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Chia-Jung Tsay – The Psychology of Decision Making 

I saw Chia speak at a Benchmark conference about three years ago.  Her presentation at that 

conference was one of the most memorable I have been to, and I have shared some of her research 

and insights in the intervening time.  So, I was particularly looking forward to hearing the results of 

Chia’s more recent research.   

Bob introduced Chia as a rock star in her field, and she lived up to her billing! 

How much is our time worth? 

Chia started her presentation with a thought experiment by asking us to consider how much 

discount we would need to be offered for us to travel 20 minutes to a shop for (a) an expensive 

product or (b) a much cheaper product.  In common with most members of the public, the vast 

majority of us would be happy to accept a much smaller discount on the lower value item than on 

the more expensive item.  This poses a conundrum: in both cases, we would be travelling for 20 

minutes; why do we put such a different value on that time? 

To get further into the topic of our innate biases, Chia introduced two other examples: 

• If we were told that Chia had taken 3 hours to prepare her talk, or if we were told she had 

taken 3 months, research demonstrates that we would typically rate the talk differently. 

• Similarly, most people would prefer a £90 bottle of wine rather than a £5 bottle, even if the 

bottles contain exactly the same wine. 

In these situations, our brains are activated in a different way depending on the perceived price and 

value of the product or service. 

We have innate visual biases 

Chia then started to delve into the core area of her research into visual basis 

and how much this can influence our decision making. 

To bring this to life, she reminded us about the McGurk effect.  When 

watching the video, who heard “Bar” and who heard “Far”?  Even when we 

know what the person is saying, the visual cues over-rule the auditory cues. 

When we meet somebody new, her research demonstrates how we make 

very rapid judgements about people, and this influences our assessments of them and can have a far 

reaching influence. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/McGurk_effect
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G-lN8vWm3m0
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When we assess the performance of musicians, we are more influenced by visual cues than by the 

music we hear 

Chia has carried out many experiments to explore what is happening psychologically and the innate 

differences in how we are influenced.  To demonstrate this, she described some of her experiments 

about how we judge the performance of musicians.  These experiments have focused on the 

influence of visual recordings, or sound recordings, or a combination of full video recordings 

including both visuals and sound. 

In summary, when both experts and novices were asked to judge a musical performance, those who 

watched a silent video of the performance were more likely to accurately judge the winning 

performance that when they had access to the sound only, or the visual and sound combined. 

These experiments have been repeated with entrepreneurs making pitches.  This has the same 

result; just seeing a short video (without sound) of a pitch is a greater predictor of a successful 

outcome for the entrepreneur, rather than the assessor having any knowledge of the pitch content. 

Why are visual cues so powerful in influencing us? 

But why does this happen?  There is further work to be done on this, but it appears that we make 

judgements based on the visible uniqueness and passion of the person we are assessing.  In 

particular, we appear to use visible passion as a proxy for quality or performance.  Chia commented 

that there is also a need for further research to define “passion”.  However, the current thinking is 

that this is based on our sub-conscious assessment of the individual’s range and amount of 

movement, and their visible energy. 

When this research is carried out on groups, it appears that our assessment of the leader of a group 

has a significant influence on how we judge the group as a whole.   

Chia drew a number of conclusions from this research into visual bias 

Chia summarised the key findings from this research into visual bias: 

• Visual cues carry more weight than other influences when we are making judgements about 

performance. 

• The effect of our visual assessments is very rapid. 

• Our own level of expertise doesn’t protect us from the over-riding influence of visual cues, 

eg experts and novices are influenced similarly by visual cues. 

• The findings are inter-culturally valid (eg Chia has obtained similar results from repeating 

some of this research in Kenya). 

• Visual cues have more influence when we are under pressure or short of time. 
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How do we assess people we perceive to be Naturally talented versus those we perceive to be 

Strivers? 

Chia then went on to look at another area which influences our judgements; this is how we are 

influenced if we believe an individual has Natural (innate) talent, compared with those who achieve 

their success because they are a Striver, ie we believe that their success is due to hard work. 

Chia became interested in this area of research when she noticed that at many conservatoires, the 

musicians go to great lengths to hide how much effort they are putting into practising, eg they will 

cover the glass windows in the practise room doors so they can’t be seen. 

To research this, Chia carried out experiments by giving musicians’ bios to experts before they heard 

recorded performances.  The bios were for the same person, but contained changes in some of the 

wording to indicate that their achievements had been due to either their natural talent or due to 

their hard work and effort.   

The experts were then played the same recording, but supposedly from the two different musicians.  

When asked who they would like to listen to again, a significant majority chose the Natural musician.  

The bio is somehow influencing their judgement.  Even though, if they are asked, they say that they 

value work and effort more than innate skill, this is not carried through into action when given a 

“real” situation. 

When applied to entrepreneurs, the same effect happens.  For example, in other experiments, 

investors have been asked to judge a business proposal presented by either a Natural or a Striver.  

Again, those making the judgements say that they really value hard work, but in their actual decision 

making, they demonstrate that they put a premium on both the person and the value of the 

proposed idea, when they believe that the person doing the pitch is naturally talented. 

A further finding is that, unlike visual bias, expert judgers are more vulnerable to naturalness bias 

than novices.  

Using Implicit Association Tests to uncover our innate biases 

Chia also touched on other methods for researching differences between what people say they 

value, and how they act.  Conjoint analysis is a research method that is often used to look at a 

bundle of features and assess the more covert influences on our decision making.  This can be seen 

when both experts and novice judgers will talk about objective dimensions when they are asked to 

assess somebody for selection purposes.  However, they will compromise on these objective 

dimensions that they say they care about, in order to select a naturally gifted person. 

Another example is that both men and women will sacrifice salary in order to get a male boss (!). 

One method that we can all use to investigate this is by using Harvard University’s Implicit 

Association Tests.  IAT’s assess our response times in responding to characteristics associated with 

different aspects of individual differences, eg gender, weight, ethnicity, age, etc etc. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conjoint_analysis
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
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FYI - I have used these tests many times as part of diversity training programmes, and I have found 

them to be very powerful to help unlock (expose?) implicit biases in senior managers and execs.  

Taking all of these biases into account, Chia led us into the coffee break with a promise to return 

after the break and discuss how we can use these biases to create value. 

Beyond Bias to create value 

Chia shared the fascinating story about how Domino’s is influencing both its customers and its chefs.   

Domino’s had an app which allowed customers to track their pizza orders.  The customer made the 

order, they could then see the order being made, and they then received the order. 

Domino’s carried out experiments using iPads installed in the kitchen to allow: 

(1) the chefs to see the customers 

(2) the customers to see the chefs at work 

(3) both to see each other.   

In condition (1), the chefs liked being able to see the customers; they saw that they were 

appreciated, had a higher level of job satisfaction, and this led to higher levels of commitment.  In 

condition (2), the customers gave a higher rating to both the product and the service level.  

However, in condition (1) the customers also give a higher rating to the food – they perceived a 

higher quality demonstrating that the chef must have put in more effort and produced a better 

product.   

Another notable finding was that the chefs weren’t stressed by being observed; they actually liked it. 

Examples of practical application of these phenomena include: 

• Some car manufacturers (eg BMW) have cameras on their production line and allow 

customers to see their car being made and specific components (eg windscreens) being 

installed. 

• The violinist Joshua Bell has busked with a Stradivarius.  People pay a premium to see Joshua 

play in a concert hall, but when busking he is virtually ignored. 

Chia then went on to give some examples of typical scenarios, and offered practical advice on how 

to increase our likelihood of a successful outcome in similar circumstances using some of these 

innate biases.  Most of these would also translate to other similar scenarios: 

• If you are selling home insulation, focus on the losses that people will suffer rather than the 

gains. 

• If you want to persuade someone to take a group of “delinquents” to a zoo, first ask them 

for a much bigger request which they are likely to turn down, and then make the smaller 

request to support the day at the zoo.  This approach is backed up by research by Cialdini et 

al in 1975, and has become known as the Door in the Face Technique.  (For those of you with 

access to getAbstract (one of my favourite websites!), it is well worth a read of the abstract 

of Cialdini’s “Influence – The Psychology of Persuasion”.) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Door-in-the-face_technique
https://www.getabstract.com/en/summary/influence/8592?u=ASP_loa2
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• If you want to improve rates of pension enrolment or organ donation, use status quo bias to 

assume enrolment and people have to opt out, rather than them having to pro-actively opt 

in. 

• If you want people to respond to a survey, include a gift with the invitation to participate.  

Chia noted that even small gifts such as a pen or £1 voucher will make a difference.  The 

recipients are influenced by reciprocity biases. 

• If you have to give bad news to colleagues, aggregate (rather than drip feed) the bad news 

so that they only have one negative experience.  Conversely if you have lots of good news, 

then disaggregate it so that they have a stream of good news. 

• If you have two cameras as part of your product offering, and if you want to sell more of the 

more expensive cameras, then add a third even more expensive camera to your advertising 

so that customers see an additional price point to make a comparison. 

• If you want people to change their behaviour, then get them to commit in advance to the 

“legitimate” course of action.  For example, this has been demonstrated by testing if 

potential drink drivers are more likely to take a taxi if they signed a petition a few weeks 

earlier supporting not drinking and driving.  Another example is that rates of cheating on tax 

returns drops significantly if the tax payer signs at the start of the form to say that they will 

give correct information, rather than signs at the end of the form after they have entered all 

of their data. 

Putting it all together - the winning Olympic speed skater 

I think that we will all remember the video of Steven Bradbury from Australia winning the speed-

skating gold medal.  This demonstrated: 

• The victory of a striver. 

• The consequences of over-ambition by the other skaters. 

• The importance of the rules of the game – he knew that accidents often happen during the 

last lap. 

• In his decision making, he knew that he was not as good as the other finalists, so would not 

win just by trying his best; he needed a different strategy. 

• He decided that his best chance was by staying out of the way, and if there were any 

accidents, he would be able to capitalise on the situation. 

However, after the race, Steven was left with some reservations; he knew that he wasn’t the 

strongest skater, and he would like to have won because he was the best. 

Use these methods and be true to your own values 

Chia closed the session with a key message: use these influencing strategies but make sure that you 

use them appropriately and can live with the consequences. 

 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Status_quo_bias
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fAADWfJO2qM


Vlatka Hlupic and Chia-Jung Tsay 

The Management Shift and Psychology of Decision Making 

 

 

 

Vlatka Hlupic – The Management Shift 

Setting the scene 

Vlatka introduced her session by saying that she is on a mission to make the world a better place by 

introducing new management methods and tools that make a difference. 

This mission started four years ago at the Houses of Parliament when she was 

launching her book “The Management Shift”.  An abstract of this book is 

available on getAbstract. 

She is passionate about transferring knowledge into practise and creating “The 

Big Shift”.  A core part of this philosophy is to help organisations shift from the 

old command and control paradigm, to organisations which focus on their 

people and purpose. 

The challenge facing today’s organisations 

As we are now approaching the fourth industrial revolution, Vlatka’s work focuses on how 

organisations need to be in the future.  Many organisations act like the proverbial frog, and are 

complacent or unwilling to shift to a better place.  Vlatka’s premise is that organisations need to 

move from being like a supertanker to being much more like a sailing boat, ie agile, turning with the 

wind, and responding to pressures and changes in the environment.  Organisations can no longer 

use Taylor-like management styles that rely on standardisation and bureaucratisation. 

Vlatka suggested that organisations need to fundamentally shift their mindsets in the way that they 

treat people, ie: 

• Treat people as associates and not as subordinates. 

• Treat people as resourceful humans and not as human resources. 

• See people as sources of value creation, and not as a number on a spreadsheet, ie 

interdependent people who interact and create value. 

Organisations are facing unprecedented challenges in our VUCA world (VUCA = volatility, 

uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity).  We also have a new generation of people who are driven 

by purpose and values, and who want to be coached rather than told what to do. 

Vlatka shared some statistics to demonstrate why old styles of leadership are not working, eg: 

• Only 13% of employees say that they are engaged at work 

• Only 20% of people say that they trust their leaders 

• 70% of projects fail 

• 67% of strategic initiatives fail 

• 75% of CEOs believe that their business model is being disrupted 

In analysis, key causes of the financial meltdown have been shown to be processes, risk taking and 

product complexity, but the #1 cause of this failure was the prevailing leadership style. 

https://www.getabstract.com/en/summary/the-management-shift/23396?u=ASP_loa2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boiling_frog
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientific_management
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volatility,_uncertainty,_complexity_and_ambiguity
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Emergent Leadership – the new paradigm 

She labelled the new style of leadership as Emergent Leadership, and offered this 5-level model to 

describe the characteristics of individual mindsets and organisations at increasingly mature levels of 

organisational and leadership maturity: 

 

Typical characteristics at each level are: 

Level Typical characteristics 

5 At this level, people and organisations are reaching for the stars, expressing love for 
humanity, solving problems for humanity, and working on big ideas and innovations. 
Example of level 5 leaders are the Dalai Lama or Elon Musk. 
The power lever = Humanity. 

4 Key characteristics at this level are trust, transparency, purpose, having fun working, 
and giving back to the environment. 
There is a step change in performance, motivation and profit resulting from increased 
teamwork, collaboration and community. 
These organisations tend to attract more capable knowledge workers.  These 
employees grow, learn and develop their own ideas. 
In the public sector, organisations do more with the same resources. 
Paul Polman of Unilever is a good example of leading at level 4. 
The power lever = Common good. 

3 People are micro-managed and do what they are told to do.  Employees tick the 
boxes and perform but with no energy or passion. 
They are often led by charismatic leaders with big egos. 
The power lever = Ego. 

2 People do the minimum to get their pay cheque, they don’t bring their hearts and 
minds, and they find excuses to avoid work such as taking long lunch breaks. 
Vlatka suggested that David Brent and the appraisal would be a good example of this 
level. 
The power lever = Ignorance or complacency. 

https://www.dalailama.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elon_Musk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3M_FVerkkE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HpwLS4wCVg8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkYUDQCYGHA
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Level Typical characteristics 

1 Blame, sadness, apathy, dictatorial. 
A very powerful workshop tool to explore this is to get people to role model being a 
leader or employee in this type of culture. 
The power lever = Fear. 

 

Fundamental concepts in this Emergent Leadership model are that: 

• Individuals’ mindsets go up through each of the levels in turn rather than jumping between 

non-adjacent levels. 

• Levels 1, 2 and 3 represent traditional leadership styles. 

• Moving up from level 3 to 4 is when the big shift occurs. 

• Leaders can’t be at level 5 all of the time or they would suffer from burnout.  So they dip 

back to level 4 during less challenging times, and then accelerate back up to level 5 for the 

next big project or challenge. 

How we can help our organisations to move up the levels 

Vlatka offered suggestions on how we can help our organisations to move up the levels: 

• Remember that when leaders give away power, they get more power back because more is 

done with the same resources. 

• In large organisations, start with one division, and then share the good news story to gain 

buy-in across the organisation. 

• To get to level 3, delegate tasks. 

• To get to level 4, delegate responsibility. 

• If you work in an industry with safety critical tasks, these need level 3 leadership.  However, 

you can introduce level 4 styles where you can, and especially for the more humane aspects 

of the organisation’s work. 

Moving from level 3 to level 4 is where the big shift occurs, and therefore Vlatka focused on this 

stage to offer some methods to make this transition: 

• Use the language of the level above, eg talk about “we” and “team”, rather than “I” or “me”. 

• Encourage others to use level 4 language. 

• Allocate projects that require collaboration and teamwork. 

• Share inspirational stories about the shift. 

• Create conditions for interactions and networking. 

• Encourage other leaders to keep a diary of predominant thoughts, beliefs and actions.  Then 

encourage them to think how they would react differently if the same situation happened 

again. 

• Create conscious effort to act and speak at a higher level for 3 weeks; after this time these 

new behaviours will be embedded and become more automatic. 

We then took a break, and came back to hear Vlatka focusing on how we can make the shift. 
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Introducing the “6 Box Leadership” framework  

Vlatka introduced her 6-box leadership model as a framework for assessing and planning change to 

move up the levels.  She emphasised the need to focus on both the people and process related 

aspects of leadership. 

 

This 6-box model can provide a framework for assessing and developing action plans for our own 

organisations.  To illustrate this, Vlatka invited us all to identify positive and negative aspects of our 

own organisations for each of the six boxes.   

When developing action plans, she made the point that: 

• If you want a high performing organisation, then each box is important and they need to all 

be in balance. 

• You need to identify the weak points in each of the boxes and fix them. 

• When looking at the balance of people versus process aspects, in organisations that focus on 

the people aspects, long term performance looks after itself.  However, that is not the case 

with the process driven organisations which focus on spreadsheets and numbers.  

The importance of organisational purpose  

Vlatka then talked about the importance of organisational purpose and the need for this to be 

aligned with individuals’ purpose in high performing organisations.   

When she asked us all to raise our hands if our own values aligned with our organisation’s purpose, 

very few people raised them.  One of those who did was Adrian Lockhart from getAbstract.  Adrian 

could easily quote his organisation’s purpose, ie “To find, rate and compress relevant business 

knowledge to help people be more successful in their professional and personal lives”.  This aligned 

with Adrian’s values of being meaningful, fair, professional and for work to be personally rewarding.  

It makes him feel valuable to his company, and gives him a sense of purpose in helping others. 

 

http://www.getabstract.com/en/
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The 3Ps equation 

Vlatka gave us a simple equation to stress the importance of organisational purpose: 

Purpose + People = Performance 

She brings this out in her latest book, Humane Capital, and is especially proud 

that the Foreword was written by the Dalai Lama.  In this Foreword, he 

recognises the need for profit and care for people; ie we can do well in business 

and also be good humans at the same time. 

 

Vlatka shared some examples of organisations that exemplify their humanity, eg: 

• A CEO who published her compensation package to bring more transparency to the 

organisation. 

• An SME in Brighton that selects an employee each month to make their dream come true. 

• A large US-based cloud company which allows employees to spend 1% of their time on 

charity work, and gives 1% of revenue to charity. 

• A care company in Holland which encourages staff to self-organise to give the best possible 

care to its clients. 

The pillars of Humane Capital and barriers to making it happen 

Vlatka gave us her 8 pillars of Humane Capital: 

1. Organisational and leadership mindset 

2. Engagement and motivation 

3. Higher purpose 

4. Values and their alignment with individuals’ values 

5. Alignment of people and systems 

6. Self-organisation and communities 

7. Caring ethos 

8. Organisational learning 

She finished her presentation by highlighting the key barriers to making the big shift: 

1. Insufficient or partial effort 

2. Lack of sense of purpose 

3. Poor communications 

4. Leaders or employees who are not ready 

5. The effort is perceived to be too great 

6. There is a perception that life and work are separate 
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Imagine a world where level 4 and 5 organisations are the norm 

In concluding, Vlatka challenged us to think about what the world would be like if level 4 and 5 

organisations were the norm, and played a video of the song “Imagine” to anchor our thinking. 
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