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WHITE PAPER 

The Silent Drain on Innovation, 
Confidence & Talent 
How subtle behavioural patterns silently suppress innovation, 

erode confidence, and drive away your best people - and what to do about them 

The Red-Liner Model  ·  Developed to understand the impact of subtle interpersonal dynamics 

 

ABSTRACT 

Most organisations assume that low innovation output, disengagement and unexplained 
talent loss reflect strategy, compensation or culture in the broad sense. This white paper 
argues that in many cases, these outcomes are driven by a specific, identifiable and 
addressable interpersonal dynamic - one that does not appear in HR data and is rarely 
recognised by those with the authority to act on it. The Red-Liner Model provides a 
structural explanation for this dynamic, a method for recognising it and a practical 
approach for changing it. The model has been developed and refined over ten years of 
application in research environments and is now being introduced to leadership and 
innovation teams in industry. 

 

1 The Problem That Doesn’t Show Up in the Data 

 

Ask most senior leaders whether their organisation has a serious interpersonal problem and 
they will tell you no. They have policies. They have training. They have a culture of respect. 
They have not had any significant escalations recently. 

Ask the people three levels below them and you will hear a different story. 

Not a story of dramatic incidents - but of accumulated friction. Of ideas that were never voiced 
because the environment didn’t feel safe enough. Of decisions that went wrong because 
someone was too confident to accept input. Of talented people who left quietly, citing “fit”, and 
of the real reasons that nobody said out loud. 

This gap between what leadership sees and what teams experience is not unusual. It is 
structural. And it is expensive. 

The behaviours driving this gap are almost never reported to HR. They are not 
dramatic enough individually. But they are consistent enough and sufficiently 
targeted to have a serious cumulative effect on the people around them. 
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How the data might show in your organisation 

Where organisations do measure, the signals are present - they are just misattributed: 

• Engagement surveys show flat or declining scores despite new initiatives 

• Innovation functions report frustration: ideas aren’t generated or not implemented 

• Retention data shows a disproportionate loss of high performers in certain teams 

• 360-degree feedback shows marked disparities between how a manager is rated by 
their superiors and by their direct reports 

• Psychological safety measures (where they exist) show teams rating safety 
significantly below what leadership expects 

 

These signals are usually interpreted as motivation problems, communication failures, or the 
result of unclear strategy. The interpersonal dynamic driving them goes unexamined - partly 
because it is subtle and partly because it is invisible to the people best placed to act on it. 

 

2 The Mechanism: How Overconfidence Operates in Teams 

 

A small proportion of people in any organisation (It only needs one or two in a team of ten to 
fifteen) have a subtle but persistent tendency to slightly overestimate their own knowledge or 
judgment. This is not the obvious arrogance that organisations can usually identify and 
address. It is a miscalibration, often entirely invisible to the person themselves. 

We call these individuals Red-Liners. The term reflects the idea of consistently operating just 
beyond an optimal line - not dramatically over it but reliably past it. 

Red-Liners share a set of characteristics that, individually, appear unremarkable. Collectively, 
they create the conditions for the problems described in Section 1. 

Core characteristics of the Red-Liner pattern 

• Selective dismissiveness: Red Liners tend to dismiss or talk over ideas before fully 
hearing them. Because they believe they already understand, listening completely 
feels unnecessary. This is experienced by colleagues as repeated dismissal, even 
when the Red-Liner genuinely believes they are being engaged. 

 

• Resistance to input: Red-Liners are skilled - often unconsciously so - at deflecting 
feedback that conflicts with their self-image. They have practised this for years. 
Standard coaching and feedback processes rarely change this. The resistance is not 
defiance; it is a deeply ingrained filtering mechanism. 

 

• Emotional leverage: When challenged, Red-Liners tend to respond with a level of 
emotion that feels disproportionate to the situation - frustration, indignation, or counter-
attack. This is not a deliberate strategy. They feel genuinely attacked. But the effect is 
that those around them gradually learn not to challenge them, even when the 
challenge would be valid and useful. 

 

• Tactical adaptation: If one approach stops working, Red-Liners shift to another. 
Dismissal becomes interruption; interruption becomes mild ridicule; mild ridicule 
becomes pressure; pressure becomes appeal to authority. The behaviour continues 
but in a different form. This is why closing one ‘door’ rarely solves the problem. 
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• Selective application: The pattern does not apply uniformly. It intensifies with people 
perceived as lower-risk - less senior, less confrontational, less likely to escalate - and 
disappears almost entirely in interactions with authority figures. This means the pattern 
is invisible to those with the power to act on it. 

 

• Differential rule application: Red-Liners apply different standards to others than to 
themselves, often without awareness. A late delivery by a colleague is evidence of 
incompetence. The same delay by the Red-Liner is a consequence of circumstances. 
This creates a pervasive but invisible unfairness that erodes morale over time. 

 

The Red-Liner is almost never aware of the pattern. They typically feel they 
are reasonable, engaged, and unfairly criticised. This is not self-deception in 
the conscious sense - it is a structural feature of the pattern itself. 

 

3 Two Types of Red-Liners - and Why the Distinction Matters 

 

Not all Red-Liners present in the same way. The model identifies two distinct subtypes, each 
with different effects on those around them. Recognising which type is present is essential to 
knowing how to respond. 

The Over-Confident Red-Liner (OCRL) 

The OCRL overestimates their knowledge and understanding. Their priority is maintaining a 
sense of superior insight. When things go wrong, they protect this sense of superiority by 
attributing the problem to others. They blame others more than they should, look for fault in 
others’ ideas and actions, and find it very difficult to credit others’ contributions fully. 

The OCRL is the more overtly disruptive type. Their effect on those around them includes: 

• Stifled idea-sharing: colleagues filter what they say before saying it 

• Erosion of confidence: the constant low-level attribution of blame degrades self-belief 
in those around them 

• Reduced innovation: the environment stops feeling safe enough for genuinely new 
thinking 

• Disproportionate impact on neurodivergent employees, who are often the most 
creative and the most sensitive to dismissive environments 

 

The OCRL does not experience themselves as difficult. Each individual behaviour is 
explainable - ‘I was under pressure’, ‘that idea genuinely wasn’t ready’, ‘I was just being 
honest’. The pattern is maintained below the threshold of visibility because the OCRL is 
unconsciously managing their own self-image as well as the situation. 

The Under-Confident Red-Liner (UCRL) 

The UCRL overestimates their level of control over situations. Their priority is maintaining a 
sense of influence. When things go wrong, they protect this by attributing the problem to 
themselves - they blame themselves more than is warranted. This makes them appear less 
toxic than the OCRL, but they create their own set of problems. 



The Red Liner Model  ·  White Paper  ·  4 

UCRLs tend to: 

• Struggle to advocate for their own and other’s ideas, even when those ideas are strong 

• Over-manage situations in the attempt to feel in control, creating friction 

• Under-present their capabilities and contributions, making them easy to overlook 

• Accumulate stress as they repeatedly attempt to control outcomes that are not within 
their influence 

 

More extreme UCRLs often report suffering from impostor syndrome. Standard confidence 
training tells people to ‘believe in themselves’ or provides techniques like visualisation or 
positive self-talk. These do not address the underlying pattern. The Red Liner Model identifies 
the specific miscalibration and addresses it directly. 

Understanding the difference between an OCRL and a UCRL is, for most 
people who encounter the model, a significant ‘Aha’ moment. The pattern they 
have been living with for years suddenly has a name and a mechanism. 

 

4 The Compound Effect: What It Costs 

 

The costs of unaddressed Red-Liner dynamics are rarely captured in a single metric. They 
accumulate slowly across several areas simultaneously. 

Innovation loss 

In a team where one person consistently reacts negatively to new ideas, the other members 
of the team adapt. Within weeks, they begin filtering what they say before saying it. Within 
months, the brainstorming conversations that should stimulate creative thinking become 
procedural. Ideas are shared only when they are already safe. The team’s innovation output 
reduces to the safest ideas, not its actual intellectual capacity. 

Organisations invest in creativity training, design thinking, and innovation processes. These 
investments are partially wasted when the interpersonal environment they operate in 
suppresses the natural expression of ideas before they can be developed. 

Talent loss 

High performers - particularly those who are creative, neurodivergent, or highly conscientious 
- are disproportionately affected by Red-Liner dynamics. They notice the pattern early. They 
find it demoralising and, eventually, untenable. When they leave, they cite ‘fit’ or ‘culture’. The 
exit interview does not capture what actually happened. 

Replacing a senior specialist typically costs between 50% and 200% of their annual salary, 
accounting for recruitment, onboarding, and the productivity gap during transition. The 
interpersonal dynamic that drove them out is not captured in this calculation. It repeats with 
their successor. 

Leadership time 

Senior leaders in organisations with active Red-Liner dynamics spend a disproportionate 
amount of time managing the downstream effects: mediating the same conflicts, reassuring 
people who have been demoralised, addressing complaints that cannot quite be substantiated 
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and trying to maintain engagement in teams that keep going flat. This time is rarely tracked or 
attributed to its source. 

Confidence erosion 

Perhaps the most underestimated cost is the gradual erosion of confidence in the people 
around the Red-Liner. The constant low-level attribution of fault, the dismissal of ideas, the 
emotional reactions to challenge - over time, these cause people to doubt themselves. They 
become less assertive, less willing to take risks, and less likely to contribute the ideas and 
observations that would most benefit the organisation. The OCRL’s slight overconfidence, in 
effect, transfers as under-confidence to those around them. 

 

5 Why Standard Interventions Don’t Work 

 

Why coaching the Red-Liner rarely succeeds 

When a Red-Liner is identified and referred for coaching, the outcome is usually limited. The 
same quality that generates the problem - a deeply ingrained resistance to external input that 
conflicts with their self-image - also makes them resistant to input from a coach. 

A skilled coach may achieve a temporary improvement: the Red-Liner becomes aware that 
their behaviour is visible enough to have triggered a formal response, and they moderate 
accordingly. But this moderation is calibrated to reduce visibility, not to address the underlying 
pattern. It tends to be temporary and to affect mainly the most visible behaviours. 

HR and L&D professionals who have invested in coaching Red-Liners will recognise this: the 
behaviour ‘improves’ for a period and then gradually returns, sometimes in slightly different 
form. For example, the Red-Liner uses more diplomatic ways to dismiss colleagues’ ideas. 

Why training the individual doesn’t scale 

Leadership development programmes, communication workshops, and 360-degree feedback 
processes are all valuable. But they are designed for people who are open to receiving 
feedback and using it. They are not designed for people whose defining characteristic is 
resistance to feedback that conflicts with their self-image. 

The more effective approach 

The Red-Liner Model proposes a different intervention target: the environment, not the 
individual. 

When the people around a Red-Liner understand the pattern - its mechanism, its predictable 
evolution, and the specific responses that narrow it - they can respond consistently without 
requiring the Red-Liner to change first. This is more effective for two reasons. 

First, the pattern depends on an accommodating environment. It requires that when one tactic 
is closed off, another is available. When the environment responds consistently to all the 
tactics, the behavioural options narrow. The pattern has nowhere to go. 

Second, training the team has an immediate benefit for everyone in it, regardless of whether 
the Red-Liner changes. People gain tools for recognising and responding to boundary-testing 
behaviour in any context. Their confidence in difficult interactions increases. The team’s 
overall interpersonal capability improves. 
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Consistency of response matters more than intensity. A team that responds 
proportionally, calmly, and consistently every time narrows behavioural 
options far more effectively than a single escalation, confrontation or 
conversation. 

 

6 The Red-Liner Model in Practice 

 

The Red-Liner Model is delivered through structured workshops designed for leadership 
teams, project teams, and cross-functional groups. The format is highly interactive - 
participants engage with realistic scenarios, practical exercises, and a proprietary simulation 
game that allows them to practise responses in a low-stakes environment before applying 
them in real interactions. 

What participants learn 

• How the Red-Liner pattern forms and why it is self-sustaining 

• The specific behaviours that characterise OCRLs and UCRLs, and how to distinguish 
between them 

• Why emotional reactions to boundary-setting are a sign of progress, not failure 

• How to respond proportionally in live interactions, minimising escalation 

• How to maintain consistency when tactics shift 

• For UCRLs: how confidence is actually formed, and how to change it at the source 
rather than managing its symptoms 

 

The final point deserves particular attention. Most confidence interventions focus on 
management techniques: positive self-talk, visualisation, skills building. These treat 
confidence as a fixed trait that needs to be worked around. The Red-Liner Model treats it as 
a dynamic that can be changed by addressing the specific miscalibration at its source. 
Participants who go through this process report lasting changes, not temporary improvement. 

The doors model 

One of the most useful explanatory tools in the programme is what we call the ‘doors’ model. 
Each behavioural tactic available to a Red-Liner - dismissal, interruption, humour, emotional 
pressure, appeal to authority - is conceptualised as a door. When responses are inconsistent, 
some doors get closed while others remain open. The Red-Liner simply uses the open doors. 
Closing one or two has no lasting effect. 

When all doors are addressed consistently, the behavioural options narrow. The pattern 
begins to change. This is gradual but reliable and workshop participants are prepared for the 
temporary intensification of behaviour that typically occurs as options narrow, so they do not 
mistake it for failure. 

Who benefits most 

The programme is of particular value to: 

• Leadership teams who need to understand and address interpersonal dynamics that 
their current tools are not designed for 
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• Innovation and R&D functions where the suppression of ideas has the highest 
business cost 

 

• Organisations with neurodivergent talent who are trying to unlock the creative 
potential of this group but finding that the environment works against it 

 

• HR and people teams who are dealing with recurring interpersonal issues that 
coaching has not resolved 

 

• Individuals who recognise the UCRL pattern in themselves and want to change 
their relationship with confidence, not just manage its effects 

 

7 Outcomes 

 

Organisations and individuals who apply the Red-Liner Model report consistent outcomes 
across several dimensions. 

At the team level 

• More ideas reaching discussion and development, including from people who were 
previously quiet 

• Improvement in psychological safety within teams 

• Reduced frequency of the same interpersonal conflicts recurring 

• Improved retention of high performers who previously cited culture or fit 

• Better outcomes from innovation and creative processes 

At the individual level 

• Significantly increased confidence in navigating difficult interpersonal dynamics 

• Ability to set boundaries proportionally and maintain them when tactics shift 

• For UCRLs: lasting improvement in self-confidence and assertiveness, not technique-
based management of low confidence 

• Reduction in the stress and demoralisation that comes from repeated unresolved 
boundary-testing 

At the organisational level 

• Reduced senior leadership time spent mediating recurring conflicts 

• Problem are addressed earlier thus reducing escalations to HR / formal complaints 

• More consistent engagement trends, particularly in teams that were previously flat 
despite repeated initiatives 

• Innovation outputs that better reflect the actual capability of the organisation 

 

8 Introducing the Model to Your Organisation 
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The Red-Liner Model can be introduced in several ways, depending on the organisation’s 
starting point and priorities. 

Discovery Session 

A structured half-day engagement for a leadership team or cross-functional group. Designed 
to introduce the core framework, assess whether the pattern is present in the organisation, 
and identify where a targeted response would have the greatest impact. This is the 
recommended starting point for organisations that want to evaluate the model before a broader 
commitment. 

Team Workshop 

A full one- or two-day workshop for a selected group covers the complete Red-Liner Model, 
including the OCRL and UCRL distinction, the practical response method, and the confidence-
change framework. It includes the simulation exercise and practical scenarios drawn from the 
participants’ own context. 

Leadership Programme Integration 

The Red-Liner Model can be integrated into existing leadership development programmes as 
a module addressing interpersonal dynamics. This is particularly effective in organisations that 
already have a strong learning culture and want to deepen their capability in this specific area. 

Pilot Programme 

For organisations wanting to test the approach before a wider rollout, we offer a structured 
pilot programme: a full workshop with a selected team, followed by a structured review of 
outcomes and a recommendation for broader application. 

 

Conclusion 

Many organisations are working hard to improve engagement, innovation, and 
retention and see limited results despite genuine effort. The problem is often not the 
strategy or the people in the broad sense. It is a specific, identifiable, and addressable 
behavioural pattern which standard interventions are not effective at handling. 

The Red-Liner Model does not replace existing people practices. It addresses the gap 
between what those practices are designed for and what is actually driving persistent 
underperformance in teams. 

If your engagement has stalled, if your innovation investment is not converting, 
or if you keep losing people you cannot afford to lose - the Red-Liner Model 
may be the missing piece. 

 

To arrange a Discovery Session or request further information: 

www.rtta.net 

info@rtta.net 

 

https://www.rtta.net/en/home-nen/
mailto:info@rtta.net

