
Dismantling the barriers preventing the right 
person being in the right place at the right time

Can one quantify the opportunity cost and can technology help?
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Fifteen years with a balanced “soft-hard” career 
path but without any formal authority….

Career Chapter Role Summary
Co-founder
1st four yrs
No direct 

reports

• Team of 2 FTEs achieved £5m funding for Phase III trials at 
an £18m (post money) valuation in 3 years
• Co-inventor of 7 patents leveraging technology to influence 
the complex human dynamic between nurses and patients

Co-founder
1st four yrs
No direct 

reports

• Online auctions for industrial equipment now Aim listed 
(~£35m value) and profitable.
• Spearheaded acquisition of initial customers and hiring of 
team members #5 to 125 across 9 countries to facilitate 
€49m fundraising.

MBA 
with honours
(top 10%)

• Focus on strategy and organizational behaviour, 
• School ranked #1 by Business Week at time
• Distinction in Crisis Communications and Strategy courses
• Co-chair of Soccer club in record breaking year

Associate
(Strategy) 
Consultant

• Leading strategy consultancy boutique founded on culture 
of leading French engineering schools
• Other consultancy assignments include Gemini Consulting 
and successful rescue of the Microace Programme
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Have resulted in a reliance on persuasive tactics

Career Chapter “AM-A seeks to draw people together, to understand the 
reasons for any discord and to resolve issues and 

problems.  He is a team player, always sensitive to the 
dynamics of those around him”.

Katie Baker, Barrister in Family Law

“Over the last 30 years I’ve had the opportunity to work with 
many companies, both start-ups and well established firms. 

In reviewing my working relationship with these groups 
(regarding the innovation process) I would place my 

experience with AM-A as one of the best.”

Dean Joseph McCulloch, Louisiana State University

“AM-A can talk anything out of anyone”.

Sarah Beeby, COO Wound Solutions
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Any “body” of people can be plotted on a basic 
spectrum of functionality

FunctionalDysfunctional

1st generation 
wealth creation

2nd generation 
market share 
consolidation

Rebuilding the 
foundations for 
4th generation

Phase I

Phase II

Phase III
Today’s Opportunity Cost 

(Often not recognized)

Hypothesis: The more 
functional a group, the more 
likely they are to enjoy the 

present and not fear the future.
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Core assumption is that team functionality and 
harmony is driven by willingness to cooperate

Term Dysfunctional Functional

Main cause
Lack of willingness to 

cooperate
between team members

Willingness to cooperate

Secondary 
Influencers

- Inadequate skills
- Imbalanced self-perceptions
- Machiavellian attitudes
- Intransigence
- Imbalanced personal needs

- “Inverse list”



Human dynamics play a pivotal role between 
success and failure in companies of all sizes

Less 
Functional

More 
Functional

In a new venture this can 
make the difference between
survival and not making it.

In larger teams they are the 
difference between £m’s 

and £bn’s.

Healthy, high-performance groups are flexible, fluid and able to 
maintain the right person with the right skills, scope and attitude in 

the right place at the right time.



A complex ingredient of factors drives where a 
company is on this spectrum

Less 
Functional

More 
Functional

However at both ends companies can get stuck in their progress.

Faced with such a chasm, a rational profit-maximising entity should ask two questions 
.

Norms

Age Size

Change

A rich spectrum of 
ingredients subtly influence 

Corporate Culture

1. What would be the likely cost
of crossing that chasm?

2. What would be the likely 
benefit of crossing that chasm?



In tougher economic periods firms that are more 
flexible and nimble tend to fare better

Time

Economic Cycle

Boom

Recession



While the business case for corporate culture is 
well documented, few are truly off the scale

Perceived Quality of Corporate Culture

Performance 
Relative to 

Sector

GE, GS, Google, 
Kellogg SM



Each firm will have a specific relationship 
between “willingness to cooperate” and success

Willingness to Co-operate

Key 
Performance 

Indicator   
(e.g. EBITDA 

index)

200

100

0
0 % 50 % 100 %



If you had 100 pennies, how would you allocate 
them between these two buckets?

“Companies do evaluate the ROI 
of investing in internal dynamics 

in the same way as they evaluate 
external investments.”

A B

“Companies don’t evaluate the 
ROI of investing in internal 

dynamics in the same way as they 
evaluate external investments.”



Three possible drivers to explain the potential 
difference in approach

1. Measurement challenges

2. Delivery challenges

3. Risk of upsetting status quo

Internal 
Analysis

External 
AnalysisChasm?
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Three analogies have been used to illustrate the 
proposed “bridging methodology”

Analogy Definition Reason

Craniosacral
Therapy

Technique for assessing and 
addressing the movement of the 
cerebrospinal fluid, which can be 
restricted by trauma to the body, 
(such as through falls, accidents, 
and general nervous tension). 

Systemic approach to 
unblocking a body’s natural 
re-balancing mechanism.

Soccer 
(Football)

Team sport normally played as 
eleven-a-side over 90 minutes

Most globally recognized 
team sport

Counter-
Programming

Tactical dummy to expose logical 
fault line in logic of other person 
who is in a position of superior 
power

Taught by Aristotle as best 
methodology for challenging 
from a position of weakness



Counter-programming entails devising a tactical 
dummy that helps to open up the field of play.

1. Identify the likely logical flaw in the other person’s 
argument.

2. Concoct a dummy (herewith called “curveball” as per 
a confusing ultra-dry joke) that they are likely to 
initially misinterpret resulting in them betting 
incorrectly on the logical flaw.

3. Carefully plant the curveball through deliberate 
ambiguity so as to avoid excessive confrontation.

4. Sustain pressure by subtly and continuously priming
the ambiguity until other party accepts the alternative 
interpretation of the curveball(s). 



Example of a logical disagreement in one of the 
statements from a leading business thinker

“Victory is outmaneuvering rival supply chains in 
fulfilling the target customers’ needs”

“A company’s biggest challenge is to motivate and 
retain key entrepreneurial members of the network”

“To succeed a company should strive to innovate, 
delegate, and enjoy helping its stakeholders thrive”

“Developing a methodology to scale beyond a 
single coach’s ability is impossible”



While perceptions of reality naturally differ the 
ability to impose them depends on power.

X & Y disagree on X’s belief that:                             
“Developing a methodology to scale beyond a single coach’s 

ability is possible (Y) or impossible (Xa or Xb)”

Y
Xb

Xa

“What we don’t 
know we don’t 

know”

“What we 
know we 

don’t know”

“What X&Y 
know”

Rectangle 
represents what 

is possible 
(Venn Diagram)

X has superior power, influence and experience to Y. This means 
that regardless if X is right (Xa) or not (Xb), Y’s abilities to 
challenge X are severely limited by the power imbalance. 



Aristotle taught counter programming as the art 
of challenging from a position of weakness

If Y is convinced that Xb is a fallacy and should in fact be re-
plotted outside X’s current reality, then do the potential benefits 

of trying to convince X to re-analyze and revisit a potentially 
deeply ingrained belief warrant the risks?

Y
Xb

Xa

“What we don’t 
know we don’t 

know”

“What we 
know we 

don’t know”

“What X&Y 
know”

Rectangle 
represents what 

is possible 
(Venn Diagram)

To minimize direct conflict, Aristotle’s advises planting a curve 
ball via targeted ambiguity to expose the Xa-Xb “fault line”

until the perception that Xa is possible no longer becomes tenable. 



A well crafted curve ball is like a well blended 
and leveraged ratatouille. How far can you go?  

Informality 
reduces short 

term cost

No guarantees 
of any future 

benefits

“A joke?” “For real?” “Utter nonsense!”

What do you get if before the big expensive run-off, a senior Democrat 
plants the Blair-Brown apprenticeship alliance in the HC and BO camps?

What do you get if during a global news glut “Simon Cowell’s World Idol 
+ Rhetorical debates + Religious Leaders?” are blended on You Tube?
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Eastern medicine’s systemic approach to 
unblocking the barriers to natural healing

Craniosacral Therapy
Targeted and systemic 
application of energy to 

multiple body part to try to 
unblock barriers to the body 

being able to heal itself 

Specialist Intervention
Analysis and intervention by 
specialist with most pertinent 
specialization in order to try 

to fix the problem.
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“El juego bonito” and in this case an example of 
making the best of available resources
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But optimal teamwork is not the natural outcome 
due to the risk of colleagues not reciprocating

Easy 
Pickings

Harder 
to find

Harder to 
find

• Two decision makers  have limited time to collect 100 bunches of grapes. If they choose to co-
ordinate their efforts, they will just manage to collect 60 and 40 bunches respectively. 

• If they compete for the easy pickings, they will only manage to collect 40 and 20 bunches 
respectively within the time available, with 40 bunches going to waste. This Opportunity Cost 
is defined as the shortfall from the team’s potential or Pareto Efficiency Frontier (PEF)

• If either one doesn’t cooperate then he/she will do disproportionately well, creating a natural 
tendency for teams to sub-optimize. In a one period view both players, who cannot be sure that 
the other will cooperate, are best off picking non cooperation, known as Prisoner’s Dilemma

100
B’s Pickings

20 40

X Both cooperate
(PEF)

X Neither cooperates

100

A
’s

 P
ic

ki
ng

s

60

40

Missed opportunity if one 
or both don’t cooperate

A & B must 
decide in 

parallel where 
to focus their 

efforts

Their resulting 
productivity given 
finite resources is 
inter-dependent 
on their choices

10

X B suffers from cooperating

X A suffers from 
cooperating

50

70

30
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Scaling up naturally increases complexities of 
cooperation making sub-optimality more likely

• Complexity increases with more inter-linked decision 
makers able to make decisions on a continuous basis.

• In addition to each-others choices, decision makers 
have to contend with continuous change from key 
external influences such as for example competitor
decisions, regulatory decisions or climatic factors.

• Often decisions have to be made quickly without the 
luxury of excessive time for analysis.

Brazil’s 1970 and Holland’s 1974 teams are regarded as best practice (i.e. closest to their PEF)

• Highly skilled resources, defined both by their functional skills and situational awareness
making them suitable for the position and strategy to which they had been deployed.

• Optimal fluidity of structure adapting to each moment’s competitive needs driven by

1. Accurate self-perception of each player’s core abilities and potential to adapt role

2. Shared culture of prioritizing team’s objective over individual’s

3. Willingness to always be fully flexible to team’s needs
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Successful coaches and managers may shape 
their teams using a broad spectrum of styles 

Relying primarily on 
formal authority

Relying primarily on 
tailored persuasion

The hypothesis is that 100 persuasive coaches with access to proposed tools, 
(symbolized by icon below) would outperform 100 persuasive coaches without the tools

100 with 100 without

Starting Assumptions

1. Goal set: (e.g. win World Cup)

2. Strategy set: (Qualify 2nd in group)

3. Structure set (Squad named)

4. Coach’s challenge: derive best from 
available resources to achieve goal 
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Might the following tools increase a coach’s 
effectiveness in complex scenarios?

Tool Objective
Profiling tool to collect 
feedback on key variables 
believed to underpin players 
willingness to cooperate

Efficient impartial method to 
collect perceptions “360” style 
team feedback relative to 
players own perceptions 
relative to coach’s perception.

Virtual reality simulator
which needs to be tailored to 
team. Single or multi-player. 
Real time or sequential. Coach 
has freedom to script context 
and decide who plays who in 
virtual role play.

Coaching environment to 
raise players awareness of 
likely repercussions of 
decisions with view to 
convincing player that it is in 
his/her best interest to co-
operate more frequently.

Decision tree providing visual 
projection of likely 
consequences of present and 
future decisions. Needs to be 
tailored to specific core belief 
that is being challenged. 

Visualization and comparison 
of player’s & coaches views 
may help unblock problematic 
beliefs such as “I cannot trust 
anyone” or “I shouldn’t venture 
out of my comfort zone”

Tail
ored

Tail
ored

Tail
ored
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Profiling tool proposed to try to assess key 
drivers of a players willingness to cooperate?

• Simple “quick and dirty” model inspired by fantasy 
football visual and intuitive interfaces.

• Assumption 1: willingness to cooperate in a setting 
of prisoners dilemma is the key driver of 
functionality.

• Assumption2: Six variables drive this willingness

1. Sufficient functional skills?

2. Sufficient situational awareness?

3. Realistic self image?

4. Platonic or Machiavellian?

5. Flexible or intransigent?

6. Balanced needs and ambitions?

Inspired by Fantasy Football

Primarily focused on “predictors 
that player will decide to 

cooperate correctly”

Tail
ored
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Profiling tool uses online dashboard of six 
perceived drivers of willingness to cooperate

1. Skill 
Assessment

Self 
Perception

3. Ambition 
Analysis

Flexibility

Selflessness

Adequate Situational 
Awareness for role?

Over-confident about 
self’s abilities for role 

c. Needy of key basics

Not willing to adapt

“Machiavellian” use of 
talents prioritizing self

Adequate Functional 
Skills for role?

Under-confident about 
self’s abilities for role

Loose adaptation of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs and partly inter-
linked to above

Willing to adapt to 
evolving situation

“Platonic” use of talents 
prioritizing team’s needs

0 to 
100%

0 to 
100%

b. Basics met, still ambitions
a. Self-set ambitions met

2.
 E

go
 A

na
ly

si
s

50

50

50

50
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A “hypothetical” model team player can blend 
equally well with the full colour spectrum

Situational 
Awareness

Over-confident

Needy of basics

Inflexible

Machiavellian

Functional Skills

Under-confident

Flexible

Platonic

100% 100%

Balanced ambitions
Ambitions satiated

50

1

1

50

Possesses all necessary skills to fill 
role assigned by coach

Accurate perception of own abilities 
relative to role

Willing to adapt to team’s constantly 
changing needs. (n.b. counter-
productive without also strong 
Situational Awareness)

Willing to fully apply self’s resources 
to team’s best interests

For the above to be attainable, the 
player is likely to have his/her basic 
needs met but remain ambitious
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Mr Purple – a “Teflon” player

Situational 
Awareness

Over-confident

Needy of basics

Inflexible

Machiavellian

Functional Skills

Under-confident

Flexible

Platonic

<99% <99%

Balanced ambitions
Ambitions satiated

90

90

90

90

Talented but not perfect. Functional 
skills likely to be relatively stronger 
than situational awareness

Over-confidence in own abilities 
leading to occasional blind spots

Unwilling to show flexibility for needs 
of team beyond contracted role

Talent applied exclusively to further 
own interest/career

Such a player is likely to perceive 
himself/herself as having more to 
lose than to gain and so may see 
team mates as a potential threat
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Mr Grey - a “Deflated” player

Situational 
Awareness

Over-confident

Needy of basics

Inflexible

Machiavellian

Functional Skills

Under-confident

Flexible

Platonic

<99% <99%

Balanced ambitions
Ambitions satiated

10

75

90

10

Has key skills to offer, else would 
not have been selected but is under-
applying them by hiding them in a 
restricted comfort zone

Over-confidence in own abilities 
leading to underperformance 
resulting in team falling short of PEF

Lack of confidence drives a 
reluctance to take risks

Likely to be predominantly 
preoccupied with “survival”

Core beliefs that underpin lack of 
confidence represent a perceptual 
inefficiency that is hard to shift 
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Team “360” feedback tool on each player’s six 
drivers of perceived willingness to cooperate

For each player, including himself/herself, each player would 
input an estimate (0-100) of the six variables:

1. Functional Ability for chosen role

2. Situation Awareness for chose role

3. Accuracy of Self-perception on abilities for role

4. Selflessness towards team’s objective

5. Flexibility towards team’s objective

6. Perception of core ambitions (needy, balanced, satiated)

The coach would then be able to:

1. Identify major differences of opinions (circled)

2. Track progress over time

3. Set goals for selected players. E.g. Borderline player 
must improve on colleagues perception of his/her 
situational awareness from 40% to 70% by set date.

Each player would have their own 
input screen which they would 

update periodically

Only the coach has access to all 
the data and controls access

Tail
ored
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Example case study of three profit centre “peers”
who are in a prisoner’s dilemma dynamic

• Data generated by three executives scoring each other and themselves

• Resulting Functionality Score on 0 (perfectly dysfunctional) to 100 
(perfectly functional) is derived by simple weighted average formula:

• 33% on how accurate (100%) or inaccurate (0%) is each Exec’s self 
perception versus the average of his/her colleagues peer review.

• 67% on how functional (100%) or dysfunctional (0%) is the peer-
review perception
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Blending accuracy of self-perception with peer 
review suggests a 58% willingness to cooperate



“ 58%” implies 42% of opportunity cost equating 
to at least 72% “ missed EBITDA improvement”

Willingness to Co-operate

EBITDA 
Index

200

100

0
0 % 50 % 100 %

Opportunity 
Cost of 42% 
is linked to 

EBITDA 
index of 116 
versus ideal 

of 20058 %



Bridging the measurement challenges.  

Once a data-generating 
profiling tool that meets 
the clients’ needs has 

been identified 

Internal 
Analysis

External 
Analysis

It is imperative this is added 
to the clients’ Key 

Performance Indicators
ongoing dashboard 
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New behaviour patterns can be tested at 
reduced risk in a virtual reality environment

Coach can design setting for desired persuasive objective:

• Example objective: increase players awareness that it is in 
his/her best interest to cooperate in the long run.

• Coach may ask player to represent himself or “test out 
somebody else’s boots”.

• Other decision makers may be represented by:

• Coach controlling any number of other characters

• Computer simulation

• Live multi-player participation

• Can be easily conducted remote particularly if bandwidth 
permits videoconferencing

• In an advanced configuration, this tool may be interlinked 
with other two tools, namely the player profiles and the 
decision tree projections

Pass long, short or dribble?

e.g. multiple players role playing 
colleagues anonymously in a 

virtual boardroom

Tail
ored

Tail
ored
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Both the client’s and the coaches operational 
efficiency should increase as a result 

Coach 
2

Coach 
1



Bridging the delivery challenges.  

A client is likely to try a new 
system only once, so all 
glitches must have been 

ironed out first 

Offline 
Model

Remote 
Model

If introduced successfully 
the coach’s scope for 
intervention should 

increase
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Decision tree is a tool to visualize a player’s 
expected behaviour of self and colleagues

Decision for 
Player A

>50%
Cooperate?

Compete?

Period 1 
Outcomes

If B Cooperates:
A:  60 B: 40           
if B Doesn’t:
A: 30 B: 50

If B Cooperates:   
A:  70 , B: 10         
if B Doesn’t :
A: 40 B: 20

Estimated Probability B 
will cooperate in period 2 

Hoped for 
Strategy

“It only makes sense for 
me to risk cooperation 
in Period 2 if both of us 

have cooperated in 
Period 1. 

In any of the other 3 
possible outcomes we 
are likely to end up in a 

non-cooperative 
equilibrium wasting  
40% of the available 

resources. 

Hence I should 
probably take the risk of 
cooperating in period 1”

<50%

<50%

<50%
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Two examples of how skewed beliefs about the 
future can deter willingness to cooperate today

Decision for 
Player A

>50%
Cooperate?

Compete?

Period 1 
Outcomes

If B Cooperates:
A:  60 B: 40           
if B Doesn’t:
A: 30 B: 50

If B Cooperates:   
A:  70 , B: 10         
if B Doesn’t :
A: 40 B: 20

Estimated Probability B 
will cooperate in period 2 

Likely  Bias in 
Strategy

Purple (A) does not 
trust teammate (B) so 
reciprocal cooperation 

will not be seen as 
probable and Purple will 
invariably choose not to 

cooperate. 
<50%

<50%

<50%

Grey (A) under-
estimates own potential 
with all colleagues (B,C 
etc.) believing “60” is 

<40. Not seeing the long 
term benefits to 

cooperation Grey opts 
to play it safe and not 

cooperate
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Each bias will either resonate or counter each 
individual team mates’ views

• Multiple players sharing the same bias will 
mutually reinforce this bias to create a glass 
ceiling (dogma).

• Equally when players have opposing biases 
tension will invariable arise.

• Correctly mapping this network of supporting 
and opposing forces is key to plotting an un-
tangling strategy.

• Strategy entails balancing incentives, 
challenges and creative problem solving in 
simultaneous multi-player mental chess.
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Mapping Critical Belief 1: One hundred 
pennies if new player E will Fail or Succeed

A1                 
(F-100, S- 0)

B1                 
(F-90, S- 10)

C1                 
(F-80, S- 20)

D1                 
(F-30, S- 70)

E1                 
(F-10, S- 90)

• A’s opinion currently 
influencing B and C in believing 
E is bound to fail.

• This shared bias represents a 
“Glass Ceiling” in status quo

• In coach’s eyes D probably 
has most accurate perception.

• E not helping himself/herself 
by being slightly overconfident.

• Best line of attack for coach 
may be C’s relative esteem of A 
versus D
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Mapping Critical Belief 2: One hundred 
pennies of A versus D as Thought Leader

A2                 
(A-100, D- 0)

B2                 
(A-80, D- 20)

C2                 
(A-60, D- 40)

D2                 
(A-10, D- 90)

E2                 
(A-50, D- 50)

• Coach may stand better 
chance of challenging C’s 
perception.

• Targeted ambiguity must inject 
doubt in C’s perception without 
losing A’s trust.

• If Coach succeeds in tilting C2 
towards D then this should have 
a positive domino effect towards 
on B and E.

• A represents tougher longer 
term challenge which 
visualisation of perceptions 
should help accelerate



Sustained counter-programming may be 
required to unlock player A’s resistance.

1. The logical flaw in such an entrenched case is referred to as a blocking 
belief.

2. In concocting and planting the curveball, the coach must be cogniscent 
of the significant short term risks of the attempted benevolent cruelty
misfiring. The expected ROI of each move must be positive.

3. While maintaining pressure on the issue to ensure the curve ball is 
primed, as part of the subtle game of mental chess, the coach must also 
use both incentives (carrots) and creative problem solving to remove 
barriers to change (anchors). This is known as benevolent manipulation.

4. Reviewing earlier biased projections that have been captured objectively 
should accelerate the arrival of a “non-interpretable” (i.e. impossible) 
event that triggers a “reality flip” which is when the player accepts the 
alternative interpretation of the curveballs.
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BB

A. Outcomes perceived as possible by both

B. Possible for Coach, not Player

C. Possible for Player, not Coach

D. Improbable but perceived as impossible by both

Penetrating Teflon to flip a blocking belief and 
achieve a safe landing requires great piloting skill

• Coach seeks to tease out blocking belief by subtly challenging it with 
an ambiguous curve ball aimed at bringing its irrational component 
under the spotlight

• Player will invariably push back in defiance. 

• Excessive pressure on one player in isolation is counter-productive. 
To relieve the pressure and maintain a reputation of fairness the coach 
should also be applying corresponding pressure to the other key points

• Targeted ambiguity reduces the resistance shielding the core belief

• Progress on changing colleagues makes impossible event more likely

• The pre-sewn curve balls now re-interpreted help achieve smooth 
landing and replacement of blocking belief with its inverse

AB C

D

Coach Player
Perception of Possible Future Outcomes

BB1/BB
Curve Balls = ambiguity 

compatible with both realities

BB

“I
m

po
ss

ib
le

 
ev

en
t”

1/BB

A

B

C
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Each player presents the coach with a 
unique persuasive challenge

Non-
Extreme

Teflon

Deflated

Reframing Challenge Proposed Intervention

Making sub-optimal decisions relative 
to team’s PEF Either due to a lack of 
Situational Awareness, or due to a 
lack of understanding of reciprocity of 
decision making

Underlying lack of trust in colleagues 
combined with a perception of 
superiority results in decisions that 
detract from team’s PEF

Underlying lack of confidence in 
himself/herself results in under-
contributions to team’s PEF as the 
player hides in his/her comfort zone

Coaching on consequences of 
decisions using virtual reality with role 
play tailored appropriately.

Use periodic collective feedback 
metrics as target for improvement

Challenge self-perception using data 
discrepancies in collective feedback. 

Cognitive challenge to the “cannot be 
trusted” belief comparing projections

Challenge underconfidence using 
discrepancies in collective feedback. 

Cognitive challenge to “e.g. too risky 
to try” belief comparing projections
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Example of coach’s application of tools to a 
non-extreme persuasive challenge

• Problem: Poor coordination of supply chain leading to team imbalance

• Perceived cause: Red’s lack of trust and understanding of Blue

Potential coaching strategies:

• 1.Challenge Red’s perceived profile of Blue versus team’s average

• 2. Ask Red to role-play Blue’s role to better understand complexities

• 3. Red and coach both project Blue’s expected behaviour based on 
Red’s main options. Forecasts are later compared to actual events

• Objective: Red sees self-interest in greater cooperation with Blue

Red’s 
projection of
Blue’s
Decisions

Tools would be tailored to 
specific teams/ 

organizations and 
facilitated by skilled 

professionals such as 
trained psychologists.

1

2

360 profiling of perceived 
willingness to cooperate

3

Virtual Reality Role Play

Tail
ored
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Example of coach’s application of tools to a 
“Teflon” persuasive challenge

• Problem: Purple damaging team by refusing to cooperate

• Perceived cause: Purple fits profile of “Teflon Superstar” taking sub-
optimal risks and (wrongly) fearing Yellow’s threat to his/her supremacy

Potential coaching strategies:

• 1.Challenge Purple’s perceived self worth to team versus team’s view

• 2. Ask Purple to observe a simulation of the consequences of his/her 
decisions conducted anonymously by carefully selected actors.

• 3. Purple and coach both project Yellow’s decision tree if Yellow
were to be in a position of power over Purple (then comparing to actual)

Purple’s
projection of 
Yellow’s
decisions

1

2

360 profiling of perceived 
willingness to cooperate

3

• Objective: Disproving 
Purple’s incorrect fear of 
Yellow plus coercing Purple
that “greatness” may also 
entail scoring highly on metrics 
of team cooperation

Virtual Reality Role Play

Tail
ored
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A. Outcomes perceived as possible by both

B. Possible for Coach, not Teflon Player

C. Possible for Teflon Player, not Coach

D. Improbable but perceived as impossible by both

Questioning rationality of Blocking Belief
through targeted ambiguity

Insufficient support to pilot likely to 
cause a loss of control

Too steep a trajectory and 
down-side will dominate

Too flat and only turbulence 
without break-through

• Teflon Player and coach differ in their projections of the future. The Blocking Belief is possible 
only to the Teflon player (in area C) while the inverse (in area B) is impossible to the Teflon player

• The coach “sews” Curve Balls that are events that are deliberately compatible with both B and C

• Eventually an external impossible event (areas B or D) will challenge Teflon’s beliefs in C

• If event sufficiently strong, Teflon will reinterpret Curve Balls as B not C in a “Reality Flip” which 
equates to switching perspective from one side of the Teflon barrier to the other.

• Impossible event may come from behaviour shift of another player that creates a domino effect

AB C

D Coach

Coach TP

Planting Curve Balls

Perception of Possible Future Outcomes

BB1/BB

A

B

C

Teflon Player
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Example of coach’s application of tools to a 
“Deflated” persuasive challenge

Virtual Reality Role Play

• Problem: Grey underestimates own abilities and as a result wastes 
valuable opportunities by restricting himself/herself to comfort zone

• Perceived cause: Grey believes risks of venturing outside comfort 
zone are prohibitive 

Potential coaching strategies:

• 1.Challenge Grey’s perceived self worth to team versus team’s view

• 2. Ask Grey to test out alternative strategies (outside comfort zone) to 
taste potential benefit to team and likely cost of mis-implementation.

• 3. Grey and coach both project Grey’s decision tree if Grey were to 
hazard outside of comfort zone, again comparing to actual

Grey’s
projection of 
own 
decisions

1

2

360 profiling of perceived 
willingness to cooperate

3

• Objective: Overcoming 
Grey’s fear of experimentation 
outside a restricted comfort 
zone that is sub-optimizing 
his/her contribution to teamTail

ored
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Key Success Factors of Targeted 
Ambiguity

1. Calculate carefully maximum potential 
cost of applying pressure through targeted 
ambiguity.

2. Devise network-wide intervention strategy to 
maximize probability of triggering a domino 
effect. 

3. At all times maintain the players’ trust, 
respect, and perception that the coach is 
intent on nurturing each and every player’s 
success.

4. Use incentives and creative problem solving 
to counter-balance “tactical cruelty”



Challenging a delicate status quo requires correct 
evaluation of the risk-benefits of every move  

Application of technology 
tools should enhance the 
coach’s understanding 

and scope for intervention

Safe  
Strategy

Risky 
Strategy

While the tools help, it is 
ultimately the skills and 
experience of the coach 
that has to make the call 

So X and Y are most likely to draw! 

?
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