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Introduction

I t was late on a Friday night in November 2014. | was deep
in a client deliverable for a large functional team within a
Fortune 100 life sciences company that was highly matrixed
and very political. It was the type of place where all the top
consulting companies had their own parking spaces. My
point-person led a team that was struggling with a chang-
ing workforce, a misunderstood operating model, and
underappreciated services. Dense and high-stakes, the
draft document staring at me from my computer screen
was meant to clarify direction for a nine-person leadership
team, comprised of operating and support functions that
felt stuck but couldn’t quite admit it. My analysis of the situ-
ation was going to come as a shock, because the data was
revealing a different—and deeper—challenge than they were
anticipating. There would definitely be pushback. | needed
to be precise in my delivery and thorough in my prepara-
tion, but | kept circling back to the same words: status quo,
transparency, alignment, accountability—all accurate, but
hollow. At a deeper level, | was wrestling with something
more difficult to pinpoint—the quiet cost of comfort. | was
in charge of delivering the wake-up call, and it felt massive,
even downright rebellious. The weight of it sat in my tight-
ening shoulders.

As a strategic advisor, you're often hired to challenge
the status quo. But there’s a sort of zombie-like state that set-
tles over people when they are repeatedly encouraged not
to see what's right in front of them. And it was in this type
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of daunting environment that | was being asked to compel
change. As | stared at my computer screen, struggling to find
the right words after a long, exhausting week, | realized this
was my new norm. For years, I'd been walking into more and
more executive and project team conference rooms where
the air was heavy with unspoken truths. I'd been listening to
too many leaders debating strategy and execution problems
that were really architecture problems. The breakdown wasn't
only happening inside teams—it was happening between
them. The mechanism connecting the work was weak, so exe-
cution kept falling apart at the seams. In response, I'd build
meaningful team execution playbooks that were praised in
offsites only to see them diluted by senior leaders weeks
later. | kept seeing bold ideas sanded down into consensus,
and dissent softened into suggestion. Longer-term strate-
gies were continuously undermined by short-term market
pressures. Team ambition was regularly compromised by the
urgency of short-term expectations. People were saying “l,”
“me,” and “my” much more often, instead of “we,” “our,” and
"us.” More frequently, it seemed, companies were willing to
ignore the truth right in front of them in order to preserve a
failing status quo. It was disheartening.

| had mastered the necessary choreography to “win”
in this delusive world. | knew when to push, when to retreat,
and when to wait for the inevitable moment when a company
realized the real problem wasn't its “plan.” But this unnatural
and exhausting dance had taken a toll on me. At all levels, |
was told, “You've got to learn how to play the game better.” A
classic line, usually delivered by people deeply committed to
preserving their installed reality. | was tired of hearing it. | was
tired of swallowing the truth in the name of feigned “align-
ment.” Trying to surface the facts and preserve my reputation
as a "team player” felt like walking a tightrope every day. | was
weary from watching leaders choose comfort over clarity and
then ask me to help “drive execution,” as if it were a lever that
could be pulled without touching truth. | wasn’t burned out;
| was just over it—the politics, the fake consensus, and all the
prep for the team meetings where everyone was technically
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right but strategically mistaken. | was witnessing too much
performance theater disguised as leadership.

Desperate to find an example of what truth could
unleash when allowed in the room, | began searching for a
case study to prove that the spell of complacency could be
broken and unlock true potential. | closed out of my docu-
ment and typed, "Examples of transformational team lead-
ership” into my search browser. Nothing interesting popped
up, so | stopped to consider my search term. I'd always had
a rebellious streak, and felt like the message | was about to
deliver fit this category. So, | typed “rebellious.” And that'’s
when | saw it, a link to a YouTube video of Steve Jobs' iconic
1997 "Think Different” campaign speech. Although | had
admired the company since buying the first iPhone when
it was announced in 2007, I'd never watched the “Think
Different” speech before. | clicked, “play.”

Right from the start, his talk was different. Jobs, who
had co-founded Apple but left in 1985 after losing a board-
room power struggle, was back—and he had a lot to say.
He'd watched Apple's decline through the early 1990s, as
it suffered from product fragmentation, poor management,
and a failure to compete with cheaper, lower-cost Windows
PCs. The company was bleeding money when the “Think
Different” campaign speech was delivered less than two
weeks after his official return to leadership in September
1997. And as he strode quietly into a small internal theater
at Apple headquarters wearing a simple black turtleneck
and shorts, his words were calm, even casual-but, boy, did
they pack a punch:

| think Apple has pockets of greatness, but in some
ways has drifted away from doing the basics really
well. So, ..[wle looked at the product roadmap
going out for a few years and we said, ‘A lot of this
doesn't make sense, and there's way too much stuff,
and there’s not enough focus. So, we actually got
rid of 70 percent of the stuff on the product road-
map. | mean | couldn’t even figure out the damn
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product line after a few weeks.... | kept saying,
‘What is this model? How does this fit?" And then |
started talking to customers and they couldn't fig-
ure it out either.

Jobs went on to talk straight about other functional
problems—distribution, marketing, and the Apple brand as
a whole. It was so refreshing, even inspiring, to hear a leader
speak so candidly about a company’s true state of affairs.
He didn’t cushion the blow. He didn't perform around it. As
| watched, a sleeper cell awoke in my brain. I'd been in so
many rooms where leaders faced their versions of Apple's
situation and had chosen to circle reality as if it were radio-
active. Not Jobs. He wasn't just giving a talk; he was break-
ing a spell.

Jobs continued, evangelizing that Apple needed to
return to its core values. “[W]e believe that people with pas-
sion can change the world for the better.” | was mesmerized.
Finally, here was a leader speaking my language! Then, Jobs
introduced the campaign, "honoring the people who think
different and who move this world forward.” The room grew
silent as he asked his team to roll the ad and black-and-white
footage of Albert Einstein smoking a pipe appeared on the
screen as the narrator spoke these words:

Here's to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels.
The troublemakers. The round pegs in the square
holes. The ones who see things differently. They're
not fond of rules. And they have no respect for
the status quo. You can quote them, disagree with
them, glorify or vilify them. About the only thing
you can't do is ignore them. Because they change
things. They push the human race forward. And
while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see
genius. Because the people who are crazy enough
to think they can change the world are the ones
who do.

viii
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As | listened to these soul-stirring words and stared at
the grainy footage on my laptop, | experienced a profound
personal shift. Not only had | found my case study, I'd also
found my mantra. | knew these people, these rebels. I'd
worked with them and watched them labeled as “difficult”
in polite performance reviews. I'd seen them sidelined
because they refused to nod along with ideas that wouldn't
work. I'd watched them either conform or leave. And if | was
being honest with myself, I'd always been one of them. | just
could never put my finger on the right term. I'd been ruf-
fling feathers and making people uncomfortable since ele-
mentary school. It had gotten me in trouble at times and led
to personal regrets. But watching Jobs speak about rebels
with reverence rather than resistance changed everything. |
wasn't just a strategist, advisor, or consultant. | was perform-
ing a function the system didn't have. | was forcing truth into
rooms designed to avoid it. | was asking crucial questions
everyone was afraid to answer and challenging plans every-
one was passively embracing. | just had never known what
to call my approach to work and life—until | watched Steve
Jobs's speech. | had always operated differently—and now |
was listening to someone | admired say that was fine, even
valuable. On that chilly Friday night in November 2014, |
proudly called myself a rebel for the first time.

As for a case study demonstrating the value truth can
create when it's embraced rather than feared, well, Apple
during Steve Jobs's second term was perfect! After the
“Think Different” campaign launched and Jobs instituted
other changes, the company successfully resurrected its
brand image and drove a massive increase in market capi-
talization from $1.6 billion to $15.6 billion in only two years!
Profitability was restored, the iMac G3 was launched, and
Apple’s “cool,” creative, and rebellious brand identity set the
stage for the extremely popular iPod and iPhone.

After watching the speech a few more times, | returned
to work on my presentation. It was well after midnight, but
| was energized by my new rebel state of mind. My fingers
raced across the keyboard. Steve Jobs had given me the
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courage to help my clients face the truth so their compa-
nies and colleagues could experience a better future. | felt
inspired and empowered. “Just be yourself, you rebel. Just
be yourself,” | said out loud all alone in my office. And |
would never look back.

After Steve Jobs's death in 2011, Apple's profits would
quadruple and the company would go on to become the
world’s most valuable under CEO Tim Cook’s fifteen years
of leadership. The New York Times called Cook’s time at the
helm of Apple “one of the most successful management
runs in the history of American business.” Yet, even as the
company hit a $4 trillion valuation in 2025, Apple's leader-
ship team was being criticized for falling behind in the race
for artificial-intelligence dominance. The business press
wrote of the company’s focus on profit over innovation,
it's failure to find the “Next Big Thing,” and its cultural shift
from artistic and groundbreaking to regimented and pre-
dictable. More disturbingly, in 2025 and early 2026, Apple
experienced an unprecedented wave of departures among
its top-tier talent, including executives, Al researchers, and
engineers. Had Apple sidelined its misfits, rebels, and trou-
blemakers? Had it forgotten to “Think Different?” It was a
reminder that no one, no matter how powerful and success-
ful their legacy, can stop challenging the status quo—ever!

In April 2026, Cook stepped down as CEO and tran-
sitioned to executive chairman. The company's new CEO
would be 50-year-old John Ternus, an Apple veteran and
lifelong hardware developer who has served as Senior Vice
President of Hardware Engineering since 2021. Mashable
described Ternus as having a “more Jobs-like product vision
and attitude.” Others have written that he is well-respected
by his colleagues and a “decisive risk-taker.” And an April 21,
2026, article in Techcentral.co called, “John Ternus and the
battle for Apple's soul,” described another important trait of
the new CEO:
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While returning to his alma mater, the University of
Pennsylvania, as the engineering school’s under-
graduate commencement speaker in 2024, he
urged graduates to “always assume you're as smart
as anyone else in the room, but never assume that
you know as much as they do,” mixing self-assur-
ance with a dose of humility.

So, is Ternus a leader who will redesign their human
operating system where the misfits, rebels, and troublemak-
ers can speak the truth, challenge the status quo, and inno-
vate its way into the future, just as Steve Jobs did? Only time
will tell. But one thing is for sure, this is the way companies
continue to thrive, grow, and achieve their full potential. This
is the Rebel OS way. And as we enter the Age of Al, which
will accelerate and amplify our human systems in ways some-
times difficult to fathom, it's time to get very clear about the
architecture we build to support those willing to surface truth
in this brave new world.

Xi






PART |

YOUR TEAM CULTURE
IS LYING TO YOU

For decades, the vast majority of leadership, management
and professional development books have focused on
helping individuals become more effective within the
organizations they inhabit. Book after book has explored
how to communicate better, lead more effectively, build
influence, increase emotional intelligence, develop resilience,
strengthen relationships, manage change, and maximize
personal performance. And while there’s tremendous value
with supporting individuals to grow, this approach falls short
in @ number of ways: First, most work is not performed by
individuals—it is performed by teams operating within larger
systems, an important piece of the puzzle that is completely
overlooked by this approach. Second, individual capability
alone cannot overcome a poorly designed work environment.
Without mechanisms that support truth, accountability,



judgment, learning and decision quality, even exceptional
people eventually adapt to the system around them. There's
no infrastructure, no operating system, in place to make
individual excellence replicable, sustainable, or scalable.
(And, no, quarterly offsites designed to “empower” your
organization’s people, absolutely do NOT count.)

Third, and most importantly, many organizations mistake
activity for health. They see talented people, strong
engagement scores, and growing revenue and assume the
culture is working. But a closer look often reveals something
very different. Innovation slows. Decisions take longer.
Accountability becomes uneven. Difficult truths arrive late.
Performance plateaus. The organization appears healthy
on the surface while dysfunction compounds beneath it.
Are your company’s numbers supporting this perspective?
Or, is your company's growth trajectory telling a different
story and no one is connecting the dots? Is your industry
shifting, and challenging your company’s current success?
It's important to answer honestly because this is when the
cracks begin to show. We both know that’s going to come
back to bite, so it's time to figure out why. It's quite possible
your company'’s culture is lying to you—not intentionally,
but because you're looking past all the dysfunction that is
buried just beneath the surface.

This is where Rebel OS begins. In Section I, we’re going
to explore some of the counterproductive and even
toxic realities humans must navigate in today’s corporate
America — and how they adapt in order to survive while the
C-suite continues to believe everything is wonderful-or
even good enough. We're going to expose lies and surface
truth in order to take an honest look at what’s happening at
way too many companies today. It's going to be illuminating,
sometimes surprising, and game-changing, so let’s dive in...



Chapter 1

THE HIGH COST OF CONFORMITY

U,

“Conformity is the jailer of freedom and the enemy of growth.”
—President John F. Kennedy

have worked in or with many organizations with strong

legacies and firmly established cultures. Everyone at these
places knows what success looks like. Offer letters are an
exclusive invite to partake in the prosperity. Newbies are
encouraged to be team players—to work, contribute, and
ideate like everyone else who is part of this winning organi-
zation. When a newcomer asks why things are done a certain
way, they hear things like, “"Well, that's just the [insert com-
pany name]way.” On the surface, this all seems fine as every-
one smiles, nods, and agrees in the halls despite the subtle,
“Don't think outside our box” messaging. But as an outsider,
an experienced hire, or an advisor brought in to diagnose
and fix issues, | see the darker side of this type of conformity.
New ways of doing things are often met with, “Why fix what's
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not broken?” Those who challenge the status quo are told,
“That's not how we do things here.” Sometimes, there are
even nicknames for these cultures. “We're a high-pressure
‘wolf’ culture.” Or “"Our organization is a collaborative ‘clan’
culture.” Or, likely the most common, “We're a people orga-
nization.” There are creative cultures, command-and-control
cultures, entrepreneurial cultures, and so forth. No matter
the nickname, all too often, legacy cultures nurture and
value groupthink and homogeneous behavior over contin-
uous improvement. Dissent is a dirty word, and change is
difficult. None of this is in anybody’s best interest—but that's
not the point.

Executives in these environments tend to say their
organizations have excelled because of their people and
ability to attract top talent. They credit their success to stel-
lar leadership, and all those “aligned” employees who have
driven the company’s growth over the years. But McKinsey &
Company's "Winning with your talent management strategy,”
published in August 2018, surfaced some surprising facts
about the significant disconnect between hiring and opti-
mizing talent. They report that at top talent-focused orga-
nizations, about 99% of executives say talent is a top prior-
ity, but only 16% believe their organizations are effective at
developing top talent. This disconnect can go unnoticed for
years, until something happens—a surprise, a missed oppor-
tunity, a mistake, a crisis—and suddenly all the cracks sur-
face. Why? Because organizations often mistake top talents’
skills and superficial alignment within conformity cultures
for organizational strength. This is a dangerous assumption.
When teams appear unified, leaders assume effectiveness.
But agreement without challenge, can suppress innova-
tion, lead to missed opportunities, and hide significant risk.
And when trouble knocks, everyone seems to be caught
off guard and retreats to a comfortable distance. The prob-
lem with conformity is widespread, Work by Solomon Asch
demonstrated that individuals will knowingly give incorrect
answers to align with a group. Roughly 75 percent of partici-
pants conformed at least once.

4| Partl
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Of course, even conformity cultures have their rebels,
those who ask questions, speak frankly, and test limits. But
truth should be structurally expected, not personality driven.
The former is sustainable and improves an organization;
the latter is hit or miss and makes companies vulnerable.
Conformity looks calm and inviting on the surface, but comes
at a cost-sometimes a catastrophic cost. When people are
encouraged to comply and reach consensus without testing
assumptions or having data to back up those assumptions,
bad things can happen. What appears cohesive is more often
suppressed inquiry. Over time, truth-seeking erodes. Error
and threat detection decrease and fragility increases. Even
if people see the early warning signals, they don't speak up
because the price of honesty is too high.

This is why what really makes or breaks an organization
isn't just its people, it's the architecture and infrastructure
built to support those people and the teams they work on.
An effective culture is intentionally designed to surface fric-
tion early, before consequences compound or key opportu-
nities are missed. Dissent is seen as a health marker rather
than a disruption. The reality is, high-performance team
cultures don't conform—they question, speak up, and chal-
lenge. | call this disciplined truth. The first thing | ask myself
when | walk into a client organization for the first time is, Do
they have a mechanism in place for the creation, testing, and
flow of truth within and across teams to drive accurate deci-
sions and sustained performance? If this scaffolding isn't in
place or hasn't been reinforced over time, even successful,
well-established cultures can collapse under pressure. Great
organizational cultures are built and maintained intentionally
and by design at the team, function, and enterprise level-a
fact that some of the biggest companies in the world have
learned the hard way.

The Boeing Debacle

A leader in aviation innovation since 1916, Boeing experi-
enced catastrophic problems with its legacy culture in the

The High Cost of Conformity | 5
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early 2010s when it faced intense competitive pressure from
Airbus’s innovative A320neo jet. Instead of designing a new
aircraft from scratch, which would have taken about ten years,
Boeing decided to modify its existing 737 jet to deliver a plane
that could compete with the A320neo more quickly. It would
be called the 737 MAX, with a goal of rapid certification and
market entry. The first 737 MAX was flying in under six years
and entered into service a year later. But then, unexpectedly,
tragedy struck. In October 2018, Lion Air Flight 610 crashed.
Aboutsix months later, in March 2019, another crash. Ethiopian
Airlines Flight 302. Both were 737 MAXs. This was clearly
not coincidence. Something was terribly wrong. Together,
these crashes killed 346 people, leading to the worldwide
grounding of Boeing's entire 737 MAX fleet. Investigations
and Congressional hearings that followed revealed several
systemic issues with the plane’s engineering. But even more
disturbing were the findings about Boeing's lack of safety-risk
systems and reporting processes. These were key pieces of
infrastructure that were missing, which meant the MAX 737
was really a crisis just waiting to happen. And when it did, the
backlash was swift and dramatic.

As the news hit headlines across the globe, Boeing CEO
Dennis Muilenburg was removed from his position in 2019.
The company would ultimately face financial losses of about
$20 billion. Massive penalties, fines, and compensation to the
victims' families also loomed. In July 2024, Boeing agreed to
plead guilty to criminal charges relating to the accidents and
still faces lawsuits that impact the company’s reputation. The
Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) significantly increased
oversight of Boeing's production lines, setting caps on pro-
duction rates until quality standards could be met. It was a
horrifying human tragedy and a company's worst nightmare.

During the congressional hearings, lawmakers and
experts argued that Boeing needed independent groups
specifically tasked with challenging design assumptions.
Some members of Congress, including Representative Peter
A. DeFazio (D-OR), chair of the House Transportation and
Infrastructure Committee at the time, suggested Boeing
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create a "red team” to challenge engineering assumptions,
stress-test safety models, and simulate worst-case scenarios
and failures that might have been overlooked. The core idea
of a "red team” was institutionalized dissent, similar to my
term, disciplined truth. This is the type of architecture Boeing
could and should have had in place from the start to safe-
guard against the 737 MAX catastrophe. No doubt, the com-
pany's legacy of success and market dominance contributed
to a dangerous level of complacency while competitive pres-
sures and a culture of conformity pushed the organization’s
people to the brink—and there was no framework in place to
stop them from making bad decisions. When one views con-
formity and disingenuous “alignment” through the lens of
Boeing's experience, it becomes crystal clear that the price
is way too high. The time, energy, and financial investment
needed to put in place an architecture to support those who
might have challenged the engineering assumptions that led
to the 737 MAX jet's design flaws would have been a frac-
tion of what paying for the aftermath cost. Though there were
many contributing factors in the crisis, it was a strong example
of how conformity can lead to catastrophic consequences.

THE Al MAJORITY VOICE

Solomon Asch was a Polish-American social psychol-
ogist best known for his 1950s experiments demon-
strating the power of conformity and group pressure
on individual judgment. His landmark research showed
that roughly 75 percent of individuals knowingly pro-

vided incorrect answers simply to align with others
in the room. People feared being labeled “difficult” or
“troublemakers.” This was the classic “conformity trap”—
the human instinct to prioritize harmony over facts, even
when those facts were obvious. Asch demonstrated that
in group settings, individuals often align their beliefs
with what he called the “majority voice,” even when a

The High Cost of Conformity | 7
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majority’s opinion was misinformed. Now, the seat of
that “majority voice” has begun shifting to Al models.
This has huge implications for human organizations.
When Al agents generate the first draft of a strategy,
project summary, or a market analysis, they effectively
speak first and with great confidence, establishing a
“baseline” reality that the rest of the team must work
around. Because Al-generated output is fluent and
carries an aura of objective precision, humans mistake
Al's confident tone for accuracy—even though error
rates in Al-powered search results often exceed 60 per-
cent. Despite this, 51 percent of Americans use Al for
research, work, or data analysis. I'm sure Asch would
have loved to study this dangerous mix of high speed,
high adoption, high bias, and high error rates. It's a rec-
ipe for groupthink on a massive scale. Think about it.
When Al says a project is on track, team members may
hesitate to voice the unspoken truths they see, fearing
that they—not the algorithm—are the ones misreading
the data. While the human majority needed time to
form, the Al majority voice makes untested ideas feel
certain and disjointed teams look in sync almost instan-
taneously. The majority voice is no longer a room full of
colleagues; it is an algorithm that scales consensus so
quickly and convincingly that left unchallenged, it can
effectively automate the death of the truth.

Truth Meetings

The call to conform and comply when pressure mounts
doesn’t only happen at large legacy companies like Boeing.
A few years ago, toward the end of the global COVID pan-
demic, the Head of Commercial at a small, investor-backed
biopharma startup received my name from a colleague who
was working with him on their long-term commercial strat-
egy. He reached out and asked me to meet to discuss how |
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might help “improve his team’s communication and dynam-
ics.” His tone implied urgency, so | accepted and we met at
his office a few days later. The commercial organization he
oversaw consisted of five teams responsible for preparing
the company’s first product launch. Marketing and Brand
Strategy was responsible for market positioning, competitive
narrative, and launch messaging. Market Access and Pricing
handled payer strategy, reimbursement modeling, and pric-
ing structure. Commercial Operations included analytics and
insights, CRM systems, and launch-readiness tracking. The
Field Readiness and Medical Affairs team handled all med-
ical training, scientific messaging, and physician engage-
ment preparation. And Sales was responsible for all personal
promotion. | saw an org chart without any connecting lines
between the teams, which left me thinking they operated
independently. This was concerning. For a product launch,
even at this early stage, they should have formed one inte-
grated, cross-functional team structure so if any individual
functional team moved out of sync, the launch would stall,
which is never a good thing when time is of the essence

After giving me the lay of the land, the Head of
Commercial went on to explain that he'd recently attended
a Brand Strategy meeting, and this was the moment he knew
he needed a fresh set of eyes to help him figure out how
to move forward. He took a deep, extended breath. “l could
tell something was not right with my team, so | was glad |
was there to see it.”

He described how the Head of Marketing and Brand
Strategy was standing at the front of the room clicking
through her PowerPoint presentation when she landed on
a slide that showed three different versions of the potential
product’s value proposition. The Market Access lead stared
at the screen and hesitantly interjected, “So, which one of
those value propositions are we actually using?”

The presenter paused and cautiously offered, “Version

"

two.

The High Cost of Conformity | 9
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The Market Access lead shook his head. “That's not
what my team modeled for payer reimbursement. We
worked with version one.”

Almost simultaneously, from across the table, the Head
of Field Readiness looked up from his laptop and said, "My
team is building the training deck around version three.”

The room went completely quiet. It seemed that no one
wanted to be the person to expose just how far out of sync
things really were. Observing this dynamic, | wondered if |
was watching a quiet form of conformity. | thought, Everyone
is staring into the abyss, but no one has the courage to chal-
lenge the stated narrative that everything is fine. It seemed
like groupthink was in charge, and individual judgment was
being suppressed. | wondered if the silence was more than
confusion. Maybe it was everyone quietly calculating how
disagreement could shatter the illusion and make them the
bad guy. There appeared to be no process or mechanism in
place to compel truth-telling—not within or across teams. I'd
seen this before. Everyone conforms to preserve the illusion
of alignment. Outside, everyone appears calm while inside
they're struggling with the mounting stress of watching a
trainwreck in the making.

Seeing this tension escalating, the Commercial
Operations lead leaned forward slowly, and almost in a joking
way, said, “l don't connect with any of these value proposi-
tions. So, which product are we actually launching?” No one
laughed—and no one answered.

The Head of Commercial finished his story, and the
group calmly talked through the ramifications. | was hired that
afternoon to “poke around,” so that's what | did.

As | started talking to the different teams, it became
clear that everyone was bright, very capable, and commit-
ted to their work. But many also admitted they were “tired,”
and | wanted to find out why. At first, | thought, well, every-
one is tired after this pandemic, maybe they just need time
and support. Or maybe they were just running hard as this
early stage of a product launch can be grueling. But as the
picture became clearer, | realized my initial suspicions were
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right. There were multiple problems contributing to every-
one's exhaustion. In this highly regulated industry, there was
incredible pressure on all teams to move as fast as possible
so that the company could start to generate revenue and
show a return on their investment. | knew this playbook well
and understood the strain.

Teams were being asked to align around speed-and
individuals were incentivized around this goal. But pace
is one thing; quality and safety are quite another. This
dilemma-this stressful tension between competing priori-
ties—| discovered, was part of what was exhausting everyone.
Based on their individual experience and expertise, each
team was sprinting forward, but they were not moving for-
ward together—likely because they weren't being positioned
to think of themselves as an integrated team. These lead-
ers weren't just tired from the pace. They were also carry-
ing around all the misalignment they were experiencing but
didn't feel comfortable openly challenging. What struck me
was how long this elephant in the room had been ignored.
Each team had been impacted by the constant inconsisten-
cies of the larger group dynamic, but no one had forced the
issue of truth into the open. This wasn't because they didn't
care; it was because, under pressure, the instinct was to
conform and comply. They kept trying to make things work
within a framework for multi-team communication that didn’t
really exist. These were experienced leaders. Everyone knew
something was off but instead of confronting it, they worked
around it. Quietly. Repeatedly. That's the hidden cost of con-
formity—it turns smart people into silent adapters.

When stress mounts, survival mode kicks in. People
tend to think, “"What do | need to do to be successful or just
survive in this environment?” The “"we” disappears. A siloed
mentality takes hold. As an advisor, I've seen these dynam-
ics many times. You can feel it and see it when you walk into
multi-team meetings. People are hesitant. The oxygen of
collaboration and truth has been sucked out of the room. In
this type of environment, survival doesn't just mean doing
good work, it means not disrupting the system, not slowing
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things down. People stay in their own lanes because they
don’t want to be the person who challenges assumptions at
the wrong moment. They don’t want to be the one who says
an important decision is in trouble. Conformity doesn’t need
to be enforced in such environments. It hangs in the air. It
shows up in every interaction. It's “just the way we do it here.”
Unless someone calls out conformity for the toxic behavior
it is, it slowly becomes part of an organization’s DNA. When
this happens, it's only a matter of time until progress stag-
nates or a crisis unfolds.

About a week after the tipping-point meeting, | sat with
the Market Access team, and asked, "How confident are you
in the launch timeline?”

The team lead shrugged. “Honestly? I'm not even sure
which assumptions the other teams are working from.”

Later that day when | spoke with the Marketing and
Brand team, they told me something similar. “We keep revis-
ing the positioning,” | was told. “But every change ripples
across the other teams. By the time everyone adjusts, we're
already behind again.”

| kept listening and hearing people’s concerns about
missed timelines and long meetings that ended vaguely. It
was clear that the “ah ha” moment that had compelled the
Head of Commercial to hire me was not an anomaly. It was
also clear that what he thought was a team communication
or dynamics issue was really a failure to build a strong archi-
tecture to support multi-team communication, truth-telling,
and decision-making. There was no infrastructure installed
to surface choices, challenge assumptions, clarify authority,
and close loops across multiple teams. In the absence of this
crucial wiring, team culture had drifted into confusion and
an exhausting ambiguity.

Now that | understood the real problems, | turned my
attention to helping the organization architect solutions
to get them back on track, especially to use their voice to
integrate and optimize their individual views about the
unhealthy dynamic that | was witnessing. And understanding
the urgency of the situation, | jumped right in. | decided to
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gather all the teams, without their boss, and ask some critical,
uncomfortable questions.

“Okay, everyone. We need to come together on a
few things. First, and maybe most importantly, what must
hold under pressure?” | asked. As before, the room grew
quiet. | waited and let the silence sink in, and even become
uncomfortable.

The Brand team spoke first, though hesitantly. “Scientific
credibility. If we compromise that to move faster, physicians
will see right through it.”

“Good,” | said. "Everyone agree with this?” Heads nod-
ded across the room as everyone indicated their support.
| then asked for someone from each of the other teams to
share the implications of this shared priority. What | saw
confirmed that the team dynamics in this organization were
fixable. Each leader stepped outside of their team walls to
begin connecting the links on the product-launch chain.

Next question to the group: “What will you refuse to
trade for speed?”

This time, the Reimbursement team jumped in more
quickly. “"Reimbursement reality,” the team lead offered. “If
payers reject our positioning, the launch fails no matter how
fast we move.”

"Okay,” | replied. “That's constructive. So, when do we
escalate—and how?”

The Commercial Operations leader, who had been
rather quiet up to this point, chimed in like she had won a
prize on a game show. “If a decision affects more than one
team, we escalate it immediately—not after three weeks of
emails.”

“Excellent,” | responded, trying to nurture the truth-
telling that was happening between teams. Then, to start
moving the meeting toward a close, | brought the group to a
soft landing. “So, what does responsible disagreement look
like among you?”

The Brand lead, who I'd seen fly through her slides like
an automaton in earlier meetings, confidently shared, "It

Ill

The High Cost of Conformity | 13



FRED T. HALPERIN

means we challenge each other early—before the work gets
rebuilt three times.”

| was pleased to see the teams and their leaders genu-
inely collaborating around how to improve these cross-func-
tional meetings. The silos were crumbling, and the shift was
palpable. From there, together, we translated everyone's
responses into a set of five principles that would guide future
cross-team communication and meetings:

1. Alignment would never be assumed.
Clarity would come before acceleration.

3. Challengingideasand the status quo would become
an obligation.

4. All decisions would be explicit and owned by the
appropriate team leader.

5. Issues would be escalated in a timely fashion while
options still remained.

Since the teams had created the principles together,
| emphasized that they were obligated to operate by them.
They all agreed and we moved on. Instead of four separate
team meetings followed by fragmented updates and ineffi-
cient and ineffective cross-team updates, we would now have
a single bi-weekly Commercial Team Update session. Going
forward, every meeting would follow the same execution
sequence:

Brand presented the current narrative

Market Access validated payer implications

Field Readiness confirmed physician messaging
Commercial Operations and Sales confirmed their
readiness

Lo - BEE < IR <

If any element broke alignment, the team solved it
together in the room immediately. Next, we redesigned the
structure of meetings and collaboration. Every session would
begin with a declared objective, update, recommendation,
or decision. If a decision was required, a single owner would
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be named before discussion began. Also, time to challenge
assumptions and focus on ‘inter- and intra-team’ issues was
embedded in every agenda. Commitments would be docu-
mented before a meeting could be adjourned. One meeting
| attended ended with these actionable commitments written
on the white board:

#  Brand — finalize value proposition by Friday

#  Access — rerun payer models and share results

#  Med Affairs — adjust physician training curriculum

#  Comm Ops — update CRM analytics fields

#  Sales — finalize job spec for new reps and circulate
for review

#  Commercial — update bi-weekly status items by
Thursday

Each team could now instantly see how their work
was connected to everyone else's. Meetings were shorter,
on point, and ended on time. Email traffic declined. Issues
were escalated earlier and resolution was shared across and
throughout the teams. But the most striking change wasn't
quantitative; it was emotional. Meetings felt different. The
silent tension had disappeared. People were talking to each
other honestly and respectfully. Disagreement no longer felt
taboo. A few weeks in, the structure had started to embed
itself deeper into the teams. Leaders began bringing team
members into sessions, creating a richer, more nuanced
conversation.

One afternoon, after a particularly crisp team update
session, a brand analyst who had presented, leaned over
and quietly said, “That was a good truth meeting.” | smiled,
interpreting her comment to mean that we were now saying
things in meetings that would have been avoided just a few
weeks earlier. The phrase stuck. The Commercial team began
referring to the new meeting cadence as “Truth Meetings,” a
space where assumptions were surfaced, authority was clear,
dissent was expected, and decisions were documented. And
none of this was happening because of one rebel’s charisma
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or one leader’s courage. The transformation was occurring
because we were installing a system that valued and opera-
tionalized truth-telling. No leadership transplants. No moti-
vational speeches. Just intentional systems design. What we
were really building wasn't just a better meeting cadence;
it was a counterforce to conformity—a system that made it
more difficult to stay silent or siloed than to speak up and
question the status quo.

One of my key takeaways from that client experi-
ence was that teams execute work and multiple teams
integrate work. Most organizations invest enormous effort
into building strong teams. But when those teams inter-
act without an architected structure, coordination breaks
down. Performance does not collapse inside teams nearly
as frequently as it collapses between them. The moment
organizations design the multi-team, or what | call ‘team
cluster’ layer—where teams operate as a coordinated sys-
tem—speed, clarity, and truth begin to scale. At the time, the
Rebel Operating System wasn't yet named, but it was what
we were installing in this organization in order to displace
its conformity culture. Even in the face of profound misalign-
ment, which was causing deep frustration, stress, and signif-
icant delays, no one spoke up or challenged the status quo.
It had created a profound drag on morale and performance
that would no longer be tolerated. And as | sit here looking
back in 2026, writing Rebel OS, another important thought
comes to mind: What if Al agents had been part of the mix?
Think about the complexity this would have added. For me,
the reality that Al probably is part of this team now drives
home the urgency for clear, truthful communication within
and across teams. The thought of introducing Al agents into
a firmly established conformity culture conjures up potential
plot lines from a dystopian novel. Imagine these agents mag-
nifying the worst of an organization'’s traits and biases 24/7.
That story does not end well. Al only makes the stakes higher
for today’s leaders to design strong, intentional human sys-
tems that can evolve with the times while staying true to
their core principles. But if you work in a conformity culture
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that's spent years honoring the status quo and burying truth,
things are about to get ugly fast. Time is not your friend. The
time for intentional structural change is now.

Conclusion

Why do some organizations excel sustainably while others
feel like a rollercoaster ride of performance issues, missteps,
and crises? It's not only about “talent,” which is what many
leaders will tell you, especially in legacy cultures; it's mostly
about the architecture that supports that talent and enables
them to surface and analyze the truth, even in challenging sit-
uations. When this happens, organizations no longer require
a few rebels to risk their reputation or career in order to chal-
lenge the status quo. When architecture supports talent and
compels dissent and truth-telling, culture follows and perfor-
mance improves across the board. No rebels required. Rebel
OS empowers everyone to be a rebel, in the best sense of the
word, the way Steve Jobs applauded them as curious ques-
tioners of the status quo. When there is an operating system
in place that empowers people to demand clarity and think
differently, teams can make more effective decisions collabo-
ratively and at scale. This is when organizations have the foun-
dation they need to excel consistently.

If you have ever watched a talented new employee
propose an idea that gets diluted by consensus, you have
felt the cost of conformity. If you have ever left a meeting
thinking, “We all agreed but nothing actually changed,” you
have felt the limits of human culture without the intentional
design. If you are reading this book, I'm guessing that you or
the teams you manage, may already quietly desire change.
Maybe you're yearning for an organizational shift where
dissent strengthens decision-making instead of threaten-
ing everyone's identity. Rebel OS is your roadmap. It's not a
rebellion against authority; it's a rebellion against structural
ambiguity and all the innovation it silences, all the stress it
causes, and all the mistakes it enables. And once you have
seen the difference, you can't unsee it.
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Rebel Recap

*
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When teams appear unified, leaders assume
effectiveness—but agreement without challenge
can conceal risk.

Organizations consistently overestimate their
ability to develop and optimize talent, creating
a gap between perceived strength and actual
performance.

Conformity cultures prioritize alignment and
cohesion over inquiry and dissent. This limits the
organization’s ability to detect errors early.

Risk appears and compounds quietly in conformity
cultures until it surfaces all at once, often triggered
by a crisis, mistake or missed opportunity.
Performance often breaks down between teams, not
inside them. Without clear mechanisms for surfacing
assumptions, owning decisions, and closing loops,
even strong teams can drift out of sync.
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