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’

“The only person I can change is me.’
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Executive Summary

This book explores how leaders can move beyond cultural scapegoating
and build high-performance teams through structural neuro-inclusion. It
bridges the book’s central themes, supporting research, and practical
frameworks for understanding and improving team performance.

With over 30 years of leadership experience and empirical research, I have
seen that leaders often instinctively blame national culture or
organizational values when diverse teams experience friction, missed
deadlines, or communication breakdowns. This creates a scapegoat effect,
in which geography, nationality, or departmental stereotypes become
convenient explanations for operational failures.

My research points to a different reality: an individual’s personal
preferences and professional background, such as the contrasting mindsets
of an engineer and a salesperson, often influence workplace behavior more
strongly than nationality alone.

The Onion Model helps leaders distinguish between the visible and
invisible elements of an organizational environment. By peeling the outer
layer of the onion, we reveal dress codes, corporate rituals, office design,
communication customs, and explicitly stated values. Organizations
frequently invest significant time and money in changing these surface-
level elements without resolving the deeper causes of team friction.

At the core of the onion lies a team’s invisible architecture: the distinct
thinking styles, neurocognitive wiring, data-processing preferences, and
environmental needs of its members.

Friction arises when an individual’s invisible architecture clashes with the
team’s visible structures. For example, an employee who requires
uninterrupted, quiet time for deep concentration may struggle in a loud,
open-plan workplace built around constant collaboration and spontaneous
discussion.

To map this invisible architecture, the book introduces an integrated
framework that combines research on personal preferences with insights
into social and cognitive integration. This framework approaches
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neurodiversity not as a deficit but as a spectrum of cognitive differences
that may require different structures, tools, and working conditions.

Many organizations place employees in what this book calls the vertical
trap: the expectation that everyone must conform to a single, neurotypical
operating standard. For example, a team might expect every employee to
participate vocally and immediately during fast-paced meetings,
regardless of how effectively they process information in real time.

This vertical model can create cognitive debt, exhaustion, masking, and
the loss of valuable insights from employees who think more deeply or
work more effectively through asynchronous reflection.

Leaders can avoid this trap through horizontal differentiation: designing
hybrid structures that provide equally valid ways for people with different
cognitive profiles to participate, contribute, and succeed.

One of the book’s central operational tools is the Brain Profile Matrix.
Leaders can use this diagnostic framework to map the invisible
architecture of their teams across two primary axes:

1. Synchronous vs. asynchronous processing: Does the individual
process information aloud and in real time, or do they need time
to review information, cross-reference data, and formulate a
considered response?

2. Big-picture vs. granular thinking: Does the individual naturally
focus on high-level strategy and patterns, or on detailed
dependencies, risks, and implementation requirements?

This mapping process helps leaders understand how cognitive wiring,
thinking styles, and behavioral preferences influence each team member’s
working style.

For example, if a team consists largely of asynchronous processors but
relies on spontaneous daily stand-up meetings, the problem may not be
employee motivation or engagement. It may be a structural mismatch that
requires the workflow to be redesigned.

Research shows that innovation often requires cognitive friction, but that
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same friction can undermine psychological safety for neurodivergent
individuals when poorly managed. Practices such as poorly implemented
radical candor and unstructured environments may feel constructive to
some employees but threatening, overwhelming, or deeply personal to
others.

Similarly, public HR campaigns, awareness webinars, branded lanyards,
and inclusion statements may be seen as neurodiversity washing when
they are not accompanied by meaningful changes to everyday working
practices.

True inclusion requires leaders to shift away from an accommodation
model, in which neurodivergent needs are treated as exceptions or special
favors, and toward structural inclusion, in which systems are designed to
support a wider range of cognitive profiles from the outset.

The book recommends three immediate structural changes:

1. Decouple performance from presentation: Evaluate employees
by the quality and impact of their work, not by how confidently,
quickly, loudly, or visibly they present it.

2. Establish an asynchronous default: Use practices such as
flipped meetings, advance briefing documents, silent reading
periods, and written follow-up channels to give employees time to
absorb information before discussing or deciding.

3. Protect time for deep work: Create meeting-free periods, such
as “No-Meeting Tuesdays,” or similar blocks to preserve
cognitive energy, support concentration, and reduce burnout.

The Leader’s Playbook: Becoming the Architect

To protect neurodivergent talent from cognitive exhaustion, particularly
during externally facing work, leaders can create structured roles:

« The ambassador with communication scaffolds: A designated
team member manages the traffic flow of information between the
team and external stakeholders, supported by clear scripts,
agendas, and communication protocols.

« The rotating liaison: External-facing responsibilities rotate
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among team members, limiting prolonged exposure to high-
pressure or high-sensory environments.

« The cognitive partnership: An analytical or asynchronous
thinker is paired with a confident synchronous thinker is paired
with a confident synchronous communicator, allowing both
individuals to contribute their strengths during high-stakes
meetings.

This book also presents a 90-day Structural Inclusion Pilot, organized into
three phases:

«  Month 1: Audit. Use the Structural Inclusion Audit to identify
where current hiring practices, meeting structures, workflows,
performance measures, or environments disadvantaged particular
thinking styles.

« Month 2: Redesign. Introduce at least one hybrid workflow, such
as a 24-hour reflection period before major decisions.

* Month 3: Calibrate. Conduct a Team Cognition Retrospective to
determine which habits protected cognitive energy, improved
contribution, and supported performance, and which practices
continued to create unnecessary strain.
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The Leader’s Daily Diagnostic: The Scapegoat Check

Before attributing team friction to personality or culture, leaders should
ask:

Am I blaming culture for a problem caused by a broken, poorly designed,
or narrowly neurotypical workflow?

Am I confusing an employee's underlying behavioral intention (e.g.,
diligence, caution, or risk awareness) as my own negative observation
(e.g., negativity, resistance, or difficulty)?

Am I offering a symbolic gesture when this person actually needs a
structural change, such as protected focus time or fewer real-time
meetings?

Effective leadership is not about babysitting chaos or forcing people to fit
a preferred cultural model. It is about becoming an architect of excellence:
a leader who builds systems where diverse minds can contribute, perform,
and thrive.

This book shows you how to become that architect.
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Preface
Unlock the True Performance Potential of Your Team

Leaders often blame national or organizational culture when a
multinational team underperforms or experiences friction. Yet, beneath the
visible surface of corporate rituals, workplace customs, and language lies
a hidden foundation that has a far greater influence on how teams operate.

The Invisible Architecture of Teams explores how personal preferences,
cognitive diversity, professional backgrounds, and neurodivergence are
the actual drivers of team dynamics. Drawing on empirical research, more
than 30 years of leadership experience, and current insights into
neurodiverse teamwork, this book shifts the leader’s focus from trying to
change team culture to designing concrete operational structures that
support performance.

You will discover practical tools for diagnosing cognitive friction,
mapping thinking styles, and building workflows that enable every team
member to contribute effectively.

This book offers a practical guide to high-performance teamwork. You
will learn how to recognize different thinking styles, reduce avoidable
cognitive friction, and replace a culture of blame with one of
accountability, trust, and creative excellence. In doing so, you can become
a more courageous, competent, and committed leader who achieves results
through intentional communication and thoughtful structural design.
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Key Benefits for Leaders

Diagnose the Real Cause of Team Friction

Learn to look beyond surface-level cultural differences and identify the
thinking styles, communication preferences, professional influences, and
cognitive needs that may be driving tension or underperformance.

Unlock the Performance “Sweet Spot”

Design structured meetings, workflows, and boundary-spanning roles that
make productive use of cognitive diversity rather than accidentally
suppressing it.

Reduced Decision-Making Bias

By mapping the thinking styles represented within your team, you can
identify the risk of groupthink before it affects an important decision. You
can intentionally involve people with different perspectives, processing
styles, and approaches to risk. This allows strategies and decisions to be
tested through genuine cognitive diversity rather than shaped by a group
of people who approach problems in similar ways.

Improve Talent Retention

When leaders focus on invisible architecture, including workflows,
communication systems, meeting structures, and performance
expectations, they create an environment in which neurodivergent
employees and other high-performing talent are more likely to feel
supported.

Team members are less likely to experience sustained pressure to mask
their needs or struggle against workflows that conflict with how they
process information and perform at their best. Over time, this can
strengthen engagement, well-being, and retention.

Delegate with Greater Precision
Instead of delegating work based on job titles or seniority, leaders can
consider cognitive fit.
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You will learn how to match the demands of a task, such as deep
concentration, rapid synthesis, strategic thinking, or detail-oriented
review, with the person whose natural working style thrives in that mode.
This can improve efficiency, work quality, and employee well-being.

Move from Crisis Management to System Design

Most leaders spend a significant amount of time mediating interpersonal
conflicts and addressing recurring operational problems. This book
encourages a shift from crisis management to team architecture.

Rather than repeatedly attempting to fix “people problems,” you will learn
to identify and correct the structural gaps that may be contributing to them.
This reduces avoidable friction and allows leaders to devote more attention
to higher-level strategic thinking, development, and long-term
performance.

Increase the Speed of Innovation
Innovation can stall when team members talk past each other because they
process information, communicate ideas, and make decisions differently.

By introducing structured boundary-spanning roles, leaders can build the
translation of ideas between different thinkers directly into the workflow.
This helps ideas move more efficiently from discussion to decision and
from concept to implementation.

Strengthen Your Leadership Presence: The 3C Advantage
The 3C Advantage represents courageous, competent, and committed
leadership.

By learning to diagnose structural failures rather than automatically
attributing problems to individual shortcomings, you can develop a
reputation for low-blame, high-accountability leadership. This approach
strengthens trust and psychological safety while maintaining clear
expectations. It also creates an environment that makes you a magnet for
the organization’s best talent.
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Eliminate Neurodiversity Washing

Implement evidence-based structural changes that move beyond symbolic
policies, awareness campaigns, and public statements. These changes can
create genuine psychological safety, improve access to participation, and
support meaningful operational inclusion across the team.
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Introduction

The Invisible Architecture

If you have picked up this book, you have likely experienced the
frustration of managing or working within a modern, highly diverse team
that is failing to hit its potential. You may have seen missed deadlines,
subtle interpersonal conflicts, recurring miscommunications, or slow
decision-making.

When these challenges arise, modern management often reaches for a
familiar and highly visible explanation: culture.

We look at the different nationalities represented on the team, the
contrasting departmental backgrounds, and the corporate values that team
members are expected to share. We schedule cultural-awareness
workshops. We revise the company mission statement. We organize team-
building retreats to bridge the cultural divide.

And yet, the friction remains.
Why?

These interventions often address visible symptoms without examining the
deeper structures that shape how work is actually performed. Leaders
focus on the outer layers of human interaction while overlooking the
hidden foundation beneath them.

The Invisible Architecture of Teams is not another generic business book
about creating a positive corporate culture. It offers a structural
examination of how people collaborate, communicate, process
information, and make decisions.

The central argument of this book is that team dynamics are not found
solely in national cultures or organizational values. They are also shaped
by personal preferences, professional training, thinking styles, and the
unique neurocognitive wiring of each team member.
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In this book, I bring together more than 30 years of leadership experience,
lessons learned from my own successes and leadership failures, and
empirical research conducted by Dr. Jan van Rijswijk and me. This
foundation rests on two main bodies of work:

1. My Research on the Scapegoat Effect

My research explores project leaders and multicultural teams
across 35 different countries, exploring how leaders interpret
differences in workplace behavior.

The empirical data suggest that an individual's personal
preferences and professional culture exert a far stronger influence
on their actual, observed behavior than their national or
organizational background.

This challenges the tendency to attribute communication
difficulties or team friction primarily to nationality. It also invites
leaders to ask a more useful question: Are we blaming culture for
a problem that is actually rooted in individual working preferences
or the way the team’s systems have been designed?

2. The Neurodiversity Framework of Dr. Jan van Rijswijk

I also draw on Dr. Jan van Rijswijk's work on how neurodiverse
teams function and the importance of relational and structural
inclusion.

His insights help illuminate how differences in information
processing, communication, sensory needs, and social interaction
affect collaboration. They also provide a foundation for
examining several of the book’s central concepts, including the
horizontal-versus-vertical trap, the paradox of psychological
safety, and the gap between symbolic neurodiversity initiatives
and meaningful structural solutions.

Together, these perspectives offer a broader and more practical
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way to understand team performance. Rather than asking
employees to fit a single preferred way of working, leaders can
examine whether the team’s structures allow different types of
thinkers to contribute effectively.

This a practical, hands-on guide for the modern leader. It is designed to
move you away from subjective guesswork and emotional interventions,
and toward the mindset of an operational architect.

In the chapters that follow, you will learn how to look beneath the visible
layers of your team and map its invisible architecture. You will learn how
to diagnose cognitive friction, redesign meetings and workflows, build
boundary-spanning roles, and create the conditions for genuine
psychological safety.

You cannot manage what you cannot see.
It is time to make the invisible visible, stop using culture as a default
explanation, and start designing the structures that enable people to

perform at their best.

Let’s begin.
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Chapter 1: The Scapegoat And The Invisible

Imagine that a critical cross-border software deployment stalls just before
the final quarter. You are the project sponsor, sitting in a tense boardroom
as the project leader expresses frustration to the senior leadership team.

The project lead claims that the French engineering unit is stubbornly
refusing to adapt to the new agile timeline. In the same breath, they argue
that the American marketing division is pushing ahead too aggressively
without understanding the product’s technical limitations.

The air in the room is thick with resentment. Millions of dollars are on the
line, and the only explanation offered for the impending failure is that the
teams cannot bridge their cultural differences.

This scenario is common in global business. When multinational projects
miss deadlines or experience operational friction, leaders often point to
nationality, geography, or departmental stereotypes. They blame “the
culture” of the team.

Culture becomes the ultimate scapegoat for every missed deadline,
compliance issue, and communication breakdown. It is a convenient
narrative because it makes the friction seem inevitable, rooted in history,
tradition, or national character, and therefore difficult to change.

But what if this diagnosis is flawed?

What if the visible behaviors that leaders casually attribute to culture are
distracting them from the underlying forces shaping the team's
performance?

The truth is that many leaders default to cultural explanations because they
lack a more precise framework for understanding complex workplace
interactions. When faced with resistance, miscommunication, or a lack of
cohesion, it can be tempting to assume that people from different
geographic regions or professional disciplines simply work differently.

Those differences may matter. However, relying too heavily on culture as
an explanation can become a leadership failure. It prevents leaders from
examining the structures, preferences, and cognitive demands that may be
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creating the problem.

To improve team performance, leaders must stop focusing exclusively on
visible culture and begin designing for the team’s invisible architecture.
They must look beyond geography and examine the cognitive and
professional realities of the people doing the work.

The Core Empirical Truth: Why Your Diagnosis May Be
Flawed

For decades, management training has emphasized cross-cultural
awareness. Leaders are taught to distinguish between high-context and
low-context communication, individualist and collectivist societies, and
egalitarian and hierarchical national cultures.

They attend workshops on conducting business in Asia, negotiating in
Europe, and managing teams across the Americas. These frameworks can
provide useful content. However, research challenges the assumption that
national or organizational culture should be the primary explanation for
day-to-day team dynamics and operational friction.

Field studies and empirical data reveal a different, paradigm-shifting
reality. In my doctoral research, I examined the influence of cultural
factors and personal preferences on employee behavior within functionally
and geographically diverse project teams. The findings suggested that
personal preferences and professional culture may influence behavioral
intentions and actual observed workplace behavior more strongly than
leaders commonly assume.

Let that sink in for a moment. This matters because the nationality listed
on an employee’s passport and the corporate values printed on an
identification badge may tell a leader less about workplace behavior than
that employee’s professional training, cognitive preferences, and unique
cognitive preferences.

What does this mean for you as a leader? It means that when you assume
a team member is acting sternly simply because they are from a specific
European country, you are missing the actual cognitive reality of the
situation. Professional culture plays an often-unrecognized role in shaping
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how a person approaches their daily work.

Consider an engineer who has been trained for years to prioritize safety,
testing, precision, and risk mitigation. That professional mindset may exert
a powerful influence on how the engineer evaluates deadlines, proposed
changes, and incomplete information.

Similarly, a sales professional may have been trained to respond quickly,
adapt to changing circumstances, build momentum, and act before every
uncertainty has been resolved.

Neither approach is inherently right or wrong. Each reflects a professional
discipline with its own priorities, rewards, and definitions of responsible
behavior.

Furthermore, personal preferences add another layer. Individuals differ in
how they process information, solve problems, communicate, and interact
with rules and regulations. These differences cannot be explained by
nationality and cultural stereotypes alone.

My research highlights the confusion that can arise when leaders mistake
a person's cultural background and professional mindset for the effects of
national culture. For example, a project leader may interpret an
employee’s need for structured data as a “cultural resistance to agility.” In
reality, the employee may be attempting to exercise diligence, identify
risk, or ensure that a decision is supported by sufficient evidence. When
leaders misunderstand the source of a behavior, they may stereotype
employees, marginalize diverse thinkers, and, in severe cases, intensify
conflict. In severe cases, these misunderstandings can contribute to the
failure to deliver required project objectives.

This practical implication is clear: leaders should be cautious about
attributing team friction to geography or nationality when professional
training, personal preferences, cognitive styles, or poorly designed
workflows may offer more useful explanations. When we blame “the
French engineers” or “the rigid compliance team,” we make a fundamental
attribution error. We attempt to solve a cognitive or professional friction
point with a national culture band-aid.
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We focus on the scapegoat instead of examining the system.

Peeling the Onion: Visible Culture vs. Invisible Architecture

To understand why leaders make this misattribution so frequently, we
must examine the layered nature of human interaction.

People naturally react to what they can see, hear, and immediately
experience. My research explores this instinct through the lens of the
Onion Model, which helps distinguish between the explicit, visible
elements of an organization and the implicit, less visible forces beneath
them.

Understanding these layers is the first step toward redesigning a team.

The outer layers of the onion are visible and relatively easy to identify.
They include:

language and terminology;
corporate rituals;

dress codes;

office design;

meetings schedules;
communication customs; and
stated organization values.

Because these elements are visible and tangible, leaders often target them
first when things go wrong in a project. If a team lacks innovation, leaders
may loosen the dress code, redesign the office into an open-plan layout to
encourage “spontaneous collision of ideas,” or rewrite the company values
to include words such as “agility,” “creativity,” and “disruption.” Leaders
may invest significant time and money in cultural awareness workshops,
team-building retreats, or internal communication campaigns.

These interventions are not necessarily useless. However, they may have
little effect when the problem lies deeper within the organization. At the
core of the onion are implicit and less visible layers that shape how people
interpret information and perform their work. This hidden core forms the
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actual foundation of how work gets done.
This is the invisible architecture of your team.
Invisible architecture includes:

thinking and processing styles;

deeply ingrained mental models;

professional training;

tolerance for ambiguity;

sensory and environmental needs;

preferences for structured or unstructured information;
the time needed to formulate a response;

tolerance for ambiguity;

Individual neurocognitive differences.

While leaders are busy trying to fix the visible outer layer of the onion, the
actual operational friction may be occurring within this invisible
architecture.

Consider a neurodivergent team member who requires a structured and
predictable environment to process complex information effectively. Their
invisible architecture is designed for long periods of uninterrupted focus.

A well-intentioned leader might place that employee into an open-plan
office to support collaboration and strengthen company culture. The same
leader may require spontaneous brainstorming in loud, unstructured
meetings. Under these conditions, the employee may withdraw, become
overwhelmed, struggle to formulate immediate responses, or express
frustration.

A leader looking only at the outer layers of the onion might wrongly label
the employee as “culturally rigid,” “not a team player,” or “resistant to our
agile company culture.” That is a damaging misdiagnosis. The employee
may not be rejecting the organization’s culture or refusing to cooperate.
They are simply operating from a different neurological framework.

Their invisible architecture clashes with the team’s visible design. When
leaders fail to recognize this mismatch, they may create workflows and
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meeting structures that suppress cognitive diversity and hinder
performance.

The scapegoat effect is dangerous because it provides leaders a false sense
of resolution. If a leader decides that a project failed solely due to a clash
between “engineering culture” and the “marketing culture.” The
organization may respond with team-building exercises to intend to bridge
the perceived divide. Yet those exercises may do absolutely nothing to
address the fundamental differences in how team members process
information, evaluate risk, and make critical decisions. The structural
weaknesses in the team’s communication remain untouched, ready to
disrupt the next project.

True performance unlocking requires a shift in perspective. Leaders must
move away from cultural blame and embrace intentional structural team
design. Cognitive diversity, personal preferences, and neurodivergence are
not merely human resources buzzwords or items on a compliance
checklist. They are the fundamental building blocks of operational
success.

When leaders align visible structures with the invisible architecture of
their teams, they can reduce friction and enable stronger performance.

The Gap Between Intention and Observation in the Meeting
Room

If invisible architecture is hidden, how can a leader possibly identify and
design for it?

The answer begins with observing day-to-day operations through a
different lens. When we understand that personal preferences and
professional culture drive behavior, we can begin to design better
operational systems. My research shows that daily meeting behavior is a
prime indicator of these underlying individual processing styles and
preferences. Yet meetings are also where these differences are most likely
to be misinterpreted.

Imagine a weekly team meeting convened to resolve a critical supply-
chain problem. One team member dominates the conversation. They
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generate ideas rapidly, interrupt others to build on their points, and speak
with confidence and energy.

Another team member remains entirely silent throughout the 45-minute
meeting. They take detailed notes, avoid eye contact, and offer little
immediate feedback, even though they are the subject matter expert on the
issue.

When you apply a standard cultural lens, your brain may automatically
categorize these behaviors according to stereotypes. You might assume
that the dominant speaker is culturally aggressive, overbearing, or trying
to assert control and dominance. You might interpret the silent member as
disengaged, culturally reserved, intimidated, or lacking the knowledge to
contribute.

However, viewed through the lens of the invisible architecture, these
behaviors reveal a different and more actionable explanation. The vocal
member may simply have a rapid verbal-processing style and a personal
cognitive preference for thinking aloud. They synthesize information by
articulating their thoughts and testing ideas with others. Their intention
may be to move the project forward with energy and enthusiasm.

The silent member, on the other hand, may have an analytical,
asynchronous processing style. They may need time to absorb new
information, compare it with their existing knowledge, and formulate an
accurate response before speaking. Their intention is to provide a
considered solution.

If your meeting structure rewards only real-time, vocal participation, it
may exclude the strengths of the analytical processors. The team loses
critical input, vocal members dominate the direction of the project without
necessary analytical checks, and process loss occurs.

My research highlights a critical distinction between behavioral intention
and observed behavior. What a leader sees in a meeting may differ
substantially from what the employee intends.

For example, an employee may intend to be cooperative and diligent, but
their specific neurocognitive wiring requires them to ask detailed, critical,
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and boundary-testing questions before they can understand a new process.
A leader or colleague who prefers high-level summaries and rapid
consensus may interpret these questions as combative, insubordinate, or
needlessly difficult.

The employee intends diligence. The observer perceives obstruction.

To bridge this gap, my research recommends a mutual-perception, or 360-
degree verification approach. Leaders cannot manage effectively what
they have not taken the time to understand and verify. Leaders need
structured ways to explore how individuals intend their behavior and how
that behavior is perceived by the rest of the team.

Mutual verification acts as a diagnostic bridge between what is happening
in a person’s mind and how it manifests within the group. This process can
transform team dynamics in several ways.

First, it moves the team beyond superficial cultural assumptions and
toward the operational reality of different preferences, communication
habits, and thinking styles.

Second, it shifts the leader’s conversation from a place of judgment to a
place of structural design. Instead of asking: “Why are you being so
difficult and argumentative in meetings?” the leader might say, “I notice
that you ask a lot of detailed questions during project kickoffs. What
information do you need to process a new initiative effectively? How
could we structure the workflow so that you receive the data you need
without interrupting the initial brainstorming phase?”

Third, mutual verification moves the leader from a victim mindset to a
leadership mindset. Rather than asking who caused the problem, the leader
asks:

e  What could I have done to prevent this?
e How might the structure have contributed?
e What can [ do now to help resolve it?
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Replacing Assumptions with Data

When information is missing, the human brain fills gaps with stories, often
negative ones. A leader may interpret detailed questioning as
insubordination, for example, without investigating what is driving the
behavior.

Mutual verification replaces character judgment with usable data. Once a
leader understands that an apparently combative question was intended as
a diligence check, the employee is no longer viewed as a problem to
control. Their behavior can instead be understood as a resource to
integrate. This interrupts the cycle of assumption, resentment, and conflict
before it becomes a cultural toxin.

Designing More Inclusive Workflows

A standard meeting structure may unintentionally exclude analytical
thinkers. Verification helps leaders identify the processing requirements
of individual team members and adapt their workflows accordingly.

Instead of relying on a one-size-fits-all meeting, a leader might send an
agenda 24 hours in advance for asynchronous processors while preserving
live discussion for verbal processors. The meeting could then be followed
by a written feedback window for those who formulate stronger responses
after reflection.

When a leader asks, “How does your brain need to process this
information?” they are doing more than gathering operational data. They
are acknowledging that employees may think and contribute in different
ways.

This recognition can help create a high-trust environment in which
employees don't feel the need to mask their natural thinking styles. When
a team member knows that silent notetaking is understood as active
analysis rather than disengagement, they are more likely to contribute in
the way that allows them to be most effective.

Process loss occurs when the energy of the team is spent managing
interpersonal friction rather than solving the problem at hand. Mutual
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verification reduces that loss by aligning intention with observation.

When misunderstandings are addressed early, teams spend less time
reworking decisions, repairing strained relationships, or trying to
determine whether a colleague is being difficult or simply thorough.

The shift from a victim mindset to a leader’s mindset is therefore a move
from reactive to proactive management. Instead of repairing a damaged
relationship after a meeting goes poorly, a leader uses verification to build
a working manual for the team.

The goal is not merely to solve a single conflict. It is to create a repeatable
system that accounts for the different ways in which members of the group

process information, communicate, and contribute.

Summary Table 1. The Verification Shift

Aspect Without Verification: | With Verification:
Subjective Objective

Observation “They are interrupting || “They may be processing
me.” ideas verbally.”

Conclusion “They are “They may be synthesizing
disrespectful.” ideas in real time.”

Leader’s Correct the individual’s || Examine and redesign the

Response behavior. interaction.

Team Impact || Defensive and Collaborative and better
fragmented. integrated.

Reframing the Leader’s Mindset

To begin this transition within your own teams, change the way you
diagnose everyday team friction.

Relying on culture as a catch-all explanation for poor performance is no
longer sufficient. Before launching another well-intentioned but
ineffective cultural intervention or scheduling another team-building
retreat that pushes introverted, asynchronous thinkers into exhausting
social exercises, take a step back.
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Evaluate the root causes of the operational challenges and begin asking
different questions.

The findings from my research point toward a different approach to
problem-solving in functionally and geographically diverse teams: shift
from victim thinking to structural problem-solving by prioritizing system
design over superficial cultural tweaks.

Effective leadership requires becoming an architect of workflows as well
as a leader of individuals.

When you step back into the boardroom, join your next critical video call,
or review the performance of a struggling team, carry this diagnostic lens
with you. Whenever you encounter friction, missed deadlines,
interpersonal conflict, or communication breakdowns, look beyond
national background.

Look beyond functional and departmental labels. Look beyond the
organization’s stated culture and the stated values displayed on the wall.

Beneath the surface, your team is a network of cognitive wiring,
professional training, and personal preferences for how work should be
carried out.

Your role is not to force everyone to think the same way or assimilate into
a one-size-fits-all corporate culture. Your role is to identify differences
that matter and build a structural framework where they can interlock,
complement each other, and drive innovation.

Start asking the questions that uncover the invisible architecture.

Stop using culture as a band-aid for broken systems. When leaders fail to

examine the workflow, they are left managing the resulting chaos. Move
beyond scapegoating and build structures that allow the team to work.

The Leader's Three-Minute Check

Before diagnosing a team problem or scheduling an intervention, take a
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step back and ask yourself the following questions.

Questions for Diagnosing Team Friction

1.

2.

Is the friction we are experiencing primarily cultural, or does it
arise from a mismatch in thinking styles and working preferences?
Are we disagreeing because we come from different countries, or
because one person prioritizes agility while another requires deep-
level structure and depth?

Do our current workflows, communication channels, and meeting
structures accommodate different ways of processing information,
or do they assume that everyone thinks and responds in the same
way?

Do we reward only the loudest voices in the room? How do we
check for understanding and invite other forms of contribution?
Are we attributing observed behaviors to national or
organizational background when it may be shaped by professional
training, cognitive preferences, or an intention we have not yet
understood?

Have we verified the intention behind the behavior, or are we
responding primarily to how it makes us feel?

Questions for Understanding Individuals

These questions help leaders move from a victim mindset to a designer
mindset by uncovering the working needs of individual team members.

I.

“When you push back on a deadline or a new process, what are
you trying to understand or protect?”

Purpose: To determine whether the behavior reflects
obstruction, due diligence, risk mitigation, or another
legitimate concern.

“If you could design the ideal 30-minute project update, what
information would you receive beforehand, and how would you
prefer to provide feedback?”
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Purpose: To identify gaps between an employee’s
processing style and the existing meeting structure.

“Which part of our current communication process requires the
most effort from you without improving the quality of your
work?”

Purpose: To identify where the invisible architecture may
be creating unnecessary friction or process loss.

Questions for Evaluating the Invisible Architecture

These questions focus on systems and workflows that may unintentionally
favor one cognitive style over another.

L.

“Does our current success in meetings prioritize the speed of the
response or the quality and depth of the solution?”

Purpose: To determine whether analytical thinkers are
being excluded in favor of rapid verbal processors.

“Are we interpreting silence as agreement or loudness with
leadership?”

Purpose: To challenge the standard cultural lens and
stereotypes that often cloud a leader's interpretation of
behavior.

“During our last conflict, did we spend more time discussing the
task itself or the way we were communicating about it?”

Purpose: To determine whether the friction arose from a
technical issue, a communication mismatch, or both.

Questions for Mutual Verification: The 360-Degree Check
These questions can be used to bridge the gap between intention and
observation.
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1. “Iinterpreted your silence during the meeting as disengagement.
What was happening for you during that time?”

Purpose: To verify the individual’s intention rather than
relying on the leader’s initial observation.

2. “Inoticed that I interrupted you several times today. Was I
helping you build momentum, or was I disrupting your thought
process?”

Purpose: Shifting the leader to a place of accountability
and structural design.

3. “Did we reach a consensus because everyone agreed, or because
the meeting format didn't leave enough room for detailed or
challenging questions?”

Purpose: To ensure that diligence and constructive
disagreement are not suppressed by pressure for rapid
consensus.

Key Leadership Lessons

Stop Victim Thinking

Do not default to blaming national or organizational culture for team
friction. Empirical data proves that personal preferences, professional
training, communication habits, and thinking styles are the true drivers of
team behavior. Treating culture as the only explanation prevents leaders
from identifying the structural causes they can actually change.

Look Beneath the Surface

Recognize the invisible architecture of your team: its thinking styles,
mental models, professional assumptions, behavioral intentions, and
processing preferences. Do not invest resources only in visible expressions
of culture, such as value statements, dress codes, or team-building
activities, when the friction is occurring at the level of cognition,
communication, and workflow.
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Design, Don't Merely Tweak

Shift your daily management approach from trying to change the culture
of your team to designing operational structures that support different
ways of thinking and working. Review your meetings, decision-making
processes, communication channels, and feedback systems. Build in
opportunities to verify intention, invite different forms of contribution, and
reduce preventable misunderstandings.

Table 2. The Diagnostic Lens Cheat Sheet

Instead of Asking . ..

Try Asking.. ..

“Why are they so
difficult?”

“What information might they be missing right
now?”’

“Why aren't they
contributing?”

“Does this format allow them to contribute
effectively?”

“Is this a cultural
clash?”

“Is this a mismatch between agility and
structure?”

Blaming individuals can be a symptom of structural failure. You don't
need better people. You need better workflows. Stop performing culture
and start designing the invisible architecture of excellence.
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Chapter 2: The Multi-Layered Lens, An Integrated
Framework

Imagine trying to repair a complex, high-performance engine using only a
hammer. No matter how skilled you are with that hammer, your ability to
diagnose the problem is limited by the tool. If the engine is failing because
of a software fault in the fuel-injection system, striking it harder will only
cause more damage.

Modern leaders often make a similar mistake when they use culture as
their primary tool for diagnosing team friction. When a team
miscommunicates, the immediate response may be to examine
organizational values, national backgrounds, or cultural norms.

As we established in the previous chapter, observed workplace behavior
may also be strongly influenced by personal preferences, professional
training, thinking styles, and neurocognitive differences. Using culture as
the sole explanation for every operational failure is like using a hammer
to fix a software glitch: the tool does not match the underlying issue.

To unlock the performance of a diverse modern workforce, leaders need a
broader diagnostic toolkit. They need a multi-layered lens: a framework
that recognizes behavior while also examining the preferences and
cognitive processes operating beneath it.

The Integrated Framework: Combining Preferences and
Cognitive Integration

To provide leaders a practical tool they can use in their daily work, this
chapter brings two perspectives together within a single model. The
integrated framework combines my empirical research on personal
preferences with Dr. Jan van Rijswijk’s research on neurodiverse teams
and social cognitive integration.

My research provides one part of the foundation. It examines how
individuals prefer to organize information, interact with rules, approach
risk, and manage time. These personal preferences may have substantial
influence on workplace behavior, sometimes outweighing the effects of
national or organizational culture in a particular situation.

This research helps explain the why behind individual behavior and invites
leaders to consider what might happen when a person’s preferences

conflict with the surrounding work environment.

Dr. van Rijswijk’s concept of social cognitive integration adds another
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dimension: how individuals with different cognitive styles work and
interact with one another within a team.

Neurodiversity reflects variation in how people process information,
respond to sensory input, communicate, focus, and solve problems. These
differences should not automatically be treated as deficits. They are part
of the cognitive architecture that shapes how individuals participate in
social and operational systems.

Cognitive diversity can create significant potential for insight, innovation,
and problem-solving. However, that potential is not automatic. Leaders
must create conditions in which different cognitive approaches can be
expressed, understood, and integrated effectively.

When these two perspectives are combined, they form the integrated
framework. This framework proposes that workplace interactions may be
understood through three distinct layers:

1. The Cultural Layer: Learned Behavior
The languages, rituals, norms, organizational practices, and forms
of professional training that an employee acquires over time.

2. The Personal Preference Layer: Thinking Styles
The individual’s default setting for processing information,
approaching risk, managing time, solving problems, and
interacting with structure.

3. The Neurodivergent Layer: Cognitive Processing
The neurological characteristics that influence how an individual
processes sensory input, regulates attention, interprets complex
data, and responds to environmental demands.

These layers are conceptually distinct, but they do not operate in isolation.
A person’s observed behavior may reflect influences from all three at
once.

Figure 1. The Multi-Layered Lens
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Note. The figure shows how observed workplace behavior may be shaped by three
interconnected layers: cultural background (outer ring), personal preferences
(middle layer), and neurodivergent wiring (core foundation).

A leader’s task is to consider the layers together rather than defaulting to
the more visible explanation. Looking only at the cultural layer increases
the risk of misdiagnosing the problem and selecting an intervention that
does not address its actual cause.

Leadership isn't only about managing people. It is also about designing

environments in which people can succeed. Quit tweaking the vibes and
start fixing the structures. Be an architect, not only a cheerleader.

The Onion Model: How Culture Can Camouflage Cognition

To understand why leaders find it difficult to look beyond culture, it is
useful to revisit the onion model.

Figure 2. The Onion Model
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Note. The visible outer layer represents explicit cultural behaviors and practices.
The inner layers represent less visible influences, including implicit norms,
personal preferences, and neurocognitive processing.

The outer skin of the onion represents explicit culture. It is visible and
immediately observable. It includes how team members dress, the
software they use, the jargon they share, and the organization’s stated
values. It may also include national and regional norms that influence
workplace interaction.

When leaders observe a team meeting, they primarily see this outer skin
of the onion. The inner layers represent less visible influences, including
implicit norms, personal preferences, and neurocognitive wiring. These
layers shape how individuals interpret information, respond to
uncertainty, structure their work, and communicate with others.

This is where the leadership trap lies: cognitive and preference-based
differences can present themselves as cultural conflict.

Consider an employee who has a strong need for predictable routines,
advance notice, and highly structured communication. They work in an
organization that prides itself on being disruptive, spontaneous, and highly
agile.

When the employee pushes back against sudden, undocumented changes
to a project, the leader may interpret the behavior through the outer layer:
“This employee is not a cultural fit. They don't understand our agile
values.”

Culture has completely camouflaged the underlying processing need.
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The employee may not be rejecting the company's values. They may need
clearer scaffolding, written information, or more predictable transitions to
process the work effectively. By treating the issue solely as a failure of
cultural fit, the leader misses an opportunity to redesign the workflow and
make better use of the employee's analytical strengths.

The onion model therefore encourages leaders to peel back visible
behavior and investigate the true, invisible drivers of friction.

Diagnosing the Clash: A Decision-Tree Checklist

Understanding the integrated framework is only the first step. Applying it
in the heat of a project crisis is where effective leadership emerges.

When you observe friction, conflict, or process loss, resist the urge to settle
immediately on an explanation. Instead, examine the conflict through a
diagnostic decision tree.

The following decision tree helps leaders distinguish among cultural
behavior, personal preferences, and neurodivergent wiring.

Step 1: Is this a cultural clash?

e The Question: Is the friction arising from differences in
professional training, geographic communication norms, or
shared rituals?

e The Symptoms: The disagreement concerns formatting, email
etiquette, standard operating procedures, or professional
terminology. The conflict is often about /Zow information is
presented or how an interaction is conducted.

e The Test: Does the friction decrease when the team establishes a
clear, shared rule? For example, “All reports will follow this
template beginning next month.” Learned behaviors can often be
renegotiated through explanation, agreed protocols, training, and
conventional management intervention.

Step 2: Is this a personal-preference clash?

e The Question: If the rules and expectations are clear, is the
friction arising from how the individuals prefer to solve problems,
process information, or interact with structure?

e The Symptoms: One person wants to brainstorm aloud and
generate ideas rapidly, while another prefers to review the
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Step 3:

information independently before responding. One person focuses
on the big-picture vision, while another is paralyzed because the
granular details haven't been resolved.

The Test: Does changing the workflow improve one person’s
ability to contribute? For example, what happens when a real-time
brainstorming session is replaced or supplemented by an
asynchronous written document? Does the previously quiet
employee begin offering more substantial input? Does the verbal
processor struggle without live discussion? If yes, you may be
dealing with a mismatch in thinking or working preferences rather
than a cultural one.

Is this a neurodivergent processing issue?

The Question: Are we interpreting a fundamental processing
difference as obstinacy, rigidity, poor attitude, or lack of cultural
fit?

The Symptoms: The employee experiences significant sensitivity
to sensory or environmental conditions, such as noise,
interruption, lighting, or multiple communication channels. They
may need specific instructions, predictable routines, or additional
processing time. Alternatively, they may demonstrate strong
lateral or conceptual thinking while finding certain administrative
tasks disproportionately demanding.

The Test: Does the employee require specific and reasonable
accommodations to work effectively? Examples might include
noise-reducing  headphones, written instructions, fewer
communication channels, advance notice of changes, modified
meeting schedules, and protected periods of uninterrupted work.
When ordinary management compromises do not address the
difficulty, leaders should consider whether a more deliberate
neuro-inclusive adjustment is needed. This process should not be
used to diagnose an employee or speculate about a medical
condition. Its purpose is to help the leader examine whether the
work environment is creating avoidable barriers.

By moving through the decision tree, leaders replace subjective
assumptions with more disciplined structural analysis. They improve their
chances of addressing the right problem.

Case Studies in Application: Addressing the Right Layer

The following anonymized scenarios illustrate how different problems
may require different interventions. In the first, the leader identifies a
learned cultural difference and establishes a shared interaction protocol. In
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the second, the leader must peel the onion further and implement a
thinking-style redesign.

Case Study 1: The Visible Culture Fix

The Scenario

A newly merged European logistics team was failing to meet delivery
targets. The team included leaders from Germany and leaders from a
recently acquired Italian organization. Tensions were high. The German
leaders described their Italian colleagues as “unprofessional” because they
frequently interrupted during meetings and seemed to ignore strict
agendas. The Italian leaders perceived the German leadership as “cold,
robotic, and creatively stifling.”

The Diagnosis

The regional director used the multi-layered decision tree. Was the conflict
primarily caused by neurocognitive processing differences? There was no
clear evidence that it was. Were the team members’ underlying problem-
solving preferences fundamentally incompatible? Not necessarily, because
both teams wanted to improve logistical efficiency and achieve efficient
delivery.

The friction sat in the outer layer of the onion, or the cultural and learned-
behavior layer. It involved different expectations about time, turn-taking,
agenda discipline, and the role of relational conversation in meetings.

The Intervention

Because the issue involved learned interaction norms, the director
introduced a Team Interaction Charter. The first 15 minutes of each
meeting were reserved for unstructured, synchronous discussion and
satisfying relationship building. The remaining 45 minutes followed a
structured agenda, with clear turn-taking procedures. This approach
allowed both groups to keep their preferred way of interacting and
established a shared process that incorporated elements valued by both.

Within two weeks, the level of friction vanished, and the learned behaviors
were successfully re-negotiated.

Case Study 2: The Thinking-Style Redesign

The Scenario

A high-growth tech startup had a data analytics team that was repeatedly
missing deadlines. The company took pride in its aggressive, “always-on,”
highly agile culture. The team lead was a rapid, vocal thinker. He became
frustrated with one of the organization’s strongest data scientists, who
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rarely spoke during daily stand-up meetings, pushed back against sudden
pivot requests, and frequently missed the Friday afternoon social events.
The team lead concluded that the employee lacked team spirit and was a
poor cultural fit. He was considering termination.

The Diagnosis

The HR director intervened and applied the multi-layered lens. Was this a
cultural issue? The team lead had thought so. But applying the decision
tree revealed a different story.

The data scientist wasn't lacking team spirit. His most effective working
style depended on uninterrupted focus, structured, asynchronous
information, and asynchronous problem-solving. The company's culture
of constant meetings, sudden changes, and expectations of continual
availability were interfering with the scientist's invisible architecture. The
issue was not simply unwillingness to participate. The workflow itself was
creating a barrier.

The Intervention

A cultural charter alone would not fix this problem. The team needed a
workflow redesign. The HR director and the team lead restructured the
workflow. The data scientist no longer attended the daily, chaotic stand-
up meetings. Instead, the scientist was provided with a written brief every
Monday and was allowed to work asynchronously, delivering a detailed
written analysis every Thursday. Attendance at informal social events was
made optional.

The Result

The data scientist, freed from the exhaustive cognitive load of masking
their neurodivergence to fit an arbitrary agile culture, delivered the most
accurate, innovative predictive model the company had seen in two years.
The team's performance improved because the leader stopped trying to
enforce a uniform expression of cultural fit and began designing the work
around cognitive contribution.
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Becoming an Architect of Cognition

The multi-layered lens is not merely an academic framework. It is a
practical mandate for survival in the modern workplace. When leaders
combine an understanding of personal preferences with insights into social
cognitive integration, they become less reactive to visible behavior and
more attentive to the systems beneath it.

Culture can sometimes camouflage cognition. Do not allow surface-level
behavior to distract you from the thinking styles, working preferences, and
processing needs that may be operating underneath.

Use the decision tree to take a step back, examine the evidence, and
diagnose the nature of the friction. Only then can you build the structural
interventions necessary to address the actual problem and support the
performance of a cognitively diverse team.

Lessons from the Case Studies

Adopt the Multi-Layered Lens

Stop using culture as your only diagnostic tool. Recognize that observed
behavior may reflect learned cultural norms, personal preferences,
professional training, and neurodivergent wiring. Examine all three layers
before drawing conclusions.

Use the Decision Tree

When team friction occurs, run it through the diagnostic steps. Ask: Is this
a clash involving learned professional or cultural behavior? Is it a
mismatch in thinking or problem-solving preferences? Is the work
environment creating a barrier related to cognitive or sensory processing?

The answer may involve more than one layer.

Apply the Right Intervention to the Right Layer

Do not use a cultural team-building exercise to solve a cognitive
processing problem. A learned-behavior conflict may respond to shared
rules or an interaction charter. A thinking-style conflict may require a
workflow redesign. A sensory or cognitive barrier may require an
environmental adjustment or reasonable accommodation.

Shift from Cultural Fit to Cognitive Contribution
In the second case study, the leader initially considered dismissing a high
performer for failing to display the expected signs of cultural fit.
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Leaders must redefine what they mean by “fit.” Instead of asking, “Does
this person behave like us?” ask, “ What value does this person’s way of
thinking contribute, and is our current structure preventing that
contribution?" Prioritize the value of the employee’s work over their
performance of optional social rituals.

Recognize Masking as Work

Some employees expend considerable mental energy attempting to
suppress or conceal natural behaviors so that they appear to match the
dominant workplace style. This is often described as masking.

For example, the data scientist in the second scenario was likely masking
and spending significant mental energy trying to appear agile and social
while their productivity plummeted. That effort likely reduced their energy
for concentration, judgment, creativity, and accuracy.

Requiring employees to adhere to a single communication style can
impose a cognitive tax. Reducing unnecessary pressure to mask may allow
employees to redirect that energy toward meaningful work.

Normalize Asynchronous Equity

The logistics team needed structured real-time negotiation. The data
scientist needed protected asynchronous working time. Effective leaders
do not pick one communication mode for every task and employee. They
create dual-track communication systems in which synchronous and
asynchronous work are encouraged. A dual-track communication structure
might include live meetings for relationship-building and rapid discussion,
alongside written briefs, advance agendas, and delayed-response
opportunities for deeper analysis.

Implement Interaction Charters

The logistics team improved because it established a structured Team
Interaction Charter rather than relying on better attitudes or good
intentions. Do not leave team interaction entirely to chance. Create explicit
protocols that honor different cultural and cognitive needs. Examples
might include: a 15/45 meeting structure, agendas distributed in advance,
protected no-meeting periods, written follow-up windows, clear
expectations for urgent and nonurgent communication, and agreed turn-
taking practices. These structures make the team’s invisible architecture
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easier to recognize and support.

Become a Structural Interventionalist
A cultural intervention will not always solve a thinking-style or
neurocognitive issue. Leaders must be willing to question standard
practices when those practices create unnecessary barriers. This may mean
exempting an employee from a meeting that adds little value, making
social events optional, reducing sensory distractions, or offering
information in a different format. Structural intervention does not mean
removing all expectations or creating a separate system for every
employee. It means distinguishing between requirements that are essential
to the work and conventions that are maintained primarily because they

are familiar.

Table 3. Matching the Intervention to the Source of Friction

Friction Likely Root | Intervention [ Example Action
Type Cause Type
Cultural or | Learned Interaction Establish shared rules
learned- social or charter for meetings, etiquette,
behavior professional and relationship-
layer norms building.
Personal- Different Workflow Combine verbal
preference thinking and || redesign updates with written
layer problem- briefs and
solving styles asynchronous
feedback.
Neurocognit | Cognitive, Environmental | Reduce sensory
ive layer attentional, or || adjustment overload or protect
sensory focused work or
processing modify meeting
needs expectations.
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Chapter 3: Unlocking The Performance “Sweet Spot”

Imagine a critical product alignment meeting.

You are standing at the whiteboard, sketching a new timeline. The pressure
of the final quarter is weighing on the room. Executive leadership is
demanding a faster go-to-market strategy, and the tension is palpable.

You speak energetically and ask for rapid agreement so the project can
move forward. Half the room is nodding, offering immediate verbal
responses, and brainstorming aloud. The energy feels productive,
dynamic, and aligned with the company’s “move fast and break things”
culture.

However, the other half of the room remains silent.

Your lead back-end developer, senior compliance officer, and data analyst
stare at the whiteboard with their arms crossed. They offer no feedback.
They aren't taking notes. They are simply sitting with the information.

Because you need to hit the deadline and secure a quick win, you interpret
their silence through your own cognitive lens. You assume their silence
means agreement, or at least acceptance. You assume that if they had a
major problem, they would speak up and interrupt, just as the marketing
lead does.

You finalize the timeline, take a photo of the whiteboard, send the plan to
the executive sponsor, and end the meeting feeling satisfied with the result.

Two days later, the illusion of alignment collapses.

The lead developer sends a detailed email identifying structural flaws in
the timeline, including technical dependencies that could cause a system
failure if the work is rushed. In a separate message, the compliance officer
flags three regulatory requirements that the proposed schedule does not
address, potentially exposing the company to massive fines.
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You feel furious and undermined.

You sit at your desk and think, why didn’t they say this in the meeting?
They were in the room. I gave them the floor. Are they deliberately slowing
the project down? Are they being passive-aggressive? Are they resisting
the company’s agile culture?

This scenario represents a common but largely invisible management
failure: the assumption that everyone in that room processes complex
information, evaluates risk, and formulates strategic responses in the exact
same way you do.

You assumed their silence was a behavioral choice rather than considering
whether the meeting structure prevented some employees from
contributing effectively.

When leaders overlook the cognitive architecture of their teams, they may
create environments in which cognitive diversity produces process loss
rather than innovation.

To reach the performance “sweet spot,” the high-functioning state in
which different minds contribute effectively to a shared problem—Ieaders
must fundamentally change how they operationalize differences. They
must move beyond managing visible behaviors and begin designing
cognitive workflows.

The Core Principle: The Horizontal vs. Vertical Trap

To understand why the whiteboard meeting failed, we need to examine an
important dynamic in the study of neurodiverse teams and organizational
design.

Dr. Jan van Rijswijk has identified a critical operational dynamic between
horizontal and vertical approaches to cognitive difference.

A traditional leadership mindset often operates from a vertical assumption.
This assumption is a legacy of industrial-era management, where
uniformity equaled efficiency, and deviations from the norm were treated
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as a performance problem.

Within a vertical structure, the leader assumes there is a best, fastest, or
standard way to process information and solve problems. That standard
may be determined by the loudest voices in the room, the dominant
company culture, or the leader’s own preferences.

For example, if the leader is a fast-talking synchronous processor who
loves whiteboard discussions, live verbal brainstorming may become the
organization’s default standard of effective participation. Employees who
do not perform well in that environment may then be viewed as less
competent, less engaged, or culturally misaligned.

This is the vertical trap.

When teams fall into this trap, individuals with differing cognitive styles
may feel pressure to mask their natural preferences. Masking refers to the
effort involved in suppressing, concealing, or compensating for natural
behaviors in order to conform to the dominant environment.

An employee may expend substantial amounts of energy trying to appear
verbally spontaneous, continuously social, or comfortable with rapid
change, even when these behaviors make it more difficult for them to
process information effectively.

Forcing this conformity requires additional cognitive effort, effort that is
effectively stolen from actual problem-solving. In this framework, I refer
to the accumulated strain created by this effort as cognitive debt. When
employees continually spend cognitive resources conforming to an
unsuitable process, they have less capacity available for analysis,
judgment, creativity, and problem-solving.

The silent developer in the opening scenario was not necessarily agreeing,
resisting, or behaving passive-aggressively. They may have been
overwhelmed by the demand to process a complex visual timeline,
compare it with detailed technical knowledge, evaluate multiple
dependencies, and formulate an immediate verbal response in a loud, high-
pressure environment.
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The meeting demanded that all of those tasks happen simultaneously.

By expecting the developer to operate in the same way as the fast-talking
marketing lead, the leader created cognitive overload.

The meeting did not capture the developer’s strongest thinking. It captured
only what the employee could produce under unsuitable conditions.

The performance sweet spot is only unlocked when teams adopt horizontal
differentiation. Horizontal differentiation is the explicit recognition that
team members may bring equally valuable but structurally different
approaches to processing information, solving problems, and contributing
expertise. It removes the assumption that one thinking style is inherently
superior to another.

The methodical asynchronous thinker is horizontally equal to the fast,
dynamic, synchronous thinker. Each offers a different form of value and
may require a different entry point into the work.

When leaders shift from vertical assumptions to horizontal differentiation,
they stop requiring everyone to think and contribute in the same way.

Instead of forcing an analytical developer to brainstorm an immediate
verbal response, the horizontally differentiated leader designs a workflow
that captures the developer's asynchronous processing strengths without
punishing them for their silence.

The core principle here is simple.

Cognitive differences are more likely to produce process loss when leaders
ignore them or force everyone through the same workflow. When leaders
force everyone into the same cognitive funnel, they create operational
bottlenecks, but when leaders actively design horizontal structures to
support and harness those differences, performance substantially and
sustainably improves.

Meeting Behavior: The Ultimate Diagnostic Environment

How does horizontal differentiation operate in daily operations? My
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empirical research indicates that meetings are among the most revealing
environments for observing how thinking and working styles interact.
Meetings are not only administrative gatherings. They are environments
in which the invisible architecture of the team is tested in real time.

When team members are unaware of one another’s preferences, meetings
can become arenas of misinterpretation.

Rapid verbal processors may view slower or quieter processors as
disengaged, unprepared, or lacking leadership potential.

Detail-oriented, granular thinkers view big-picture, visionary thinkers as
reckless, unprepared, and dangerous to the project's success. The resulting
friction highlights a gap between behavioral intention and observed
behavior. When that gap is left unexamined, it can contribute to distrust
and a damaging team culture.

For example, an employee might ask ten detailed questions during a
project kickoff. Their intention may be diligence. They need granular data
to evaluate the project's viability and identify risks. From their perspective,
asking difficult questions is a way of protecting the team from preventable
failure.

A leader operating without the multi-layered lens observes this behavior
as insubordination, negativity, or a refusal to be a team player. The leader
reacts defensively and shuts the employee down.

The employee learns that diligence is punished. During the next project,
they may remain silent and allow avoidable risks to go unaddressed.

My field studies suggest that meeting behavior improves when team
members use mutual-perception and verification practices and explicitly
map, discuss, and understand each other's cognitive preferences, what they
intend through their behavior, and how others may interpret that behavior.

Awareness can reduce emotional frustration because team members have
a more accurate explanation for one another’s behavior.

For example, when a fast-talking marketing lead explicitly knows that a
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compliance officer requires high-density, written data to process a
decision securely, the officer's questions may no longer feel like a cultural
conflict or a personal attack. They can instead be recognized as part of the
officer’s risk-assessment process.

Awareness alone, however, is insufficient.

A team cannot acknowledge cognitive diversity and then continue using
the same meeting formats that exclude some of its members. Awareness
must be translated into operating practices.

Leaders should regularly verify whether their intentions match the way
their behavior and processes are experienced by others. They should ask
questions such as: “Is this meeting format allowing everyone to
contribute?” “Does the team have enough time and information to evaluate
the decision?” “Are we interpreting silence accurately?” “Are we
rewarding one communication style while overlooking others?

To reduce the gap between intention and observation and avoid the vertical
trap, leaders must explicitly map the team’s invisible architecture more
visibly and design routine interactions around it.

The Operational Tool: Brain Profile Mapping

Horizontal differentiation requires a practical way to understand how team
members prefer to receive, process, and communicate information.

The Brain Profile Mapping exercise is designed as an evidence-based
diagnostic tool specifically for leaders. It can be completed in
approximately 45 to 60 minutes and can provide leaders with useful
information about how to design meetings and workflows.

The exercise is not a clinical assessment, personality test, or measure of
intelligence, competence, emotional intelligence, or technical skill. It does
not diagnose neurodivergence. Instead, it focuses on practical working
preferences:

e How do team members prefer to receive information?
e Do they think best through live discussion or independent
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reflection?
e Do they initially need the broad context or granular detail?
e How do they prefer to communicate their conclusions?

The purpose is not to place people in permanent categories. It is to begin
a conversation about the conditions under which they do their strongest
work.

Step 1: The Pre-Meeting Preparation (10 minutes)

Before the meeting, provide each team member with a blank Brain Profile
Matrix.

Explain the purpose clearly to establish psychological safety. Clarify that
this is not an assessment of skill, intellect, or capability. It is a structural
alignment tool designed to make everyone's workday easier and reduce
friction. Give them time to reflect on their own preferences in private
before asking them to share publicly. Some employees may have spent
their entire careers up to now masking their natural working styles. They
may need time to identify what genuinely helps them rather than
describing what they believe the organization expects.
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Step 2: The Mapping Meeting (30 minutes)
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The Brain Profile Matrix uses two intersecting dimensions:
e Synchronous versus asynchronous processing
e Big-picture versus granular information

These dimensions form four broad quadrants. They should be treated as
flexible reference points, not fixed personality types.

1. The Visionary Spark

Synchronous + big picture

Typical  environment:  High-energy  discussion,
brainstorming, conceptual exploration, and “blue-sky”
thinking.

Often useful for: Project kickoff, “what if”” discussions,
and creating momentum.

Common outputs: Whiteboard sketches, verbal
metaphors, and broad strategic goals.

Potential risk: Ideas may remain abstract if the
conversation does not eventually address implementation,
evidence, and detailed execution.
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2. The Tactical Sprint

Synchronous + granular

Typical environment: Rapid troubleshooting, live
questioning, and immediate problem-solving.

Often useful for: Stand-up meetings, live debugging,
incident response, and detailed question-and-answer
sessions.

Common output: Immediate action items, specific
corrections, logistical tweaks, and rapid risk
identification.

Potential risk: The approach can feel overwhelming if the
broader context and long-term objective are ignored.

3. The Strategy Map

Asynchronous + big picture

Typical environment: Thoughtful reflection, long-term
analysis, pattern recognition, and conceptual alignment.
Often useful for: Quarterly planning documents, strategic
reviews, vision statements, or organizational memos.
Common outputs: Structured outlines, thematic analyses,
and long- term recommendations.

Potential risk: The work may remain too conceptual if it
is not connected to specific milestones, responsibilities,
and implementation requirements.

4. The Deep Dive

Asynchronous + granular

Typical environment: Total focus, technical precision,
and detailed analysis.

Often useful for: Technical documentation, complex
spreadsheets, regulatory analysis, research reports, and
quality assurance.

Common outputs: Data tables, degree specifications,
technical documentation, and comprehensive reference
materials.

Potential risk: The output may become difficult for others
to access or apply if it is not synthesized, prioritized, or
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connected to the broader objective.

Using the Brain Profile Matrix
Ask team members to consider two questions:

L.

2.

Which quadrant most closely reflects the conditions in which you
usually do your strongest work?

Which other quadrant can you use effectively when the task
requires it?

During the meeting, invite each person to plot their preferred working
conditions on the grid. Ask each member to identify their optimal, natural
sweet spot on the grid based on the conditions under which they do their
absolute best work. Remind them not to plot where they #hink the company
wants them to be, but where their brain naturally thrives.

Understanding the Four Quadrants

1.

The Visionary Spark (synchronous + big picture)

e How they work best. This person thrives in live
discussions, rapid verbal brainstorming, and high-level
conceptual  exploration. They process complex
information by talking out loud and bouncing ideas off
others. They are the energy-drivers of the team.

o Where they may struggle: They shut down in
environments that require long periods of isolated reading
or detailed documentation before any discussion occurs.

e Possible behavior under pressure: Under stress, they will
attempt to talk their way out of the problem, push for
immediate action, or move forward without looking at the
data.

e How to support them: Give them a stage to brainstorm but
pair those sessions with a clear process for documenting,
testing, and implementing the ideas.

The Tactical Sprint (synchronous + granular)
o How they work best: This person prefers to debate through
live discussion. They ask precise questions, test
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assumptions, and identify gaps in real time. They are
excellent, real-time risk-mitigators who catch fatal flaws
before they happen.

Where they may struggle: They may become frustrated
during high-level vision meetings that lack concrete data,
context, or operational detail, often feeling that leadership
is being careless or hiding something.

Possible behavior under pressure: Under stress, they may
become intense or overly narrow. They may interrogate
colleagues or demand data that doesn't exist yet,
paralyzing the team with micromanagement.

How to support them: Provide them with relevant,
structured time for their detailed questions and clarify
which issues must be resolved immediately and which can
be investigated later.

3. The Strategy Map (asynchronous + big picture)

How they may work best: This person needs quiet time to
connect ideas and recognize long-term patterns. They
may prefer to review a summary independently and return
later with a developed strategic vision. They see patterns
others miss, but they need quiet to see them.

Where they may struggle: They freeze up if forced to
generate a strategic vision on the spot in a crowded room.
Their best ideas come during a quiet walk or focused work
time, not during a forced brainstorm.

Possible behavior under pressure: Under stress, they may
withdraw temporarily to think, which synchronous
colleagues can misinterpret as disengagement or
abandonment.

How to support them: Send them the agenda and the
central question 48 hours before the meeting. Ask for their
written input before or after the live discussion and
provide uninterrupted time for strategic reflection.

4. The Deep Dive (asynchronous + granular)

How they may work best: This person requires a quiet,
controlled environment and detailed written information.
They may process material methodically and produce
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precise analytical results when interrupted, but their
productivity is limited.

o Where they may struggle: Open-plan workspaces,
constant Slack notifications, and impromptu meetings
may significantly reduce their concentration and
productivity.

e Possible behavior under pressure: Under stress, they may
become fixated on a single, irrelevant data point, refusing
to move forward until a minor detail is resolved perfectly.

e How to support them: Protect their time diligently.
Reduce unnecessary meetings, consolidate
communication channels, and provide detailed written
briefs whenever possible.

Step 3: Workflow Alignment (15 minutes)

Mapping team preferences has little value unless it leads to practical
change. Without follow-through, the exercise becomes nothing more than
corporate theater rather than a meaningful operational tool. After team
members have plotted their preferences, examine the collective map.

Look at the collective board. If your team is skewed toward asynchronous
processing, but all your daily workflows rely on rapid, daily synchronous
stand-up meetings, you have identified a structural problem.

The appropriate response is not necessarily to eliminate live meetings. It
is to reconsider what must happen synchronously and what can be handled
more effectively in writing.

The objective is to create a hybrid workflow that gives different team
members meaningful opportunities to contribute.

Examples of hybrid workflows:

e The Flipped Meeting: Send a detailed memo or proposal at least
24 to 48 hours in advance. Team members review the information
independently and add preliminary questions or comments. Use
the actual meeting time only for debate, clarification, and final
decision-making. This approach supports asynchronous
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processors while preserving live interaction for those who think
best through discussion.

e The Silent Read: Begin a 60-minute meeting with 10 to 15
minutes of silent reading. Everyone reviews the same document
before the discussion begins. This levels the playing field,
allowing asynchronous processors to absorb the data before the
synchronous talkers take over the room.

e The 24-Hour Review Rule: Institute a rule stating that no major
structural decisions are finalized in a synchronous brainstorm until
the asynchronous thinkers have had 24 hours to review the
proposal in writing and flag dependencies.

Facilitator's Script: Opening the Mapping Session

Introducing cognitive diversity requires care regarding psychological
safety. If introduced poorly, team members may feel exposed, singled out,
judged, or pressured to disclose personal or medical information.

Leaders must set the tone of structural curiosity, choice, and practical
problem-solving.

Use the following script can be adapted to introduce the session:

“Over the next few months, we are going to change how we design our
workflows. Often, when projects slow down or we experience friction,
we instinctively blame our different professional backgrounds, our
personalities, or our company cultures. But the data shows that the
real friction comes from how differently our brains are fundamentally
wired to process information. We are not here today to change how
you think. We are here to map how you think, so we can build a
structural environment that supports you. Some of us need quiet,
written data to succeed. Some of us need loud, real-time debate. Some
of us need the big picture, and some need granular details.

None are wrong, but forcing everyone to work the exact same way is
causing us massive process loss. Today, we are going to map our brain
profiles so we can stop guessing what one another needs. By making
the invisible visible, we can start designing meetings, communication
channels, and workflows that hit our collective sweet spot. There are
no wrong answers here. Please be honest about what you need to do
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your best work.

Avoiding Common Leadership Pitfalls
While this brain mapping tool is useful, it carries risks if mismanaged.

When dealing with cognitive diversity and neurodivergent wiring, leaders
must actively guard against the following five pitfalls:

Pitfall 1: Cognitive Pigeonholing

The most common mistake is using the brain profile to label an employee
permanently. If a team member identifies themselves as an Asynchronous
and Granular, do not assume that they can never participate in a real-time
brainstorm session. The profile describes preferred conditions, not fixed
limitations.

Do not use the profile to exclude people from diverse tasks: “Oh, we won't
invite Sarah to the brainstorm because she's asynchronous.”

Instead, use it to structurally support them when they are undertaking those
tasks: “Sarah, I know you prefer asynchronous processing, so I'm sending
you the brainstorm topics today so you can prepare.”

The purpose is support, not restriction.

Pitfall 2: Confusing Preference with Capability

Do not confuse a processing preference with intelligence, competence, or
leadership potential. An employee who struggles to articulate a strategy
during a loud, chaotic meeting does not lack strategic capability. They may
simply lack a supportive cognitive environment. If you assume their
silence equates to a lack of capability, you are falling directly back into
the vertical trap, confusing volume with competence.

Pitfall 3: Allowing the Majority to Dictate the Workflow

If you map the team and find six team members prefer synchronous
discussion and two prefer asynchronous reflection. The solution is not to
operate entirely synchronously because the majority prefers it. That
approach may exclude the expertise the organization most needs precisely.
Horizontal differentiation requires leaders to design hybrid systems so that
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both cognitive profiles have an equal entry point into the workflow,
regardless of who holds the majority. This does not mean every process
must satisfy every preference equally. It means important contributions
should not be lost merely because the dominant group prefers a particular
format.

Pitfall 4: Mistaking Individual Accommodation for Structural
Change

Many leaders think that buying noise-canceling headphones for an analyst
is helpful. However, it does not address a broader system of constant
interruption, unnecessary meetings, or fragmented communication.

An individual adjustment and a structural redesign are not the same.
Structural change may require leaders to reconsider the number and
purpose of meetings, how information is distributed, which channels are
used for urgent and nonurgent communication, how quickly responses are
expected, and how performance and participation are evaluated.

If you accommodate the individual but keep the vertical structure intact,
you will still experience process loss.

Pitfall 5: Treating the Exercise as a One-Time Event

Do not treat this mapping exercise as a fun, one-time team-building event
that is never spoken of again. If the brain profile matrix is never used again,
the exercise becomes symbolic rather than operational.

The matrix should inform project kickoffs, meeting design,
communication planning, and role allocation. It should also be revisited as
responsibilities, team composition, and individual preferences change.
The map must be a living working document, not a permanent
classification system.

Unlocking the Sweet Spot

The performance sweet spot does not require perfect, silent harmony or
the elimination of disagreement. Cognitive friction can be valuable. It
allows assumptions to be challenged, risks to be identified, and competing
possibilities to be examined.
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The goal is to ensure that friction remains productive and focused on the
work rather than becoming personal and destructive. When leaders
understand the working preferences of their teams and create horizontal
workflows to support them, they stop fighting the invisible architecture.

They begin building performance upon it.

Key Leadership Lessons

Escape the Vertical Trap

Do not assume that everyone processes information, solves problems, or
communicates in the same way you do. When a team forces diverse minds
into a single operational standard, it may create cognitive debt, exhaustion,
and process loss.

Map the Invisible Architecture
Use the Brain Profile Mapping exercise to uncover how team members
prefer to interact with information.

Consider whether they generally prefer synchronous or asynchronous
processing and whether they initially need big picture or granular data.
Treat the results as flexible preferences rather than permanent identities.

Operationalize Horizontal Differentiation

Do not just map the team’s preferences and then return to the same
practices. Actively redesign meetings, communication channels, handoffs,
and decision-making processes so that different cognitive approaches have
a meaningful way to contribute.

Hybrid workflows, such as flipped meetings, silent reads, written review
periods, and dual-channel input, can help teams capture a wider range of
expertise.
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Chapter 4: Beyond The Meeting Room: Designing
Boundary-Spanning Roles

Imagine one of your most brilliant employees. We will call her Elena.

Elena is a senior systems architect whose working style is analytical,
asynchronous, and granular. When locked in her office with complex data,
she produces flawless, visionary systems that save the company millions
of dollars.

However, Elena exists in an absolute silo. She rarely interacts with the
sales team. She avoids cross-departmental town hall meetings and finds it
difficult to explain complex systems during unstructured conversations
with nontechnical stakeholders. After these interactions, she often appears
visibly exhausted, blunt, and withdrawn.

The sales and marketing teams perceive her as aloof, difficult, or
uncooperative. As her leader, you recognize that her isolation is creating a
process bottleneck. The company needs her insights, but that expertise is
not moving effectively across departmental boundaries.

Following conventional management advice, you decide to push her
outside her comfort zone. You assign her to a highly visible, unstructured,
cross-functional innovation committee.

The committee meets twice a week for two-hour brainstorming sessions.
The discussions are loud, fast-moving, and loosely organized.

Within three weeks, Elena is overwhelmed. The quality of her
architectural work begins to suffer. She calls in sick to avoid the committee
meetings and eventually sends you an email asking to be removed from
the project. If nothing changes, she says, she may have to hand in her
resignation.

What went wrong?
You attempted to solve a structural isolation problem through unstructured

social exposure. You confused greater visibility with meaningful
integration.
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In the previous chapters, we focused primarily on internal team dynamics:
how immediate team members communicate, understand one another’s
working preferences, and participate in meetings. However, high-
performing teams cannot operate in isolation. Teams must interact with
other departments, clients, vendors, and senior leaders. They must cross
organizational boundaries.

The challenge for the modern leader is how to integrate cognitively diverse
thinkers into the broader organizational ecosystem without triggering the
catastrophic burnout Elena experienced. Leaders must learn how to design
roles that connect the team to the outside world, allowing knowledge to
move across the organization without placing an unnecessary or
unsustainable burden on the people who hold that knowledge.

The Power of Structured Boundary Spanning

Research on neurodiverse organizational design provides a useful
perspective on how employees with different processing and
communication needs can participate in external-facing work.

Traditional workplace thinking often assumes that employees who find
unstructured social interaction tiring should be protected from boundary-
spanning responsibilities. Leaders may keep highly analytical or
asynchronous employees in the back office, while relying on extroverted,
verbally fluent colleagues to interact with other departments or clients.

This approach may reduce short-term discomfort, but it can also reinforce
silos. Valuable expertise remains concentrated within one individual or
function, and other team members lose opportunities to develop broader
organizational knowledge.

Dr. Jan van Rijswijk’s research suggests that appropriately structured
boundary-spanning roles may help neurodivergent employees participate
more effectively across teams, develop confidence in external interactions,
and strengthen their connection to the broader organization.

The keyword here is structured.

Elena did not struggle because she was incapable of communicating with
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the sales team. She struggled because she was thrown into an unstructured,
chaotic social environment without any operational scaffolding, role
clarity, or boundaries.

Boundary spanning refers to work that connects a team to its external
environment, liaising with other departments, managing vendor
relationships, or translating technical data for non-technical leadership.
When a leader strategically designs a boundary-spanning role specifically
for a neurodivergent profile, they provide a structured, predictable script
for social interaction.

Unlike a chaotic networking mixer or loosely structured committee, a
well-designed boundary-spanning role has clear inputs, predictable
outputs, and strictly defined rules of engagement. They know who they are
communicating with, what information must be exchanged, and when the
interaction begins and ends. This structure lowers the cognitive anxiety
associated with uncertain social demands.

Over time, repeated participation in a clear and manageable role may also
help employees build confidence, develop communication strategies, and
deepen their understanding of other parts of the organization.

The objective is not to turn every employee into an extroverted networker.
It is to make cross-boundary contribution more accessible.

The following three role-design patterns show how leaders can create this
structure while reducing unnecessary cognitive overload.

Role-Design Pattern 1: The Ambassador with Communication
Scaffolds

The first pattern is designed for an employee who holds critical knowledge
that must be shared across departments but finds unstructured questions,
unexpected interruptions, or open-ended meetings draining.

This is the Ambassador Role.

The central feature of the ambassador role is the communication scaffold:
a set of explicit rules governing when, how, and for what purpose other
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departments may contact the ambassador.

Rather than placing the employee in an unstructured environment and
expecting them to adapt, the leader establishes a predictable
communication process. This might include designated request channels,
scheduled response times, limited live meetings, and agendas provided in
advance.

Sample Role Description: The Ambassador

“Elena, your architectural insights are critical to the sales team, but
1 know that unplanned meetings and interruptions make it difficult for
you to protect your core work.

I would like to restructure the way you work with them by creating a
technical ambassador role.

You would no longer attend their weekly two-hour brainstorming
meetings. Instead, the sales team would submit a written list of
technical questions each Tuesday. You would review those requests
and provide a structured written response by Thursday afternoon.

You would also attend one 30-minute meeting with the sales director
every other Friday. The agenda would be provided at least 48 hours
in advance.

The purpose is to make your expertise accessible without allowing
cross-departmental communication to overwhelm your primary
responsibilities. We would review the arrangement regularly and
adjust it based on what is working.”

The employee should be invited to modify the structure before the role

begins. The scaffold is most effective when it is designed with the
employee, not merely imposed on them.

Measuring Ambassador Success

How do you know if this scaffold is working?
A boundary-spanning role should be evaluated through both operational
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results and employee experience.

Quantitative Indicator

The number of cross-departmental requests successfully resolved without
escalating to a senior leader or requiring an emergency, synchronous
meeting.

Qualitative Indicator

The leader should also assess whether the role is sustainable. During one-
to-one meetings, the leader might ask, “On a scale of 1 to 10, how much
cognitive drain did the Friday sync cost you this week compared to last
month?”’

The purpose is not to expect the rating to decrease automatically over time.
Some demands may remain tiring even after an employee becomes more
familiar with them. The goal is to identify whether the structure is
sustainable and whether adjustments are needed.

Role-Design Pattern 2: The Rotating External Liaison

The second pattern is designed to prevent long-term cognitive burnout
while ensuring that all members of the team are involved, rather than
assigning them permanently to the most socially confident employee.

This is the Rotating External Liaison.

In many organizations, the boundary-spanning duties default permanently
to the most extroverted, synchronous thinker. While this seems efficient,
it can create several risks.

First, if the team becomes dependent on one extrovert and that person
leaves the company or becomes otherwise unavailable, important
organizational relationships may disappear with them. Furthermore, other
asynchronous team members may never develop the necessary cross-
departmental context, keeping them forever locked in their silos. Third,
the employee who repeatedly carries the communication burden may
become overloaded.

A rotating external liaison structure distributes this work through short,
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clearly defined assignments. A rotation might last four to six weeks,
depending on the complexity of the work and the employee’s existing
responsibilities.

Each liaison has a limited scope, a defined external group, and a clear end
date.

Sample Role Description: The Rotating Liaison
A letter might say:

“David, for the month of October, you will be the rotating liaison for
the compliance department.

Your job is not to attend every social event or build informal
relationships with everyone on the team. Your job is highly specific:
you are the single point of contact for all compliance-related data
requests for our team for these four weeks.

Because this requires heavy synchronous communication, which I
know is not your optimal zone, we are reducing your core project load
by 20% during the rotation to offset the cognitive energy this will take.

On November 1, you will rotate out, and Sarah will take over. Your
goal is simply to execute the hand-offs clearly and document any
recurring friction points you observe with their team.

We will review the workload after the first week and adjust the role if
the communication demands are greater than expected.”

The workload reduction is not a reward or concession. It recognizes that
boundary-spanning work requires time and cognitive energy.

Measuring Rotating-Liaison Success

Quantitative Indicators

The successful completion of the rotation without a drop in the individual's
core KPI performance, enabled by the 20% workload reduction. The goal
should not be to preserve the employee’s original workload while adding
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a new responsibility. If the role requires meaningful time, the workload
should be adjusted accordingly.

Qualitative Indicators
The quality of the liaison’s handover notes may be particularly valuable.
Different employees will notice different problems at the boundary.

A detail-oriented employee may identify recurring documentation errors
or unclear approval procedures. A big-picture thinker may identify
duplication, strategic misalignment, or opportunities to simplify the
relationship between teams.

The rotation therefore provides more than communication coverage. It
creates multiple perspectives on how the boundary itself could be
improved.

Role-Design Pattern 3: Paired Boundary Spanning

The third pattern is perhaps the most powerful tool for neuro-inclusion. It
is designed for high-stakes boundary spanning, such as negotiating with
external vendors, pitching to the C-suite, and handling major client
escalations.

This is Paired Boundary-Spanning, also described in this framework as
a Cognitive Partnership.

The model applies the principle of horizontal differentiation introduced in
Chapter 3. Instead of asking one individual to navigate a complex,
unstructured external environment, the leader assigns two people with
complementary strengths.

For example, a synchronous big-picture thinker may be paired with an
asynchronous, detail-oriented thinker.

In a traditional setup, these two individuals might clash, but when
explicitly paired for a boundary-spanning mission, they form a mutual
cognitive shield. The synchronous thinker handles the chaotic,
unpredictable social dynamics of the external meeting, absorbing the
social fatigue. The granular thinker is freed from the pressure of making
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small talk or driving the presentation, allowing their brain to do what it
does best: listen, analyze the client's demands in real-time, and catch the
critical details the synchronous thinker misses while talking.

Sample Role Description: The Cognitive Partnership
A leader might introduce the assignment this way:

“Marcus and Elena, I would like you to attend the vendor negotiation
as a paired team because you bring different strengths to the
discussion.

Marcus, you will drive the conversation, guide the agenda, and keep
the meeting moving.

Elena, you are the anchor. Your role will be to evaluate the technical
terms, identify risks, and compare the vendor’s proposals with our
internal constraints. You are not required to drive the conversation or
manage the social dynamics. Your role is purely analytical. You will
listen to the terms they propose, cross-reference them against our
technical constraints in real-time, and use our private Slack channel
to feed Marcus the data he needs to push back.

The goal is not for one of you to support the other as the primary
contributor. You are both responsible for different parts of the
outcome.”

This final distinction matters. The analytical partner should not be
positioned merely as a silent assistant while the more socially fluent
partner receives all visible credit.

Both roles should be recognized as essential.

Measured Paired Boundary-Spanning Success

Quantitative Indicator

The reduction in post-meeting errors or renegotiations required because a
critical technical detail was missed during the initial conversation.

Qualitative Indicator
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The leader should evaluate the quality of the partnership. Ask each
employee privately: “Did your partner’s contribution improve the
outcome?” “Were your responsibilities clear?”” “Did you feel able to use
your strengths?” “Did one person dominate the interaction or receive
disproportionate credit?” ‘“What should be changed before the next
external meeting?” Trust may increase when employees see that their
differences are useful rather than problematic. That outcome, however,
should not be assumed. It requires clear roles, mutual respect, and
recognition of both employees’ contributions.

The Leader's Implementation Engine: A 90-Day Pilot

Leaders should not implement all three patterns at once or assign new
external-facing responsibilities without preparation. Transitioning from
unstructured socialization to designed boundary spanning requires a
systematic approach. As a leader, you must treat this as an operational
deployment.

The following 90-day plan provides a structured way to test one boundary-
spanning role.

Month 1: Audit and Alignment

Week 1-2: Identify the Bottlenecks

Review your team's current external interactions. Ask: Where does
information become trapped? Which departments repeatedly
complain about communication? Identify specific external boundaries
that cause friction. Where are handoffs delayed or misunderstood?
Which employees hold expertise that others cannot access easily?
Which employee is carrying too much of the communication burden?

The pilot should address a specific boundary rather than attempting to
improve cross-functional communication in general.

Week 3-4: Match the Role and Seek Agreement

Review the Brain Profile Matrix gathered through the process
described in Chapter 3. Identify one or two individuals whose
expertise and working strengths could improve this specific boundary.
Do not assign the role based solely on a profile label. Consider the
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employee’s knowledge, current workload, interest in the assignment,
communication preferences, development goals, previous experience,
and the demands of the external group. Present the concept of
structured boundary spanning. Use the scripts provided above. Critical
to note: Never force an individual into a boundary-spanning role
without their explicit consent and a clear explanation of the
scaffolding you will provide.

Month 2: Scaffolding and Deployment

Week 5-6: Build the Scaffold

Before the individual begins the role, document the rules of
engagement. If deploying an ambassador, establish the Service Level
Agreement (SLA) that dictates how long they must respond to external
emails. The agreement should not function merely as a set of demands
placed on the ambassador. It should define responsibilities on both
sides. Share the protocol with everyone who will interact with the role.

Week 7-8: Launch the Pilot

During the early stage of the pilot, the leader must actively protect the
agreed structure. The external department will inevitably try to break
the scaffold. They may send informal messages, request last-minute
meetings, or bypass the designated process. You must step in, enforce
the boundary, and protect your employee's cognitive load while they
adapt to the new routine. The leader should respond by reinforcing the
protocol rather than expecting the employee to defend every boundary
alone.

This does not mean blocking necessary communication. It means
ensuring that exceptions remain exceptions rather than becoming the
new norm. The leader should also hold brief check-ins during the first
two weeks to identify problems before they become unsustainable.

Month 3: Calibration and Measurement

Week 9-10: Assess the Cognitive and Operational Cost

Conduct a one-to-one review. Do not just ask about the work output.
Ask about the experience of performing the role. Are the
communication scaffolds holding up? Do we need to adjust the
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frequency of the external meetings? Make reasonable adjustments
based on their lived experience of the role.

Week 11-12: Review the Results

Evaluate the pilot against the measures established at the beginning.
Has cross-departmental friction decreased? Has the individual
reported feeling more comfortable navigating the external group?

If the pilot is successful, the organization may formalize the role,
continue it for another defined period, or test a similar pattern at
another boundary. The role should not automatically be made
permanent simply because the business found it useful. The
employee’s experience and workload remain part of the decision.

Reasonable Adjustments and Sustainable Growth

When managing neurodiverse teams, leaders may mistake cognitive
exhaustion for poor performance. If an individual in a boundary-spanning
role begins to struggle, the leader should examine the structure before
concluding that the individual lacks commitment or ability.

Reasonable adjustments in these roles do not mean lowering the standard
of work. They mean changing the mechanism of delivery. For example,
suppose a rotating liaison struggles to deliver a verbal update to the
marketing team because the marketing boardroom is too loud and chaotic.
A reasonable adjustment is to allow them to deliver the update via a pre-
recorded video or a detailed written brief. The business goal is still
achieved, but the cognitive barrier is removed.

Measuring Development Without Rewarding Masking

Leaders should be careful when measuring communication or social
development. The goal is not to assess whether the analytical data scientist
has suddenly become a charismatic extrovert who loves company parties.
An outward increase in sociability may reflect masking rather than
meaningful growth.

True social-skill development looks like increased operational confidence.
It is measured by the individual’s ability to state their boundaries clearly
to an external stakeholder without anxiety. It is measured by their ability
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to translate their complex internal work into a format another department
can consume. It is measured by a slow and steady decrease in the cognitive
fatigue they report after engaging with the outside world.

When the structure is designed well, leaders stop trying to change who
employees are. They create conditions that allow employees to share their
expertise more effectively with the rest of the organization.

Key Leadership Lessons

Design, Don't Force

Do not place employees into unstructured, chaotic social interactions in
the hopes of pushing them outside their comfort zones or building team
spirit. Recognize that structured boundary-spanning roles accelerate social
skill development and cohesion far better than unstructured mixers.

Use Specific Role Patterns

Do not rely solely on generic job titles for external interactions. Use clear
role structures, such as the Ambassador with Communication Scaffolds,
the Rotating External Liaison, and Paired Boundary Spanning. Each
pattern addresses a different operational need.

Execute the 90-Day Pilot Safely

Roll out external roles using a systematic three-month plan. Build the
scaffold, review the results, make adjustments, and continue only when
the role supports both organizational performance and employee
sustainability.
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Chapter 5: Psychological Safety, Inclusion, And The
Paradox

Imagine a senior leadership meeting designed to completely overhaul your
company’s flagship product. The CEO expects a breakthrough strategy by
the end of the month, and the pressure on your margins is immense. To
tackle the challenge, you have spent the last quarter assembling what you
genuinely believe is the ultimate, future-proof dream team.

You have carefully selected individuals with different professional
backgrounds, levels of seniority, and cognitive profiles. You have
followed the guidance from the previous chapters: you have mapped their
brain profiles, recognized the critical difference between synchronous and
asynchronous processing, and designed specific, structured boundary-
spanning roles to help them interact with other departments. On paper, this
team is a powerhouse of cognitive diversity.

You launch the kickoff meeting with a statement intended to empower,
something like:

“Team, I want total transparency today. There are no bad ideas. |
want everyone to completely challenge the status quo. Leave your
titles at the door. This is a safe space for radical candor and rapid
innovation. Go.”

You lean back, expecting innovative ideas, healthy debate, and a dynamic
synthesis of different perspectives. Instead, you get a mixture of chaos and
silence.

The synchronous, big-picture thinkers—the Visionary Sparks, many of
them from marketing and business development—immediately dominate
the conversation. They throw out bold, untested theories and interrupt one
another in their excitement, often without considering the underlying data.
The energy is frantic.

Meanwhile, the asynchronous, granular thinkers—the systems analysts,
compliance experts, and lead engineers—withdraw. They appear
overwhelmed, uncomfortable, and increasingly disconnected from the
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discussion.
When one of the senior analysts finally attempts to speak, methodically
pointing out a systemic flaw in a proposed marketing idea, a synchronous

thinker quickly talks over them,

“Let's not get bogged down in the negative weeds right now. Keep the
energy high and the ideas flowing!”

The meeting ends. You feel it was slightly chaotic but ultimately
productive.

However, the aftermath tells a different story.

The project’s Slack channel goes silent for two days. No collaborative
work is happening. Soon after, you receive two private messages.

The synchronous marketing lead writes:

“Great energy today! I feel like we are really innovating and moving
the needle.”

The asynchronous senior analyst writes:

“I don't think I can contribute to this project. I felt completely
unheard, disrespected, and structurally unsafe sharing my data. Please
reassign me.”

You are frustrated and defensive. You explicitly told everyone it was a
“safe space.” You invited cognitive diversity into the room. You literally
gave them permission to speak.

So why did it fail so miserably, and why is your top analyst threatening to
leave the project?

You have encountered one of the central challenges of psychological
safety in neurodiverse teams.
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The Core Principle: The Paradox of Safety and Innovation

To understand why the meeting failed despite your best intentions, we
must examine how diverse brains experience safety in a corporate
environment.

Traditional discussions of psychological safety often emphasize an
environment in which people feel comfortable speaking up, questioning
assumptions, taking interpersonal risks, and contributing ideas without
fear of punishment.

However, Dr. Jan van Rijswijk’s research on organizational design reveals
a critical paradox: neurodiverse teams may offer significant potential for
radical, breakthrough innovation, while individual members may
experience lower levels of psychological safety.

Why does this paradox exist?

The cognitive friction that contributes to innovation can also create
interpersonal anxiety.

Place a granular, rule-following, risk-mitigating thinker in a room with a
highly conceptual, boundary-pushing, risk-tolerant visionary, and you
may have the raw ingredients for a stronger product. The visionary
identifies possibilities; the granular thinker identifies the risks and
structures needed to make those possibilities workable.

At the same time, those differences can create tension.

The visionary may feel constrained, micromanaged, and creatively limited
by repeated constant demands for data. The granular thinker may perceive
the visionary as reckless, dismissive of practical reality, or insufficiently
attentive to risk.

If a leader simply declares the room a “safe space for radical candor” and
allows the discussion to unfold without structure, some team members

may still struggle to participate.

An employee who relies on clear rules, predictable turn-taking, or time to
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process complex information may find a fast-moving, unstructured debate
difficult to navigate. Similarly, an asynchronous thinker may interpret a
rapidly expressed, undeveloped idea as something that must be evaluated
immediately rather than simply explored.

The central leadership lesson is this: Psychological safety cannot simply
be declared; it must be supported by the way the work is structured.

Leaders must create an operational environment in which different
working and processing styles have meaningful opportunities to
contribute.

Reconciling the Paradox: From Declaration to Architecture
How do leaders create this kind of safety?

One starting point is the distinction discussed earlier between behavioral
intention and observed behavior.

Ron Byron's field research on diverse teams suggests that observed
behavior may not accurately reflect behavioral intention. Someone who
interrupts a presentation, for example, may not intend to be rude. They
may be a synchronous processor who thinks aloud in order to understand
the material.

When psychological safety collapses in a diverse team, misinterpretation
may be one contributing factor. The leader’s job is no longer just to set the
vision; it is to act as the cognitive translator and the structural guardrail.
Under that, one person’s communication style can be interpreted very
differently by another, particularly when team members are unaware of
one another’s preferences.

This reconciliation is not a matter of changing your team's culture; it is a
matter of changing their workflow.

This requires three practical changes to daily operations.

1. Explicit, Documented Norms: Ending the “Unwritten Rules”
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Unwritten rules and implicit cultural expectations can create
significant challenges for employees who do not naturally infer them.
If we look back at the Onion Model, the outer layers are full of these
invisible tripwires: How long should you wait before speaking in a
meeting? Is it culturally acceptable to challenge the boss in front of
clients? Are we implicitly expected to answer Slack messages on
Sunday evenings, even if the handbook says we value work-life
balance?

Some employees pick up these expectations by observing social cues
and adapting accordingly. For others, interpreting implicit rules
requires considerable effort.

When expectations remain unclear, employees are forced to pay a
cognitive tax and spend cognitive energy trying to determine how they
are supposed to behave rather than focusing on the work itself. If they
then violate an expectation they did not know existed, they may be
perceived as difficult or unprofessional.

The leader must eliminate the cognitive tax by making important
expectations explicit. One way to do this is through a documented
Cognitive Operating Agreement.

This is not a list of broad corporate values like “Be respectful” or “Act
with integrity.” It should establish specific expectations for everyday
interaction.

For example, a strong cognitive operating agreement includes clauses
like:
e Communication rules: “In synchronous meetings with more
than four people, use the digital 'raise hand' feature before
speaking. Avoid interrupting the current speaker.”

e Preparation rules: “Meeting agendas and supporting
materials should be provided at least 24 hours in advance
whenever possible.”

Debate rules: “Debate is strictly limited to the data and logic
presented on the screen. Critiques of a presenter's communication
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style, tone, or enthusiasm level are not allowed.”

When expectations are explicit and consistently enforced, employees
have clearer boundaries for participating and spend less energy trying
to interpret hidden norms.

2. Structured Meetings: Controlling the Cognitive Traffic

As the opening scenario illustrates, unstructured meetings can favor
employees who are comfortable processing information quickly and
verbally.

If leaders want different thinking styles to contribute, they cannot
allow the loudest voices to organically dictate the flow of information.

Meetings need structure.

One possible approach is the Diverge-Converge-Synthesize meeting
format.

Phase 1: Silent Divergence (15 minutes)

The leader presents the core problem. Before discussion begins,
everyone opens a shared, anonymous digital document and writes
their ideas, concerns, and data points independently. This process
provides psychological safety for the Asynchronous/Granular
thinkers. They can share their ideas without having to fight to be heard,
being interrupted, or managing their tone.

Phase 2: Structured Convergence (30 minutes)

The leader reviews the written contributions, identifies themes, and
opens the discussion. Synchronous thinkers now have room to debate,
combine, and challenge the ideas already captured in the document.

The focus remains on the ideas rather than the individuals who
contributed them.

Phase 3: Asynchronous Review (24 hours)
The meeting ends not with a final decision, but with a draft proposal.
The team is given 24 hours to review the proposal independently and
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identify additional systemic risks in writing before the decision is
locked.

By separating the idea generation from verbal debate and final review,
the meeting creates different opportunities for contribution.

The analytical team member has a structured way to provide input
without competing for airtime. The verbal thinker still has an
opportunity for live discussion, but the conversation begins with a
broader range of information already on the table.

"

3. Asynchronous Channels and the Myth of the "Open-Door Policy

Even with strong meeting structures and explicit operating
agreements, cognitive friction will still occur. Psychological safety
also requires accessible ways for employees to raise concerns, request
help, or discuss structural barriers.

Many leaders proudly declare, “I have an open-door policy. If you
have a problem, just come talk to me.”

The intention is positive, but the format may not work equally well for
everyone.

An open-door policy can be biased towards extroverts and
synchronous processors who feel comfortable walking into a boss's
office to initiate an impromptu, face-to-face conflict resolution. For an
asynchronous employee, walking through that open door to explain
their cognitive exhaustion may be nearly impossible.

Leaders should therefore provide private, asynchronous pathways for
feedback in addition to verbal check-ins.

These might include written pulse surveys or structured questions
within one-to-one meeting agendas.

For example, “Which part of your current workflow (e.g., meetings,
Slack channels, reporting) is currently causing you the most cognitive
drain, and how can we mechanically redesign it?"
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Leaders can also normalize reasonable variations in how employees
participate, such as keeping their camera off during large calls, using
noise-canceling headphones, or reviewing a town hall recording or
transcript when live attendance is not essential.

The goal is to make effective participation possible without treating
every adjustment as an exceptional favor.

The Diagnostic Tool: The Safety and Inclusion Audit

To translate these concepts into daily practice, leaders should examine
their own behavior and the working environment they have created.

The following checklist can help identify where existing workflows may
be undermining psychological safety for diverse thinkers.

This is simply not a checklist for HR. It is a practical leadership tool that
can be reviewed before responding to a team conflict.

The Psychological Safety Checklist
Part 1: What to Observe in Team Dynamics

The Friction and Workflow Audit

e The airtime ratio: In your last three major team meetings, did
80% of the talking come from 20% of the people? If so, does
the meeting format provide other team members with
meaningful ways to contribute?

e The nature of disagreement: When team members disagree,
do they challenge the data and logic—"“This timeline does not
account for regulatory step X”— or attack the person’s
communication style—“You are too negative,” “You are
aggressive,” or “You are not a team player”? If the discussion
shifts toward personal judgments, the team may be confusing
behavioral intention with observed behavior.

e The after-meeting phenomenon: Do the most critical insights,
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systemic concerns, and best ideas only come to you in private,
apologetic emails affer the meeting has ended? If yes, your
meeting room itself is cognitively unsafe and structurally
flawed.

e The silence protocol: When someone is completely silent in a
brainstorming session, do you instinctively interpret it as
disengagement or lack of knowledge, or do you recognize it as
active, asynchronous processing? Or do you have another way
to capture their input before or after the meeting?

e The digital exhaust: Is your instant messaging platform an
endless stream of real-time demands requiring immediate
answers? If your digital environment mimics the chaos of an
unstructured meeting, your asynchronous thinkers may be in a
constant state of fight-or-flight.

Part 2: What to Ask in Private One-to-One Meetings

The Accommodation and Translation Audit

e The Translation Question: “When Marcus presents high-level,
conceptual visions during the team meeting, do you have enough
detailed, written data to evaluate them safely, or does the process
feel chaotic and risky to you?”

e The Workflow Redesign Question: “If [ gave you the authority
to completely redesign the way we hand off projects between your
desk and the marketing team specifically to reduce your daily
mental fatigue, what is the first operational rule you would
change?”

e The Unwritten Rule Question: “Is there any implicit expectation
on this team, such as how quickly you need to reply to Slack
messages, whether you need your camera on, or how you should
format a quick update, that feels unnatural or unnecessarily
demanding?”’

Re-Engineering the Meeting: A Leader’s Script

Let us return to the disastrous meeting that opened this chapter.

How could a leader apply the multi-layered lens and the principles of
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psychological safety to run the same product-overhaul meeting
differently?

Rather than beginning by simply declaring a safe space, the leader could
first establish the structure that will guide participation.

Re-Engineered Leader Script

“Team, today we are tackling the flagship product overhaul. Because
this is a massive, high-stakes project, we need both radical, big-
picture innovation and flawless, highly granular risk assessment.

Historically, those two things clash in real-time, which can lead to
frustration and missed details. To make sure everyone can process this
complex data optimally, safely, and without fighting for airtime, we
are using a highly structured 'Diverge-Converge' format today.

For the first 15 minutes of this call, there will be no discussion. I have
shared a document outlining the core problem. Please use that time to
write your initial ideas, concerns, questions, and potential risks.

After 15 minutes, we will transition to a verbal discussion. Marcus, 1
will ask you to review the board and synthesize the big-picture themes
emerging from the written input. During the discussion, please use the
digital 'raise hand' function so we don't talk over each other.

Ifwe hit a point of deep disagreement today, we will not force a rushed
resolution.

We will flag it for asynchronous review and ask for a written
recommendation before the final decision is made.

Let’s begin with the silent-writing phase.”

This script can be transformative. This approach acknowledges that
different people contribute effectively under different conditions. The
synchronous thinker (Marcus) still has a meaningful role in the live
discussion. It gives the asynchronous thinker (Elena) a structured
opportunity to identify risks and contribute in writing without competing
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for airtime.

The leader is not merely promising psychological safety. The meeting
structure is designed to support it.

When leaders stop assuming that safety looks the same for everyone and
begin designing structures that support different ways of contributing,
cognitive friction can become more productive.

The goal is not to eliminate differences. It is to prevent those differences
from becoming unnecessary sources of exclusion, anxiety, and process

loss.

Key Leadership Lessons

Recognize the Safety Paradox: The cognitive diversity that can
strengthen innovation can also create interpersonal friction and
lower an individual’s sense of psychological safety when team
processes are poorly structured. Recognize that neurodivergent
individuals often feel profoundly unsafe, overwhelmed, and
attacked in unstructured, "radical candor" environments.

Stop Declaring and Start Engineering: Psychological safety
cannot be created by simply telling people to “speak up” or “be
bold.” Support it through explicit interaction norms, structured
meetings, and accessible synchronous and asynchronous channels
for feedback.

Audit Your Daily Structures: Use the Evidence-Based Checklist
to continually monitor your team's actual behavior. If a small
number of people consistently dominate meetings, or if the best
ideas only surface in private emails after the meeting has
concluded, examine whether the current workflow is allowing
different thinking styles to contribute effectively.
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Chapter 6: From Neurodiversity Washing To Structural
Inclusion

Imagine your organization has just launched a highly publicized
"Neurodiversity at Work" initiative. The corporate communications team
has been working on it for months. The rollout is spectacular. The CEO
sends a company-wide email detailing the organization’s commitment to
cognitive diversity. The intranet homepage is updated with a vibrant new
logo featuring infinity symbols and puzzle pieces. HR hosts a mandatory,
hour-long webinar with an inspiring guest speaker who talks about the
superpowers of neurodivergent individuals. Every employee is issued a
new lanyard with the inclusion initiative’s branding. The company even
wins a regional award for its forward-thinking HR policies.

From the outside, looking only at the explicit, visible layers of the
organization, the initiative appears to be a triumph of modern, empathetic
management.

Now, look at the reality inside one department.

You have a brilliant, neurodivergent data architect on your team named
David. David’s brain is wired for deep, uninterrupted, asynchronous
processing. During the same week that the neurodiversity initiative
launches, his project enters a critical, high-stress phase.

The project leader, following the company’s unwritten culture of “agile
collaboration,” schedules a mandatory, three-hour Zoom working session
to hammer out the details.

David attends the call. To manage the sensory and cognitive demands of
the meeting, he keeps his camera off and communicates his detailed data
updates through the Zoom chat. His contributions provide exactly what the
project needs.

The next day, the project leader complains about David’s performance.

They do not complain about the quality of his data, which the leader
acknowledges was excellent. It is about his attitude.

They say:
“David wasn't a team player yesterday. He refused to turn his camera

on, he didn't verbally participate in the brainstorm, and his chat
messages felt blunt and unenthusiastic. We need people who are fully
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engaged.”

When performance-review season arrives, David’s technical scores are
perfect, but he is downgraded on “Communication” and “Culture Fit,”
limiting his opportunity for promotion.

Despite the lanyards, the webinars, and the CEO announcement, David is
being penalized for working differently within a structure that still rewards
a narrow model of participation.

Six months later, exhausted by the cognitive friction between his working
needs and the organization’s expectation, David quietly resigns.

The organization has fallen into what can be described as neurodiversity
washing.

The Core Concept: Defining Neurodiversity Washing

To move beyond surface-level inclusion, leaders must understand what
neurodiversity washing looks like in practice.

Dr. Jan van Rijswijk has identified and documented this phenomenon in
the context of neurodiverse organizational design.

Neurodiversity washing occurs when an organization publicly claims to
support, value, and accommodate neurodivergent individuals through
marketing, HR campaigns, or policy statements while maintaining
workplace structures that continue to disadvantage those same employees
in their daily work.

It is the corporate equivalent of painting a crumbling building instead of
fixing the foundation. The exterior may look improved, but the people
living inside are still in danger of the roof collapsing.

Neurodiversity washing is dangerous because it creates a false sense of
psychological safety. When a company heavily promotes inclusion
initiatives, neurodivergent employees may feel more comfortable
discussing their working needs or disclosing aspects of their experience.

If the organization’s workflows have not changed, however, those
employees may discover that the promised inclusion does not extend to
everyday practice.

That gap between promise and experience can damage trust and contribute
to burnout and disengagement.
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Why does this occur so frequently?

In many cases, it is not driven by deliberate exclusion. HR professionals
and senior leaders may genuinely want their organizations to become more
inclusive.

The problem is often that the intervention targets the visible symbols of
inclusion without examining the structures through which work is actually
performed.

The Scapegoat Effect Returns: The Outer Onion vs. The Core

To understand why well-intentioned leaders can fall into the trap of
neurodiversity washing, we can return to Ron Byron’s research on the
onion model of culture and the scapegoat effect.

As Byron’s research suggests, organizational culture is multi-layered. The
outer layers are explicit and visible: stated values, dress codes, newsletters,
HR policies, and inclusion initiatives.

The inner layers of the onion are implicit and invisible: thinking styles,
implicit expectations, working preferences, communication patterns, and
the everyday workflows through which work is completed.

When leadership decides to become neuroinclusive, they often focus
heavily on the outer layer of the onion. They change corporate vocabulary.
They host sensitivity training. They establish Employee Resource Groups
(ERGs). These are all explicit, visible actions.

The problem arises when the underlying operational systems remain
unchanged.

Meetings may still reward rapid verbal participation. Performance
evaluations may still emphasize “visibility” or “executive presence.”
Communication may still depend on constant interruptions and immediate
responses. Conflict-resolution processes may still favor employees who
are comfortable with spontaneous, face-to-face discussion.

This creates a massive operational dissonance between the organization’s
stated commitment to inclusion and employees’ everyday experience.
When a neurodivergent employee struggles within that unchanged system,
leaders may fall back on the same misattribution described earlier in this
book: the scapegoat effect.
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Before the inclusion initiative, the employee might have been labeled a
poor “cultural clash” or described as difficult. Now, armed with new
language may change, but the underlying assumption can remain: “Well,
we provided inclusion resources, changed our values, and offered training.
If this employee is still failing, perhaps they simply cannot perform at this
level.”

The organization’s visible inclusion efforts then become evidence that the
problem must lie with the individual rather than the structure.

This is how surface-level inclusion can unintentionally reinforce structural
exclusion.

The Difference Between Accommodation and Structural
Inclusion

To move beyond neurodiversity washing, leaders should understand the
profound philosophical and operational differences between an
accommodation and structural inclusion.

Many organizations rely on an accommodation model. In this model, the
vertical, neurotypical workflow is viewed as the permanent,
unquestionable standard. An employee who cannot work effectively
within that structure may request an individual adjustment. For example,
the standard expectation might be that “Everyone works in the open-plan
office to foster collaboration.”

An employee with sensory-processing needs may then request permission
to wear noise-reducing headphones or work in a quieter space.

Individual accommodations can be important and necessary. However, if
the broader work environment consistently creates the same barrier for
multiple employees, leaders should also ask whether the structure itself
could be improved.

Structural inclusion, on the other hand, aligns perfectly with the concept
of horizontal differentiation discussed in Chapter 3. Structural inclusion
does not ask the individual to prove a deficit to escape a broken system; it
assumes the system itself must be flexible enough to support diverse brains
by default.

In a structurally inclusive environment, the leader may look at a loud,
open-plan office and realize it is causing massive process loss for 30% of
the team. Instead of requiring everyone to work in the same open-plan
setting, a workplace might provide both quiet zones for focused work and
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collaboration zones for discussion.

Accommodation is giving someone a life jacket because you refuse to fix
the hole in the boat. Structural inclusion is fixing the boat so that no one
must drown.

The Structural Inclusion Audit: Detecting the Wash

To identify neurodiversity washing within a team or department, leaders
must examine daily operations rather than relying only on formal policies
or public commitments.

The following audit focuses on the less visible parts of the workplace:
recruitment, performance evaluation, communication, and the physical
and digital environment. A “yes” response to one of these questions does
not automatically mean that an organization is engaging in neurodiversity
washing. Instead, it indicates an area that may deserve closer examination.

Part 1: Recruitment and Onboarding

The Entry Gate

The washing often begins before the employee even signs their contract.
Some conventional hiring and onboarding practices can unintentionally
reward a narrow range of communication and processing styles.

Red-Flag Questions

e The Whiteboard Coding Trap: Do you evaluate technical
candidates by requiring them to solve complex problems live on a
whiteboard in front of several interviewers?

o The concern: This may test the candidate’s ability to solve
problems under synchronous, high-pressure conditions as
much as it tests technical ability. Consider whether the
assessment format reflects the actual work required by the
role.

e The Vague Job Description: Do your job descriptions rely on
generic corporate jargon like “must be a dynamic team player,”
“excellent communication skills,” or “must thrive in a fast-paced,
ambiguous environment?”

o The concern: These phrases can be unclear and subjective.
Define the actual behavior or skill required wherever
possible.

e The Social Onboarding Exhaustion: Does the first week of
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onboarding consist largely of unstructured meet-and-greets, team
lunches, and back-to-back synchronous presentations?

o The concern: You are instantly draining their cognitive
battery with social performance before they have even
opened their laptop to do the actual work they were hired
to do.

Part 2: Daily Operations and Performance Metrics
The Core Engine

This is where invisible architecture dictates survival. You must evaluate
how you actually grade success on your team.
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Red-Flag Questions

e Conflating Presentation with Performance: In performance
reviews, are employees penalized for lacking “executive
presence,” “enthusiasm,” or “visibility,” even if their data, code,
or strategic output is flawless?

o The concern: You are grading their ability to mask and
perform neurotypical social cues, not their actual
contribution to the company's bottom line. This is the

exact scenario that drove David, the data architect, to
resign.

e The Quick-Chat Culture: Does your team rely heavily on
impromptu Slack messages, phone calls, or desk interruptions? Is
there an implicit expectation of an immediate response?

o The concern: You have built a culture that actively
punishes deep work and asynchronous processing. You
are prioritizing the speed of a response over the quality of
the thought.

e The Reward for Extroversion: Look at the last three people
promoted in your department. Were they the ones who produced
the highest quality work, or were they simply the ones who spoke
the most frequently and confidently in senior leadership meetings?

o The concern: Promotion systems should distinguish
genuine leadership and communication requirements
from stylistic preferences for confidence, sociability, or
verbal speed.

Part 3: The Environment and Cognitive Load
The Physical and Digital Space

The work environment you force your team to work in is a structural
choice.

Red-Flag Questions

e The Open-Plan Mandate: Are all employees required to work in
an open-plan environment without access to quiet spaces for
concentrated work?

o The concern: Open-plan offices are sensory nightmares
for many employees. Providing alternatives can help
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support different kinds of work.

The Meeting Marathon: Does a standard day for your team
involve back-to-back synchronous video calls with little
uninterrupted time for focused execution?

o The concern: You are treating human attention as an
infinite resource. A schedule dominated by meetings can
reduce the time and cognitive capacity available for
substantive work.

Three Priority Structural Changes

If your audit revealed recurring barriers, the next step is to examine the
workflow itself.

Three structural changes can help move an organization from surface-level
inclusion toward more meaningful support.

1.

Decouple Performance from Presentation

Separate what is being delivered from how it is presented.

As Byron’s research on behavioral intention and observed
behavior highlights, leaders should be careful not to confuse
communication style with quality of contribution.

If an asynchronous analyst delivers an excellent 50-page risk
assessment through a detailed written report rather than a
dynamic, high-energy presentation with jokes and eye contact,
evaluate the quality and usefulness of the work itself.
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The Structural Fix

Rewrite your team’s performance rubrics. Remove or clarify
highly subjective measures, such as “cultural fit,” “enthusiasm,”
or “executive presence” unless they are genuinely necessary for
the role. Replace them with objective, output-driven metrics.

For example, rather than assessing whether someone “lights up
the room,” evaluate whether they communicate key information
clearly, answer stakeholder questions accurately, adapt
information appropriately for the audience, and respond within
agreed time frames.

The goal is not to remove communication from performance
evaluation. It is to ensure that communication is assessed
according to the actual demands of the role.

2. Institute an Asynchronous Default

To break the vertical trap of the loud, synchronous meeting
culture, you must flip the default setting of your team's
communication.

Currently, many organizations default to scheduling a meeting
whenever a problem arises.

This must stop.

Consider making written, asynchronous, written communication
the starting point for status updates, initial proposals, and
information sharing, while reserving meetings for situations that
genuinely benefit from live discussion.

The Structural Fix
One approach is a Written Pitch Rule.

Before scheduling a meeting to propose an idea or discuss a
problem, the employee first writes a concise, written document
outlining the context, the data, and the specific decision needed.
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This document is circulated in advance so team members can
review it before deciding whether a meeting is necessary. In 70%
of cases, the issue may be resolved through written comments
alone. In others, the document will improve the quality of the
subsequent meeting because participants arrive better prepared.

This approach levels the playing field, giving asynchronous
processors the exact environment they need to shine.

3. Build an Opt-In Social Architecture

Mandatory social events, post-work happy hours, and forced
weekend retreats are massive cognitive drains for many
individuals and can create unnecessary strain when participation
is implicitly linked to belonging, visibility, or career progression.

When these events are implicitly tied to career progression and the
"you have to play the game to get promoted" mentality, you are
engaging in structural exclusion.

The Structural Fix
Where possible, keep optional social activities genuinely optional
and avoid penalizing employees who do not participate.

Furthermore, diversify your social architecture. Do not only host
unstructured happy hours at crowded bars. Build social bridges
that don't require high-stakes, synchronous extroversion. The goal
is not to create a social activity for every possible preference. It is
simply to avoid treating one form of socializing as the default
measure of engagement or team commitment.

The Change-Communication Template: Scripting the Shift

When leaders introduce structural changes, the way they communicate
those changes matters. If the message is framed as “We are changing the
rules to help the neurodivergent employees,” the change may
unintentionally single out or stigmatize those employees.
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Frame these changes as operational upgrades designed to reduce cognitive
friction and optimize performance for every single human brain on the
team.

The Leader's Communication Script

Use this scripted template to announce the structural changes during a team
meeting or via a comprehensive memo:

“Team, over the next quarter, we are going to fundamentally upgrade
the operating system of how this team functions. Like most companies,
we have relied heavily on constant meetings, instant Slack replies, and
loud, real-time collaboration. While that works for some phases of a
project, I've recognized that our current structure is actually creating
massive operational bottlenecks and unnecessary cognitive fatigue.

We have diverse working styles on this team. Some people do their
absolute best work when you are talking through a problem on a
whiteboard. Some of you do your most brilliant work when you have
four hours of complete silence to analyze a spreadsheet.

Both approaches are equally critical to our success, but our current
workflow should provide meaningful support for both. We are
accidentally punishing our deep thinkers, and that ends today.

We are moving from an assumption of sameness to a structure of
designed inclusion. Effective immediately, we are implementing three
new operational rules to protect everyone’s focus:

1. The Asynchronous Default: Before any new internal meeting
is scheduled, provide a written brief outlining the purpose and
relevant information whenever possible. We will aim to resolve all
basic status updates and initial proposals asynchronously via
shared documents. We will save our synchronous meeting time
exclusively for rigorous debate and final decision-making.

2. Objective Performance Evaluation: We will review
subjective metrics like "visibility' and 'vocal participation' from
our internal performance evaluations. We will make sure our
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evaluations focus on the quality, impact, and role-relevant
communication of the work.

3. Protected Deep Work: We will establish 'No-Meeting
Tuesdays.' This is a globally protected day for deep, uninterrupted
execution. I expect you to close Slack and focus on your core
deliverables.

These changes are not accommodations for any specific individual or
one type of employee. They are structural upgrades designed to ensure
that regardless of how your specific brain is wired, you have the
operational runway to do the best work of your career on this team
without burning out. Let’s build a better system together.”

The True Cost of Neurodiversity Washing

The transition from neurodiversity washing to structural inclusion is not
easy. It requires a leader to surrender the comfort of “how things have
always been done.” It requires leaders to dismantle the vertical hierarchies
they may have benefited from and question processes that have long been
treated as normal.

But failing to examine those structures has consequences.

When organizations promote neurodiversity washing, while continuing to
reward only a narrow range of communication and working styles, they
risk losing talented employees whose strengths are poorly supported by
the existing system.

They may also create teams in which conformity is rewarded more
consistently than cognitive diversity.

By applying Byron's insights on behavioral intention and van Rijswijk's
warnings about neurodiverse organizational design, leaders can stop fixing
the outer layers of the onion. They can finally become an architect of the
invisible, building a resilient, horizontal structure where the performance
"sweet spot" is not an accident, but a daily operational guarantee.
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Key Leadership Lessons

Recognize Neurodiversity Washing: Public campaigns, training
sessions, and inclusion statements mean nothing if your daily
operational structures (e.g., meetings, performance reviews,
communication channels) actively punish neurodivergent thinking
styles. Surface-level inclusion must be supported by changes in
how work is organized.

Audit Your Invisible Architecture: Stop guessing and start
auditing. Use the Structural Inclusion Audit to relentlessly
examine recruitment, performance evaluation, communication
practices, meetings, and the working environment. Ask whether
the organization is measuring actual contribution or
unintentionally rewarding one preferred style of communication
and participation.

Implement Structural Priorities: Focus on three areas: separate
performance from presentation where appropriate, make greater
use of asynchronous communication, and ensure that optional
social activities remain genuinely optional. Frame these changes
as operational improvements rather than special favors for a
particular group.
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Chapter 7: The Leader's Playbook

Imagine reading a manual on the aerodynamics of a high-performance jet
engine. You study the physics, understand the thermodynamics, and you
can perfectly articulate why the engine generates thrust.

But understanding the physics does not mean you know how to fly the
plane. To fly the plane safely, you do not need more theory. You need a
cockpit checklist, a set of operational dials, and an emergency protocol.

In the first six chapters of this book, we challenged the traditional, vertical
approach to team management. Drawing on my empirical research to
illustrate that personal preferences and professional training are the true
drivers of behavior, we examined the scapegoat effect of national culture
and the influence of personal preferences and professional training on
workplace behavior. We also explored the paradox of psychological safety
and the risks of neurodiversity washing, informed by Dr. Jan van
Rijswijk’s work.

Y ou now understand the principles behind the invisible architecture.

And now, you must fly the plane differently.

This final chapter is your operational cockpit. It is dedicated to execution.
Knowledge without structural application remains theory. If you read this
book and change your mindset but you do not change your meeting
practices, performance rubrics, or communication channels, you will
continue to experience process loss.

The tools in this playbook are designed to be downloaded, edited, and
deployed immediately. They are the mechanical gears required to shift
your team from a state of cognitive friction to a state of structural,
horizontal inclusion.

Tool 1: The Brain Profile Mapping Master Template

As discussed in Chapter 3, the Brain Profile Mapping exercise is intended
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to make working preferences more visible.

Use this structured, step-by-step facilitation guide to create clarity, support
participation, and reduce the risk of turning the exercise into an informal
personality test.

Pre-Meeting Preparation: The 48-Hour Notice

Never surprise a team with a cognitive mapping exercise. Asynchronous
thinkers require time to process the intent of the meeting. Send the
following email to your team 48 hours before the session:

Subject: Upcoming Team Session: Optimizing Our Workflows
“Team,

As we look to improve how we collaborate, we are going to run a short
exercise on Thursday to map our individual Brain Profiles.

Team friction is not always about personality. It can also result from
differences in how people prefer to process information and risk.

1 have attached a blank 2x2 matrix. The axes examine two dimensions:
synchronous versus asynchronous processing and big-picture versus
granular information.

Please take 10 minutes before the meeting to review the grid and think
about where your natural sweet spot is: the state where you do your
absolute best, most frictionless work.

This is not a performance evaluation or a personality test. There are
no wrong answers. It is an operational tool to help us design better

meetings and workflows that support how you naturally think.

1 look forward to discussing it together.”

Facilitator’s Script: Running the Session

When you open the meeting, set the structural rules clearly.
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“Thank you all for taking the time to review the matrix. Today, we are
making some of our working preferences more visible so that we can
design our workflows more intentionally.

I’1l go first and explain where I would place myself on the matrix and
why.

Now, I'd like each of you to plot your dot. As you do, please share one
specific thing this team currently does that makes it hard for you to
stay in your sweet spot, and one thing that helps you thrive.

We are not going to debate anyone’s placement. The purpose is to
understand individual preferences, not to rank or evaluate them.”

Troubleshooting the Mapping Session

The Middle-of-the-Road Player: If an employee places their dot
in the center and says, “I can do it all,” push back gently. Instead,
ask a more specific question: "I know you are highly adaptable,
but masking takes energy. If you were completely exhausted and
had to solve a complex problem to save the company, what is your
default survival mode? Do you want to talk it out, or do you want
to read the data alone?”

The Aspirational Placement: A junior employee may choose a
position that reflects the style of a senior leader rather than their
own preference. Reiterate: "We are not mapping where you want
to be promoted; we are mapping how your neurological wiring
naturally processes data today. If you give me aspirational data,
1 will build you a broken workflow."

Tool 2: The Meeting Design Checklist

Diverge-Converge-Synthesize

Meetings are the single largest source of cognitive load when they rely too
heavily on one communication style.

Print this checklist and tape it to your monitor. Do not schedule a meeting
without passing it through this filter.
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Phase 1: The Pre-Meeting Filter

Do we need this?

The Asynchronous Test: Can the objective of this meeting be
achieved by circulating a written one-pager and asking for
comments over a 24-hour period? If so, consider whether a
meeting is necessary.

The Agenda Check: Have I provided a highly detailed agenda,
including all necessary reading materials and data sets, at least 24
hours in advance?

The Role Definition: Does every single person on the invite list
have a specific, active role (e.g., The Synthesizer, The Risk-
Spotter, The Decision-Maker)? If someone’s role is primarily to
receive information, could the same purpose be served through
written notes or a recording?

Phase 2: Execution

Structuring the Room

The Silent Start: Have I created a short period for participants to
review the material and write initial thoughts before the verbal
discussion begins?

The Structured Debate: When opening the floor for verbal
discussion, did I enforce the "Raise Hand" rule? Am I preventing
interruptions and making sure that a small number of fast verbal
processors do not dominate the discussion?

Separating Style from Substance: If an employee asks a blunt,
highly granular question that disrupts the flow of the brainstorm,
did I protect them? A leader might say: “That is an important
structural risk. Let’s capture it before we continue.”

Phase 3: The Post-Meeting Protocol

The Review Period: Did I clearly state that no final, binding
decision will be executed until the team has had 24 hours to review
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the synthesized notes asynchronously?

e The Output Check: Did the meeting produce a clear decision,
action, or useful analysis, or did it simply create the appearance of
collaboration?

Tool 3: The Boundary-Spanning Role Architect

As discussed in Chapter 4, structured boundary-spanning roles can help
employees share expertise across departments without relying entirely on
unplanned or highly social interaction. Use the following templates to
define expectations clearly when assigning cross-functional or external-
facing responsibilities.

Template A: The Ambassador SLA
For Asynchronous/Granular Thinkers

Use case: A technical expert needs to share knowledge with a
synchronous, fast-paced department such as sales or marketing.

Written Agreement

Role: Technical data ambassador

Assigned to: [Employee Name]

Objective: To provide marketing with technical accuracy without
interrupting the ambassador's work requirements.

Rules of Engagement

1. No impromptu requests: The ambassador is not expected to
respond to unplanned “quick syncs” or impromptu requests unless
the issue is genuinely urgent.

2. Batch processing: The external team submits technical questions
through an agreed channel by a defined deadline.

3. Agreed turnaround: The ambassador will provide responses
within the agreed service period.

4. Synchronous exception: Live meetings are limited to situations
that genuinely require discussion and should include an agenda in
advance.
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Template B: The Paired Cognitive Partnership
For External Meetings

Use case: Vendor negotiations, client escalations, or executive board
pitches.

Internal Briefing Document:
Mission: Client escalation resolution

The Voice — Synchronous/Big-Picture: [Employee A]
e Role: You own the verbal narrative. Open the meeting, manage the
client's emotional state, and read the room. You do not need to
memorize every data point.

The Anchor — Asynchronous/Granular: [Employee B]

e Role: You are the silent cognitive partner. You are not expected
to make small talk. Listen intently, cross-reference the client's
demands with our internal capabilities in real-time, and feed
specific data points to the Voice through our private Slack channel
during the call.

The Protocol

If the client demands an immediate timeline commitment that requires
further analysis, the team should avoid making a decision before the
necessary dependencies have been reviewed.

A possible response is “I understand the urgency. We need to review the
relevant dependencies before confirming that timeline. We will provide a
firm response within 24 hours.”

Tool 4: The Psychological Safety and Cognitive Friction Script
Library

Leaders often freeze when cognitive friction turns into interpersonal
conflict. When a team member breaks down or lashes out, the leader
usually relies on generic HR speak, which exacerbates the neurodiversity



104 |Page
washing. Keep these word-for-word scripts on hand to navigate the most
difficult structural conversations.
Scenario 1: Addressing Cognitive Exhaustion
The situation: An employee is missing deadlines, pulling away from the
team, or showing signs of fatigue. You suspect that the workflow may be
contributing to the problem.
The script:
“I want to look at how our current workflow may be affecting you.
I have noticed signs of fatigue in your work over the past few weeks,
and before drawing conclusions about performance, I want to
understand whether our processes are contributing.
Which part of your week—meetings, handoffs, communication
channels, or interruptions—is creating the greatest mental strain right

now?

If we could change one operational bottleneck, what would make the
biggest difference?

Let's redesign it together."

Scenario 2: Mediating a Clash Between Thinking Styles

The situation: A synchronous, visionary employee believes that an
asynchronous, granular colleague is blocking progress or being negative.

The script:
"I want to reframe how we are interpreting Elena’s behavior. You are
interpreting her detailed questions as a personal attack on your

vision, or as a lack of team spirit.

This is a misattribution. Your brain processes risk by talking through
high-level concepts rapidly. Her brain processes risk by demanding
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structural security in the details before she can move forward. She is
not attacking you. She is actively trying to ensure your vision doesn't
fail in execution. We are not going to ask her to stop asking hard
questions.

Instead, we are going to change the meeting structure so you can
present your vision first, and she can submit her granular risk
assessment in writing the next day.

We need both perspectives for this project.”

Scenario 3: Challenging a Potentially Exclusionary HR policy

The situation: HR rolls out a mandatory, three-day offsite "team bonding"
retreat packed with loud, synchronous, highly social activities.

The script:
"I support the company's goal of increasing team cohesion.

However, I would also like us to consider whether a mandatory, highly
social multi-day event creates unnecessary barriers for some members
of the team.

To honor our inclusion mandate, could we create an opt-in structure
for certain activities or provide alternative ways to participate? That
would allow us to support the goal of connection without treating one
form of social participation as the only valid expression of team
commitment.

Furthermore, for the members of my team who opt out of the loud
social events, I will be providing an alternative, low-sensory budget
for them to collaborate asynchronously during those three days. If we
force attendance, we are conflating extroversion with team loyalty,
which contradicts our diversity goals."

Tool 5: The Team Cognition Retrospective
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Quarterly Review

Agile teams frequently conduct sprints and technical retrospectives.
However, they rarely run cognitive retrospectives. Once a quarter,
consider holding a 60-minute session dedicated entirely to reviewing your
team's invisible architecture and operating system.

Retrospective Agenda

1.

The Core Question (10 minutes, silent writing)

“Looking back over the last 90 days, what is one workflow,
meeting, or communication habit that we created that successfully
protected your cognitive energy? What is one process that actively
drained it?”

The Output Audit (20 minutes, group discussion)

Review the team's performance measures. Did we penalize anyone
this quarter for zow they presented work, rather than the quality of
the work? Did we accidentally reward the loudest voices over the
most accurate data?

The Boundary-Spanning Review (15 minutes): Review current
ambassador or liaison roles. Are the Service Level Agreements
holding up? Is the external department respecting the
communication scaffolds? If an employee's cognitive fatigue is
rising, rotate them out of the external role immediately.

The Structural Upgrade (15 minutes): Based on the data
gathered in the room, select exactly one new operational rule to
implement for the next quarter (e.g., “We are instituting no-
meeting Thursdays.”). Document the change in the Cognitive
Operating Agreement.

Tool 6: The 90-Day Structural Inclusion Pilot Plan

You cannot overhaul your entire leadership approach in one day.

Use this phased 90-day roadmap to introduce changes gradually and
evaluate what works.

Month 1: The Diagnostic Phase
Making the Invisible Visible
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Week 1: Review the findings on the scapegoat effect with your
leadership team. Discuss situations in which the team may have
attributed friction to culture or personality without examining the
workflow.

Week 2: Run the Brain Profile Mapping exercise (Tool 1) with
direct reports. Document the matrix centrally.

Week 3: Conduct one-to-one conversations with team members
about the workflows, communication practices, and meeting
structures that help or hinder their work.

Week 4: Draft the team's first Cognitive Operating Agreement.
Make important interaction expectations explicit.

Month 2: The Workflow Redesign Phase
Engineering Safety

Week 5: Increase the use of asynchronous communication for
status updates and initial proposals.

Week 6: Re-engineer the weekly team meeting using the diverge-
converge-synthesize model (Tool 2). Enforce the 15-minute silent
reading phase at the start of the meeting.

Week 7: Audit your performance metrics. Clarify the role of
presentation, communication, and visibility in evaluation.

Week 8: Identify a significant external bottleneck. Design and
deploy your first structured boundary-spanning role (Tool 3) using
an explicit SLA.

Month 3: Calibration and Culture Shift

Week 9: Review whether optional social events are genuinely
optional and whether employees experience informal penalties for
not attending. Eliminate the implicit penalty for employees who
protect their energy by skipping happy hours.

Week 10: Review the boundary-spanning pilot and assess
whether the agreed structure is working.

Week 11: Run your first team cognition retrospective (Tool 5).
Gather data on what structural changes are working and what
needs refinement.

Week 12: Formalize the new operating system. Present your
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team's increased output metrics and decreased turnover rates to
senior leadership as a business case for expanding structural
inclusion across the entire company.

Tool 7: The One-Page Leader Checklist

Daily Diagnostic

Review this checklist regularly before diagnosing a team problem or
changing a workflow.

Ask three questions:

1.

What can I do better?
Focus on improving an existing skill or process.

What can I do differently?
Consider whether a new approach would produce a better result.

What should I stop doing?
Identify a habit, assumption, or process that is creating
unnecessary friction.

Before I diagnose a problem today, I will ask myself:

L.

The Scapegoat Check: Am I blaming culture, attitude, or
personality for a problem that may actually be caused by the
workflow?

The Generalization Check: Am I confusing an employee's
intention with my own interpretation of their behavior?

The Vertical Trap Check: Am I expecting one employee to
perform effectively in a communication environment that strongly
favors another working style?

The Safety Engineering Check: Does this meeting provide more
than one meaningful way to contribute, or are the fastest and
loudest voices controlling the discussion?

The Boundary-Spanning Check: Have [ provided -clear
expectations and communication boundaries for cross-functional
work?
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6. The Inclusion Audit: Are our inclusion efforts changing the way
work is actually performed, or are they remaining primarily
symbolic?
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Conclusion

Becoming The Architect
The modern workplace continues to evolve.

The era of the monolithic, vertical, extrovert-dominated corporate culture
is collapsing under the weight of its own inefficiency. The most complex
problems of the future are unlikely to be solved by a room full of people
who think, process data, and agree with each other in exactly the same
way.

To lead in this new environment, leaders must become more deliberate
about the structures through which people work.

You now have the multi-layered lens.

You have examined how visible culture can obscure less visible
influences, including personal preferences, professional training, and
neurocognitive differences. You have explored the tension between
cognitive diversity and psychological safety and the risks of promoting
inclusion without changing the structures that shape employees’ daily
experience.

The next step is application.

Stop assuming that every performance problem begins with the individual.
The people are not broken. They are simply wired differently. Start fixing
the structure and examine the workflow. When you build a horizontal
environment that respects, protects, and operationalizes the unique
cognitive footprint of every single employee, you will not just hit your
metrics. You will unlock a level of performance, loyalty, and radical
innovation that your competitors cannot even begin to comprehend.

You have the blueprint.

Now, build the architecture.
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Key Leadership Lessons

Execute, Don't Just Empathize: Understanding cognitive diversity has
limited value without operational change. Use the Brain Profile templates,
meeting checklists, and boundary-spanning SLAs to redesign your daily
workflows.

Engineer Safety Daily: Rely on the diverge-converge meeting model and
explicit cognitive operating agreements to protect your team from the
cognitive exhaust of the vertical trap. Use the script library to navigate
friction structurally, not emotionally.

Use the 90-Day Pilot: Do not overhaul everything overnight. Use the 90-
day roadmap to methodically transition your team from a state of
unstructured interaction to a high-performance engine of structural
inclusion. Audit your leadership daily using the one-page checklist.
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Appendix and Methodology Notes

To provide transparency and allow readers to dive deeper into the
empirical foundations of this book, this appendix outlines the core
methodological frameworks and academic insights that informed the
preceding chapters.

The Empirical Foundation: My PhD Research

The core premise of this book—that personal preferences and professional
influences can have a stronger impact on dictating team behavior than
national or organizational culture—is grounded in my PhD research.

Research Scope and Sample

My research focused on the influence of cultural factors and personal
preferences on individual employee behavior. The primary field studies,
conducted over a period of five years, included surveys and observations
of project leaders and individuals working in culturally and functionally
diverse project teams across 35 different countries.

These environments were selected because of their high levels of
complexity, stringent regulatory requirements, and the need for cross-
border and cross-functional collaboration.

Key Findings Applied in This Book

1. The Influence of Personal Preferences: The data demonstrated
that personal preferences, including how individuals approach
rules, procedures, and decision-making, and professional culture
can significantly influence behavioral intention and observed
behavior.

In the context of the research, these factors were found in many
instances to have a stronger influence than national culture (NC) or

organizational culture (OC).

2. The Scapegoat Effect and Misattribution: The research
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highlighted a phenomenon where leaders consistently blame the
“culture” of a workplace for breaches of rules, miscommunications,
or project failures.

This can result in a misinterpretation of behavior when cultural
background is used as a broad explanation for what may instead
reflect an individual’s preferences, professional training, or
response to a particular process or procedure.

Such misattribution can reinforce stereotyping and prevent leaders
from identifying the actual source of team friction.

3. The Multi-Layered Onion Model: The book applies the onion
model to distinguish between explicit and implicit influences on
workplace behavior.

The outer layers represent visible cultural elements, such as stated
values, rituals, policies, and observable behaviors. The inner layers
represent less visible influences, including personal preferences,
professional assumptions, thinking styles, and cognitive processes.
The model is used throughout the book to encourage leaders to look
beyond surface-level explanations when diagnosing team friction.

4. Mutual Perception and 360-Degree Verification: A critical
recommendation from my research is the necessity of mutual-
perception verification.

An employee may intend diligence, collaboration, or risk
mitigation while a leader interprets the same behavior as resistance,
negativity, or disengagement.

Mutual-perception practices, including structured feedback and
verification, can help leaders and employees identify these
differences in interpretation before they develop into larger
conflicts.

The Brain Profile Mapping approach introduced in this book builds
on this principle by encouraging teams to discuss and clarify their
working and processing preferences.
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The Neurodiversity Framework: Dr. Jan van Rijswijk’s Research

To extend the findings on personal preferences and workplace behavior,
this also draws on the research of Dr. Jan van Rijswijk into neurodiverse
teams, social cognitive integration, organizational design and team
cohesion.

Several of his research insights have informed the practical frameworks
developed throughout the book.

Key Insights Applied in This Book

1. Horizontal Versus Vertical Differentiation

A central insight is the distinction between vertical and horizontal
approaches to cognitive difference.

A vertical approach assumes that one way of processing
information, communicating, or solving problems represents the
preferred or superior standard.

Horizontal differentiation recognizes that individuals can
contribute equal value through different cognitive approaches.

This principle informs the book’s argument that leaders should
design workflows that provide meaningful entry points for
different working and processing styles rather than forcing all
employees to conform to a single model.

2. The Psychological Safety Paradox

The critical observation that while neurodiverse teams possess
higher potential for radical innovation, the individuals within
those teams often report significantly lower levels of individual
psychological safety due to the cognitive friction generated by
differing processing styles.

3. The Boundary Spanning and Social Cognitive Integration
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Countering traditional assumptions, van Rijswijk’s research
demonstrates that appropriately structured, boundary-spanning
roles actively assist neurodivergent individuals in developing
social skills, managing cognitive load, and increasing overall
cohesion.

4. Neurodiversity Washing and Structural Inclusion

The book also explores the gap that can arise between an
organization’s public commitment to neurodiversity and the
realities of its everyday working practices.

Surface-level inclusion efforts may have limited impact if
meetings, performance systems, communication expectations, and
workplace environments continue to favor only a narrow range of
working styles.

This distinction underpins the book’s broader argument for
structural inclusion: moving beyond statements of support and
examining how work is actually designed.

Future Research Directions

Over the past five years, I have had the privilege of delivering a series of
leadership masterclasses for a wide variety of organizations in my country
of birth, Suriname.

These leadership development programs have provided valuable practical
insights and have also inspired several possible directions for future
research.

One particularly compelling area is the intersection of ethnic diversity
and neurodiversity within teams.

Suriname is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world.
Observing how cultural background, professional identity, personal
preferences, and cognitive differences interact within this environment has
raised important questions about how multiple layers of diversity
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influence teamwork, leadership, and organizational performance.

Future research could explore how ethnic and cognitive diversity intersect,
where these influences reinforce one another, and where they create
distinct forms of team friction or opportunity.

These questions may also form the basis for future work extending the
frameworks introduced in this book.

Suggested Reading and Short Bibliography

For readers and organizational leaders who would like to explore the
academic literature and empirical foundations supporting the frameworks
discussed in this book, the following sources and related areas of study are
recommended:

Byron, R. D. Do the Insiders Understand the Outsiders? The Influence
of Cultural Factors and Personal Preferences on Individual Employee
Behavior. PhD thesis, Open University of the Netherlands.

Focus: Cultural attribution, personal preferences, professional culture,
and project-management behavior.

Free download:
https://research.tue.nl/en/publications/do-the-insiders-understand-the-
outsiders-the-influence-of-cultura/

van Rijswijk, J. Bridging Invisible Differences: A Relational Approach
to Neurodiversity in Organizations. PhD research, Open University of
the Netherlands.

Focus: Neurodiverse teams, social cognitive integration, horizontal
differentiation, psychological safety, and organizational inclusion.

Free download:
https://research.ou.nl/en/publications/bridging-invisible-differences-a-
relational-approach-of-neurodive/

Edmondson, A. C. The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological


https://research.tue.nl/en/publications/do-the-insiders-understand-the-outsiders-the-influence-of-cultura/
https://research.tue.nl/en/publications/do-the-insiders-understand-the-outsiders-the-influence-of-cultura/
https://research.ou.nl/en/publications/bridging-invisible-differences-a-relational-approach-of-neurodive/
https://research.ou.nl/en/publications/bridging-invisible-differences-a-relational-approach-of-neurodive/
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Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth. John
Wiley & Sons.

Contextual reading on psychological safety, interpersonal risk-taking,
learning, and innovation within organizations.

Page, S. E. The Difference: How the Power of Diversity Creates Better
Groups, Firms, Schools, and Societies. Princeton University Press.

Contextual reading on cognitive diversity, collective problem-solving,
and the relationship between diverse perspectives and organizational
performance.
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“People want to change, but they do not want to be changed.”

PSS

Designing Teams for Cognitive Diversity
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