others in the class being bullied too. It was a pleasure to observe 
his body language and facial expressions as he told his stories. Where before 
he had always felt inadequate and helpless, he was now winning. 

For Symon it was all about doing something he did not usually do, and it 
meant that people around him did not react as usual either. This made him 
better able to make use of his new-found energy and trigger changes, pro-
gress and growth around him and in himself. 

I was very impressed at one particular episode Symon told me about. 

He had noticed that one of the 
girls in the class was often bullied 
by the two boys. He could see 
that she was frightened of them. 
One day the two of them had 
loomed up in front of her once 
again with a violent verbal attack. 
I could see as Symon was telling 
me, that he had been strongly 
affected by the experience, 
because he could recognise the 
girl’s situation so clearly. 

At one point I asked Symon: “What did 
you do, then, when you saw the boys 
bullying her?” 

STOP IT!!
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“I stood between the two boys and the girl, looked them in the eye and told 
them to stop!!” he answered. 

“That was brave. What made you do it?” 

Symon’s answer was a complete surprise to me, coming from an eleven-year-
old boy. 

“I could feel that this” – while he pointed at his heart – “was stronger than 
THIS!” – lifting his right arm in a right angle. 

“And did the boys stop, Symon?” “YES! And they pushed off,” he added. 

We also talked about his relations with his mother. Symon was very fond of 
his mother, and his stories showed clearly that she was under a lot of pressure 
from her work and from being alone with him and his younger sister, Maria. 
He told me about her violent temper, and that she could explode verbally, or 
slam doors and cupboards. Her fury was most often aroused when Symon 
had forgotten chores such as emptying the dishwasher, or his homework, or 
collecting his little sister from the after-school centre. 

He told me that he was very concerned about not forgetting, because he was 
afraid of his mother’s outbreaks of fury. When trying desperately not to forget 
and afraid of the consequences, in the form of over-wrought verbal reprisals 
full of the anger and frustration of a parent who feels inadequate, the child is 
simply unable to remember. The fear overwhelms the will to remember, and 
its effect is the complete opposite of what was intended. 

A frightened child actually forgets what he was supposed to remember. 

Some of the things Symon forgot were in fact grown-up jobs, and I told him 
this was one of the things we were going to discuss when we talked to his 
mother together. 

When we talk about problems, we must also talk about things that are going well. 
I talked to Symon about the good times he had with his mother too. That was 
when he, his mother and Maria simply lay on the sofa and chatted. They relaxed, 
laughed and told stories, and it was generally just good to be there together. 
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Then came the day when we had agreed to have a talk together with his 
mother. Symon and I had agreed on some points we would take up, including 
her anger and his duties, and we had also agreed that he would tell his mother 
when he felt they had good times together.

A lot of this was not necessary at all, because Symon had already taken action! 

When the two of them arrived, even before we had sat down, she started telling 
me that she and Symon were getting on so much better together. I could see 
that clearly by looking at Symon. He was radiant with his mother. 

She went on to say that one day, when she had flown completely off the 
handle, and was slamming doors and cupboards, Symon had said very quietly: 
“Mum! Maria and I are scared when you get so angry and slam doors like that.” 

“And when Symon said that, something inside me said STOP! I had not 
thought about it frightening my children. I had simply not thought that far!” 
Then she told Symon how glad she was that he had helped her. 

Through his interviews with me and the good stories, Symon had found the 
strength and the inner courage to tell his mother and the bullies in class to stop. 

Suddenly, of his own accord, Symon took up another problem he had with 
his mother.

“Mum, you always tell me that I can just come home and talk about it when 
things happen.” 

His mother nodded and confirmed: “You know you can. You can always come 
home and tell me about it.” 

Symon insisted: “That’s not how it feels to me. You are always so angry and 
upset when I come home and tell you about things that happen at school. It’s 
quite uncomfortable.” 

“YOU BET,” said his mother. “I’m angry and I feel so upset because I was bullied 
myself.” 
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Then Symon asked: “But do you have to take it out on me?”
His mother went very quiet, and then said: “I’ve never thought about it like that.”
I asked Symon: “What do you need from your mother in these situations?”
He answered: “I just want her to listen to me. I don’t need her to be angry and 
upset, or to phone someone and start doing a whole lot of things.” 

Along the way Symon and his mother could see that they both wanted the 
best for each other. They made agreements about how in future they would 
manage and prevent rows, and how Symon’s mother should accept him when 
he simply needed to get things off his chest.

We cannot get rid of problems through interviews, but we can help children 
and their parents to get inside their problems, and in that way help them to help 
themselves. Then they can consciously develop the ability to manage problems 
and see them as opportunities to learn and support each other. There will be 
growth and progress. By ignoring and avoiding problems, we prevent growth 
and progress, and as people we risk developing anxiety and lack of confidence.

Face up to the problems and consider them as gifts you did not know you wanted.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Accept that there will be conflicts – but they are 
like thunderstorms – they clear the air, and they 
blow over

  Take a pause when the conflict suddenly blows up

  Come back with new energy and a clear head

   Try to be specific – what is the conflict about? – 
and find out people’s intentions

  What is it you must listen to and understand?

  Use the tools from the conversations – ask your way in

  Say sorry when the “rocket” goes off in spite of everything

  Keep your own stories of suffering out of it.
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Life is a challenge for children too

What children need most when they land in situations like Olivia and Symon, 
where life is just too much, and they are overwhelmed emotionally, is an adult 
who likes them, puts an arm round them, and simply hangs on beside them. 
They need empathy and caring that comes with empathy. 

Sometimes we need someone to simply be there…
Not to fix anything or do anything in particular, but to let us feel we are supported 
and cared about.
Anonymous

The way a child finds relief after a highly emotional experience is to be allowed 
to talk about it as it was lived through, and to find acceptance and know “I 
can fully understand you are upset”. This means that the child feels that the 
emotions in the experience are allowed. It is not wrong to feel attacked and 
upset as Olivia and Symon did, if you are bullied, teased, have a failure, or life is 
a challenge. Acceptance and the calm it brings with it make things bearable. “I 
am OK! It’s natural to feel like this, when you have been through what I have.” 
Most children can then move on themselves.

As parents and adults we are so used to taking action over a child’s pain. We 
get in touch with schools, other adults, professionals. 

Stop a moment – and think it over! You could perhaps ask the child what is 
needed from you. It is very much a question of being rather than doing. In the 
great majority of situations, all the child needs is for you to listen, and what 
Symon wanted from his mother puts it so clearly: “Mum, you just have to be 
there when I come home and tell you about it. I can sort the rest out for myself!”

Then guide the child. “What can you do differently next time?” “When I was a 
child, this is what happened to me...!”

Of course, there may be situations when we parents and adults must react to 
what we are told. In a situation like that, if your own emotions take over too 
much, you must consider, and keep separate, which needs and responsibilities 
are yours, and which are the child’s needs. It really is a good idea to sleep on 
your reaction. You will often discover that you need not react at all, and on 
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other occasions you can use the calm to find a way that is suitable for you and 
the others involved to take up the subject of a potentially explosive episode. 
If you react in anger, frustration and sorrow, you risk not being heard, or you 
may start a new and even worse conflict. 

Your child has to live with the consequences of your actions. 

Over the years, many of the interviews I have held with children and young 
people in my practice have been on precisely the subject Symon took up 
with his mother. Some of these children are in desperate need of somewhere 
to talk and cry the emotional strain and the experience out of their systems, 
because it has been so hard to do it together with their parents. They feel, 
like Symon, that they have to manage and bear their parents’ frustrations and 
stories of suffering too. In interviews with children and young people, I have 
often simply sat with an arm round them, just being there – without words 
and questions – just there. When they have had a good cry and been allowed 
to feel the relief it brings, they always say: “Now I feel a whole lot better!”

It is the child’s pain, and not yours, when you are the parent or adult. We are 
born with resources, strengths and capacities that make it possible for us to 
master the big challenges in life, and the inevitable pain that life brings too. 
Going through the pain is also necessary for us to feel ourselves and life.

Its challenges consist of challenges to our emotions, and life is all about find-
ing the balance between good and evil.

All it requires is that we find calm, and through calm we make contact with the 
emotional body, which settles and allows the heart to open. This brings the 
relief and perhaps even the necessary answers and solutions. 

Olivia’s parents were trying wholeheartedly to help her by telling her what 
she should not do – hit out and kick people. What she needed most of all was 
to be emptied of the fear and the emotional pain caused by fear, and then be 
understood and guided to do something more suitable. 

Extreme anxiety builds up in a child who knows there is going to be a con-
flict, and who knows all the stress in the adults’ reactions to it. It sets off a 
fear of being afraid associated with the conflict, and it fixes the child in the 
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inappropriate behaviour. When the child shakes off the fear, it as if a balloon 
blown up to the limit is suddenly pricked. The relief is an instant liberation 
emotionally and physically. The child relaxes and is now able to do some-
thing different. 

Olivia was a very good friend too, just like Symon. She wanted the best for 
those around her, but her reaction came when she was so violently chal-
lenged emotionally, that it completely overshadowed her impressive personal 
strengths: her humour, creativity, caring, helpfulness, empathy and generosity. 
 
Her parents needed help to be able to guide her when she felt the need to hit 
out, towards something she could do instead. 

When children and young people come home and want to talk to their parents 
about challenging experiences they have been through, then in addition to 
their own pain, they also have to cope with their parents’ pain-filled reactions. 
That is why they gradually stop coming home and talking, because they cannot 
stand the others’ reaction as well as their own to their own pain. It goes on a 
long way into adult life. 

I have talked to a great many grown-up people who all say that the worst peo-
ple to talk to about their problems and crises are their own parents. They will 
avoid it if at all possible, because they are afraid of their parents’ reactions of 
sorrow, anger or frustration, or the know-all attitude. It means that we parents 
and adults are not in fact there for our children in the way they need. That is 
really something to think about, because it means we tell them one thing in 
words, but show them something very different in our actions. They cannot 
rely on what we say. 

The reaction may be as Symon described it: anger, frustration and tears, but it 
may also be reproachful, or “What did I tell you?” and so on. Some parents also 
react very violently when they contact the school, after-school centre or other 
parents. The person contacted may not understand the situation at all, and 
then a new conflict starts, created by the parents, while the children have to 
accept that they are part of a new conflict too. 

Hold your horses – a great many situations solve themselves if the child is 
allowed to find relief.
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What we parents have to learn is to keep our own feelings separate from our 
children’s, and not take our children’s conflicts on ourselves.

What you can work on is building up confidence that the child can deal with 
the challenges himself or herself, using the few simple implements necessary 
for being part of a family or a group. At the same time you are helping the 
child to shoulder the challenges independently and take responsibility as 
needed. Your task lies in acceptance and acknowledgement that the child 
is far more robust than you think, and that what you give along life’s way is 
good enough. 

If things prove otherwise, you can take action then. 

The Talent Finder’s TIPS 

   Ask yourself and the child the question: What is it 
that starts...?

  Listen, and navigate according to the answer. 

   Keep your own tale of suffering and your child’s 
suffering separate. 

   You could tell your own story to the child in peacetime. Telling 
the story gives you relief and helps the child to understand what 
drives you. That way you will be better able to accommodate the 
child’s story.

   You might ask the child what you could have done differently if it 
had happened today.

   Or perhaps ask the child what he or she would do in a similar situation. 

   When you re-live your own story while path-finding for your child, 
or while you are listening, say to yourself: “These are the child’s 
experiences and feelings, not mine!” That is how you can keep the 
feelings that are yours separate from the child’s feelings. 
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You are allowed to cry and be sorry for yourself
Crying is a sign that a person is struggling emotionally. It hurts, and it can be 
very difficult to find words for the pain.

When children cry, hold them gently in your arms, show affection and put up 
with the situation with them. Stay there while things are difficult, and listen, 
when the child is ready to talk. 

Just be there, and don’t try to think, have opinions, suggest or act. Simply be 
close and full of empathy, without words. 

This physical contact and affection and just being there will bring relief to the 
child through crying. Acceptance – your acceptance – is the channel through 
which emotions can run and settle, so that the child can regain emotional calm. 

(S)he will discover that being upset is all right. By being there and being close 
without doing anything, you allow the child to get through whatever it is that 
is so hard. The child is all right.

Just being there for someone can sometimes bring hope when all seems hopeless.
Dave G. Llewellyn

We can also turn it the other way. What do you do when you are upset? What 
do you really long for, when you think about it? 
 
A great many people conceal the fact when they are unhappy. I have often 
heard people say: “I will not let my child see me crying.” 

When you are unhappy, the energy that radiates from you is “unhappy energy”; it is 
registered through a child’s highly perceptive senses – the heart and solar plexus.

It is confusing when your body and especially your eyes say one thing, which 
the child senses is correct, while your words say something else. Confused like 
that, children feel that they must be at fault, and cannot believe what their 
own senses – healthily and credibly – are telling them.

It is natural to be unhappy at times, and by concealing it you make it seem 
unnatural and perhaps dangerous.
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If you are unhappy, say so and let it show. Let your child hug and comfort you 
... and if necessary wipe the tears away and hold your hand.
 
It’s that simple!

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

  Be present in the moment

  Ask the child afterwards what is needed from you

   Respect the fact that there may not be more you can 
give, other than what you already have through 
being there and respecting the process, which is 
entirely the child’s own 

Food for thought

   What stops you from being present in the moment?

  How does it affect you?

   What can you do to put aside what keeps you from 
being present?
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What children say and do always makes sense 

I heard a story about a little girl who went for a walk on a beach with her father. As 
far as the eye could see, the beach was full of starfish washed up by the tide, and 
now they could not get back into the sea again. When the girl began to gather up 
starfish carefully and put them back in the water again, her father said:

“You are wasting your time, you know. There must be 100,000 starfish on the 
beach, and you can’t save them all. What difference does it make?”

The girl picked up yet another starfish, put it in the water, and said, “It makes a 
difference to that one.”

When I have talked to parents during interviews or with staff at kindergartens 
and after-school centres, many episodes we have mentioned have shown up 
misunderstandings of the intentions behind a child’s behaviour.

When we have uncovered the child’s intentions, both parents and those work-
ing with children have discovered that the child was really trying to be helpful 
and caring, or humorous and curious. We are born with all these qualities, and 
do not have to learn them. They are there, naturally, and this has often been 
the biggest admission for parents and kindergarten staff. 
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Matthew – a good friend 
A colleague from an after-school centre once told this story during supervision:

“Eight-year-old Matthew always used to fool about. He tried all the time to make 
the others in the group laugh, and all the staff found him really irritating. We 
kept telling him off, and told him not to fool about so much. One day we were 
working on a project about being a good friend, and one of the questions was: 
What does it mean to be a good friend? 

When we asked Matthew, he answered: ‘I’m a good friend when I make my 
friends happy, and I do that by making them laugh a lot.’

Suddenly there was an explanation for his behaviour.” That question showed 
what was going on inside him, and what his intentions were in behaving as 
he did. 

Matthew simply wanted to be a really good friend and make his friends happy. 
His answer changed my colleague’s opinion of his behaviour. She had previously 
seen him with the Fault Finder’s eyes as irritating and disruptive. Now, through 
the Talent Finder’s she saw caring and helpfulness. She had a talk with him 
about how sometimes it was not a good moment to make the others laugh, and 
it could be distracting.

That helped her to shake off her irritation and frustration, and she was able 
to suggest other ways for Matthew to be a good friend. Suddenly there were 
several branches to the way to being a friend.
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Children and grief

One of the most difficult situations we all know about is being there for a child 
in grief, especially when we are grieving ourselves. It can be almost impossible 
to cope with, and very hard to guide the child. What is the right thing to do?

In my experience it is best to be as open as possible. Let the questions come, 
cry with the child, draw pictures, look at photos and so on. I do not know of 
any fixed answers to what one should do. It is more important simply to be 
open and listen to intuition than to be actively doing things. 

This was an experience I had with my son:

“Mum! What happens if the window isn’t open when it is time for a soul to fly out? 

He was nine when he asked me that, just after his paternal grandfather had 
quite suddenly died. He had been with his father to the chapel to say goodbye 
to his grandfather in the coffin. He talked a lot about how his grandfather was 
wearing smart clothes, and looked as if he was asleep. He had noticed that his 
grandfather’s ears looked different, and he was naturally curious about it.

Some parents doubt whether it is a good idea to let a child see someone who is 
dead. I was not in doubt for a moment. I wanted my son to see his grandfather, 
and see for himself that death is not dangerous. I knew that the others around 
him, his father, aunts and uncles and cousins would look after him in that situation. 

The greatest eye-opener for me was that he said: “I am so glad I could see Grand-
dad was dead. Otherwise I would just think he was visiting somewhere, and he 
would come home soon.” I had not thought of that at all, but it made a lot of sense. 

The boy’s father and I were divorced, and we lived apart, while our son lived 
most of the time with me. After his grandfather’s death, he suddenly asked 
me: “Mum, if you die, where will I live?” I could assure him he would live with 
his father, and he felt calmer. 

The process of grief stretches over a long time, and it does for children too. So 
they ask about lots of things, and for us the questions are funny or surprising, 
but they are important and highly relevant to the child. 
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Accept those questions and if necessary ask questions yourself to be clear. An-
swer as well as you can, and if there is anything you cannot answer, then say 
so! Be as frank as you can. If you find it difficult, say so. You will find the child 
understands – a child can understand your sorrow, so accept sympathy and 
caring, just as the child will accept them from you.

Accept too that the child may process grief differently from you. It IS different, 
and you have to accept that it takes time for the child as well.

Nick – feeling responsible for a family in grief 
This is a story I heard from a boy’s father: 

“As you probably know, we were struck by a tragedy some time ago. 

Our little newborn son died when he was only five days old. We thought a lot 
about how it would also affect our older son, Nick, who was eleven. 

We felt it was quite natural to draw in his really wonderful class teacher and his 
whole class – because we did not want losing a baby brother to become a taboo. 

We invited the whole class to come to the funeral – voluntarily, of course, and we 
were very pleased to see that practically the whole class came. At the “funeral 
feast” in the parish hall afterwards, Nick’s class sat at one table and quite enjoyed 
themselves, while Nick sat with us at the other table. 

We asked him several times whether he would not prefer to go over to his class, 
but he refused. Finally we led him firmly over to sit with his friends – who were very 
pleased when he joined them. He brightened up, and they seemed to be having a 
good time together. 

I asked him the next day why he would not join his friends. I found his answer very 
touching: he felt his place was with us in that situation. 

I was surprised that at the age of eleven, when friends mean everything, he had 
that kind of situational sense that told him his place was with the family at a 
difficult time like that.
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Children grieve too when they are divorced 
Many of the interviews I conduct with children and young people revolve to 
a great extent round the overseen and undervalued grief in connection with 
divorce. The children lose contact with a parent, grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
cousins and so on. These are family members they have had close relation-
ships with, and then suddenly quarrels and disagreements or moving house 
mean they are far apart. 

Many children see more than one divorce, and then they also lose connections 
with members of a step-family or blended family, with whom they have also 
had close relations.

The grieving processes after death and divorce are very different. A death is 
absolutely final.

After a divorce, many children feel they are caught up in hostility and disputes, in 
a battle between two wolves in which parents and relatives completely overlook 
the child’s grief and needs in connection with the divorce. Children are seriously 
affected and upset by the relatives’ reaction to the divorce. Parents’ anger and ar-

guments hit even harder on top of a divorce, because 
children have nowhere to go with their grief – the 

grief over being apart. 

The children I talk to in connection with 
divorce all say the same things about how 

hard it is to cope with their parents’ argu-
ments, and how painful it is just 

to be delivered to the door 
without their parents 

exchanging a word, 
and how it hurts 
to listen to their 
parents criticising 
each other, on 
and on. 

“I do so wish my Mum would come in and     
             see my room at Dad’s place.”
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“I get a pain in my tummy every time I am taken to visit, because my parents 
say such horrible things to each other.”

“I am not allowed to talk about what fun we had at the weekend, because 
Mum gets upset about it.”

“Dad always uses such horrible words when he talks about Mum.”

Children talk about how miserable and how hard it is to be messengers 
between their parents, and they have to accept the reaction to the message. 
Have you ever thought why people always kill the messenger?

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Be happy that the child finds happiness in a 
new  family – see it as enrichment and not as 
 competition. You are good enough with what  
you have to give. 

   If you really feel it gets to you, get help – your 
child needs it!

   Allow the child to feel the loss and express it – it is all right, and it is 
natural.

  Tell your child you understand it is hard.

  Remember that you each have your own process to go through 

   The child sees you as parents in a very different way from your view 
of each other as partners – have respect for the way the child sees 
you! Allow the child to love, like and express love – even though 
your love for your partner has come to an end.

  Take your responsibility and deliver your message yourself!
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What stops us from being appreciative?

When we are under pressure, tense and anxious, all the old reaction patterns 
we have learnt and inherited come up to the surface, surging at the back our 
minds, and we disapprove and disparage things. It is natural, and it is OK. But it 
is also absolutely infuriating!

Besides all the talk about forgiving others, we must also talk about forgiving 
ourselves, when we swing over to the Fault Finder and show ourselves from 
the worst side. 

Here it is not enough just to accept things in the usual easy way and say, 
“That’s just the way I am. People have to learn to live with me that way!” with-
out thinking about the effects on people around us. 

Being appreciative means lifelong personal development, and it is a very long 
journey, where there is an incredible amount to learn. It does not just come to 
you overnight. 

Your task is to work at it and avoid coming to the same point again, to find 
different ways to try, and to be aware at the same time that the way you treat 
others is the way you treat yourself. 

Challenges are gifts that we did not know we wanted. This is where you get the 
chance to change what is unhelpful into a more constructive and useful approach.

The greatest acknowledgement and progress probably comes through 
finding the way from your head to your heart, and finding how deeply rooted 
appreciation is just at that point. It is a gift to discover that your head may 
think out the appreciation and its principles, but the most important thing – 
the feeling – is there in your heart. 

Now and then I hear people say “We have tried, and we have said all the right 
words and all that, but it doesn’t work!”

It has dawned on me through my own experience and practice that when ap-
preciation does not work, it is because it has become a technique and a theory 
based in the head, in the brain.
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Openness is also about accepting one’s own negative feelings and noticing 
that the Fault Finder and the evil wolf are there, and how they hinder us from 
being on the spot in the way we want. Through acceptance and allowing 
them to be there we can make room for the feelings to dissipate, and the 
disapproval will disappear. 

Ruth and Elizabeth 
Ruth, employed at a day-care centre, told me about Elizabeth, who was five. She 
lived with her father, who had a succession of girlfriends, and Elizabeth sometimes 
had contact with her mother. 
One morning Elizabeth came and said her dad’s new girlfriend had a baby in her 
tummy. 
“I didn’t know what to say to her,” said Ruth. 
A fortnight later, Elizabeth came and said that now her father’s girlfriend didn’t 
have the baby in her tummy any more. “And again,” said Ruth, “I didn’t know what 
to say to her.”

I asked Ruth what she was thinking. I could see it was something that she did 
not want to say aloud, so I asked her if I could lend her some words. 

She nodded, and I asked if she was thinking Elizabeth’s father was sleazy and 
not a good father. 

Ruth thought for a couple of seconds, and then answered loudly and firmly: 
“YES! That’s what I think of him!”

She then found out that the reason she did not know what to say to Elizabeth 
was that she disapproved of the father. She saw all his failings and especially 
his lifestyle with different girlfriends, and she felt a distinct dislike. It stopped 
her from being open, accepting and concerned, since she could not accept 
her own emotional reaction of discomfort and rejection of Elizabeth’s remarks, 
caused by rejection of the way her father lived. Her attention was directed at 
the father, and controlled by pre-conceived ideas, but it landed on Elizabeth 
as a lack of openness and acceptance. 

We then discussed some guidance about what she would like to have talked 
to Elizabeth about. 
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What could Ruth do the next time Elizabeth came and told her what was going 
on at home? She could ask what Elizabeth thought and felt about a baby, and 
about being a big sister to a baby. And then what Elizabeth thought and felt 
when the baby was gone. Or what about the next new girlfriend when she 
turned up at some stage? And the last girlfriend, who had probably disappeared 
from Elizabeth’s life? 

That is what Elizabeth would need to talk about, and Ruth was happy to help 
that way, so that Elizabeth could understand that her feelings and thoughts 
and reactions were all right. 

Food for thought

  Which pre-conceived ideas are you steered by?

  What are the consequences?

   How do you react to the children the child plays with?

   Try to think of your own reaction to the child’s 
different messages – do you listen, or what 
controls you?

Caroline and Donna – there is always an explanation
Caroline and Donna were two little girls, both aged about five, in the same 
group in the kindergarten where I worked. 

Caroline was open and extrovert, full of smiles and easy to make contact 
with. Donna was silent, moody and introvert, and it was not at all easy to get 
through to her. I often had Caroline sitting on my lap, or she followed me 
round the kindergarten, because she loved talking to the grown-ups. 

I rarely had contact with Donna. She did not seek contact, and at that time I 
did not know what I should do to get in behind her silent mask.

One day there was a loud scream from the children’s toilet, and I could hear 
Caroline crying. When I went out to them, I found Caroline and Donna togeth-
er. Caroline’s clothes were wet, and Donna had an empty water beaker in her 
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hand. I asked what had happened, and Caroline told me tearfully that Donna 
had thrown water at her. 

I felt most sympathy for Caroline, so I was angry with Donna and told her off. 

When I had finished scolding, Donna turned and left the room, but I just managed 
to register the look in her eyes as she went. She was miserable. 

It made me wonder whether there was something I had overlooked or misun-
derstood, so after helping Caroline to change into dry clothes, I went to look 
for Donna. She was sitting in her place in the cloakroom, trying to hide. 

I sat down beside her, making sure I was no longer angry. Gently and quietly, 
with sympathy and concern in my voice, I asked her why she had thrown water 
at Caroline. Then Donna told me that she went to get some water in her beaker, 
and when she put it under the tap, Caroline put a finger under the tap next to 
Donna and squirted water all over her. Donna retaliated by throwing the filled 
beaker of water at Caroline. 

This taught me that a situation is often different from the way it looks at first 
sight. It also taught me the most important thing of all: how much the way 
you react yourself is affected by your sympathy or lack of it.

I remember this story because it made a big impression on me. My own reaction 
was one thing, but I also learnt from Donna’s eyes and what she told me after-
wards that there is a story behind everything. 
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The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Use your own inner video camera.

   Think over what you have seen or caught in  
passing, and how you see it.

   React to what you have seen by going back and 
asking about it.

   Listen to the child sympathetically, and take the 
explanations seriously.

   Acknowledge that your relations with a child or children are based 
on how much or how little you empathise with them – and this 
applies to siblings too.

   REMEMBER – what kind of relationship you have 
with a child is your responsibility, not the child’s.

Food for thought

   How do you react when children – two or several  
– get into a conflict?

   What can you do to change things next time you 
come in contact with a child you find difficult to 
reach or sympathise with?

  What makes it difficult?

   When do you succeed? What do you do to bring about the change? 
Do more of it! 
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Robin Hood and Little John
Sometimes when we make judgements, the thoughts and attitudes we ascribe 
to children have never crossed their minds. We make value judgements about 
their actions, and then we often disapprove because of misunderstandings or 
myths we have learnt about children. 

Sometimes we arrive in completely new situations in life, where we are controlled 
by anxiety and uncertainty about how others will react. 

These are the situations where you are very likely to over-react to things your 
child does. 

The best thing to do is to let go of any ideas about particular ways to behave, 
and acknowledge that you are human for better or worse. The same applies to 
the child, who is also human, practising at being a competent person, ready to 
pass on the best to the next generation.

It is not easy to maintain that it is all right if you make mistakes as a parent 
and adult. It is much easier to say “to err is human”. Acknowledge that you are 
human and make mistakes, and be glad that every time you can learn a lot from 
your so-called mistakes.
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When my son was between six and seven, his father and I were divorced. We 
moved, consequently, to a house with two flats. A young couple lived in the 
ground floor, and we lived on the first floor. One day, when we came home 
from school, there were simply lots – 40 or 50 – white tennis socks hanging to 
dry on the line in the garden. They looked wonderful. My son wanted to stay 
out and play, and of course, was allowed to do so.

When I looked out of the window about a quarter of an hour later, it looked as 
if there had been a snowstorm on the lawn. All the 40 or 50 socks were scat-
tered over the grass. My first reaction was to shout out of the window, rush 
down, imagining the boy was up to the worst kinds of mischief, and then to 
scold him: “Just WHAT are you doing? Will you pick those socks up and collect 
them in our washing basket at once! And then you go straight to the people 
who own the socks and tell them what you have done, and that you will wash 
them again!” He had to learn to take responsibility for what he had done, and 
take the consequences, I thought. Plain and simple.

I can still see the little fellow today, knocking on the door of the flat and ex-
plaining what he had done. His feelings were one big, hard lump. 

It made me stop, and an inner voice said, “Wait a second, Hanne, you must 
have misunderstood somewhere. You are probably accusing your son of mo-
tives that are not there at all,”

I calmed down and asked my son what had made him knock all the socks off 
the line.

He said very quietly: “I was just playing Robin Hood and Little John, and it 
was target practice! I didn’t think about them being socks someone had just 
washed.”

I knew he was totally absorbed with Robin Hood and Little John at the 
time, and then of course he could not help playing at target practice with 
everything he could shoot at.

We helped each other wash and dry the socks, and then handed them to the 
couple in the flat downstairs. They received them with warm, understanding 
smiles and a THANK YOU! Mother and son were relieved at their reaction, and 
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we became very good neighbours later on, because now we had said hello to 
each other properly. The socks built a bridge between us.

The reason I reacted so violently to the episode with the socks was that I had 
just been divorced from my husband, the boy’s father. I knew from my work 
what people thought about children of divorcees, and it was definitely not 
favourable.

And in my head I had put a label on my own son – a child from a broken 
home! What was so silly was that the boy had not changed at all. The change 
had happened in my head, because our life as a family had changed, and I had 
moved into the land of myths.

I was also very concerned with the fact that we had only recently moved into 
the house, and wondered: “What will the young couple think about the socks? 
Are they thinking, he’s a divorcee’s child, here comes trouble?” 

Luckily they were forbearing and tolerant enough to help me find the appreciative 
attitude, and then I could wonder and ask: “What was your reason...?” 

I had my head crowded with all the myths about divorce children, and that 
they were a problem, so I was anxious and unsure of myself about how 
we would get on with others in the house if my son could not manage to 
behave himself.

I see this kind of thing very frequently when I teach or supervise. As soon as 
there is a change in a family, whether it is a divorce, or one of the family is ill 
in one way or another, the child is labelled with the situation, and the adults 
around the child begin to change because of myths and things they imagine. 

It means we are focusing more on the situation than on the child, and it stops 
us from being appreciative. We go over to the land of myths.

Everyone makes mistakes in life but that doesn’t mean they have to pay for them 
the rest of their life. Sometimes good people make bad choices. It doesn’t mean 
their bad…it means they’re human.
Anonymous
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The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Let go of your pre-conceived ideas and myths 
about the child.

  REMEMBER, the child is a child, and human.

   Even if the child gets a new title, it is still basically  
the same child.

  Have confidence in the child.

   Accept the new situation in life for you or the child – there will be a 
way forward. 

   It may mean that for a while it is difficult to be the best possible 
parent or adult. If it takes a long time, then get help. Just as you come 
out at the other end with new strength, so will the 
child! Children develop and find new strength too, 
when they go through a crisis. 

Food for thought

  What is the reason for your over-reaction?

  How does your child react?

  What can you do differently next time?

Myths arise in the toilet 
To me, a myth is when I think I know something, but don’t really know it. This 
is where I get too sure of myself, and do not look into things, because after all, 
it is not necessary.

We could also say that a myth is an untrue story spread widely as an unconfirmed 
rumour based on pre-conceived ideas and thinking we know. 

Have you ever wondered about how myths arise?
Let me tell you. A few years ago, I started in a new job.
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I was shown around almost everywhere, but one thing was missed out – 
where the staff toilet was.

So for the first week or so I used the customer toilet, because I did not get 
round to asking where to find the staff toilet. 

One day I was in the passage by the office and saw a colleague coming out 
through a doorway that I had not noticed before. In the room behind it was a 
washbasin. Bingo! So that was where the staff toilet was, and I was glad to know.

When I started using the “right” toilet, I found there was a little passage with a 
washbasin, and two toilet cubicles, one to the right and one to the left.

I used the one on the left, and I was the kind of person who liked to use the same 
one every time – it felt a bit more secure when I was new and far from home.
So I always used the toilet on the left.

One day, while I was meditating alone in “my” toilet, I heard someone go out 
of the other toilet, the one on the right.

Then whoever it was went out into the main passage, without washing hands 
at the washbasin. I heard it with my own ears! I thought straight away: “How dis-
gusting! It could only be a man who went out of the toilet without washing his 
hands!! I’ll take care not to shake hands with any of my male colleagues today!”

Next time I had to use the toilet, someone else was already using “mine”, on 
the left. Oh dear! That meant I would have to sit and meditate in the toilet on 
the right, so I grudgingly opened the door. What should be the first thing that 
met my eye in the cubicle but – a washbasin!

I have laughed heartily over that story many times since. That little episode, 
together with my ideas about what I thought was going on, shows how easy 
it is to pop ourselves and our children into pigeon holes. It demonstrates how 
easily myths arise from things we think we know absolutely for certain from 
our own little world – linked perhaps to a pet prejudice.

This is very true of our views of children. We think we know it all without look-
ing into the details, but it has serious consequences for our children. 
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The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Be aware of how important it is to open various 
doors and open up “rooms” – also figuratively.

   Be curious, wonder and investigate, so that you get 
the myths debunked.

   Don’t believe that you know everything from the 
‘room’ where you are.

Food for thought

  What did you learn from this story? 

  What myths do you create? 

   Have you thought about how much they affect 
your relations with other people? Your colleagues, 
your children’s friends, neighbours and others?

Emil “Batman” Sorensen 
One day at the kindergarten we were working on teaching the children their 
full names and addresses, so we were practising with all the children together. 

One of the boys, Emil, was sprawling on the floor and seemed to be far away 
in his own little world, with a blanket round his shoulders like a cape. Just be-
fore it was his turn, my colleague and I managed to glance knowingly at each 
other as only know-it-all adults can – we ‘knew’ he was not listening. 

We asked the boy, just as we had asked all the other children: “What is your 
first name AND surname?” 

He answered at once with a huge smile: “Emil BATMAN Sorensen!” 

We adults who know everything may think children are not listening, and 
we make negative assumptions about them without specifically knowing 
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whether what we say or think about 
the child is right. Our interpre-
tations have a very strong 
influence on the way 
we approach and 
talk to children. 

There are many 
ways of being pres-
ent – children are present in their 
way, and perhaps everything is a bit 
more fun or just easier when you are 
there with Batman in the company of 
all-too-clever adults who are trying to 
teach you something you know very 
well already. 

Apart from laughing heartily, also with Emil and my colleague over that introduction, 
I received yet another excellent lesson about jumping to conclusions too quickly.

Phew! It’s hot
I expect you know the situation – you are all too eager about something. Here 
it is actually you yourself presenting the challenge about being appreciative 
or disapproving.

At one time I was in charge of a course for a group who had come for a week 
to learn about appreciation – in Turkey. They all came from Denmark, but from 
various institutions throughout the country. I was allocated two days out of a 
total of six, the third day and the last.

I arrived with lots of energy for the last day, and thought I would give it 
everything I had, so the course students had something good to take home. I 
knew they were getting tired, not only because it was the last day of the course, 
but also because some of them had been awake for very many hours in the day.

About twenty minutes after I started, I was sweating like a horse. Of course 
we were in the warm south, and it was hot outside, although there was 
air-conditioning in the room where the course was held.
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I thought it was incredibly hot in the room, and asked if I was the only person 
who felt so hot. I was – and suddenly I could see that the participants near 
me were sitting almost as if their hair was blown back in the wind from all the 
energy I was exuding. 

I stopped for breath, and asked one of someone in the audience whether I was 
pushing too hard, and the answer was a nod of agreement. “Could you ease 
up just a bit on the energy, Hanne! We do want to keep up, because you have 
lots of inspiring things to say, but it is just too much!”

When I started again, I reduced the pace and adjusted myself to my audience on 
the course. Now the heat was not uncomfortable any more, and my audience 
joined in actively, their hair tidy again! 
I took responsibility for distinguishing between my needs and what the peo-
ple on the course could take in. 

The Fault Finder would have said they really ought to wake up, and it was up 
to them to get something out of my teaching. They could get some sleep 
instead of burning out with night life! Etc. 

The Fault Finder would have wagged a finger and moralised, and then have 
lost their attention.
The Talent Finder takes a different approach. By adjusting to other people’s 
needs and state of mind, you draw them in as active team mates.

The appreciative energy feels like flowing physical energy, and there is no 
resistance to the flow. 

Disparaging energy makes you feel uncomfortably bloated, and doesn’t flow 
freely, because it runs into barriers and frustrations and so on. You feel physically 
that you are over-exerting yourself. 

What you need to do then is ignore your head and let your heart take over. 
Your heart is the best path-finder you have. It is a kind of intelligence, and your 
heart lets you feel other people’s state of mind. You can sense calm or nerv-
ousness, worry and tension. Often you think it comes from yourself, which is 
also correct, but it is stimulated in other people’s company. It means that what 
you feel yourself reflects how others are feeling. 
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Food for thought

   How do you feel that your body communicates 
with you?

  How do you react to it?

  What can you do next time?

Now I have two Mums 
When my son was just three, he found his father, who had a full beard, in the 
bathroom shaving it off. He came running to me and asked:

“Mum! Why is Dad taking his beard off?”

I answered that it was because he did not want to have a beard any more.

And like the good mother I am, I gave my son a bit more, because I thought it 
was important for him to know a bit about having a beard and not having one. 

So I added: “Only men can have beards. Ladies can’t have them!”

The next day, when I collected my son from kindergarten, the 
staff were highly amused when they welcomed 

me. They were still chuckling as they told me 
that at lunchtime my son had said:

“Yesterday my Dad 
took his beard off. 
So now I haven’t got 
a Dad any more... I 
have two Mumses.”

I meant well, of course, but I just needed 
to learn only to answer what my son had asked 

about.

MUM!!
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Am I allowed to get angry?

I am often asked this question on courses, or when I am supervising or during 
interviews.

I usually answer: “You can be as furious as you like! Just as long as you take respon-
sibility for your anger, and that it belongs to you and you alone. You must be aware 
of the consequences for the child, if you pour your wrath out over the child.”
 
We all get angry, and it is quite natural. In the appreciative approach it is im-
portant to be honest and authentic, and to acknowledge your anger instead 
of suppressing it or denying it. Children clearly sense anger, so you must be 
credible and admit you are angry!

I must also add that children hate being scolded. Children become insecure 
and anxious if they are faced with violent anger and scolding from people 
who specifically are responsible for creating security and confidence. Scolding 
and nagging breed hate and anger, misery and frustration. They feed the evil 
wolf and the Fault Finder.

Why can’t you get it into your head?
I MUST HAVE SAID IT FIFTY TIMES! WHY CAN’T YOU GET IT INTO YOUR HEAD?

It’s all too familiar. Every parent and adult has been in this situation.

When you have said the same thing dozens of times to a child, who STILL has 
not got the message, then it is because the child simply does NOT understand 
what you are getting at. 

As you get more and more frustrated and exasperated, the child does not hear 
what you say at all, but is busy retreating into an inner mental and emotional 
defence position for protection. 

Anxiety builds up in a child who has to take in all the uncomfortable energy 
exuding from you, visually witnessing your frustration, which unconsciously 
makes you seem physically bigger. 

You look and sound dangerous.
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Next time you repeat yourself several times, if the child still does not under-
stand and you feel frustration mounting, stop. Tell the child you are frustrat-
ed, so you need to leave the room for a moment and let go of your anger. 
Give yourself a break, and take on the responsibility. It is your frustration, so 
you take the responsibility for the conflict away from the child. You assume 
responsibility for finding a solution.

Now breathe deeply and listen to your intuition. What precisely do you want 
to tell the child, and how can you explain the message briefly and clearly? Go 
back to the child, and say calmly and quietly that you are sorry you get angry, 
and you know you need to practise saying this in a different way, and perhaps 
you need the child’s help. Then you will have an active person wholeheartedly 
trying to help you and to understand. 

Then give the short, precise message in a kind and loving way. You could per-
haps think about giving the message in pictures or as a little story.

I still meet a lot of people who think a good telling-off does not harm children. 

A father once wrote to me:
 
Children need to learn that even when people get angry and a stream of unsorted 
garbage comes out of their mouths, that does not mean smacks or that they get 
their ears pulled.

My answer to that father was:

That unsorted garbage from an angry, bad-tempered parent can hurt at least as 
much as a couple of physical slaps, so when you choose to stay in the room while 
you rage and let out all the garbage you have collected from other times and other 
places, it hurts your child! 

You take the danger out of the situation if you leave the room, calm down, and then 
come back with a different view of things and a different way of communicating. 

Maybe it was really your boss or your girlfriend who caused all that stored-up anger. 

Yes, the father wrote back, it was.
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When parents smack children
When I was about four, I was almost run over by a car. 

I remember it very clearly.

We were on a trip with a couple of my parents’ friends, who had children a 
little older than I was. We were on a road, and I saw the other children with 
their parents on the opposite side. I decided to join them and ran out onto the 
road, just as a car was coming along. 

The driver just managed to stop, so in fact nothing happened. Except that my 
father’s reaction was to slap my cheek hard. 

I can still see that driver’s face, as I caught his eye, first terrified, and then with 
friendly eyes, smiling at me. 

That was before the slap, and I can remember the faces of my parents’ friends 
after my father slapped me – they were shocked.

When it happened, I did not understand his reaction, and just became terrified, 
not of cars, but of how my father might react in future too! I know today that it 
was fear that triggered his reaction to slap me. He was afraid of losing me!

From a long-term point of view, anger is unhealthy for you and not least for the 
child. Anger makes the child frightened of the consequences, which means your 
reactions, and especially, as with my father, anger is unpredictable. 

Yet anger is a natural part of us! The art is to work positively and constructively 
with anger, because there is a message in it. Anger tells us when something is 
simply too much.

Anger is often triggered when a child does not live up to our expectations, out 
of caring for a child, or when a message is not seen, heard, understood and 
taken in. 
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The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Take responsibility for the anger being yours and 
yours alone.

   It is not the child’s fault that anger is triggered. The 
reason is something pent up in you that break out  
– perhaps a dream that never came true.

  Express your anger without getting carried away.

  Accept your anger – don’t repress it.

   Take a pause to calm down. Chop wood, wash up, hammer nails, 
whatever you need to do. 

   Go back and start again, this time without anger, beginning from 
the appreciative side.

   Say sorry – without reservations and a lot of explanations – I’m 
sorry! You also have to mean it! 

   Tell the child that your inner conflict is over, give a hug that really 
comes from your heart, and accept a hug from the child. That way 
you help the child to understand that the storm has driven over.

Food for thought

   Think of all the times in your childhood when you 
yourself were scolded or smacked – what did it 
give you?

   Ask yourself: “What makes me so angry?” Is it ne-
cessary to get angry?

   Watch the child when you shout and scold – how 
does the child react? 

   What do you think will be the consequences for the child emotionally? 

  Ask in peacetime if you are in doubt! 
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The difference between praise and appreciation

People are not always certain what are meant by the concept of appreciation. 
It is often confused with praise for some kind of performance. 

Appreciation is a philosophy of life that is concerned with focus on the person 
and the intentions behind a performance.

There is a big difference between praise and appreciation.

Praise is something we give children, for instance when we adults are evaluat-
ing something they have done. “I think that’s a lovely picture you have drawn!” 

Praise is stimulating and builds up self confidence. Self confidence is the as-
sessment we give ourselves based on other people’s assessments. Am I good 
or aren’t I? It gives a feeling of am I any use, or am I useless? 

Self confidence is a bit like the Friday sweets – a quick burst of energy, but no 
long-term nourishment.

Appreciation is free from performance and assessments. It is all about seeing the 
child’s intentions behind what he or she does, and commenting on them. “I feel 

Thank 
you
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so pleased when I get one of your drawings!” It is the thought, or in other words 
the intention behind the child’s action and what it does to me when I receive it 
that is important.

Appreciation stimulates and builds up self-esteem.

Self-esteem is the story we tell about ourselves, and the choice of words we 
use to describe ourselves. With an appreciative approach they are positive 
words. 

Appreciation is like good bread, fruit and vegetables, and is long-term healthy 
nourishment.

One of the staff at a child-care centre told me that one of the children brought 
her twigs every day. The story behind this was that at some point on a walk in the 
woods she had said she collected twigs, which she used when she was lighting 
up her solid-fuel stove. Now the boy brought twigs every day, and came to give 
them to her. His mother said it was very important to him to bring twigs for the 
play-leader. She thanked him very much for the twigs, praised him, and told him 
she was pleased to have them. 

When she thanked him, the focus was on the twigs, on the physical action he 
performed. It raised his self confidence. 

The appreciative angle that builds up self esteem sees the child’s intentions 
behind collecting and bringing the twigs. Then helpfulness is in focus, which 
is what the child does naturally of his own accord. Say THANK YOU for both 
the twigs AND the helpfulness. 

Acknowledging helpfulness increases self-esteem. It is not the twigs in them-
selves that are precious, but the helpfulness expressed through the daily twigs. 
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The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   Show appreciation as well as giving praise, and 
be conscious that praise makes up about 20% and 
appreciation 80%.

   Register your child’s reaction, and take notice espe-
cially of the eyes.

   Try asking the child how he or she feels about the situati-
on. How does it feel? What was the reason? Etc. 

   That way you avoid your assessment coming into 
play every time

   You do not need to assess everything the child brings 
you or says to you. Sometimes it is quite enough just 
to say THANK YOU! Give a high five or thumbs up

 

Food for thought

   How does your child react when you give praise or 
show appreciation? Is there any difference? 
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Appreciation works for adults too 

Naturally, the focus in this book has been very largely on children. I have 
chosen nevertheless to include a few examples from among grown ups, which 
show that even beyond childhood, appreciation works, and it works with 
people who are not included in polite society and have not met much appre-
ciation as children.

I was a consultant on a development project with a group of young men aged 
20 – 25, who came from a ghetto area where the residents were primarily im-
migrants and refugees. They had all faced challenges of one form or another 
in life. I was going to follow them for eight months, to introduce them to the 
concepts of appreciation and help them on their way as positive role-models 
for themselves, those around them and the younger siblings and cousins in 
the family. We were going to work as Talent Finders with the motto “Find what 
works and do it more!” 

The overall aim was to reduce violence, vandalism, housebreaking and theft in 
the area, and to promote education and employment.

They were all former gang members, and seven had previous convictions for 
robbery, violence, burglary and so on, but as the only one without a conviction 
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said, he had done at least as much as the others. They had agreed to be positive 
role models in their housing area when they became aware that they already had 
become role models in a negative way, since the younger boys in the area copied 
them in starting their career in crime. My task was to introduce them to the appre-
ciative approach, to reduce criminal behaviour and the number of conflicts. 

They were all considered to be what the Fault Finder would call incorrigible 
and beyond the reach of reason or psychology, and they lived in an area 
regarded as a ghetto. They had all agreed to join in the project voluntarily and 
without pay, and they gave up their free time to come.

I had been warned in advance that they might not come at all, or they might 
turn up late. Then they might be noisy during the course, or chat and text on 
their phones. 

I might add that I have considerable experience of teaching people who have 
been turned out of the established schools and colleges. People who have 
spent more time outside the door than in class, and more days absent than 
in school. These people were used to unkind words and being talked down 
to, being watched suspiciously or overlooked and ignored. So in some ways I 
knew what I could expect.

I was very much aware from the start that nothing would be like the other 
groups I had taught in or the groups I normally worked with. This was con-
firmed time and time again throughout the course. I knew I would have to 
accept when one of the participants needed to leave the room while I was 
teaching. It might be because at that point they could not take in any more, or 
because it was prayer time. Nonetheless, they always came back and took part 
actively afterwards. Gradually they became better and better at staying longer 
in the course room and taking part actively.

It was obvious to me that norms in this group were different, although I could 
not explain exactly how. I simply knew that I had to be there for them, without 
taking anything for granted. I had to be an extra good listener, and ask clari-
fying questions about the here-and-now situations, and in that way I was able 
to navigate all the time. I took the approach that I was a pupil just as much as I 
was the instructor.
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I chose to make it clearly obvious when I felt uncertain about anything I could say 
when we discussed things, and I asked carefully whether it was OK to raise this or 
that question. It was amazing to see how the young men accepted precisely that 
approach, and to hear and feel their response, which was deeply respectful. 

It was very much a matter of being genuine and authentic, so that I could 
build up respectful relations with these young men. I learnt the importance 
of asking lots of wondering, enquiring and clarifying questions, because I 
knew nothing about being a migrant, a member of a criminal gang, or about 
growing up in a culture based on Islam – and I told them so. I told them, on 
the other hand, what experience I had as a person, and perhaps especially the 
challenges I had faced in life. 

My message was: “How can we join together to enrich each other with the 
experiences each of us has from life?”

What I had not been informed about, because no one could have known 
about it in advance, was their enormous interest in learning to change, so 
that their lives could move in a different and more positive direction. On the 
course day when we finally started, they were enormously committed. They 
listened, they chattered, they contributed with personal experiences, and 
they were simply voracious for energy to nourish their inner hopes for change. 
They really worked with the story of the two wolves; they identified, and they 
showed new sides of the individuals behind the labels that others had stuck 
onto them: immigrants, men, criminal and unemployed. 

They had their wishes and dreams like everyone else. They were sensitive; they 
listened and commented on each other’s comments and stories with great 
empathy. They were serious and humorous; they overstepped their own and 
other people’s limits; they reflected, and related everything on the course day 
to their own lives. 

When the first phone rang, one of the young men stood up immediately and 
asked the participants either to turn off their phones or to switch them to 
silent mode.

And then there were the two of them who absolutely had to play a game of 
battleships. “Hanne, we are listening to what you say while we are playing!”
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At his point I realised that we had come so far into the land of learning that 
they just needed some space mentally and psychologically, so they could 
absorb things and process them. I said: “That’s all right!”

They skipped a smoking break, because they were so busy learning and nurtur-
ing their hopes. We talked about fear of failure, and we talked about willpower; 
we discussed self-confidence and self-esteem, and not least the lack of it, and 
we talked about the ups and downs of life. As one of them said: “It’s when I’m 
down, I just fuck everything up, and then I have to start all over again!”

We spent a lot of time on the story of the two wolves, because it really made 
sense to them. They kept on referring to that story time and time again during 
the course.

Each of them had great hopes of a life with a job and an education, getting 
married, having a home and children, and they desperately wanted to be 
able to function in life and have success. So hey sat there, and remained 
sitting, without their smoking breaks, simply as people, but weighed down 
by the negative labels that they themselves, their families, and not least 
everyone around had given them. But somewhere, somehow, they hoped 
for something better, and that was why they had come.

On one of these course days, I found the participants were very noisy, disa-
greeing among themselves while I was trying to explain something. In that 
particular situation I had to give up trying to get through to them, and my 
body language signalled that I was really feeling uncomfortable. 

I decided to take a break – to give myself a chance to work out a strategy to 
give myself space and make contact while I was ‘on stage’. 

When we came back after the break, I simply told the young men: “I have 
something to say to you. When I am explaining things, I need to get into a 
flow, because then I make the best contact with what I am trying to tell you. 
It disturbs me if you squabble, so I need you to stop it while I am talking, so I 
can keep in touch with what is important.” They quietened down, and I could 
make contact again.
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In this situation the Fault Finder would have wagged a finger and told them to 
stop interrupting while I was talking. “You should be ashamed of yourselves! 
Now be quiet!!”

This group had heard far too much fault-finding of that kind, so they would 
simply have dropped out if I had shown that side of myself. In the world of the 
Talent Finder it is disrespectful to talk like that, either to children or to adults. 
I would have lost my respect for them and for myself, and that would be the 
end of my role as instructor for that group.

As a Talent Finder I have learnt the importance of guiding when I communi-
cate, talking about what I need, so I could be the best instructor, and thus ex-
plaining how the participants could make the best of the days on the course. I 
talked in a way they were not at all used to, but the message came across loud 
and clear. They understood and showed respect, because I had signalled that 
I respected them and myself. You could say I held on to my own patch, but did 
not invade theirs.

You have so much that is worth giving – come out and try
On one of these course days, one of the young men had invited a guest, 
without telling me beforehand. Working with a group like that, there is a great 
deal one does not know beforehand, simply because it is impossible to predict 
what creative inspiration can suddenly strike to enrich the course. That, on the 
other hand, is what makes it such a positive challenge to work with them – 
their intentions are always the best!

I greeted the guest and welcomed him, because if he was invited, there was 
surely some idea behind it. I should possibly have asked them not to invite 
guests another time, because now I knew it might happen. In this situation I 
chose to make the best of having a guest among us.

The Fault Finder would have pointed out at once that we had not made any 
agreement about guests. The guest would have felt unwelcome, and the 
others would feel it showed a lack of respect for the guest. Just imagine the 
atmosphere that would have caused! 
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This particular guest was a man in his 30s. He had been a member of a different 
gang, and a rival to the young men in the group, but like them had left that envi-
ronment and was trying to make a life for himself through education and work.
At one point the group were completely unfocused, especially our guest. I 
was thinking that it would not help to ask him to act a little more maturely, so 
I did my best to accept the noise and interruptions, staying in the room and 
keeping a hold on myself. Suddenly an inner voice told me how to deal with 
the situation, and still maintain respect for him, the others and myself. 

It was extremely important to be aware of respect in this group. It was vital 
for them not to lose face, and that I did not lose face either. I went very quietly 
over to the guest, and patted his shoulder to show I wanted to make contact 
with him. I said in a low voice, so that the others could not hear: “You have so 
much that is valuable to give these young men today. I want you to come and 
contribute more!”

He was transformed. Once again there was contact among the group, with 
comments and questions, and he played an enthusiastic part. I can assure you 
that he had plenty to contribute from his life and the way he had left the gang 
world. It started a fantastic and very earnest discussion about having been a 
criminal, and, not least, how difficult it was to break out of the criminal way of 
thinking behind criminal actions.

As our guest said, “Once you have been a criminal, you think like a criminal for 
the rest of your life. You will always have to work on it!”

All this stresses me out
The same day as we had the guest, I had brought a box with different things 
for activities and among them some small toy balls with attractive pictures on 
them. They were filled with air and seemed quite harmless. During the day a 
couple of the young men caught sight of the balls in the box, and began to 
chuck them about in the room where we held the course. Once they had some-
thing in their hands that they could throw about, fired by general humour and 
enthusiasm, they were off, completely unaware of their surroundings, throwing 
the balls everywhere with incredible force. It was all good fun, but extremely 
violent. The light, innocent little balls suddenly became projectiles that shot 
about the room between computer screens and the projector, glasses and water 
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jugs, pictures, and an instructor who was becoming increasingly nervous about 
being in the same room. 

I felt extremely uncomfortable, and was wondering how to stop it before 
anything or anyone was damaged or hurt. I knew from experience that it was 
useless to ask them to stop, or appeal about things getting broken and so on. 
That would not work, quite simply because they would not hear what was said.

I tried a different approach. I drew attention to myself. I took up my position 
in the middle of the floor, signalling physically with my body language that I 
felt uncomfortable, and announcing loudly across the room: “All this stresses 
me out.” That was all. Instantly, and I really mean instantly, the balls stopped 
shooting about, although everyone involved was laughing and happy. They 
had had their fun, and were allowed to enjoy it without any reproach from me.

My behaviour and my comment just showed them the effects their actions had 
on me, and triggered their “be considerate to others” reaction without mention-
ing it directly. They knew perfectly well how to be considerate to others. What 
they did not know was when they were simply too much of a good thing. What 
they needed was affectionate, honest, but firm guidance.

Probably the biggest lesson I learned is how important it is for everyone to be 
in company with others who simply like them the way they are and enjoy being 
with them. All I had to do was to signal through the way I spent time with them, 
so they had a feeling that they were good enough, that I felt what they felt, and 
that I listened to them and accepted them. I signalled that I wanted to be with 
them and liked them. I could accommodate their anger, and I sympathised. 
These were things they found so difficult themselves.

It was a wonderful period for me when I worked with these young men.
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Appreciation means personal development

Working with appreciation means lifelong learning. It never ends. On the oth-
er hand, it is an extremely exciting journey of development. It brings so much 
growth and so many wonderful experiences that enrich life for you and for others. 

You will see how children grow, and partners and colleagues grow, and you will 
grow yourself. All these factors raise your level of awareness, and you will have new 
energy, while you feel happier, and find things that used to be problems will vanish 
like dew in the sunlight when you make contact with your natural appreciation.

The same applies to a child. Appreciation will develop a child who is more 
robust in the face of frustration, and who will challenge and accept challenges 
from life. It is a child who says “I can!”

My dream is that all those who work with children and young people will take 
responsibility for their share of the relationship, and now and then ask them-
selves, the children and young people: “What do we need for you to get the 
most out of being with me?” It calls for courage, because you are asking for 
feedback about yourself. 

You have to be brave when you really examine yourself and your way of 
being together with other people, because it means taking responsibility for 
everything you bring into relationships with others, and especially with children.

It is through changes in your view and behaviour that others change their behaviour. 

Have confidence in the child’s autonomous capability and independence, 
which is built on the foundation you have stimulated and supported. By giving 
children freedom you allow them to develop in the way they were meant to. 
Development takes time, and you have to accept that sometimes a child will 
make choices and go in directions that you certainly would not. It may well 
give you some headaches, but at the same time, this is where the child devel-
ops most of all, because you give your acceptance. This is where you need to 
have confidence that what you have given the child will stand the test. 

The best you can do is to ask questions, but never judge or make your love 
conditional on whether you agree. Love is absolute and unconditional, no 
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matter what happens. The intentions behind the action are good enough, 
accepting the action itself is not good enough. 

Remember that the child has a long life ahead, so there are a great many years 
to learn and develop in. You don’t have to teach your child everything, and you 
can’t! You must give the best you have in you, in the time you are together, and 
then give the child freedom to search alone and meet other people who will 
bring new development.

We form ourselves by meeting with others. That is why it is so important to 
allow the child to meet other people. There is a reason why there are other 
people and different cultures in the world. 

You meet people for a reason, for a season or for a lifetime.
Anonymous

There is no list of correct answers at the end of the book. It is all about you, and only 
about you, the way you develop and form you through reflection and awareness.
You will feel all the time that you are being challenged, and you will find that 
no matter how good your intentions, you will slip up again and again.

Personal development, or an autobiography in five chapters

Chapter 1 Walking along the road
 There is a deep hole in the pavement
 I fall in
 I am lost – quite helpless
 It is NOT my fault
 I will never get out of it

Chapter 2 I walk down the same road
 There is a deep hole in the pavement
 I pretend not to see it
 I fall in again
 I can’t believe it is the same place
 And it is still NOT my fault
 It still takes along time to climb out
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Chapter 3 I walk down the same road again
 There is a deep hole in the pavement
 I see it
 I fall in again – it has become a habit
 My eyes are open
 I know where I am
 It is my fault
 I climb out quickly

Chapter 4 I walk down the same road again
 There is a deep hole in the pavement
 I go around it

Chapter 5 I go a different way

(Portia Nelson)

It has been my experience that when we keep falling in, it is just like when we 
want to change our eating habits, or stop smoking or get more exercise. We 
succeed for a while, and then fall in again. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly normal.

I have also found that when you really make an effort, then there are longer 
and longer intervals between the holes, and it gets easier to 
climb out again or go another way.

The Talent Finder’s TIPS

   When you fall into one of those holes again, just 
tell yourself there was something you did not take 
with you last time, so you have a chance this time.

   Practice makes perfect – you practice climbing 
out of the holes, and that is where you learn, if 
you are willing to learn and gather experience.

   Use your sense of humour – it is better than hitting yourself on the head

   Be grateful for the holes – they are a sign that you are willing to learn 
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Find out what works and do it more 

So now you have come to the end. I hope you have 
enjoyed reading the book as much as I enjoyed writ-
ing it. You may wish that some of the chapters had 
gone into more detail, or perhaps you feel some-
thing is missing. 

This is where you need to start out for your-
self, because you cannot read your way to 
everything. 

We can be inspired by other people’s ideas, opinions 
and experience, but we need to try things out for our-
selves and gather our own experience. That is the way 
we learn.

My objective with this book has been to nudge you 
and your ability to reflect over the way you act together 
with the child. You are capable of far more than you think. 

If you are in doubt, just DO SOMETHING! Then read the child’s signals and reac-
tions, and adjust accordingly. Get down to the physical level. Don’t worry about 
what your head says: feel. Use your eyes and ears, and trust your intuition and 
what your intuition tells you. Then you are really going in the right direction. 

Use the principles of appreciation like a rule of thumb. There is no list of cor-
rect answers anywhere, so use your imagination and empathy, and believe in 
the best in the child and in yourself. Trust that you will find a way.

Get to know your two inner wolves, and the Fault Finder and Talent Finder. Learn 
to like the Fault Finder especially, and consider it your best teacher. It is the Fault 
Finder that will help you to become aware of the Talent Finder, and when to 
activate it, so that you can do even more of the good and positive things.

The evil wolf and the Fault Finder are OK, they’re natural. Say aloud what you 
think, feel and notice when you meet those two in each other’s company. Be 
aware of the consequences if you are caught up in or by those two. Remember 
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it is the good wolf and the Talent Finder who bring about change through the 
positive side, where self-esteem and self confidence are strengthened. Empty 
your cup of frustration – but not over the child – and take responsibility for the 
fact that the anger and frustration are yours, and only yours. It is not the child’s 
fault or responsibility. 
 
Do less of the talking and explaining. Ask and listen a lot more, and observe! There 
is a reason why you were born with two eyes, two ears and only one mouth. 

See with your heart – shift your consciousness down from your head to 
your heart. You will find that your starting point for guiding the child is in a 
completely different place, almost in a different dimension, and the child will 
react positively to it.
 
Many parents and adults have become extremely afraid of violating children 
in some way. It makes them feel insecure with children. The greatest viola-
tion that can happen is when children are together with grown-ups who are 
mentally and emotionally absent, unfocused and incapable of action as par-
ents and adults. Set aside everything that is not essential here and now, and 
concentrate on being with the child. That is how you will pick up the child’s 
message and everything on the child’s mind. That is where the child will pick 
up your message and hear what is on your mind, too. That is where he or she 
will learn most intensely.

Let go of all the worries and simply trust. The child is OK – even while practising 
in the battle between the two wolves. That is why we are here in life.

When you feel challenged, ask yourself: “What do I need to learn to be appreciative, 
kind and loving?”

Use your inner Talent Finder to go exploring in the way you spend time with 
the child. 

Find out what works and do it more!

REMEMBER that being appreciative comes naturally from within you, so you 
always have it with you. Use it as often as possible. It s through you that the 
child is prepared to meet life with the kind of positive, open mind that breaks 



down hostility and develops people who want the best for each other. Where 
people harmonise and enrich each other instead of clashing. 

Try in future to study the appreciative attitude when you see a film or read a 
book, when you are with other people, or are watching others together. What 
do you see? Where are the good wolf and the Talent Finder? Where are the evil 
wolf and the Fault Finder? How do they speak? Etc. 

When you really get started with unfolding the appreciative approach, don’t 
let yourself think you have to change everything all at once. Take up one 
or two themes at a time, and you will see a positive development with lots 
of added bonuses. You will consequently find that many of the things you 
thought you would have to work on will work out all by themselves.

You will be challenged now and then, because life does challenge you in different 
ways. Like yourself as the person you are, and forgive yourself if you discover the 
Fault Finder pushing in more in that period. Perhaps this is a time when you should 
ask for help, maybe from your partner, a colleague or someone completely different.

Picture working with appreciation as going up a staircase, where you keep 
moving upwards, but now and then you stop on a landing, and at other times 
you find you have to go back a few steps. That is in order and quite natural. 
Keep going – just don’t give up!

When you stop on a landing, that is because you need to stand still for a while. 
Enjoy it! When you feel you are going down again, it is because there was 
something you just did not quite finish the first time you went past. You must 
have needed a reminder, or there was something you forgot or overlooked. 
Then you are progressing by leaps and bounds again. 
 
So you are really going in the right direction. I am sure of it, because otherwise 
this book would not have found its way to you, and you would not have read it 
to the end. 

I really hope you enjoy your inner journey with yourself, your child and others 
you meet as guides on the way to the essence and being of appreciation. 



You can find articles, a blog and other material about appreciation (in Danish) 
at www.p-huset.com 

You can also order the Talent Finder’s strength cards from there.

You can also find the Talent Finder on Facebook, where there are regular small 
updates about appreciation. 
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From Fault Finder to Talent Finder 
… when appreciation comes from the heart

A practice book for you who want to work with appreciation in everyday life. 
You may be a parent or a grown-up who works with children, 
or just someone who happens to have an interest in children 
and appreciation.

Hanne Aalling Risager gives a thorough introduction to 
the concept of appreciation, and she has spiced her book 
with lots of delightful and funny examples of appreciation 
from real life. A whole new world opens up with the writer’s 
open and authentic narrative style. She takes her starting 
point in her own appreciative practice both as a professional 
and as a mother, and makes room for the children and lets 
them speak for themselves.

The Talent Finder´s TIPS give inspiring ideas as to how you yourself can change things,
and help you find the good stories where the appreciative approach works for you.

The “Food for thought” box asks open reflective questions which give you the possi-
bility to go deeply into the essence and substance of appreciation and enable you to 
understand and handle children´s conflicts even better.

It is a warm and affectionate book, it is very inspiring and gives food for thought.
It is both humorous and touching.

This book is for someone like you who want the best for children. 
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