
Reflection

Execution

Expansion

Compression

You've landed on a direction - a recommendation, a decision, a draft - and it feels right. But feeling right isn't the same as being right. Reflection mode is about pressure-testing your thinking before it counts: surfacing assumptions you haven't examined, finding the gaps in your reasoning, (and anticipating the questions or challenges others will raise.










State the stakeholders or perspectives you're worried about. A generic challenge is less useful than "how would a sceptical CFO respond to this?"





Treat the output as a starting point, not a finished product. The value is in removing the blank page - not in getting to a perfect result immediately.





Distinguish between "need to know" and "nice to know". If you don't, you'll get everything weighted equally - and you're back to overwhelm.





Explicitly request the counterintuitive. Default outputs tend toward sensible and predictable. Push for options that challenge your assumptions.





You know what you want to communicate, what structure it needs, what tone is appropriate. Now you need it to exist - as a draft, a document, an email, a set of talking points. Execution mode is about production, not ideation. It's where AI tools handle the blank page so you can focus on refining, editing, and making it yours.







- Drafting an email
- Writing a project brief
- Drafting talking points
- Formatting a document
- Writing a first draft of a report
- Creating a presentation outline
- Producing meeting notes and actions
- Creating a proposal or recommendation
- Turning bullet points into polished prose
- Structuring a handover document
- Writing social posts or content
- Writing a difficult message


  



 

 



  



  

  



 

- Preparing for an interview
- Stress-testing a recommendation
- Challenging your own assumptions
- Testing your understanding of a new topic
- Identifying risks you might be underweighting
- Pressure-testing a decision before committing
- Getting a second perspective before finalising
- Anticipating objections from stakeholders
- Finding blind spots in your reasoning
- Preparing for a difficult conversation
- Rehearsing for a presentation

 



  

    

   

   



    

 



Brainstorming ideas
Exploring positioning directions
Finding new angles on a strategy
Exploring ways to structure something
Breaking out of "how we always do it"
Generating names or headlines
Coming up with creative concepts
Thinking through alternate scenarios
Developing options for a pitch or proposal
Ideating solutions before committing to one
Finding alternative approaches to a problem







  









 

 

- Research synthesis
- Preparing for a meeting 
- Reviewing competitor activity
- Summarising a long document
- Making sense of survey results
- Understanding a new topic quickly
- Distilling key findings from a report
- Making sense of customer feedback
- Consolidating notes from multiple sources
- Getting up to speed on a new client or account
- Extracting action items from a long email thread
- Catching up on a project you've been away from 





 

 

  

  





 



    

You've been anchored to familiar(   approaches that feel safe. Expansion 


mode is about deliberately breaking (   out of your defaults - surfacing (      angles you hadn't considered, (         and building a wider option (            set before you narrow (               down.






You're facing more information (than you can reasonably process - documents, research, data, context from multiple sources. The volume is the problem. Compression mode is about cutting through to what actually matters: the key insights, the critical patterns, (the things you need to know (versus the things (that just exist.














75% of people are now using AI tools at work. But 60% of employees say they lack the skills to use them well*. Most advice about using AI focuses on tools and prompts - without addressing the real question: what are you actually trying to get done?

The Four Modes framework closes that gap. It breaks thinking into:€
Compression, when you're overwhelmed and need clarity.€
Expansion, when you're stuck and need options.€
Reflection, when you need to stress-test your own reasoning.
Execution, when the thinking is done and you need it produced.

Each mode has distinct principles, common pitfalls, and example scenarios to help you apply it to your own work.

This framework emerged from hundreds of real conversations - workshops, coaching sessions, and questions from people trying to make AI tools actually useful. It draws on cognitive science research into how we process information, generate ideas, and make decisions.

It's designed to be simple enough to remember, specific enough to apply, and flexible enough to work across roles and industries.






Created by: Tey Bannerman
More at: http://teybannerman.com

* Source: Microsoft 2025 Work Trend Index 
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