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Introduction: 
What’s in the Cards for You? 

Personality Poker is a fun game that will help you identify and 
understand what I call your innovation personality: the way in 
which you uniquely contribute to the success of a team and its 
chief goals. Your “style” indicates your preferences, your likes 
and dislikes. These often translate into behaviors. For example, 
do you like making decisions based on facts and data? Or do you 
prefer to operate on feelings and intuition? Do you like 
environments that are orderly and structured? Or do you prefer 
unpredictable, even chaotic environments built on change? 
Knowing your style helps you understand how you prefer to 
relate with other people. Do you like large groups, small groups, 
or working independently? Your style can also help you 
understand how you develop new ideas. Do you derive ideas 
from deep expertise? Or do you “connect the dots” in order to 
develop new ideas from a wide range of experiences? Playing 
Personality Poker will help you answer all of these questions 
about yourself and so much more. It’s the easiest, fastest, and 
most entertaining way to find out what makes you tick and how 
you can capitalize on your strengths—and weaknesses—in work 
and in life. 

The inspiration for Personality Poker came to me in 1999, 
when I was a business consultant to a Formula One team. 
Formula One race cars are some of the fastest machines on earth. 
Truly technological marvels, these cars cost nearly $1.5 million 



  

 

each. One can go from zero to a hundred miles per hour—and 
back to zero—in less than six seconds, and from a hundred miles 
an hour to a full stop in less than two seconds. With a long 
enough ramp leading into New York’s Lincoln Tunnel, an F1 car 
could ride upside-down on the ceiling. 

But the truly amazing part of Formula One racing is the pit 
crew—the people on the sidelines who service the car during the 
race. The rules have since changed, but at the time I was 
consulting, a Formula One pit crew of twenty mechanics 
refueled the car, changed the tires, performed required 
maintenance, and made aerodynamic adjustments, all in six to 
ten seconds. 

The “lollipop man” held a sign telling the driver what to do. 
Four tire-changers removed and reinstalled the single lug nut on 
each tire; eight tire carriers, two for each tire, removed the old 
tire and replaced it with the new one. The person responsible for 
fueling the car was supported by a couple of assistants while 
others at the front and the rear used jacks to lift the car. Someone 
stood by with a fire extinguisher in the unlikely case the fuel 
ignited. And, finally, the starter stood ready should the driver 
stall his engine during the pit stop. 

Twenty mechanics, each with a specific, assigned task. 
To get a pit crew working as efficiently as possible, 

members continually shift positions during practice until they 
find the perfect combination for the optimal configuration of the 
team. The goal is to place the right person in the right position. 
The difference between removing the lug nut on the right front 
wheel versus the left rear wheel might seem insignificant to the 
layperson, but in F1 these tiny differences spell victory or defeat. 
They find that each mechanic has a particular strength, and the 
key is to leverage that strength. Once optimized, teams can 



  

 

reliably perform at high levels. 
Equally important to getting pit crew members in the right 

role is to ensure that every role is addressed. If just one position 
from the pit crew is eliminated, the team will not perform well. 
Equally, each person knows exactly how he contributes to the 
team. The mechanic changing the tires does not try to fuel the 
car, but if something goes wrong, they all know how to handle 
the other positions. 

Watching the pit crew at work, I began to wonder if there 
was a lesson to be learned from these highly efficient teams. 
Could the same level of optimized performance be attained with 
innovation teams? Having studied successful organizations for 
the past twenty-five years, I learned that although innovation is 
critical to long-term growth, most organizations are unable to 
deliver innovation in a repeatable and predictable manner. With 
the pit crew as my guide, I was on a mission. I looked for ways 
to get innovators in the right roles, to make sure all of the 
innovation roles are covered, and to develop a divide-and-
conquer innovation approach. 

Like pit crew members, employees within organizations 
have specific strengths. We all contribute more to certain parts of 
the innovation process than to others. Some excel at data-driven 
work, yet struggle with people-related issues. Others are brilliant 
at generating breakthrough ideas but never get any real work 
done. Some are great motivators, but rebel against planning. 
Several perform best on their own while others are natural 
leaders. 

Each of these strengths represents a different innovation 
personality. And each style links back to a specific step in the 
innovation process. To create an innovation team as optimized as 
a pit crew, you need to get individuals in the right role based on 



  

 

each person’s innovation personality. And you need to make sure 
you have all of the styles represented on your team. 

Sometimes “creativity” is confused with innovation. They 
are not the same thing. Although there are different definitions 
out there, from my perspective, creativity is about generating 
new ideas and solving problems. But this represents only one 
style and one step in the innovation process. Innovation is much 
more. It is a fundamental cultural shift that results in the 
implementation of valuable ideas. Innovation involves ensuring 
that ideas solve strategic needs and requires planning, budgeting, 
resource allocation, and action. Ultimately, success relies on 
engaging the hearts and minds of employees and customers to 
execute the best ideas. 

The Innovation Process and the Evolution of 
Personality Poker 

Innovation is a simple process that involves four phases. The 
first two phases address what is referred to as the “front end of 
innovation.” Some call it the “fuzzy” front end because it can be 
unpredictable and fraught with uncertainty. However, when it is 
done properly, you can even make this part of the process 
predictable and likely to succeed. The front end of innovation 
focuses on identifying challenges and generating solutions. This 
is where the most creative work takes place. 

The last two phases are referred to as “implementation.” 
This is the point where an idea moves from concept to reality 
and ultimately makes money for the company. In the innovation 
world, less focus is put on these steps and the associated skills 
because most organizations have significant project 



  

 

implementation experience. However, the requirements for 
implementation are different in the innovation world. Given the 
fact that you are often venturing into unchartered territories, the 
implementation process for innovation needs to be more flexible 
and iterative than it is for traditional projects. 

The four phases of the innovation process are: 

1. Define the Challenge—make sure the right 
problem is being solved 

2. Generate Solutions—develop creative solutions 
3. Plan and Execute—set up the structure and 

accountabilities for successful implementation 
4. Engage the Hearts and Minds—get employees and 

customers on board and use each person to the best 
of his or her ability 

These four steps correspond to the four primary innovation 
personality styles that are the core of this book. The first version 
of Personality Poker I created was based on my personal 
experience, and was a simple spreadsheet with ten rows. In each 
row were four words that test takers would rate, from most like 
them to least like them. The words were adjectives such as 
creative, empathetic, analytical, and driven. This early version 
(you can download an electronic copy of this at 
personalitypoker.net) eventually evolved into a more complex 
PowerPoint presentation that I used during speeches. But I 
longed for something more interactive. The game as it is played 
today didn’t take off until I had an “a-ha” moment in Las Vegas 
several years ago. While playing blackjack at the Venetian 
Hotel, I realized I could map the four steps of the innovation 
process and the four personality styles to the four suits in a deck 



  

 

of poker cards. I quickly began experimenting with a card-based 
version of my spreadsheet. I took the fifty-two poker cards and 
wrote words across the faces with a marker. The words were the 
same ones used in my spreadsheet plus a dozen extra. 

I mapped the four suits as follows: 

• Define the Challenge—those who prefer facts and 
principles. I chose spades for these analytical 
individuals because they like to “dig” for data. 
Warren Buffett might be a good example of 
someone who relies heavily on facts to make 
decisions. 

• Generate Solutions—those who prefer ideas and 
experiences. I chose diamonds for these 
“multifaceted” individuals. Entrepreneur and creator 
of the Virgin brand, Sir Richard Branson, is 
representative of the dynamic and imaginative 
diamonds who develop game-changing ideas. 

• Plan and Execute—those who prefer plans and 
actions. I chose clubs for them because they like 
movement, like the swing of a golf club. Jack 
Welch, former GE CEO might be a good illustration 
of the action-oriented clubs who get things done. 

• Engage the Hearts and Minds—those who prefer 
people and relationships. I chose hearts for them for 
obvious reasons. Oprah Winfrey is often seen as a 
caring heart who has changed the lives of millions of 
people.  

After various trial versions, I found that I could expand the 
idea and increase the value of the game by also taking advantage 



  

 

of the colors and the numbers. This ultimately led to the version 
you now hold in your hands. 

What Is Personality Poker? 

To put it simply, Personality Poker is a game that helps you 
identify and understand your innovation style and, more 
important, the innovation styles of others. 

By pinpointing how everyone contributes to—and detracts 
from—innovation in your particular setting, you can create a 
more powerful organization. Playing Personality Poker can help 
you hire the right people, put them in the right roles, and manage 
your team dynamic more effectively. You’ll be taking advantage 
of the same techniques used by racecar pit crews to achieve 
extraordinary levels of efficiency. 

Personality Poker can help you understand why some 
employees become frustrated when your organization’s culture 
conflicts with their innovation styles. With it, you can diagnose 
the reason your company is struggling to grow. And it can help 
you, as an individual, be happier and more successful by aligning 
your style to your role. When we understand our personality 
style, we can perform at higher levels and better enjoy what we 
are doing. Even though this game is designed to optimize your 
work environment, you will find that insights from the process 
will transfer to other areas of your life as well. You’ll become 
more efficient, patient, and effective in every role you perform—
both on and off the job. 

No matter what type of work you do, I am confident it will 
help you. Personality Poker has been played by over 100,000 
entrepreneurs, “solopreneurs,” CEOs, team leaders, managers, 



  

 

employees, and team members. It has helped individuals in all of 
these roles be more productive, more engaged, more innovative, 
and more successful. I have played Personality Poker with 
people from nearly every industry and every function. I have 
played it with entire companies and individual departments. And 
in this case, size doesn’t matter. 

I have seen Personality Poker played with groups ranging 
from eight people to over eight hundred people. We even 
analyzed the personality styles of nearly one thousand people 
during a session at Disney World. Regardless of the group size, 
after forty-five minutes, everyone understands how they 
contribute to innovation, how to build a high-performing team, 
and what unique role they would play on that team. Even if you 
have taken personality profiles in the past, you haven’t 
experienced the energy associated with a large Personality Poker 
game. By the end, you may be shocked at how accurate it is in 
such a short period of time. 

This high-energy, group participation process is just one of 
the many differences between Personality Poker and more 
traditional personality assessment tools. We dig a bit deeper into 
these differences in the next section and in chapter 1. 

What Will You Learn? 

Clients tell me that they gained deeper insights into themselves, 
their coworkers, and their organizations in just fifteen minutes of 
playing Personality Poker than they had in completing other 
personality assessments. This is partly due to the fact that it’s a 
team-oriented event, so everyone learns at the same time and 
from each other. 



  

 

Remember that, first and foremost, you will learn about 
your innovation style—that is, the way in which you can best 
contribute to innovation and how you sometimes detract from 
innovation. By understanding your style, you can determine 
which steps of the innovation process are the ones where you can 
provide the greatest input. You will also become skilled at how 
and when you need to shift your behaviors in other steps to avoid 
derailing the innovation process. We call this “playing to your 
strong suit,” or using your preferred style in a way that 
maximizes your contribution. As part of this process, you will 
also discover how others see you and how those views may 
differ significantly from the way you see yourself. A disconnect 
between how you see yourself and how others see you can have 
a significant impact on team dynamics and interpersonal 
relationships. 

You will discover why the person you like the least may be 
the person you need the most. That’s to say, the person who has 
the style “opposite” of yours may be the most annoying (to you) 
while also being the most critical to your success. You’ll also see 
how you probably hire based on chemistry (selecting people who 
are just like you) and how this might be the reason your 
organization is not as innovative as it could be. By nurturing 
diverse thinking, you can build in creative tension that allows for 
new ideas to emerge. We call this “playing with a full deck,” 
creating an organization that embraces all of the different styles 
and puts people in roles that maximize their contribution (their 
“strong suit”). You’ll also learn about how to divide the work up 
so that you get maximum throughput (“dealing out the work”) 
while bringing the styles back together at critical points in the 
process (“shuffling the deck”). 

As part of the process of Personality Poker, you’ll learn 



  

 

how others think, what motivates them, and how they make 
decisions. This information can be useful in many ways. It can 
help you communicate more effectively with others. It can 
explain why tensions exist between you and other people—and 
why embracing these differences instead of avoiding them can 
benefit you. It can even help you sell your ideas to others more 
effectively by understanding how they make decisions. Selling 
your ideas is fundamental to moving innovation forward. 

You will also learn why certain leadership styles are more 
likely to fail—and what you can do about it. Some people are 
better leaders. Others are better managers. And some are best at 
more focused or solitary work. There are those who are best for 
the start-up phase of work, while others excel at helping 
organizations scale. Armed with this information, you can best 
determine who should help drive your organization’s growth 
engine. 

It is common knowledge that success is a team effort, but 
less understood is how to go about optimizing the engine of that 
team effort. Although you need the right people filling the right 
roles in order to achieve a certain balance of styles, you don’t 
necessarily need every style on every team. In fact, you don’t 
need every style on your payroll. Sometimes it makes sense to 
engage the services of consultants, contractors, outsourcers, 
universities, or alliance partners with the appropriate skills and 
styles. I will show you how to determine this in your own 
situation. 

But if you don’t have every style integrated into your 
innovation process in some way, you will have difficulties 
growing your business because you: 

• Solve the wrong problems because you aren’t fact-



  

 

driven (missing spades); 
• Arrive at uncreative solutions (missing diamonds); 
• Neglect the implementation of your ideas (missing 

clubs); or 
• Fail to engage the support of your organization 

(missing hearts). 

It is worth pointing out that although diamonds are often 
thought of as the creative types, everyone is creative in their own 
way. For instance, a club might put together a practical inventory 
system adapted to the unique needs of the business. A spade 
might create a mathematical formula that optimizes investment 
returns. Or a heart might suggest a new and useful way to 
resolve team conflicts. Clearly, all of these are forms of 
creativity. 

Being successful in your career or business requires more 
than simply finding your strengths. It’s about finding how your 
strengths work best with your team and others. When you do 
this, you will discover that you enjoy your work more, and that 
your organization thrives—even in difficult times. 

How to Use This Book 

Personality Poker is simple, and so is the structure of this book. 
There are only four main sections, along with a bonus section 
and some appendices. 

Regardless of whether you’re playing Personality Poker 
alone or with a team, you’ll want to start with Part I, which 
offers some pregame warm-up advice and a foundation from 
which you can make the most out of the experience. In Part II, 



  

 

you will find various versions of the game ranging from solitaire, 
to be played by yourself or with one other person, to poker with 
larger groups. (If you’re playing with friends and family, you 
may want to try some of the alternative rules outlined later, in 
chapter 12, designed for people who know each other well and 
are willing to have some real fun.) The purpose of Part II is to 
take you through the rules of playing the game so that you can 
assemble your own perfect hand. 

Once you have the cards that best describe your personality 
style, chapter 4 helps you find what we refer to as your “strong 
suit.” The term originated in card games like bridge and hearts 
that require “following suit.” The strong suit in a player’s hand is 
the one represented by the most and highest-value cards. If a 
hand has many spades of high value, for example, spades would 
be its strong suit. By extension, this term has been used to 
describe an individual’s area of expertise. For example, 
“Creativity is my strong suit.” Interestingly, the term is used 
more often in a negative context: “Math is not his strong suit.” 

We use the term “strong suit” to describe your innate 
personality strengths and preferences. These are not necessarily 
learned skills as such. Rather, they are preferences that you have 
for the way you like to—and best—operate. 

In chapter 4, in addition to learning about your strong suit, 
you will get an overview of the significance of the colors (red or 
black) and the numbers (2 through Ace). These represent your 
thinking and energy styles respectively. Your thinking style 
indicates how you develop new ideas. Do you work from deep 
expertise? Or do you “connect the dots” from a wide range of 
experiences? Your energy style indicates how you relate to 
others. Do you like working alone or in small groups, or do you 
prefer working with larger teams? Energy style relates closely to 



  

 

introversion and extroversion. 
Once you know your styles, you will want to interpret the 

results. In Part III—Playing to Your Strong Suit—you will find 
all the details for each of the four primary innovation styles to 
help you explore the meaning of the suits and the numbers in 
much more detail. You will also learn why some people are more 
difficult to type than others and how you can get better at 
spotting each style. In doing so, you will gather a bounty of 
insider knowledge, not only about yourself but also about the 
others around you, including their underlying motivations, 
communication styles, approach to decision-making, and much 
more. Although you may be tempted to start here, I strongly urge 
you to play either solitaire or poker before jumping to this 
chapter. Part of the value of playing Personality Poker for the 
first time lies in not knowing the underlying meaning of each 
card in the deck. Starting with this section might influence your 
choice of cards in such a way that the game is no longer as 
accurate at revealing your true preferred style. 

Part IV—Playing with a Full Deck—may be the most 
important section. This is where the rubber meets the road. In 
this chapter you will learn more about the application of these 
styles in the innovation process and how you can optimize your 
teams for maximum results. Put simply, this part will help you 
create balanced and aligned teams. 

Part V is called “Upping the Ante.” Although the material 
in this section will be of great value to anyone, each chapter is 
designed to appeal to the specific interests of each innovation 
style. It includes the science of the unconscious mind (for 
spades), techniques for enhancing your creativity (for diamonds), 
and rules for playing with friends and family members (for 
hearts). It also provides some simple approaches for making 



  

 

Personality Poker a reality within your organization (for clubs). 
Finally, the appendices provide a brief history of poker 

cards, how to take advantage of open innovation, and much 
more. 

Ready to play? Let’s get started! 



  

 

Part I 

Are You Gambling Your 
Company’s Future? 





  

 

Chapter 1 

Pregame Warm-up 

“Anorexic.” 
That’s how I responded when the president of a $1 billion 

company asked me to describe his organization. 
The vice presidents who sat around the table nodded in 

agreement. They were feeling squeezed and under-resourced. 
They were pleased with my response because they assumed I 
meant there was no fat left to cut. They were hoping this would 
give them the green light to start hiring again. They were wrong. 

From a physical standpoint, anorexics typically have 
relatively high body fat percentages because their lean body 
mass erodes as their bodies enter starvation mode. This often 
leaves anorexics low on energy and very frail. 

Most organizations are anorexic. In an attempt to cut fat, 
they also cut muscle. The result is a weak and underpowered 
organization that is unable to perform at peak levels. To make 
matters worse, the fat that remains is potentially the most 
dangerous. 

It helps to think of organizations in terms of the human 
body for several reasons. In the human body, there are two types 
of voluntary muscles: fast-twitch and slow-twitch. Fast-twitch 
fibers contract powerfully but fatigue quickly. They are great for 
sprinting. Slow-twitch fibers, on the other hand, can contract 
over long periods but with little force. They are great for 



  

 

marathons. 
Organizations have similar muscle types: production (short-

term) and innovation (long-term). Production enables companies 
to serve customers with existing products or services, involving 
manufacturing, marketing, sales, customer service, distribution, 
and much more. Production is about today’s business with 
today’s customers. Innovation, meanwhile, is a longer-term 
investment in the business. It’s about change—new products, 
new services, new marketing strategies, new business models, or 
better ways of doing things. This business muscle helps you win 
the marathon. 

You need both muscles to run a business today while 
innovating for the future. Anorexic organizations often cut the 
innovation muscle, leaving them weak and unable to go the 
distance. 

In the body, there are also two types of fat: subcutaneous 
and visceral. The fat that jiggles when you jump up and down is 
subcutaneous fat and is stored just under your skin. This is the 
visible fat we can see when we look in the mirror. The visceral 
fat, on the other hand, is stored deep inside your body. It 
surrounds and protects your internal organs. This type of fat is 
hidden and typically goes undetected. It is also the most 
insidious fat as it is the primary cause of heart disease. 
Liposuction removes the visible fat but leaves this more 
dangerous kind. 

Similarly, organizations have two types of fat. The visible 
fat is in the form of bloated employment levels. Yes, sometimes 
you just have too many people for your business, or too many 
people sitting around in an area where they are underutilized. 
However, the more dangerous fat remains hidden deep within the 
organization. This fat is the result of organizational 



  

 

inefficiencies. Bad bureaucracy—policies that stifle creative 
thinking—is a leading cause of this type of fat. But sometimes 
this fat is the result of well-intentioned people at work using 
suboptimal methods. For example, as we will discuss in this 
book, teams that are not optimized around personality strengths 
will introduce unintentional inefficiencies into the system. 

Anorexic organizations target the visible fat rather than 
going deep down into that vicious hidden fat. Reorganization 
efforts, for example, typically result in head count reduction. 
This is the equivalent of organizational liposuction. It makes you 
look leaner, but it doesn’t address the more dangerous 
inefficiencies that exist. It’s like putting a Band-Aid on a 
festering wound. 

And therein lies the power of Personality Poker. It is 
specifically designed to help organizations build their innovation 
muscle while reducing hidden fat that results from inefficiencies. 
The tools provided will make your organization stronger, leaner, 
and more nimble. You will be able to do more work without 
hiring more people. And you will be able to better compete in 
both the short and long term. In other words, you will be able to 
sprint when you need to, yet also go the distance. You will feel 
lean, energized, effective, and efficient. 

In their quest to hit quarterly earnings targets, companies 
often focus myopically on the short-term. But there is no reason 
why you can’t achieve long-term success while satisfying the 
immediate needs of shareholders. Don’t gamble your future for 
the quick fix. Operations and innovation can coexist nicely if 
you know how to structure your business. 



  

 

The Anatomy of a Smart Brain and a Smart 
Organization 

To look at how to build an efficient and effective organizational 
system, we should examine the most complex system in the 
body—the human brain. Neuroscience has progressed vastly in 
the last decade, providing us with more information about the 
brain than ever before. By better understanding how intelligent 
brains operate, we can learn how to create more intelligent 
organizations. 

A once widely held belief was that people with higher IQs 
had brains that worked harder, generated more energy, and 
consumed more glucose (the brain’s fuel). However, UCLA 
researchers have since discovered that exactly the opposite is 
true. Surprisingly, smarter people have cooler, more subdued 
brain scans than those with lower IQs. Research has shown that a 
smart brain is an efficient brain. 

In The Brain Advantage, by Madeleine L. Van Hecke, Lisa 
P. Callahan, Brad Kolar, and Ken A. Paller, we learn that “when 
we are inexperienced—when we still have a lot to learn—we 
have to make a conscious effort to think about what we’re doing. 
But later, after we’ve become more adept, much of what initially 
took effort becomes automatic.” 

The key to efficiency is doing what comes naturally. As an 
individual, understanding your innovation style will help you 
focus on activities where you can be most efficient. These are the 
areas where you are innately “smarter” and, therefore, your brain 
operates better. When everyone in your organization focuses on 
his or her unique innovation style, you end up with a “smarter” 
organization that creates and implements new ideas as naturally 
as breathing. 



  

 

It means both acknowledging different innovation styles 
and preferences, and aligning skills and strengths to work roles. 
Or, in other words, playing to your strong suit. 

Efficient Organizations Harness the Power of 
Different Suits 

Working with large corporations for nearly twenty-five years, 
one of the most valuable things I have learned is that everyone—
everyone—can contribute to the success of his or her company. 
Everyone has a different style, but we rarely recognize the power 
of each style and how to capitalize on that individual strength. 

In addition to the alignment of styles to goals, you need 
balance among the styles. Having people in the correct roles is 
great, but you also need a good complement of those roles. 
Sadly, most companies are not playing with a full deck. 
Although homogeneous teams are often more efficient (i.e., they 
get things done faster), having a bunch of “yes men” working for 
you is not the answer for long-term growth. When people think 
too much alike, new ideas trickle to a stop. Effectiveness 
dwindles. Although diverse teams usually suffer creative tension, 
Personality Poker can be used as a powerful tool for conflict 
resolution. 

The essence of successful companies, then, is the ability to 
be both efficient and effective. They are able to focus on both 
production and innovation, and not just on doing things right, but 
also on doing the right things. 

Several studies suggest that less diverse teams produce 
better financial results overall than highly diverse teams. But to 
be clear, those studies refer to diversity of disciplines, not 



  

 

diversity of innovation styles. These are very different things. 
A discipline is any area of expertise, such as chemical 

engineering or advertising. You can have an organization that 
comprises diverse innovation styles while sharing only one 
discipline. It is this range of innovation styles that leads to 
systematic growth. On the other hand, although having a 
diversity of disciplines is also useful for generating breakthrough 
ideas, it’s best to keep this type of diversity outside the 
organization. (More on that in Appendix B.) 

To be aligned and balanced, you first need to recognize the 
four primary innovation styles. They are: 

• People who prefer facts and principles (spades) 
• People who prefer ideas and experiences (diamonds) 
• People who prefer plans and actions (clubs) 
• People who prefer people and relationships (hearts) 

Let’s take a look at an example of innovation styles in 
action. 

Playing with a Full Deck 

I once worked with a small branding and marketing agency that, 
although very successful, was having difficulty finding a way to 
scale and grow the business. The leader was a dynamic, creative 
woman beloved by employees and clients alike. Over dinner one 
evening, we played a one-on-one (solitaire) version of 
Personality Poker. She went through each card carefully, 
selecting those that best represented her style, while I observed, 
providing comments and insights when I felt she was not sure of 



  

 

the relevance of a card. In some cases we had long discussions 
about examples that demonstrated her style. Throughout the 
conversation, she balanced her self-observations against my 
point of view. 

Although she demonstrated particular attributes of each 
style, in the end, the cards revealed her to be a creative person 
who also enjoyed people and relationships. That is, she was 
primarily a diamond with a heart secondary. While going 
through the deck, she hesitated at some cards, such as 
“competitive”—a club card. But overall, she realized that her 
strong preference was for the creative side. All of the other styles 
she used were learned out of necessity and did not come 
naturally. 

We then discussed how her creative personality style might 
be what was holding the company back from exponential 
growth. From my experience, creative individuals are brilliant 
entrepreneurs. They are great at starting new ventures. They are 
full of new ideas. But sustained growth requires plans, processes, 
and systems. The traditional creative types typically do not 
gravitate toward these types of activities. They are attracted to 
the newness of fresh ideas. An organization will have a problem 
scaling to any size under the leadership of this type of person—
unless, that is, they are paired with someone who excels at 
implementation. 

The next day, every employee in the company played 
Personality Poker. As expected in this highly creative business, 
there were a lot of diamonds. In fact, 80 percent of the 
employees were creative; 15 percent were relationship-oriented; 
5 percent were planners; and no one demonstrated an appetite for 
facts and data. One of the only clubs was the CEO’s executive 
coach, someone who was not even involved in the day-to-day 



  

 

activities of the business. Another was the CEO’s executive 
assistant. 

For the CEO this was a breakthrough moment. To grow the 
business, she now realized that she would have to create a more 
balanced team of styles. Above all, facts and data would need 
more attention moving forward. 

Although she was good at ensuring that projects adhered to 
plans and schedules, she learned that she would benefit from 
bringing on people for whom this was their natural strength. In 
doing so, she could free up her creative people, including herself, 
to do what they did best. Although her company’s business was 
creative in nature, it needed to become better at nurturing diverse 
points of view. 

Personality Poker Substyles 

Let’s explore the Personality Poker styles a little further. For 
each of the four styles, there are two substyles: low cards and 
high cards. These loosely correlate to introversion and 
extroversion. Lower cards (5–9) represent the more 
inward/introverted version of each style, whereas the high cards 
(10–Ace) represent the more outward/extroverted version of 
each style. In some cases the differences between the inward 
style and the outward style can be substantial. The result is the 
eight styles depicted in the table below. See which one resonates 
with you as a self-assessment. It is worth noting that the 2, 3, and 
4 cards do not represent specific substyles but instead indicate 
the “less attractive” qualities associated with each suit. This 
concept is addressed in chapter 2.  



  

 

Suit Low/Inward (5–9) High/Outward (10–Ace) 

Spades To me, knowledge is 
power. I love to gather 
and analyze data. I rarely 
accept things at face 
value and I prefer having 
facts and objective proof 
when making decisions. 
I could spend hours 
studying, reading, or 
searching the Internet. 

I value being the guru in my 
area of expertise, and I relish 
the opportunity to impart my 
knowledge to others. I would 
make a good professor and 
enjoy getting into meaningful 
debates over important ideas. 
I could spend hours engaging 
in intellectually stimulating 
conversations. 

Diamonds I consider myself to be a 
creative individual. I 
willingly entertain new 
ideas and am known as 
someone who thinks 
differently than others. I 
have a knack for 
developing unique, 
inventive, and 
breakthrough ideas. 

I love engaging in new 
experiences and embarking 
upon uncharted territory. I 
prefer variety over routine 
activities. A motto that fits 
my philosophy is “It’s the 
journey, not the destination.”  



  

 

Suit Low/Inward (5–9) High/Outward (10–Ace) 

Clubs I am a planner and often 
feel lost when I do not 
have a clear direction 
spelled out. I am an 
organizer who likes 
everything in its place. I 
am most comfortable 
when I know how and 
when things will be 
done. People consider 
me disciplined and 
dependable.  

I am focused on the bottom 
line. I tend to be competitive, 
and people come to me when 
they want to get things done. 
I am goal-driven and thrive 
when I am in action. I am 
motivated by results and am 
not satisfied unless I achieve 
my goal. 

Hearts I am a person who places 
great value on deep and 
significant relationships. 
When it comes to 
friendships, I cultivate 
quality over quantity and 
am willing to do just 
about anything to 
support the people who 
matter most to me. 

I am a highly social person 
who enjoys spending my time 
with a variety of people. I am 
energized when I am in the 
presence of others and tend to 
thrive in the spotlight. 
Networking with others is 
one of my innate skills. I feel 
that “strangers are just friends 
I haven’t met yet.” 

The History of Personality Typing 

The study of personalities is believed to originate with the Greek 
physician Hippocrates (ca. 460–ca. 377 B.C.), author of the 
Hippocratic oath. Hippocrates hypothesized that people could be 



  

 

classified into four basic “temperaments” or personalities. These 
temperaments were caused by the four primary body fluids 
(called “humors,” from the Latin word for moisture): blood 
(sanguis), yellow bile (cholera), black bile (melancholic—melas, 
“black,” + kholé, “bile”), and phlegm. According to Hippocrates, 
the balance of humors in the body determined the personality. 
So, if you had more blood than any other liquid, you were 
thought of as having a sanguine temperament. Later, Galen, the 
second-century A.D. Greek physiologist, philosopher, and writer, 
built on Hippocrates’ theories. 

• Melancholics are the thinkers. They have the 
thoroughness and analytical attributes of spades 
combined with some attributes of low/inward clubs, 
such as being orderly and conscientious planners. 
Galen described them as those who take a long time 
to make decisions but are good at staying the course 
once they get going. 

• Cholerics are doers. They have all of the take-charge 
attitudes of the high/outward clubs. Galen described 
Cholerics as those who are quick to respond and 
could keep the momentum going. 

• Sanguines are the influencers. They are personable, 
helpful, enthusiastic optimists who emulate the 
high/outward diamonds combined with 
high/outward hearts. Galen described the Sanguines 
as quick and impulsive, yet having relatively short-
lived reactions. 

• Phlegmatics are the relaters. They are loyal and 
supportive team players who get along with virtually 
everybody. They prefer consistency and routine. In 



  

 

Personality Poker they would be primarily low 
hearts. Galen believed that Phlegmatics take longer 
to make decisions that result in short-lived 
responses. 

Although our four primary styles are not a perfect match for 
the four temperaments, you can quickly see the relationship 
when you take into consideration the substyles. Over the years 
the four Hippocratic temperaments have been refined, expanded, 
and used to create other personality typing tools such as the 
Myers-Briggs® Type Indicator (MBTI), DiSC®, and dozens of 
others. 

The reason for including this brief history lesson is that it 
provides a foundation for why Personality Poker may feel 
familiar if you have completed other personality profiles in the 
past. 

Personality Testing and Poker 

Most of us have taken a personality assessment or two at some 
point in our lives. So you may be wondering what makes this 
one different. I address these differences later in this chapter. But 
for now it’s useful to have some background on personality 
testing in general. 

Numerous personality measures are out there, some created 
by qualified psychologists, some (obviously) not. Psychologists 
often create tests to capture as much variation in personality as 
possible. In other words, they seek to establish how many facets 
of personality there are—to catalogue the various ways people 
may differ from one another. At other times research 



  

 

psychologists are interested in very specific, narrow aspects of 
personality and develop measures accordingly. In any of these 
cases, the resulting personality tests may be scientifically valid 
but not necessarily useful or adaptable to the workplace. The big 
question is, does being typed relate to real-world variables, such 
as how well someone fits a particular role or how that person 
works as part of a team? 

In addition, personality typing tools that measure a large 
number of variables may, in fact, have an air of accuracy when 
they simply benefit from something called the “Barnum effect.” 
Let me start with an example. 

In my work with one organization, I was asked to take a 
written personality test that was required for all executives in the 
company. Eight senior leaders took this test, costing the 
company well over $10,000, not including the time invested by 
the employees. The test had more than three hundred questions 
and took nearly an hour to complete. By the end, I was 
exhausted. Afterward, I received a forty-page assessment 
detailing every aspect of my personality. Although some of the 
aspects of the assessment seemed accurate, a large number of 
points were way off. Others on the team focused on the hits and 
forgave (or didn’t notice) the misses. By doing so, they ensured 
that the assessments would seem more accurate than they were. 
I’m a bit of a skeptic (yes, I choose the “skeptical” card when 
playing Personality Poker), so I wasn’t willing to dismiss the 
inaccurate bits. 

What occurred among these executives is the phenomenon 
psychologists call the Barnum effect: our tendency to focus on 
the most accurate aspects of characterizations of ourselves. The 
phenomenon is named after the legendary showman P. T. 
Barnum, who believed that a good circus had “a little something 



  

 

for everybody.” And with many personality profiles, a little bit 
of everyone is in every profile. Horoscopes and palm readings 
seem accurate mainly because they are cast in such a way that 
they could apply to almost anyone, especially if you’re willing to 
get a bit imaginative in your interpretation. 

Michael Wiederman, a psychology professor at Columbia 
College in South Carolina, recreated the Barnum effect in his 
class. He had each of his students take a widely used personality 
test. But beforehand, he secretly took the test four times, 
answering the questions randomly each time. He then printed out 
the personality profile descriptions of the four randomly taken 
tests and made copies. In the class, instead of handing the 
students their actual results, he passed out the randomly 
generated profiles. Each student was asked to read it to 
themselves. Then he asked for a show of hands from those who 
thought what they just read described their personality pretty 
well. The majority of the class raised their hands. He then had 
them pass their write-up to the left and read a different randomly 
generated profile. Same vote, same results. He finally passed out 
their actual profile. The accuracy level was not significantly 
greater than the randomly generated ones. This is the Barnum 
effect in action. 

With most personality typing tools, you only see the results 
of your test. It might be four letters summarizing a combination 
of sixteen different styles. Maybe it is a spider diagram that 
shows weights across a variety of styles. Or perhaps it’s an 
exhaustive forty-page assessment. Regardless, given the Barnum 
effect, no matter what you get you’re likely to find some validity 
in it. 



  

 

How Is Personality Poker Different? 

Personality Poker benefits from its simplicity and transparency. 
It’s simple because you choose five cards. It’s transparent 
because everyone who plays with you gets to see your selection 
of cards. This transparency can lead to some fascinating 
conversations. 

I was playing Personality Poker with a CEO, Dan, and three 
of his direct reports. It was a casual game designed to 
demonstrate how the system works. The executive’s right-hand 
woman, Sally, chose the “Visionary” card. Dan suddenly looked 
pained. “She’s not a visionary,” he whispered. So I said, “Sally, 
that’s great. Can you describe a time when you demonstrated 
your visionary skills?” She then launched into several examples 
of products she had conceived and launched. This stimulated 
some fascinating discussion that allowed the CEO to see his 
coworker in a new light. He finally understood her full potential. 
This ended up demonstrating the true worth of the game and the 
value of transparency. 

Unlike most personality tests where only the test-taker sees 
his or her selections, the poker cards provide a visible 
representation. The cards selected are not the answer, but rather a 
catalyst for a conversation through which people can gain deeper 
insights into their personality, as we saw with Sally’s story. The 
real value is the conversation, and the reflection it conjures. 
Labeling people and sorting them into categories, although 
useful in some contexts, is less important here. In fact, some of 
the most interesting conversations evolve when people “gift” 
(i.e., give) cards to others. Seeing how others view us, which is 
often different from how we see ourselves, is a simple, yet 
powerful 360-degree feedback tool. 



  

 

With Personality Poker we intentionally avoid assigning 
people strict types, labels, or boxes. As we will see when we 
discuss how to play Personality Poker, many people do not fall 
cleanly into just one suit. Still, by using suits as the shorthand for 
innovation styles, we avoid labels that may be misinterpreted or 
resisted. Based on the results of particular tests, people may be 
branded “introverts,” “domineering,” “self-defeating,” or some 
other potentially misunderstood term. Most don’t like and/or 
agree with their labels. Once I heard someone say, “Hey, I’m not 
‘judgmental.’ I love everything and everyone. This test is 
stupid.” Of course that may not have been what “judgmental” 
meant in the context of that particular test. Still, “judgmental” 
sounds bad, and everyone wants to be intuitive, extroverted, 
creative, or any other labels that are considered to be more 
desirable. Psychologists call this the “social desirability response 
bias.” 

With Personality Poker, we avoid traditional labels that can 
have inherently good/bad connotations. I talk about what people 
“like” rather than what they “are like.” After playing Personality 
Poker, people typically refer to themselves by their suit. Saying 
“I’m a spade” is less threatening than alluding to yourself as 
analytical or a know-it-all. Quite often people mention their 
favorite card in the deck, not as a label but rather as one of fifty-
two descriptors that don’t necessarily carry any good or bad 
undertones. Even the people who select the “anal retentive” card 
are typically quite pleased with that. I myself am a proud holder 
of the “disorganized” card. 

Although the process is simple, the results can be quite 
profound. This is the real appeal. In a short period of time, teams 
can gain deep insights into individual styles and team dynamics. 

At first glance, you might assume that Personality Poker is 



  

 

just the latest variant of MBTI, DiSC, or other personality 
assessments. Although there may indeed be similarities, 
Personality Poker is unique in several respects. No matter which 
school of personality theory you subscribe to, this game can 
further enhance any other personality test you have taken or will 
choose to take in the future. 

Aside from the obvious—the use of poker cards—more 
than anything Personality Poker is designed specifically to help 
participants comprehend their preferred innovation style better. 
The four primary styles were originally identified based on the 
skills required for each of the four phases of the innovation 
process. I started with the process of innovation and worked 
backward to determine the innovation styles. 

Because of this, Personality Poker works for teams, not just 
individuals. Helping each person figure out his or her own style 
is great, but more valuable is helping to create high-performing 
teams and explaining the dynamics between individuals. (Part IV 
addresses in more depth the use of Personality Poker with 
innovation teams.) 

Consider a 2004 study of college students studying 
engineering. The participants were broken up into teams to 
complete their senior projects. Each member finished a widely 
used measure of personality styles. However, only half of the 
students received some instruction as to the interpretation of the 
results. Months later, after the students had concluded all their 
projects, the researchers were surprised to learn that the 
personality styles of those making up the teams were unrelated to 
team performance. However, the teams that learned something 
about the meaning of the personality styles demonstrated better 
communication, trust, and interdependence compared to those 
teams that had not. So, one primary value of assessments like 



  

 

Personality Poker is the opportunity to better understand one’s 
coworkers and teammates, and thus perform better as a team. 

The Personality Poker Triad 

Some of the most fascinating work associated with the creation 
of Personality Poker has been studying the multiple facets of 
identity. We might often think of personality as some objective 
entity—something that resides within us. However, personality 
is subjective. It involves how others see us, not just how we see 
ourselves. So, when considering “personality,” there are at least 
three distinct perspectives: 

• How we see ourselves consciously 
• How others see us 
• How we see ourselves unconsciously 

Nearly every personality assessment tool out there 
addresses the first point—how we see ourselves at a conscious 
level. If you choose to give the test to someone else with the 
instruction to take it as they think another person who knows 
them would answer, you can get a sense of how others see them. 
Few, if any, can test how we see ourselves unconsciously (to 
clarify, psychologists now use “unconscious” and 
“subconscious” interchangeably). Let’s take a look at each of 
these three levels of analysis. 

 



  

 

How We See Ourselves Consciously 

Most personality tests are administered through questionnaires 
either on paper or on a computer screen. These are apt to be 
tedious, reminding people of traditional tests taken in a formal 
school setting. One of the most widely used personality tests 
among psychologists is the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality 
Inventory (MMPI). The MMPI comprises more than five 
hundred items and takes an hour or two to complete. One of the 
problems with written (or online) questionnaire-based tests is 
that the test-taker may overthink the answers or try to slant the 
outcome. This can lead to invalid results. In psychology circles, 
as noted earlier, this is called the social desirability response 
bias. We all want to be seen in the best possible light, by 
ourselves and by others. If we’re applying for a job, for example, 
and are asked to take some test, naturally we’re going to try to 
figure out the “right” answers. 

How do you combat this? One way is to introduce the 
concept of “play” into your assessment approach. Any method 
that can prompt us to be less self-conscious may actually result 
in a more accurate perspective. Turning a personality test into a 
game lets people respond at a deeper, less self-conscious level. 

A particular area of the brain known as the dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex is most active during conscious thought. This is 
among the most advanced parts of the brain, parts which separate 
us from other animals that cannot analyze and calculate the way 
humans can. However, when we are in a state of “flow,” as 
described by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in his landmark book 
Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, this part of the 
brain is quiet, and we move into a more playful mindset. Flow 
casts the human brain back to a more primitive state where 



  

 

thoughts and sensations come through without being controlled, 
judged, or censored. Anyone who meditates knows what it’s like 
to be in this state, as the purpose of meditation is to go behind 
the judgmental veil of that prefrontal cortex and enter a state of 
flow. When the conscious part of the brain is activated, the flow 
state is interrupted. Interestingly, in children, the prefrontal 
cortex is not fully developed, which allows them a more natural 
state of play. 

Personality Poker’s fast and fun pace can help bypass the 
judgmental dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. On the other hand, 
written quizzes and diagnostics activate the dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex, resulting in answers that are analyzed on a 
conscious level, resulting in potentially lower levels of accuracy. 

Research by Northwestern University neuroscientist Mark 
Jung-Beeman shows that people who are in a good mood not 
only tap into different parts of the brain, but also solve more 
problems through “flashes of insight.” Playfulness helps to put 
us in a good mood and enjoy a more relaxed frame of mind. 
Studies have shown that people in this state generate more 
unusual ideas when brainstorming. This explains why we get so 
many good ideas while showering or half-dozing; a relaxed 
frame of mind is conducive to insight, helping us bring forth new 
knowledge or ideas without forcing them. Like playfulness and a 
positive mood, the “drowsy” brain induces a relaxed state and 
encourages insights. How many times have you been bombarded 
by an amazing idea or thought, or solved a problem in your mind 
just seconds before falling asleep? This “stroke of genius” is a 
flash of insight thanks to your brain’s calm state. (For more on 
unleashing your creative thinking, see chapter 11.) 



  

 

How Others See Us 

Personality Poker can be a powerful 360-degree feedback tool 
through the gifting of cards. Of course, with other typing tools, 
you can get feedback from others. But this typically involves a 
huge investment of time on the part of your friends and 
coworkers. Personality Poker is fast, painless, and a lot of fun. 

Knowing how others see us can be extremely useful for two 
reasons. Remember, how others see you doesn’t necessarily 
reflect your true personality. Rather, it’s an indicator of your 
behavior. We assume that the people who know us best see us 
the way we see ourselves. After all, these are our friends, family 
members, and coworkers, and we’re not trying to dupe them, 
right? Even though we may not be hiding who we are, the 
research on personality suggests that other people will still view 
us differently from how we view ourselves. In one study 
published in 2007, researchers Richard Grucza of the 
Washington University School of Medicine and Lewis Goldberg 
of the Oregon Research Institute compared multiple measures of 
personality administered to the same group of more than five 
hundred people. Each research participant was asked to ask three 
good friends to complete the same personality evaluation—
gauging their perception of the participant. The researchers 
correlated scores on the participant’s personality measures with 
the corresponding scores reported by the friends. Correlation 
coefficients can range from .00, or no relationship whatsoever, to 
a perfect 1.00, which would indicate perfect agreement. The 
overall pattern across the various personality measures showed 
correlations in the .40–.50 range, which only represents 
moderate correspondence. 

In plain English: Let’s say you reported that you were 



  

 

below average on a particular personality trait such as the ability 
to handle stress well. If your friends were asked to rate you in the 
same way, they would agree with you about 70 to 75 percent of 
the time. Given that each trait has only two options, a person 
pulled off the street who speculates about you would be correct 
half the time just by guessing. Our friends don’t know us that 
much better than complete strangers. 

Why Others See Us Differently Than We See 
Ourselves 

Why is this? There are many and varied reasons. Here are a few: 
Some Behaviors Are Hard to Observe: Even when 

teammates or coworkers spend a good deal of time together and 
feel as though they know each other well, there are often 
substantial differences in how people view themselves versus 
how they are viewed by their associates. Why? Part of the 
answer is that particular personality traits are not easily visible. 
Some traits, like extroversion, are fairly apparent; you can 
observe over time whether someone is gregarious or tends to 
gravitate toward solitary work. In Personality Poker, for the most 
part, the high cards (10 through Ace) correlate with more 
extroverted personalities, regardless of suit. Some traits, like 
inquisitiveness, are much more difficult to observe, especially in 
the limited confines of work behavior. 

First Impressions Stick: Another reason our colleagues 
may see us quite differently than we see ourselves is the power 
of first impressions. Unfortunately, first impressions can be quite 
“sticky” thanks to the way humans process and remember 
information. Psychologists refer to this form of cognitive bias as 



  

 

the “anchoring and adjustment” bias. When we encounter a new 
person, we immediately anchor on whatever about them is 
apparent. Over time, we adjust our impressions as more 
information about the person becomes available. The bias, 
however, is that we tend to be overly influenced by the anchor or 
the first impression. Sometimes that anchor even colors how we 
interpret new information about the person. For example, if we 
peg a new coworker as an extrovert, and the second time we 
encounter her she seems withdrawn, we might conclude that 
she’s having a bad day or is upset with us, rarely thinking, “Hey, 
I might have been wrong in my first impressions.” 

Roles Affect Perceptions: But the most likely reason is 
that sometimes our work roles prescribe particular behaviors and 
tendencies, which then give a distorted view of our underlying 
personality. People assume that because we’re often staring at 
spreadsheets, we must like working with numbers. Not 
necessarily! Typically, how others see us is a reflection of our 
behaviors and actions, but not always a reflection of who we 
really are. They see the tasks we perform and the way we act, but 
they can’t get inside our head. 

I once did a session in Texas for a city manager, Rick, and 
his team. We played the poker game as we always do, which you 
will learn how to do shortly. Each person received five cards, 
and then traded cards with the others to improve their hand. 
Giving extra attention to the “gifting” of cards to others, I asked 
everyone to find a couple of people in the room whom they knew 
well, and give them the card that best described them. Everyone 
kept their self-selected cards separate from the gift cards. 

Rick had a “flush” of self-selected cards—five hearts. Most 
interesting was that all of his gifted cards were clubs. He found 
this quite surprising. His team saw him very differently than he 



  

 

saw himself. When we dug deeper, we discovered a couple of 
interesting things. 

Given that Rick was a city manager, it’s not surprising that 
others would perceive him as a club. Clubs make great 
managers. But in reality, managing is not what he enjoyed. He 
preferred being around people and motivating them. This is a 
great role for a leader. We looked at the work he was doing and 
determined that some of his tasks should be off-loaded to a 
person who was a strong club. This would free him to do what 
comes naturally, thereby reducing his stress and increasing his 
effectiveness. 

Specifically taking the time and effort to examine our 
assumptions about ourselves and our coworkers can help 
recalibrate our impressions of everyone involved. Rarely do 
coworkers have the opportunity to do this in a safe, structured 
way. 

But here is the important question: Does it really matter if 
people see you differently than you see yourself? Amazingly, the 
answer is a resounding yes. 

The Perceptions of Others Influence Our 
Behavior 

We’ve already established that when people form an opinion of 
you and your personality, it is difficult for them to change that 
point of view. And that their assessment of your personality may 
not match your own assessment. Because of this, their 
interactions with you will be based on a misperception. 
Surprisingly, as a result, your behaviors may conform to their 
expectations, without your even knowing it. For example, if you 



  

 

think of yourself as a diamond, but others perceive you as a club, 
over time you may begin to take on the attributes of a club. This 
is due to something psychologists call the “interpersonal 
expectancy effect.” 

This effect was first demonstrated by Robert Rosenthal and 
Lenore Jacobson in their classic 1968 study of teacher 
expectancy effects. Elementary school students were given an IQ 
test. Their teachers were told beforehand that high scorers on the 
test were likely to bloom in the classroom. Afterward, teachers 
were told which of the students scored in the top 20 percent. But 
here’s the catch: the students on that list of top performers were 
in fact randomly selected with no relation to actual test 
performance. 

When given the IQ test a year later, students on the fake top 
20 percent list improved 12.2 points, versus the rest of the 
students who only improved by 8.2 points. The fact that the 
teachers thought certain students had greater potential apparently 
changed the way they interacted with those students, changing 
the performance of the students. (This is now called the 
Pygmalion effect, after the sculptor in Greek mythology who fell 
in love with a female statue he had carved out of ivory, whom 
the gods eventually brought to life.) 

What does this mean for understanding our personality style 
and performance in work teams? This data seems to suggest that 
the beliefs others hold about our personality style can lead us to 
behave in ways consistent with that style. Imagine a company 
with a spade-dominant culture. Although you too may be a 
spade, if you appear to be more “touchy-feely” than the norm, 
you may be subconsciously labeled as a heart. Then, as people 
interact with you at work, they subtly bring out your heartlike 
tendencies. 



  

 

The drawbacks of this are obvious. If your supervisor thinks 
you’re a club and you’re a diamond, guess what type of work 
you’ll be assigned? No, probably not the creative work you want. 
Get ready for a whole lot of the planning work you’d rather 
avoid. Even worse, if you’re good at the club-style work, this 
will further reinforce your boss’s beliefs, leading to even more 
planning work for you. 

Are we doomed to behave in ways consistent with the 
expectations others have of us? Certainly not. Personality Poker 
is one useful tool for helping identify the disparity between your 
actual personality and the way others perceive you. This 
information can then be used to generate valuable conversations 
for the sharing of preferences, dislikes, strengths, and pitfalls that 
can shape an effective action plan for working together. 

For example, if you are a heart, but are perceived 
differently, opening the eyes of your coworkers to your preferred 
style may facilitate assignment to roles that are more fitting, such 
as coaching, facilitating, supporting, and team-building. If you’re 
struggling in a particular area, having others know your preferred 
style will help them provide you with proper support. If 
everyone is clear on one another’s style, a balanced team can be 
assembled based on reality, not perception, to provide 
unprecedented results. 

The Unconscious Self 

So far we have discussed using Personality Poker to assess how 
you see yourself and how others see you. But these two pieces 
may not be enough to get a full picture of your behaviors. 
Unfortunately, even when introducing the concept of play, the 



  

 

game provides feedback based only on what the conscious mind 
thinks. Is our conscious mind a good predictor of reality? Not 
always. 

One form of social desirability response bias deals with 
self-deception. In general people harbor rosy views of 
themselves. For example, when asked to rate themselves as 
automobile drivers, the vast majority of people claim they are 
“above average,” and nearly all of the rest label themselves as 
“average.” Where are all the terrible drivers? 

When rating ourselves, or describing our own personalities, 
we may fall victim to the way we wish to see ourselves rather 
than the way we really are. Meanwhile, when we complete 
personality measures, we sometimes focus on how we act in a 
particular setting rather than what would be most natural for us. 
Our conscious mind misleads us. 

So, how do we test the unconscious mind? 
Until recently, few methods existed for testing the 

unconscious mind. The Rorschach test, known for its famous 
inkblots, was one of the few tests that, apparently, could assess 
the unconscious. But over time, even this approach has fallen out 
of favor and is now deemed highly inaccurate. There’s even an 
entire book, What’s Wrong with the Rorschach?, that is 
dedicated to disproving the validity of the test. 

However, recent years have seen tremendous advances in 
the methodological tools available to test unconscious processes. 
Perhaps the most promising is the Implicit Association Test 
(IAT), the most widely used method for assessing implicit social 
cognition. 

I first learned about this tool from a marketing expert, Katja 
Bressette of Olson Zaltman Associates. What Katja and her team 
discovered is that focus groups and interviews that query only 



  

 

the conscious beliefs of buyers were capturing only part of the 
picture, because such measures are unable to tap into 
unconscious beliefs. Her company, therefore, uses traditional 
market testing along with IATs as a way of creating a more 
comprehensive picture of someone’s beliefs about a product or 
brand. 

The IAT has been used by researchers interested in studying 
implicit attitudes and stereotypes ranging from political beliefs to 
preferences for certain social groups over others, as well as the 
more nonsocial side of life, including preferences for different-
flavored soft drinks. 

Research has shown that, as compared with explicit 
measures of personality traits, a desired outcome on the IAT is 
incredibly difficult to produce. In other words, the test can’t be 
faked or consciously slanted in a particular direction. Also, 
research has shown that implicit associations are often 
uncorrelated with an individual’s self-professed beliefs. It truly 
tests the unconscious. These findings suggest that the Implicit 
Association Test is a reliable tool for measuring implicit 
associations. That makes it a highly desirable way of testing 
personality. 

How does an IAT work? Basically, the Implicit Association 
Test is a computer-based reaction-time task that measures the 
relative strength of associations between paired concepts. In the 
Personality Poker version of the IAT, we associate the words 
from the cards with the concepts of “me” and “not me.” This 
allows us to see which words best relate to our implicit beliefs 
about ourselves. When words that resonate with you are paired 
with the word “me,” your response times should be faster. When 
words that don’t relate to your personal style are paired with the 
word “me,” your response times will be slower, suggesting more 



  

 

conscious thought. If you don’t understand the concept entirely, 
don’t worry. In chapter 9 I provide details and screen snapshots 
so that you can fully grasp the theory. I even created a version of 
the IAT that readers of this book can take. You might be 
interested to see what your unconscious mind thinks of you. 

Reasons abound as to why Personality Poker is different 
from, and potentially better than, standard personality 
assessments. But the proof is in the pudding: let’s stop talking 
about Personality Poker and start playing it. 





  

 

Part II 

Playing Personality Poker 





  

 

Chapter 2 

Before Getting Started 

We are almost ready to start playing. But before attempting to 
get your perfect Personality Poker hand, it’s important to get a 
few concepts on the table. 

How to Find Your Preferred Style 

When you look at the cards in the Personality Poker deck, each 
word will probably fall into one of four broad categories: 

1. Your preferred style. This is what you enjoy most, 
what feels natural, the style in which you perform 
your best with the least amount of effort. 

2. Your adapted style. In the work environment, in 
particular, people take on specific traits because it’s 
needed from and expected of them. This is not their 
natural or preferred state. They become this way 
because their job requires it. Sometimes, family 
situations early in life (for example, needing to 
become the family caretaker at an early age) can 
influence the assumption of an adapted style. 

3. Your desired or ideal style. Many people wish 



  

 

they were different. It may not be your preferred 
style, but you want it to be. For example, if your 
natural style is chaotic but you wish you were more 
“put together,” organization would be a desired 
trait. I wish I were more organized, but I’ve learned 
to give up on that! 

4. Your opposite style. This just isn’t you. The words 
don’t describe you, and you have no desire to take 
on those styles. 

Let’s explore why distinguishing one style from the other is 
so difficult. As human beings, we are able to adapt to different 
situations quite effectively. This is critical to the survival of the 
species and has helped each to become more successful in his or 
her selected occupation. 

Unfortunately, in our quest to be successful, we often take 
on styles that may not come naturally, or may not be what we 
prefer. We become good at things we do not love. Because we 
develop specific skills, our bosses often ask us to perform certain 
tasks more frequently. This creates a vicious cycle where you 
spend more time on tasks that drain you of your energy. As a 
result, you spend less time on work that energizes you and plays 
to your strong suit. 

Robert Biswas-Diener is a leader in the strengths-based 
testing world. Although the concept of strengths is a little 
different from what we are testing here, they are related. Robert 
and his team at the Centre of Applied Positive Psychology 
(CAPP) in England developed their own tool designed to assess 
strengths and weaknesses. The questions on the diagnostic test 
focus on three dimensions: how good you are at a particular skill, 
how frequently you get to use your skill, and how much energy 



  

 

you get from doing so. 
When you (1) are good at something, (2) do it frequently, 

but (3) it drains your energy, Robert would describe this as a 
learned behavior. I call this an adapted style. Distinguishing 
preferred from learned behaviors is critical. 

Here’s one of the examples Robert gave me: 

I once coached a woman who was exceptionally 
creative. She had a head for sales and was a whiz at 
putting together training sessions to teach young sales 
associates how to perform better. She was so good, in 
fact, that she was quickly promoted to a management 
position. The problem was she did not shine at 
management the way she had excelled at training. As a 
result she had to learn all sorts of new behaviors—
confrontation, assertiveness, administration, detail-
orientation—that would help her succeed in the new 
job. My client was bright, and she quickly learned 
these new behaviors and even did them well. There 
was only one problem: at the end of the day she felt 
deflated instead of energized. 

Learned behaviors are acquired skills that a person can 
perform well but that do not come naturally; therefore, extra 
energy and effort is required, leaving the person feeling flat. 
People often acquire these new behaviors because their roles or 
circumstances have changed. Although learned behaviors are 
frequently necessary for good performance, using them too much 
can lead to dissatisfaction and burnout. 

What should you do about your own learned behaviors? 
Robert recommends “moderating” them. You will probably need 



  

 

to use your learned behaviors occasionally, but try to limit the 
amount of time you spend on these draining behaviors. 

With Personality Poker, when selecting cards, thinking 
through which words and associated activities give you energy 
and which sap your vitality is essential. Just because you are 
great at planning does not mean you should take the “planning” 
card, as illustrated in the following example. 

Susanne is a natural “thinker.” She loves both ideas and 
facts. She helps small companies with their Internet strategies 
and, in particular, creates powerful and engaging user 
experiences. Susanne loves that this profession blends her desire 
for both analytical (e.g., strategy) and creative (e.g., user 
experience design) work. At some point in every project, the 
shift is made into development—the stage when the Web site is 
built. She then works with the technology experts who convert 
her designs into the finished product using computer code. 

Out of necessity, Susanne is great at managing projects. She 
can keep schedule-slipping developers right on track and is 
masterful at keeping projects on time and on budget. Because her 
clients value this work (and it pays the bills), she finds herself 
spending more and more time on these management activities. 
Unfortunately, she finds development tedious. 

During this stage Susanne complains frequently to her 
friends and family and refers to it as “development hell.” 
Interestingly, when she played Personality Poker, she chose 
analytical cards, creative cards, and planning cards. If she looks 
at what she is good at, then yes, these all make sense. However, 
there is a difference between being skilled at something and 
actually enjoying the work. Although she is good at planning, 
this is not her style. Or at least, it is not her natural and preferred 
style. When playing poker, it would have been more fitting for 



  

 

her to select only the analytical and creative cards and forego the 
planning cards. Therefore, when selecting cards, be sure to ask 
yourself if this card gives you energy or robs you of energy. Do 
not just focus on your skills and strengths. 

Consider David, someone I met at a conference, the owner 
of a market research company that is highly data driven and 
analytical. In conversations with him before the event, it became 
clear he loved facts. Spreadsheets were his tools of choice. 
Surprisingly, while playing Personality Poker, he ended up with 
a hand of all red cards (primarily hearts). This confused him and 
me. His company is all about data analysis; he was convinced 
that this would be reflected in his preferred style, but clearly it 
wasn’t. 

I asked him, “What is the number one challenge your 
business faces right now?” Sales. “How have you spent most of 
your days in recent months?” Focused on selling and customer 
relationships. And that’s when he saw the light. David 
discovered that although he loves the spade-type roles that play 
to his analytical skills, he was forced into the heart-like sales and 
networking roles. He quickly concluded that his business would 
flourish if he refocused on his core spade activities and hired 
others for the heart roles, people for whom this is their natural 
style. 

These learned behaviors or “adapted styles” are not 
inherently bad. In fact, they can help you become more self-
sufficient. However, if you are not spending most of your time in 
your preferred style, you won’t perform at peak levels, and you 
may eventually burn out. 

Conversely, people have strengths that, as Robert Biswas-
Diener would describe them, are underrealized. These are 
strengths that energize you, and you are good at them, but you 



  

 

rarely get to use them. Robert describes them as “untapped 
resources that lie dormant, just waiting to be harnessed for 
success.” Just because you don’t do something doesn’t mean it’s 
not who you are. When looking at the cards, consider which ones 
truly resonate with you, regardless of whether they are part of 
your job description. 

The last dimension refers to “desired behaviors” you wish 
you demonstrated. I am, as you will find out, a strong diamond. I 
chose my profession in life both because it is creative and 
because it offers the widest range of experiences possible. I am 
also a heart. I love being around people. It energizes me, and I 
know that I am good with others. 

I also like data. Every year or so, I head to Las Vegas to 
attend a “skeptics” convention where a thousand people discuss 
the application of logic and science to debunk everything 
ranging from UFOs and psychics to alternative medicines and 
faith healers. But here’s the rub. Though I enjoy these 
conversations (and subscribe to many scientific journals), at the 
end of the day, when the chips are down, I throw data out the 
window. I make my decisions based on gut instinct. When 
purchasing a car, I read every review in Consumer Reports. I 
scour the Web for information. Then, armed with all this 
information, I inevitably buy a car that wasn’t even on my list. I 
see it on the lot, get in, give it a test drive, and buy it on the spot. 

I want to be data-driven but, sadly, I’m not. So when 
choosing cards, although I do select the “skeptical” card, I rarely 
choose any other spades . . . although I want to. 

The purpose of Personality Poker is to get the perfect hand. 
And the perfect hand is one that is filled with cards that represent 
your natural state; that is, what comes most easily. These are the 
words that inspire you. These are the words that excite you. 



  

 

These are the words that describe who you are at the core, when 
everything is flowing beautifully in your world, and life is 
effortless. 

You want to choose cards based on your preferred style. 
People have difficulty distinguishing their preferred style 

from their adapted/desired styles. Sometimes you have to play 
the entire game before you can tell the difference. Some are 
different at home from how they are at work. If so, their work 
style is probably an adapted style. We all learn different styles in 
our quest for success. 

Unproductive Behaviors 

The cards with 2, 3, and 4 represent the “unproductive 
behaviors” associated with each style. People typically want to 
get rid of these cards very quickly. Very few people want to 
admit that they are disorganized, close-minded, or anal-retentive. 

Although some might think of the unproductive behaviors 
as flaws, what they represent are the inevitable by-products of 
strengths. Sometimes these behaviors can even be beneficial and 
work to the company’s advantage. Instead of trying to eliminate 
these “flaws,” realize that, sometimes, these unproductive 
behaviors are useful. 

Other personality tools give you reports on strengths and 
then a couple of things you need to fix. A colleague of mine, 
Alex, took a personality test that gave him a detailed report of 
his strengths. The report came back suggesting he was creative, 
yet he needed to be more organized. Alex disagreed. “If I 
weren’t disorganized, I wouldn’t be that creative. When I try to 
be more structured, I become less creative and future-oriented. I 



  

 

need to find ways to work with clutter. It’s what makes me tick.” 
Remember, the 2, 3, and 4 cards are not necessarily weaknesses. 
They are a by-product of your strong suit; learning to work with 
them, rather than denying them, will be much more productive. 

I found over the years that these cards give some of the 
greatest insights into personality styles. We have a difficult time 
telling who we are when we are at our best. Again, this is 
because we are chameleons and can adapt to many situations as 
needed. However, if we are honest with ourselves, we know who 
we are when we are at our worst. We know we are scattered, 
bossy, or cynical. 

When playing Personality Poker, don’t be too quick to get 
rid of those “unproductive behavior” cards. Keep at least one in 
your hand. You may find that it provides a valuable insight into 
your personality style. 

People sometimes hold these unproductive behavior cards 
as a “badge of pride.” They are their strengths on steroids, not 
their weaknesses. As a result, in meetings, I have heard people 
inquire, “Hey, are you being the three of clubs?” They are really 
asking, “Are you being a bit anal retentive?” Although over-
obsessiveness can be annoying to some, this attention to detail 
can make the difference between a Timex and a Rolex. 
Sometimes what we think of as weaknesses turn out to be our 
biggest strengths. 



  

 

Chapter 3 

How to Play 

It’s finally time to play. This chapter is the instruction manual 
for Personality Poker. I will offer a number of ways to play the 
game: 

• Solitaire—playing by yourself or with one other 
person 

• Poker—playing with a team of people 

In chapter 12, you will find alternative rules that are great 
fun to use when playing with friends and family. 

Although this is the shortest chapter in the book, ensuring 
that you play the game right is critical to getting the right results. 
Again, don’t underestimate the power of this simple game. It is 
based on a proven psychological testing process that’s been 
around for fifty years, known as a Q-sort. Developed by 
psychologist William Stephenson in 1953, this technique is used 
to study subjectivity. It has been used in clinical settings for 
assessing patients, in research settings to examine how people 
think about a topic, and as a personality assessment tool. 
Regardless of what is being assessed, the individual indicates the 
degree to which a standardized set of descriptive statements, 
written on cards, applies to them or their opinion. When the Q-
sort is used in personality testing, the subject sorts the cards 



  

 

based on how they think the words best reflect their personality. 
This is the basis of the solitaire version of Personality Poker. 

Solitaire: Playing by Yourself 

Personality Poker was originally designed as a team activity but I 
developed this solitaire version after finding that people often 
wanted to play on their own, or with only one other person. 

I will give you a few different ways in which you can play 
solitaire, each with its own benefits. Each version can be played 
with another person who knows you really well. As you go 
through each card, ask if he or she agrees with you—and why. 
The conversation that ensues is often more valuable than the end 
result. Remember, Personality Poker is not an attempt to label 
you, but rather to help stimulate conversations with friends, 
family, and coworkers. 

Simple: The Three-Pile Approach 

The simplest form of solitaire is to shuffle the cards and look at 
them one at a time. After viewing each card, place it into one of 
three piles: Definitely Like Me, Sometimes/Somewhat Like Me, 
and Definitely Not Me. 

As you do this, be sure to think carefully about whether this 
is a preferred style or an adapted style. Consider your energy. 
Does the word excite and inspire you? Or does the thought of it 
just drain the energy out of you? If it is an adapted style, avoid 
putting it in the “Definitely Like Me” pile. 

As mentioned previously, the 2, 3, and 4 cards of each suit 



  

 

represent the unproductive behaviors associated with each style. 
Avoid putting all of these in the third or even second pile. Be 
sure to have at least one or two in the “Definitely Like Me” pile. 
Be honest. Denying these traits doesn’t make them go away. 

After sorting the cards into three piles, count the number in 
each. If you have too many in the first, you probably have not 
done a critical enough job of looking at yourself. If you have too 
many in the last, again, you may not have been judgmental 
enough. In the end, you should have nine or fewer cards in the 
“Definitely Like Me” pile, nine or fewer cards in the “Definitely 
Not Me” pile, and the rest in the middle. 

Feel free to sort the cards from most like you to least like 
you within the first and last pile. If after sorting the cards you see 
a pattern, it can give you greater clarity about your style. 

When you have these piles in place, you are ready to move 
to the next chapter. You may wonder why I had you limit the 
third pile to only nine cards since your primary suit is 
determined by what is most like you, not what is least like you. 
The answer is that, quite often, by studying both piles, we can 
gain even greater insights. 

My objective here is not to pigeonhole you into one suit, but 
rather to help you see what is most like you and what is least like 
you. This way, you can make better decisions about what you do, 
and whom you choose to do it with. The attributes that are 
definitely not you tend to reflect your “opposite” style—what 
some people might call weaknesses. It is useful to know this 
because it describes the attributes of the perfect partner to 
complement your preferred style. 

 
 
 



  

 

 

Advanced: The Five-Pile Method 

A variation of this approach is to put the cards in five piles.  

 
Although this process is a bit more complex, it can yield some 
very interesting results. It builds on the strengths process that 
Robert Biswas-Diener of the Centre of Applied Positive 
Psychology developed as described in the previous chapter: 

1. Definitely like me, and I get to use these skills 
frequently 

2. Definitely like me, but I get to use these skills 
infrequently (unrealized strengths) 

3. Like me, but is an adapted trait; I learned to be 
good at this 

4. Definitely not like me 
5. Everything else 

Pile #1 probably won’t tell you anything new, although it 
might provide insights to your teammates. These are the well-
leveraged traits. But piles #2 and #3 could prove enlightening. 
You may find that you are not leveraging certain traits enough—
specific styles that are strengths but are not used (pile #2). 



  

 

Distinguishing your adapted skills (pile #3) may also help, so 
that you can spend less time on activities of this nature. 

Again, at this point you are ready to move to the next 
chapter. 

Five-Card Draw:  
Getting a Winning Hand with Groups 

For a team of three or more people, you will want to play the 
more traditional version of Personality Poker. If you skipped 
chapter 2, I strongly urge you to read it before proceeding. This 
will give you important distinctions between preferred and 
adapted styles and also explains the “unproductive behavior” 
cards. Recommended, as well, is that you read about the solitaire 
versions, as this will give you even greater insights into the 
process and theory behind Personality Poker. 

The poker version of the game is based on five-card draw. 
In that game, each player is dealt five random cards, one at a 
time. A round of betting ensues, and then the draw phase begins. 
Each player specifies how many of his cards he wishes to 
replace—up to three. He then discards those cards. Each player 
is then dealt in turn the same number of cards he discarded so 
that each has a total of five again. 

This is nearly identical to how we play Personality Poker. 
However, there is no betting and we add an extra step. Unlike 
real poker, the only person you are playing against is yourself. 
Or, as I like to say, “The only way to lose at Personality Poker is 
if you don’t have a personality.” 

The game is played in four simple steps. A fifth step is 
provided for those instances where the participants know one 



  

 

another. 
Preparation: To get started you need to make sure you 

have enough decks to play Personality Poker with your team. 
Although larger groups can get away with a smaller deck-to-
player ratio, a good rule of thumb is six people per deck. If you 
have sixty people on your team, you’ll need ten decks of cards. 
For groups with fewer than fifteen members, you will want as 
few as four people per deck to ensure enough variety of cards. 
(To order more decks, go to personalitypoker.net.) 

Once you have a sufficient number of decks, shuffle the 
cards to be dealt. To begin, you’ll need a deck for every ten 
people. If you are playing with sixty people, shuffle six decks 
and put aside the four remaining ones. 

Shuffle each deck individually. Do not “cross-shuffle” 
decks so that you can be certain that no one will get duplicate 
cards. (As an aside, scientific studies show that shuffling a deck 
of cards seven times results in the greatest level of randomness.) 

Step 1: Distribute the Cards. Deal five random cards to 
each person. It saves time to distribute the first five cards to each 
seat before the event begins. 

Step 2: Rank the Cards in Your Hand. Based on the traits 
printed on the cards, every player sorts the cards in their hand 
from “most” like them to “least” like them. (See chapter 2.) 

Step 3: Trade Cards. It is extremely rare that someone is 
dealt a perfect hand. Just as with five-card draw, you have a 
chance to improve your hand. However, in Personality Poker, I 
prefer a more interactive method than simply discarding cards 
that don’t fit. 

Ask everyone in the room to stand up. Then, direct them to 
trade cards with each other. Any player can exchange cards with 
another to help improve both hands. Get people out of their seats 



  

 

and have them move around the entire room. One important rule: 
You cannot take a card from another player unless both agree it 
is an equitable trade. Every trade should improve both hands and 
be mutually beneficial. 

As stated earlier, require everyone to keep at least one 2, 3, 
or 4 card in their hand. These represent the unproductive 
behaviors of each style and can often produce extremely 
interesting insights. 

The noise in the room will likely get very loud. Make sure 
you have a method for capturing everyone’s attention in order to 
give them further instructions. I typically limit the trading to 
three or four minutes. 

Step 4: Hold a Bargain Basement Sale. At this point, most 
players still do not have “perfect” hands. They just can’t get rid 
of some cards. The next step is to hold what I call “The Bargain 
Basement Sale.” Take all remaining cards and spread them face-
up on the floor or on a table. In our example of sixty people, it 
would be the four unshuffled decks plus any leftovers from the 
initial deal. Players then have a limited time to trade their cards 
to improve their hands. When players have five different cards 
they’re happy with, they can sit down. When everyone sits 
down, the game ends. 

You can put a time limit on the “sale” when people take too 
long. Again, I generally limit this section to between three and 
five minutes based on the energy level in the room. However, if 
most people are still searching through the cards, you can 
prolong it as you see fit. 

Step 5: Give Cards to Others (optional). This is an 
optional step that works best with smaller groups of coworkers 
or friends. When players in the group know one another, direct 
them to give each other cards. I call these “gift” cards. This gives 



  

 

players an idea of how others see them. 
Make sure that everyone keeps these cards separate from 

the five self-selected cards. 
Alternatively, you can have players do this after the event. 

Leave the cards out so that they can give cards to one another. 
With larger groups, you can also combine this step with the 
“Bargain Basement Sale.” 

If you want try some alternative rule sets, check out chapter 
12. Personality Poker can be great for parties. 

Now it’s time to determine your primary suit. 



  

 

Chapter 4 

Finding and Understanding Your 
Style 

 
Imagine a conference in Copenhagen with three hundred 
business executives. They are in the midst of trading cards and 
improving their hands at the “Bargain Basement Sale.” The room 
is loud and filled with laughter. Finally, I declare that the sale 
will end in ten seconds and that people should return to their 
seats. With five “perfect” cards in everyone’s hands, attendees 
are now eager to learn how to interpret their results. Unlike 
readers of this book, participants at my events are not given any 
indication that the suits, the colors, and the numbers have any 
meaning. They are only told to select cards based on the words. 
Now it was time for me to reveal all. 

As you know by now, the suits represent the four primary 
innovation styles, the colors represent the two thinking styles, 
and the numbers represent the two energy styles plus the 
unproductive behaviors. 

In chapter 1, I quickly introduced the suits and the 
substyles. Before deciding what your style is, let’s refresh your 
memory with a quick overview of the entire process. Later in this 
chapter, we will dig deeper into each. 



  

 

Suits: Your Primary Innovation Personality 

The suits are the most important elements. The four suits are 
associated with the four primary innovation styles and the four 
phases of the innovation process. The styles are: 

Spades. These are the analytical, data-oriented people. 
They like facts and are a bit more cerebral than the 
other styles. They often make decisions based on 
analysis and are known for their deep knowledge. 
Their focus is on “why” change is needed. Engineers, 
philosophers, scientists, and professors are typically 
spades. 
Clubs. These are the people who “plan the work and 
work the plans.” They are more about structure and 
action. Bottom-line results are critical. They focus on 
“how” change will be implemented. Some clubs—in 
particular the high/outward ones—can be more 
competitive and action-oriented than the other styles, 
making them a natural fit for CEOs of large 
corporations. The planning (low/inward) clubs make 
great project managers, producers, and quality control 
professionals. 
Hearts. These people are all about relationships. They 
make decisions based on what others think. They are 
more empathetic and supportive and often take human 
resources or customer service roles. Some hearts are 
social butterflies and master networkers. They also 
make great diplomats and teachers. The “who” aspects 
of change are critical to them. 
Diamonds. These are the more typical “creative” 



  

 

individuals. They like ideas and experiences. They 
make decisions based on what is “enjoyable” and often 
participate in artistic endeavors. Designers, actors, and 
serial entrepreneurs, for example, are typically 
diamonds. Although they are primarily cerebral, they 
are also interested in the adventure. Diamonds don’t 
care where they are going, as long as they are having a 
good time getting there. 

Numbers: Your Energy Style 

Each of the four primary styles also has substyles, as indicated 
by the numbers. This indicates your energy style. One of the 
most important dimensions studied by personality psychologists 
is the introversion-extroversion continuum. Most people think of 
an introvert as someone who likes to be alone, and an extrovert 
as someone who likes to be the life of the party. However, 
psychologists use the terms more broadly. Clusters of traits 
characterize individuals who fall at either end of the 
introversion-extroversion continuum. 

Certainly, those at the introverted end of the spectrum 
prefer more solitary work. They do their best when working on 
their own or with small groups. However, taken more broadly, 
introversion also includes a tendency to be more easily 
overwhelmed by stimuli that are deemed too intense. They prefer 
predictability and a low likelihood of risk. For these reasons, 
they may be known for their depth of experiences rather than 
their breadth. They value time to reflect while also attaching 
importance to getting things done in an organized manner. We 
refer to these energy styles as inwardly focused. In Personality 



  

 

Poker, these individuals are represented by the 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 
cards. Don’t confuse introversion with shyness or reclusiveness. 
They are not related. Introverts prefer more solitary work 
whereas shy individuals work alone out of fear or anxiety at the 
prospect of performing around others. 

Those at the extroverted end of psychologists’ scale are 
inclined to thrive on higher energy activities. They work well 
with groups of people and are often group leaders. Although they 
may not be as good at focusing on single tasks, they get energy 
from action rather than reflection and are known for their ability 
to motivate others to get things done. In fact, when they are 
inactive, their level of energy and motivation often declines. So, 
they seek out greater levels of stimuli and are prone to more risk-
taking. We refer to this energy style as outwardly focused. In 
Personality Poker they are represented by the 10, J, Q, K, and A 
cards. 

Those who have primarily “outwardly focused” energy-
style cards are generally better leaders. They work better with 
others and have what is perceived as a higher energy level. This 
makes them seem more dynamic. High-energy, data-driven, and 
bottom-line-results-focused, many corporate CEOs are a 
combination of high clubs and high spades. They enjoy being 
around people, but view them as a means of achieving their 
goals. High hearts and high diamonds are great influencers. They 
are more focused on present rather than future goals. Unlike high 
clubs, they enjoy being around people purely for the social 
aspects of human engagement. 

In 2006, professors Mitchell Rothstein and Richard Goffin 
of the University of Western Ontario concluded, after studying 
the use of personality traits in personnel decisions, that 
“extroversion appears to be the best predictor of team-related 



  

 

behavior and performance,” including “emergent leadership” and 
“leadership task performance.” In short, they discovered that 
extroverted individuals were more likely to emerge from a team 
of individuals as the leaders of the group. They also found that 
their personality style helped them be more effective leaders. In 
your organization, you may find that the “high cards” permeate 
your leadership ranks, either on teams or at the executive level. 

In all suits the difference in style between the inwardly and 
outwardly focused energy styles can be substantial. For example, 
outward clubs are extremely action-oriented while inward clubs 
are more methodical and process-oriented. Outward hearts are 
social butterflies and great talkers, while inward hearts are 
empathetic and great listeners. 

In addition to the two energy styles, the numbers are also 
used to indicate unproductive behaviors associated with each 
style. As I already mentioned, the cards numbered 2, 3, and 4 
represent these less attractive qualities. 

Colors: Your Thinking Style 

The last dimension of Personality Poker is reflected by the colors 
that symbolize the two primary thinking styles. 

From a Personality Poker perspective, we have defined two 
primary thinking styles: rational and relational. 

Rational/Analytical. Often inaccurately referred to as 
“left-brained,” these rationals/analyticals are indicated 
by the black cards (spades/clubs). They share many of 
the same attributes, and sometimes their styles can be 
confused. I describe them as those who put the “no” in 



  

 

innovation. They can, at times, be a bit skeptical. 
Given their focus on data and results, they want proof. 
The two words frequently used by them are “yeah, 
but.” They are good at finding the reasons why things 
won’t work. Knowledge and expertise are a 
cornerstone of their thinking style. 
Relational/Creative. These individuals are often 
(again inaccurately) referred to as “right-brained” and 
are represented by the red cards (diamonds/hearts). 
They, too, share similar attributes. I often say that they 
are the ones who put the “fun” in dysfunctional. While 
employees enjoy their leadership style, the business 
could end up in the “red” if someone with red cards is 
in charge. Relational/creatives are not as organized or 
focused on the bottom line (see chapter 8 for more on 
leadership styles). They suffer from what is known as 
the “bright shiny object” syndrome. Anything that 
seems new and sexy can attract their attention and 
divert their energies from the task at hand. Although 
this is truer of the outward energy reds, reds of all 
types suffer from this to some degree. Experiences and 
relationships (between ideas and people) are the 
cornerstones of their thinking style. 

Why is it inaccurate to describe these individuals as left- or 
right-brained? The reason is that our brains do not use just one 
hemisphere, even for a specific task. According to psychology 
professor Joseph Hellige of Loyola Marymount University, “In 
the intact brain, it is unlikely that either hemisphere is ever 
completely uninvolved in ongoing processing.” In fact, Hellige 
and his colleagues developed a technique for presenting 



  

 

information to both hemispheres, without biasing one 
hemisphere or the other to handle the processing. In many cases, 
the results are no different from when the task is presented to one 
hemisphere or the other. It’s likely, then, that both hemispheres 
are competent in completing most tasks thrown at us, especially 
when the hemispheres work together, as they do typically. 
Hellige concluded his review with this: “During the past 30 years 
or so, emphasis on the functional differences between the left 
and right hemispheres has resulted in the brain being taken apart, 
with a tendency for the pieces to be analyzed separately. It is 
time to put the brain back together again.” 

Regardless of what you call these thinking styles, the 
differences can be substantial. I often refer to rational/analytical 
thinkers as “dot” thinkers since they are focused on depth in any 
one area. And I refer to relational thinkers as “line” thinkers 
because they are good at making connections between the dots—
ideas, experiences, and people. Line-based thinking does not, 
however, relate to linear thinking (which means something 
completely different). 

In organizations, the “dot” that most people operate in is 
focused on activities, computers, people, or departments within a 
company. It is the “lines,” the interconnections and 
interdependencies between the dots, where innovation emerges. 
Innovative thinking comes from making connections: 
connections between dots, connections between ideas, 
connections between companies, or connections between 
industries. Focusing on the lines frees an organization to improve 
within the guidelines of the simple structure. 

The power of focusing on the lines and connections can be 
illustrated by a conversation between two colleagues, Brad and 
Lisa. They were talking about why some people appear to be 



  

 

more innovative and insightful than others. Brad, who is one of 
the most lateral/creative thinkers I know, asked Lisa, “When you 
are learning, reading, or experiencing something new, what is the 
main question in your mind?” Her response was, “I ask, what 
does this mean?” And that is what most people would say. First 
they try to understand the situation, and then see how that relates 
to what they know. This is “dot” thinking. 

Brad said his first question is always, “What is this like?” 
He compares it to other things he knows. From that he can then 
derive meaning. And in doing so, he is able to leverage 
relationships from the domain with which he is familiar and 
translate them to the new domain. This is what appears as an 
“insight” to someone else. It’s not about intelligence or 
knowledge. It’s about being able to relate disparate elements 
quickly. This is “line” thinking. 

Even with little knowledge on a given topic, a relational 
person is able to connect the dots and leverage something else he 
already knows about. This is a great example that distinguishes 
the two types of thinking. 

Chapter 11 is dedicated to further distinguishing dot 
thinking from line thinking. It includes a powerful exercise that I 
conduct during my speeches. And it provides some interesting 
examples of each type of thinking. 

Now that you have an overview of what the cards means, it 
is time to interpret your hand. 

How to Determine Your Primary Style 

At this point in the process, you should have a number of cards 
in your hand. If you are playing the more traditional team-based 



  

 

poker game, you will have five cards, plus a number of gift cards 
that you keep separate. If you are playing a variation, including 
solitaire, you may have a different number of cards. Regardless, 
the process of determining your primary style is the same. 

Once everyone has cards that best describe their 
personality, each should select their primary suit. It is important 
to note that nearly every card could be used to describe anyone at 
some point or another. We act differently in different situations. 
The key is to determine which styles resonate most in terms of 
skills and energy. 

If people have selected cards honestly—and focused on 
their preferred style—then a pattern should emerge. 

If you have a flush (the poker term for five cards that are 
the same suit), then that is almost certainly your primary suit. 
Just as it is quite rare that someone ends up with a flush in real 
poker, it is also rare that someone ends up with a flush in 
Personality Poker. Most people cannot be put into one simple 
box. 

If you have four or three of the same suit, that is probably 
your primary suit. Even when three out of five cards are of a 
particular style, that is a statistically high percentage of cards 
aligned with one suit. Regardless, read the rest of this section. It 
may give you even greater clarity, or have you change the cards 
in your hand. 

The challenge comes when only two cards of the same suit 
are in your hand. If this is the case, don’t worry. My studies 
show that one-third of the people who play Personality Poker 
end up with a hand with only two of the same suit. 

This can happen for many reasons. When looking at the 
cards in your hand, ask yourself which ones energize you when 
you look at them. Which cards excite you and speak to your 



  

 

passions? Too often we look for the cards that indicate the task at 
hand (today I was doing status reports), or what we have become 
good at (everyone always asks me to develop new ideas), or what 
we have become known for (I have a reputation in the company 
as the know-it-all). 

But our tasks, skills, or reputation do not get at our internal 
motivations. Our personality style is not dictated by our tasks, 
but rather by our motivations. Why and how you do something is 
more important than the fact that you do something. One 
important point about Personality Poker is that it focuses on 
attributes rather than activities. The reason is that activities do 
not differentiate innovation styles; motivations do. 

For example, nearly everyone reads. You are reading this 
book. Maybe you read business books primarily but prefer a 
good romance novel while lying on the beach. Or perhaps you 
usually read only toothpaste tubes and cereal boxes. It doesn’t 
matter what you read. That you read is less important than why 
you read. This gives you interesting insight into your style. Do 
you read to learn as much as possible? If so, you might be an 
analytical “spade.” Experiential “diamonds” may read to escape. 
Competitive “clubs” may read to make them more successful. 
Emotional “hearts” may read romance novels (I’m joking about 
this one . . . maybe). Of course this is a broad generalization. In 
reality, we read for different reasons at different times. 

If you look at certain cards in your hand, and the words do 
not excite you, then consider swapping them for different cards 
(with the exception of the “unproductive behavior” cards). Cards 
that reflect “what we do often and well, but drains us” indicate 
our adapted styles. Look to your motivations for guidance. 

Look for underused traits. Look for cards that represent 
attributes that invigorate you but may reflect things you don’t do 



  

 

often. These can represent an untapped primary style; that is, an 
opportunity for you to refocus energies on something you love. 
Both adapted and underused traits are described in the previous 
chapter. 

If going through this process does not give you clarity, then 
it might be due to your having multiple styles. In fact, most 
people have a primary style supported by one or even two 
secondary styles. So let’s dig a little deeper. 

First, sort your five cards from most like you to least like 
you. See if the top three cards give you better clarity. If not, get 
extra cards so that your hand contains seven or eight cards. 
Sometimes this helps you get a clearer pattern. If four out of 
eight cards are a particular style, that is a good indicator of your 
primary suit. 

Sometimes, the most telling indicator of your suit is your 
“unproductive behavior” card(s). As mentioned earlier, we 
sometimes have a difficult time determining who we are when 
we are at our best; but we have a good sense of who we are when 
we are at our worst. When we are on our best behavior, we can 
be good at many things. It is a testament to the adaptable nature 
of human beings. But when we are stressed or left to operate 
using our most natural tendencies, our unproductive behaviors 
can emerge. My favorite card in the deck has the word 
“disorganized.” Without looking at any other cards, I could 
quickly tell that I am a diamond. The 2, 3, or 4 card selections 
are a great tiebreaker if your primary suit is not obvious. 

Something else to look at is the combination of cards. If you 
have only two of the same suit, you can have either two-two-one 
or two-one-one-one. That is, two cards of two suits (for example, 
two hearts, two diamonds, and one club), or only two cards of 
one suit and then one card of each other suit (for example, two 



  

 

hearts, and one of each of the other three). If you have a two-
one-one-one hand, then the one with the two is more likely your 
style. 

If you have two of the same, it’s helpful to lay them on the 
graphic below. If the cards form an “L” shape, typically, the 

style at the heel is yours. For example, if you have diamonds, 
hearts, and clubs, this typically implies that hearts is your style. 
These other two styles, diamonds and clubs, are your secondary 
styles. Everyone has at least one secondary style that is 
connected to their primary style. 

For example, diamonds often have spades and hearts as 
their secondary style. By seeing which secondary styles resonate, 
you can refine your selection of your primary style further. 

Even if you are not 100 percent clear about your style at this 
point, don’t worry. Remember, the purpose of Personality Poker 



  

 

is not to label you or put you in a box. It is intended to serve as a 
catalyst for conversations with others. Your specific type is not 
as important as the discussions that follow. 

Why the Person You Like the Least Is the Person 
You Need the Most 

When I give speeches about Personality Poker, I typically say 
something like the following: 

“My primary suit is a diamond. In particular, a 
high/outward energy diamond. I love new experiences. This is 
clearly my main driver. But I also have a spade secondary. I 
enjoy facts to some degree. I love to read books on neuroscience, 
psychology, and probability. Hearts is another secondary of 
mine. I enjoy being around people and socializing. But more 
than anything else, I despise plans. I find them limiting and 
restrictive. In fact, if you are a person holding club cards, I may 
not like you.” 

People typically burst out laughing at this point. But 
actually, this leads us to what may be one of the most important 
points in this chapter: 

The person you like the least is the person you need the 
most. 

Your diagonal style represents your opposite style, the one 
that conflicts most with your style but is the most 
complementary, providing important traits that you most likely 
lack. Think of the classic oil and vinegar. The two don’t mix, but 
they make for a great dressing. In other words, they complement 
each other perfectly. And this is what happens with you and your 
opposite style. 



  

 

Rarely is the diagonal suit (for a diamond, that would be the 
club; for a spade it would be a heart) your secondary style. This 
is typically your opposite or “complementing style.” 
Understanding this style can be extremely useful. For example, 
as a diamond, the first person I bring onto my team is a strong 
project manager who is a club. Why? Because if I am left to my 
own devices, I will follow the work that is new and creative and 
not get the task at hand completed. I will be attracted to 
emerging opportunities as a way of satisfying my need for 
variety, without getting the important work done. This is why I 
need someone who is methodical, organized, and will stand toe-
to-toe with me. I need someone who will be there to make sure I 
stay on track. Although I know there will be tension between us, 
I realize that this person will help ensure that I get my work 
done. 

Complementing styles can also be useful during the 
recruiting process. I like to build creative tension into my teams 
from the start. When hiring, I always take on people in pairs. 
When employing a club, I always enlist a diamond at the same 
time. When hiring a heart, I am sure to add a spade as well. This 
ensures a balanced team. 

If you build balance into your hiring process like this, you 
need to make sure that you retain all of the styles. If your culture 
is goal-driven by design (club-dominant), you need to make sure 
that you nurture the needs of the other styles, in particular the 
opposite style (in this case diamonds), to maintain that balance. 
If you lose too many of one style, you will swing out of balance. 
(See chapter 8 on why we tend to hire and retain in ways that 
keep our organizations off-balance.) 



  

 

Understanding the Intersections 

People rarely fit neatly into one of the four boxes. When playing 
Personality Poker, you could end up with a hand with multiple 
suits. Although sometimes this is due to our inability to 
distinguish adapted from preferred styles, part of it is also due to 
the complexity of human styles. In some cases you may, indeed, 
have two primary suits. What we find is that the lines separating 
each style are more dotted than hard. That is, styles are related. 
These are indicated by the intersections in the graphic seen 
below. 

  



  

 

You will notice that where two suits meet, there is a 
descriptor. For example, the intersection of spades and diamonds 
is the “thinking” style. Spades think about facts while diamonds 
think about ideas—particularly, new ideas. I find that some 
people are great at both types of thinking and therefore may have 
both a spade and diamond primary. 

Here are the four intersecting styles: 

Thinkers. Spades and diamonds—especially low 
spades and low diamonds—have something in 
common. Their preferred activity involves thinking. 
The difference is that low spades like to think about 
facts and data, while low diamonds like to think about 
new and creative ideas. If your hand is primarily 
spades and diamonds, then it indicates that you are a 
thinker. Good innovation consultants fall into this 
category. They balance the development of creative 
ideas for the future with the need to arrive at data-
driven solutions. 
Directors. On the other hand, high spades and high 
clubs—two outward energies—lean toward directing. 
High clubs are the typical managers who take charge, 
while high spades are more professorial. Many CEOs 
fall into this category as it plays to two important traits 
of leaders in large companies: the ability to direct 
actions that lead to outcomes, while still being data-
driven. They are often very bottom-line focused. One 
“director” CEO I know operates like a field marshal—
he leads the charge and does so methodically and 
rationally. 
Influencers. Conversely, high hearts and high 



  

 

diamonds are great influencers. They are high energy, 
motivating, and great with people. Although these 
individuals could be fantastic leaders in organizations, 
they fall short of what is needed to manage large 
corporations. They focus more on the people and the 
experience and not enough on the data and the bottom 
line. If paired with a good “director,” however, they 
can be ideal leaders, spurring on the troops and 
encouraging collaboration and teamwork. Many 
motivational speakers fall into this category (this is 
where I am). The combination of high energy, strong 
social skills, and creative thinking help motivate 
audiences and employees to take action. 
Builders. The final intersection is where the low clubs 
meet the low hearts. These are loosely related and not 
as common as the other pairings. These two styles are 
both builders: of plans and of relationships. Depth is 
what distinguishes these individuals. The low hearts 
are masterful at building deep, intimate relationships. 
The low clubs are extremely process-oriented and can 
focus in a way that ensures things get done. Good 
project managers fall into the builder category. They 
are adept at the logical aspects of planning, yet they 
are able to engage others to help implement the plans. 
Large projects can benefit significantly from having 
builders on the team. 

Just as people rarely fit into one box, people rarely fit into 
just one intersection. If you think of the graphic above as a pizza 
with eight slices, most people are typically made up of three 
contiguous “slices.” For example, I am a low diamond, a high 



  

 

diamond, and a high heart. Those are my core three. I do have 
some spade, but that is more of a desired trait. And I have some 
low hearts, but I know that is not my true strength. 

Now that you have the 30,000-foot view of the styles, let’s 
keep exploring in Part III. 



  

 

Part III 

Playing to Your Strong 
Suit: 

Maximizing the Contribution of Each Style 





  

 

Chapter 5 

Up Close and Personal with the 
Four Styles 

Getting into a little more depth with the four innovation styles 
and their substyles will provide valuable insights and tools for 
working effectively within teams. 

Although understanding your particular style is useful and 
interesting, it helps to also review and understand the strengths, 
challenges, and differences among all styles. Familiarizing 
yourself with the contributions and impressions that each style 
brings to the organization will help you to determine why you 
work more harmoniously with certain suits, while others drive 
you crazy. 

After reading this section, you may still be hungry for more 
information about the styles. Unlike books that are dedicated to 
describing different personality styles, we have only one chapter 
devoted to the subject. That’s by design. Part of the reason is that 
our focus here is on team collaboration. We dedicate more space 
to innovation, hiring, and the philosophy of “playing with a full 
deck.” 

The other reason is that the label is not what matters. 
Personality Poker is intended to be a conversation starter. As you 
become more immersed in the “whys” and “hows” of Personality 
Poker, you may be tempted to label people too quickly. Don’t! 
Its primary purpose is to examine yourself for answers while 



  

 

learning how to relate to and get the best from others. Take time 
while playing the game to discuss your card selections with your 
team. Describe your personality in your own words. Share your 
personal experiences. Use the cards as a catalyst to stimulate an 
insightful learning and appreciation of your team members. 

This chapter is not intended to be read from start to finish. 
Skim each section and read those which are of greatest interest. 
Of course you will want to read up on your style. But also read 
the descriptions of key co-workers or family members. 

For each style and substyle (with the exception of spades) 
there are five “suit”-able discussions: 

• Style overview, including strengths 
• Pitfalls that those with that suit should watch out for 
• How to spot that suit without playing Personality 

Poker 
• How to effectively communicate with that suit 
• How to maximize the contribution of that suit 



  

 

Up Close and Personal with the Spades 
 
When asked what he would do if he had only sixty minutes to 
save the world, Albert Einstein reputedly responded: “I’d spend 
fifty-five minutes defining the problem and five minutes finding 
the solution.” 

Although it is doubtful you would ever be called upon to 
save your company in an hour, if you are, be sure to rely on 
spades to handle the awesome task of gathering the necessary 
data to define your specific problems. Spades are research-
driven, analytical, and exacting, people who love to jump chest-
deep into the data on hand, then skillfully break it down until 
reaching a cohesive understanding of the predicaments and 
challenges within any organization. 

Where might you find these intellectual zealots? Look in 
libraries, research labs, information technology departments, 
banks, and at the CFOs of major corporations. Spades can range 
from the stereotypical “geek” who knows everything about 
technology and science to the accountant who prepares your 
taxes. Any job where the gathering and synthesizing of facts and 
figures is the primary responsibility is a natural magnet for most 
spades. 

This function is a critical component within the innovation 
process, relied upon more heavily than ever in today’s 
exceptionally competitive economic climate. 

In times like these, when there is a blurring of true product 
differentiation, many of the more successful organizations are 
turning to analytics to drive critical decision making. Analytics, 
the bread and butter of most spade types, refers to “a 
sophisticated quantitative, statistical analysis and predictive 
modeling” that drives strategic decisions. Successfully used by 



  

 

many market leaders such as Amazon, Capital One, Harrah’s, 
and the Boston Red Sox, analytics show the tremendous value 
that the spade role plays within the organization. In fact, 
“competing on analytics” was rated one of the top management 
ideas of the last decade (1999–2009) by Harvard Business 
Review. 

Aside from the formulation of strategic direction, another 
critical spade-driven function exists within the realm of research 
and development (R&D). R&D departments are teaming with 
spades who are patiently working to uncover the next 
breakthrough discovery. This is a nurturing environment for 
spades who are allowed to work at their own pace unfettered by 
deadlines. Unlike their diamond counterparts, whose attention 
span is shorter, spades have the internal fortitude to withstand 
the time it takes to unravel exceptionally complex problems, be 
it ten minutes or ten years. 

Dr. Amar Bose, founder of Bose Corporation, a leader in 
sound systems, decided to broaden his purview to car suspension 
systems. His interest in improving suspension design first 
surfaced back in 1958 when he bought a Pontiac Bonneville with 
an “Ever-Level” air suspension that replaced steel springs with 
air bags to better absorb bumps. This was not good enough for 
Dr. Bose. For over two decades he tinkered with various designs. 
Then, in 1980, he started a formal, top-secret project designed to 
finally solve this problem. He and his engineers spent the first 
five years just testing mathematical theories and running 
computer models. It wasn’t until 2004 that he unveiled the 
results. More than twenty years have passed since he formally 
began working on this initiative, and many say that Dr. Bose’s 
determination, even in his eighties, has not wavered one iota. 
This scenario highlights those characteristics that can be relied 



  

 

upon from the spade population: unmatched determination, the 
love of solving complex challenges, and the ability and patience 
to review and analyze the extensive data needed to resolve 
virtually any problem. 

High Versus Low Spades 

With the other three suits, the differences between the high and 
low characteristics are significant. In some cases, for example, 
the high cards can seem like an entirely different style from their 
low counterparts, especially for the clubs. 

However, with the spades, the difference between low and 
high rests squarely where they obtain power, energy, and 
understanding. Low spades require more time to reflect on 
critical decisions. They go inward to find the solutions. High 
spades, on the other hand, may participate in activities where 
they learn and resolve a problem through working with others. 
High spades revel in opportunities where they are allowed to 
verbally share the extent of their knowledge, while low spades 
may resort to using technology to boast about their wares. I like 
to joke that “the low spades know a lot, and the high spades want 
you to know that they know a lot.” 

Pitfalls 

Spades make incredible, but often underappreciated, 
contributions to the innovation process. If you are a spade, there 
are a few things you need to watch out for. Spades can: 



  

 

• Suffer from analysis paralysis 
• Undervalue interpersonal connections 
• Fail to see the big picture 
• Become reclusive, skeptical know-it-alls 

Suffer from Analysis Paralysis. Given the responsibility to 
solve extraordinarily complex and daunting challenges, spades 
perform brilliantly. However, their factual and painstaking 
nature can pose a different set of challenges for the organization. 
Having copious data to make a decision is an innate need of a 
true spade. This need can make them easily fall prey to analysis 
paralysis. Their data can rapidly turn from being a useful tool for 
resolving problems to a pit of quicksand, preventing them from 
moving forward. In addition, they become fixated on finding 
what they deem to be the only right course of action. Both of 
these factors make spades prone to missing deadlines and 
impeding progress. Spades must remember that sometimes “done 
is better than perfect.” By using a “build it, try it, fix it” 
approach, you can gather facts by learning and doing rather than 
by studying and thinking. 

Undervalue Interpersonal Connections. Recently, while 
watching a television sitcom, I was amused by a particular 
episode that focused on a stereotypical “geek” spade who wanted 
to expand his base of comrades. His initial approach took him 
first to the Internet, then to the library with the intention of 
identifying the how-to’s of making friends. When his extensive 
research did not produce the desired result, he quickly generated 
an intricate flow chart with several “if, then” scenarios that he 
mechanically executed while on a phone discussion with a 
would-be friend. Needless to say, the results were hilarious and 
disastrous. 



  

 

While this is a far-fetched example of the interpersonal 
abilities of the analytical spades, they do tend to shy away from 
the communicative niceties that come more naturally to their 
red-suited counterparts. Spades are thinkers. As a result, they 
focus less energy on the emotional aspects of interactions. It 
serves a spade well to carefully consider the human element at 
play and identify areas where deserved appreciation can be 
given, and share those sentiments. 

Fail to See the Big Picture. Sometimes the spades can’t 
see the forest for the trees. They love to drill down deep and 
thoroughly into one particular area at a time. While they will 
uncover reams of helpful data, this laser-light focus can create a 
myopic view of a challenge, preventing them from seeing the 
bigger-picture implications of a problem. A spade would benefit 
by paying attention to the wider ramifications along with the 
present realities when solving challenges. If this is too difficult, 
gaining support from the multifaceted, idea-generating diamonds 
may balance off their more focused perspective. 

Become Reclusive, Skeptical Know-it-alls. When under 
stress, spades can isolate themselves from the world and delve 
into activities where they are most comfortable. They can 
become recluses, perfectionists, and/or highly critical of 
everything and everyone, particularly themselves. On the other 
hand, some spades can become overbearing know-it-alls, 
pontificating rather than educating. Also, at times their healthy 
skepticism can turn into an unproductive cynicism. Spades 
should try to keep an open mind and recognize that not 
everything can be scientifically proven. 

Spotting a Spade 



  

 

How will you know if you are in the presence of a spade 
without playing Personality Poker? Listen for their verbal cues. 
Spades are inclined to ask questions about facts or say something 
that indicates a lack of understanding. Questions spades may ask 
are: 

• What does this mean? 
• How much is this? 
• What is the difference between the options? 
• What can you tell me about this? 

Their body language is indicative of their way of thinking. 
Spades will sometimes scratch their heads or stroke their chins 
when pondering a challenge. If they are skeptical, they may cross 
their arms. While their body language may be loud and clear, 
spades have a propensity to be somewhat quieter than the other 
suits, especially the low spades. 

Communicating Effectively with a Spade 

Because of their more subdued nature, spades do not always 
articulate their opinions—but that doesn’t mean they don’t have 
any. It may take a bit of prodding, but it’s worth taking the time 
to explore their valuable input before proceeding to the next step. 
When spades do share, be careful not to interrupt or criticize. 
Criticism is a spade’s greatest fear. They consider criticism of 
their work and knowledge a personal attack. If you are a heart, 
recognize that talk of emotions and feelings will be lost on the 
more cerebral spades. They do not see the need to initiate 
conversations with social niceties and idle chatter. They see this 
as superfluous and prefer to jump directly into discussing the 



  

 

specific matter at hand. 
To get the most reception from a spade, emulate their 

reserved body language. Keep your voice slow and at a low 
volume. Loud and energized discussions may agitate the calmer 
spades. They are interested in substance and are less persuaded 
by enthusiasm. When posing a question or opinion, allow long 
silent pauses. Since spades are thinkers, they need to reflect 
before they speak. Thinking off the cuff and making gut 
reactions are not their strong suits, so e-mail can be a great 
communication tool for spades, allowing them reflection time 
before responding. 

Maximizing the Contribution of Spades 

If spades are not well represented on your team, you may be 
missing the mark. If they are present, knowing how best to 
capitalize on their capabilities and talents can achieve maximum 
benefit. 

To get the most out of spades, you should: 

• Enlist their knowledge 
• Impose a deadline 
• Acknowledge their knowledge 
• Sell the facts and features 

Enlist Their Knowledge. Be sure to enlist the assistance of 
spades when digging for the truth. They take pride in their ability 
to provide great details on virtually any topic. Their focus is on 
“why” change is needed. Their tenacity for coming up with an 
applicable answer is beneficial to any organization. Because of 
this, spades make exceptional devil’s advocates due to their 



  

 

depth of knowledge. Capitalize on that. They will challenge 
decisions at every turn. This is a valuable skill that helps flush 
out subtle problems and concerns that could thwart the 
successful completion of a project. Appreciate their skepticism 
as a contribution rather than dismissing it as an annoyance. 

Impose a Deadline. The downside of spades’ compulsion 
to play devil’s advocate is the amount of time this process can 
take. Impose and clearly communicate the deadline when 
working with spades, and stick to it. Once it is set, ensure that 
spades are aware that a decision will be executed by that 
deadline and it will not be extended. If you find that a spade is 
still unwilling to make a decision by the deadline, ask them, 
“What additional data do you need to help you come to a 
conclusion?” 

Acknowledge Their Knowledge. While most would never 
quibble over receiving a bonus for accomplishments, spades are 
more motivated by other types of recognition. They seek out 
accolades more akin to getting an article or book published, or 
receiving a patent for their inventions. Recognizing their 
achievements publicly in this way will better motivate a spade. 
Acknowledgment by their peers is valued most. Their level of 
stature in their direct community can be one of the highest forms 
of motivation. 

Sell the Facts and Features. When making purchases, 
spades select function over form. The aesthetics of a product are 
less important factors in their decision-making process. Include 
as much data about the product as you can. Facts and figures, 
especially those that have been scientifically proven, will win 
over the sometimes skeptical spades. For example, when buying 
a car, spades will read every issue of Consumer Reports as part 
of their process. The same holds true when trying to sell a spade 



  

 

on your ideas. Give them as much statistical evidence as 
possible. 

Bottom Line 

Spades are critical to the success of any innovation effort. 
Without them, you might be driving blind without the necessary 
facts and data to support your decisions. If you find a way to take 
full advantage of their intelligence and expertise, you will 
develop better and more relevant innovations. 



  

 

Up Close and Personal with the Clubs 
 
The old adage, “Plan the work, work the plan,” best typifies the 
club mentality. Once organizational objectives have been 
established, it is time to enlist these driven, dedicated, and 
hardworking individuals in your project. When executed in 
tandem, the two critical functions of planning and action can 
rapidly move the organization through the change that is needed 
for companies to stay ahead of their competition. 

While high and low clubs share the same bottom-line 
orientation, their contributions differ significantly. The low clubs 
crave structure and organization and are experts at translating the 
overall goal into a plan with bite-sized, manageable steps that 
will ensure the job is done on time and within budget. These 
skills pair nicely with the forward-charging high clubs, “the 
doers,” who will implement the plan and drive toward results. 
Unlike their low club counterparts, high clubs are typically more 
aggressive and covet immediate gratification. However, both are 
take-charge by nature and have a strong results orientation. 

Low Clubs 

Low clubs espouse the advice of Benjamin Franklin, who 
warned that “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.” 
These are not merely words but the mantra by which the low 
clubs live. They are methodical, systematic, and structured 
planners who arrange their work to induce predictability and 
reliability. Their masterfully crafted plans clearly articulate roles, 
dependencies, budgets, and timelines. Their goals are 



  

 

“SMART”—that is, Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, 
and Time-bound. This ensures that everyone knows when 
success has been achieved so that it is not left to individual 
interpretation. 

Low clubs are self-disciplined and can perform well on 
their own without micromanagement. Procrastination is not in 
their vocabulary. Once they embark upon a particular activity, 
they prefer to finish the task at hand before moving on to the 
next. In Aesop’s fables, the slow and steady turtle best represents 
the tenacity of the low club. Unlike the more scattered diamonds, 
who enjoy getting lost in thought, low clubs are purposeful and 
stay on task, making them more successful when facing tight 
timelines. 

Organizational skills are pervasive with a low club, not only 
when creating plans. For them, orderliness is an innate 
capability. Clubs continually look for ways to downsize 
unwanted items and unnecessary steps in processes, increasing 
organizational efficiencies. Because they place a higher value on 
organization than sentimentality, they do not retain anything 
where there is no specific or immediate use, reducing clutter and 
increasing ease of functionality. A low club’s workstation is 
more orderly than most, as they file items where they belong 
after use or create a place for them if one does not already exist. 
These skills make them well suited to any position requiring a 
methodical individual: administrative assistant, project manager, 
the managers of large change programs, or even the chief 
operating officer. 

Pitfalls 



  

 

Low clubs have an important role in the innovation process. 
They bring stability to a sometimes chaotic innovation 
environment. If you are a low club, there are a few things you 
need to watch out for. Low clubs can be: 

• Limiting to creative thinking 
• Resistant to change 
• Too focused on process, not learning 
• Too focused on process, not people 

Limiting to Creative Thinking. Low clubs have strong 
organizational skills and are highly focused on implementation. 
As a result, they can see the reasons why new ideas won’t work. 
This is a gift, as it can help predict potential failures associated 
with change. However, this pragmatism can become a liability if 
it stops change from happening. In addition, their “stick to the 
schedule” attitude can leave little room for other creative ideas to 
be contributed throughout the process. If low clubs are not 
pushed against strict time constraints, allow for the discussion of 
potential alternatives. If a more suitable suggestion is made, low 
clubs can then exercise their talents to revise the schedule 
accordingly. 

Resistant to Change. Low clubs prefer predictable and 
stable environments. They are more likely than other suits to 
succumb to “change fatigue.” When placed in organizations that 
make frequent changes in direction, low clubs become agitated. 
If you are a low club, taking a more relaxed attitude toward 
ambiguity will lower your stress levels. Also, recognizing that 
some organizations are more “seat of the pants” than others can 
help you choose environments that are more conducive to your 
style. 



  

 

Too Focused on Process, Not Learning. Low clubs run 
the risk of being so rigid that they fail to learn. As Dwight D. 
Eisenhower once said, “In preparing for battle, I have always 
found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.” 
Military battles and innovation are both unpredictable. Although 
the planning process can help you know which steps to take in 
the short term, you must be prepared to change direction quickly 
as market conditions and insights dictate. Keep an open mind. 
Recognize that learning by doing is often the best approach for 
innovation. 

Too Focused on Process, Not People. Low clubs take a 
more black-and-white stance with business tactics. For them, 
there is a right way and a wrong way. This is in contrast to the 
more people-sensitive low hearts, who may wish to deviate from 
the process based on individual needs. The low club’s bottom-
line priority may take precedence over creating an innovative, 
creative, and fun environment, potentially ruffling the feathers of 
hearts and diamonds. Low clubs may need to develop patience 
for those who ignore standard operating procedures and take a 
less organized, more circuitous approach to the achievement of 
goals. 

Spotting a Low Club 

Without playing Personality Poker, you can distinguish low 
clubs through their language. They are inclined to ask questions 
about the process and about “how” work will get done. In 
general, because of their more introverted style, they appear 
more subdued than their high club counterparts. 

You can spot a low club because their business questions 



  

 

tend to relate to: 

• Timing 
• Sequencing 
• Resource requirements 
• Budgets 
• Dependencies 

Communicating with a Low Club 

To give them confidence in your ability to deliver, you could use 
phrases like: 

• To do this, I will first . . . 
• Here’s what you can expect from me. 
• Here’s how we will make this happen. 

When embarking upon any given task, low clubs always 
appreciate detailed information. The more information they 
possess, the better equipped they feel to move forward. Don’t 
give them generalities; give them specific tasks and outcomes. 
Share details in a logical and orderly format. 

Maximizing the Contribution of Low 
Clubs 

If low clubs are not well represented on your team, you may not 
cross the finish line. If they are present, knowing how best to 
capitalize on their capabilities and talents can produce maximum 
benefit. 



  

 

To get the most out of low clubs, you should: 

• Use them to make big projects manageable 
• Enlist their organizational talents 
• Use them to identify potential risks 

Use Them to Make Big Projects Manageable. Whenever 
a significant, long-range project is initiated, the first person to 
recruit should be a low club. They are masterful at breaking 
down large projects into smaller, more manageable tasks. These 
tasks can then be divvied up among the team to get the 
implementation under way. Low clubs will assign deadlines and 
clear measures for successful completion so that everyone 
participating will have a concrete set of expectations for 
managing their particular part. Nothing will be left to ambiguity, 
which will reduce frustration significantly for management as 
well as staff. 

Enlist Their Organizational Talents. At the onset of a 
project, use low clubs not only for their planning capabilities, but 
also to establish the tools for keeping the project organized. 
Whether it is at a high level such as an overall project plan or at 
a lower level like the creation of files and tracking mechanisms, 
low clubs can significantly improve efficiencies by ensuring that 
all information and tools associated with a project have a proper 
place. They will then assume the responsibility for ensuring that 
the tools are used in the manner for which they were created. 
This is invaluable. 

Use Them to Identify Potential Risks. Due to their 
methodical and exacting nature, the low clubs will have the 
ability to foresee potential breakdowns that could occur during 
the implementation of any initiative, big or small. Therefore 



  

 

consider utilizing these critical talents whenever a new project is 
being launched. Low clubs will chunk down this new venture 
into step-by-step processes—processes that will help highlight 
potential gaps, risks, and challenges. Once these risks are 
identified, encourage low clubs to revise the planned course in 
such a way that will avoid these possible hazards and achieve the 
desired results. 

High Clubs 

The comedian Larry the Cable Guy coined the popular 
catchphrase “Git-R-Done.” This attitude is undoubtedly the 
mantra of anyone who is a die-hard high club. 

When coordinating a team for any project, at least one or 
two high clubs must be on the roster. These goal-oriented, 
results-producing, tough-minded workers will stop at nothing 
short of achievement. Their commitment to producing 
overshadows any obstacle that could present itself along the path 
to success, whether office politics, dissension among the ranks, 
process breakdowns, or clashes in personality with other 
members of the team. 

Since high clubs do not have the same drive to be liked as 
their red-hearted colleagues, they are more comfortable making 
unpopular but necessary decisions. Even though they are 
exposed to the scalding words of naysayers who disagree with 
the direction taken, they will continue to forge ahead oblivious to 
the pressure that might crumble those with a weaker fortitude. 
High clubs make great accountability managers because their 
commitments are as binding as contracts cast in stone. And, not 
surprisingly, they expect the same integrity from others. 



  

 

Unlike the low clubs, the high clubs rarely, if ever, 
experience discomfort with change. As a matter of fact, they are 
the stewards of change. They are able to create results even when 
the means of achieving them are not well defined. They are 
decisive and have the ability to make decisions on the fly. They 
do not fear ambiguity, but will simply improvise and figure it out 
as they go along. To them, failure is not an option. Given this 
“get it done” mentality, it is not surprising to see high clubs at 
the helm of many large organizations. 

Pitfalls 

High clubs have an important role in the innovation process and 
in the business world. They are the drivers of change and the 
keepers of the bottom line. If you are a high club, there are a few 
things you need to watch out for. High clubs can: 

• Suffer from tunnel vision 
• Focus on the urgent rather than the important 
• Forget interpersonal niceties 

Suffer from Tunnel Vision. As with the other styles, the 
high clubs’ strengths are not without their drawbacks. Their 
dominant, stick-to-it nature makes them successful, but their 
stalwart determination creates blind spots. Decisions are based 
on results, not facts. They like choices, but make quick decisions 
to produce results. High clubs can get so focused on the 
achievement of the goal that they sometimes lose sight of why 
they chose a particular path in the first place. The job may still 
get done on time, but their tunnel vision results in missed 
opportunities for more creative and innovative solutions or 



  

 

directional changes that are necessary for the health of the 
organization. 

“The Charge of the Light Brigade,” a poem written by 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, highlights and memorializes the horrors 
of a misdirected charge in the battle of Balaclava in 1854: 

‘Forward, the Light Brigade!’ 

Was there a man dismay’d? 

Not tho’ the soldiers knew 

Some one had blunder’d: 

Theirs not to make reply, 

Theirs not to reason why, 

Theirs but to do and die: 

Into the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

While this is an extreme example, it illustrates what can 
happen when a leader gets too focused on one outcome. Their 
drive to achieve gives clubs significantly less tolerance for those 
who wish to explore other options, challenges, or pitfalls. Paying 
attention to the wider ramifications of problems, in addition to 
present realities, will help clubs achieve the long- and short-term 
needs of the organization. 

Focus on the Urgent Rather Than the Important. High 
clubs maintain a permanent sense of urgency with relentless 
follow-through. They have a propensity toward becoming 
compulsive workaholics, and feel unsettled if tasks are left 
incomplete. They spend long hours working, but their output 
may suffer because completion can take precedence over quality. 
They may be blind to new tasks that emerge during the process 



  

 

that need attention, leaving important loose ends unmanaged. If 
they practice exercising more patience, high clubs can achieve 
their results without sacrificing quality. 

Forget Interpersonal Niceties. High clubs can often be 
perceived as overbearing, inflexible, and dominating, turning off 
their coworkers. When under stress, they may yell, point, blame, 
and pound their fists. If they are in a managerial role, their drive 
can exhaust those who have a different level of urgency. This 
can have a de-motivating effect on their team that can slow down 
progress. Consider the human element of the process and take 
stock in the role that each person plays in the organization. The 
recognition of their contributions and appreciation for their 
efforts revitalizes individuals and increases productivity. 

Spotting a High Club 

How will you know if you are in the presence of a high club? 
That’s easy. Their language reflects their black-and-white nature 
and their propensity for achievement. Common phases used are: 

• What am I going to get? 
• Make it happen. 
• Less talk and more action. 
• You always . . . 
• You never . . . 
• Why can’t you? 

In addition, when describing themselves, they may boast: 

• I am always prepared. 
• I get chores done right away. 



  

 

• I am exacting in my work. 

Communicating with a High Club 

When communicating with a high club, tailor your own style in a 
way that shows your intention to deliver results in a predictable 
manner. To accomplish this, say things like: 

• Here’s what you will get. 
• I’m happy to help. 
• I can do that for you. 
• I’m here to make things happen. 

High clubs value brevity when communicating, allowing 
them to make quick decisions and produce results. Instead of 
lengthy and detailed discussions, provide a summary of what is 
needed, eliminate boring details, and keep repetition to a 
minimum. An effective written tactic is using bullet points to get 
messages across. 

High clubs respect those with similar forceful and 
commanding styles; so when talking, be clear and concise and 
stick to the point. Body language should be confident, eye 
contact direct, and words crisply delivered. 

Maximizing the Contribution of High Clubs 

If no high clubs are on your team, then you run the risk of not 
getting things done. If they are, knowing how to capitalize on 
their capabilities and talents can yield incredible bottom-line 
results. 



  

 

To get the most out of high clubs, you should: 

• Assign smaller tasks for completion 
• Manage tight deadlines 
• Help them see the big picture 

Assign Smaller Tasks for Completion. Use low clubs to 
break down longer-term, detailed projects into smaller, more 
manageable items for the high clubs to implement. High clubs 
can juggle multiple tasks but enjoy checking off each project as 
it is completed. When responsibilities are assigned, hand over 
the project, then step aside. High clubs need to know they are in 
control of their part of the project. They gain energy from being 
in charge and meeting challenges. 

Manage Tight Deadlines. When time is limited, put a high 
club in charge. Even when sufficient time is not available to 
create detailed execution plans, high clubs are able to improvise 
and produce “on the fly.” While quality may suffer some since 
plans were not constructed in advance, the deadline will still be 
met. 

Help Them See the Big Picture. The qualities of focus and 
tenacity are the hallmarks of the high club. However, when 
trying to complete a task, the high club’s myopic focus can lead 
the team without regard to the needs of the employees or the 
directional changes that may occur. When a high club is moving 
headfirst down the wrong path, point it out so their efforts can be 
redirected. Make sure that they stay continuously aligned with 
where the organization needs them to go. Have hearts on hand to 
guarantee that the team feels valued and recognized throughout 
the process. 



  

 

The Bottom Line 

Although clubs play an important part in all businesses, their role 
in the innovation process is often underappreciated. Companies 
focus too much energy on the “front end” of innovation and 
leave many good ideas on the cutting-room floor. Clubs can help 
using a systematic and action-oriented approach to implementing 
your new ideas. 



  

 

Up Close and Personal with the Diamonds 
 
Hearts are about people. Clubs are about the process and bottom 
line. Spades are about knowledge and information. When 
looking at a diamond, it’s easy to see that their overarching 
theme is novelty. 

High diamonds are the “experiencers”; they thrive on the 
novelty of participating in a variety of activities and adventures. 
These are high-energy, high-impact, spirited individuals who 
live by the seat of their pants. 

Low diamonds are the “creative” types. They are more 
cerebral and revel in the mental challenge of generating new and 
innovative ideas, often gained through the connection of 
unrelated concepts. Whether high or low, freedom, novelty, and 
variety are the threads that bind these two multifaceted and 
unpredictable types. As a result, they make decisions based on 
what is enjoyable. 

When an interesting idea is generated it often influences the 
direction a diamond takes; that direction seems to be forever 
changing and unpredictable. Both high and low diamonds are the 
champions of change, sometimes simply advocating change for 
its own sake. Impulsive by nature, high diamonds in particular 
favor keeping their options open, preferring to make decisions in 
the moment based on what feels right. They rarely commit to 
anything in the distant future as this might limit their options and 
box them in. 

Additionally, diamonds prefer to “go with the flow.” This 
trait is often indicative of the hobbies and professions they 
choose. Artists have no set idea what the painting will reveal 
until the final brushstroke. Similarly, musicians enjoy jazz 



  

 

because they can improvise on a melody, sometimes bringing 
them quite far afield. In the business world, diamonds operate in 
much the same manner. Goals do little to motivate a diamond, 
and can often be viewed as stifling. Instead, they prefer to 
meander, often producing results beyond what any preset goal 
could foresee. They appreciate the journey much more than the 
destination. 

The nature of your primary diamond style is typically 
dictated by your secondary style. Those with a spade secondary 
are low/inward energy diamonds and are primarily “thinkers.” 
The difference is, spades are analytical thinkers whereas low 
diamonds are creative thinkers. When you have a high heart 
secondary, you are most likely a high/outward energy diamond 
who is an “influencer.” Regardless, low and high diamonds share 
a lot in common, so they can be easily confused. 

Low Diamonds 

When you take a stroll down the hallways of an advertising 
agency, keep an eye out for the Frisbees and Nerf balls tossed by 
the art and creative directors as they conjure up their next big 
campaign idea. These hallway athletes are, more than likely, low 
diamonds. Why? Low diamonds are creative, innovative 
problem solvers who generate new product ideas and challenge 
the status quo at every turn, keeping the other employees, as well 
as the competition, on their toes. 

Low diamonds are idea-oriented thinkers, often the creators 
of breakthrough innovations. Their interest in variety and 
adventure is on a more cerebral level than that of high diamonds. 
They enjoy the thrill of the hunt for solutions and use creative, 



  

 

out-of-the-box methods for handling challenges, even those they 
haven’t yet identified. Endowed with a sixth sense, they typically 
make their decisions based on hunches, for good or ill. They can 
synthesize the directly relevant data with seemingly unrelated 
information to create new ideas and solutions that others 
couldn’t even begin to dream of. 

Low diamonds are resilient by nature. If one opportunity 
does not pan out, they quickly switch gears to the next 
possibility. Ambiguity is never much of a problem for diamonds. 
Actually, they enjoy the adventure of wallowing in the unknown. 
They simply see it as just another mental adventure. They are 
curious individuals and love to look at a problem from a variety 
of angles. They can be both outgoing and reserved, depending on 
the situation. One day they might want to be part of a big group 
and the next they’ll want peace and quiet. Creative types are 
notorious for being harder to type than most due to their 
multifaceted personalities. 

Pitfalls 

Connecting the dots is no longer a game left to children. It is a 
low diamond’s strength to synthesize ideas from seemingly 
disparate origins to culminate in breakthrough ideas. However, 
their talents are not without their pitfalls. Low diamonds can: 

• Value form over function 
• Suffer from creative paralysis 
• Say yes to mess 
• Be scattered and illogical 

Value Form over Function. Ask a spade to design a new 



  

 

product and you will get something functionally robust. It will 
probably be able to do a thousand things. The problem is that 
customers may have no idea how to perform even simple tasks 
because of the product’s complexity. This is in stark contrast to 
the low diamonds, who develop products that are beautiful 
pieces of art, yet have inadequate functionality. If you had a low 
diamond design your Web site to help promote your company, it 
would be sexy and beautiful, but it might not help increase sales. 
The opportunity is to marry the pragmatism of the spade with the 
creativity of the low diamond to create an outcome with both 
functionality and appeal. 

Suffer from Creative Paralysis. Both high and low 
diamonds are lovers of the “trial and error” process. “Let’s try 
this!” is their favorite phrase, indicating that they are not 
necessarily committed to the idea as being the right one, but are 
willing to give it a shot and go from there. However, they can get 
so caught up in ideas for the sake of ideas that they lose sight of 
the finish line. Before embarking upon a project, set timelines for 
each step and ensure that your clubs help keep things on track. 

Say Yes to Mess. You can tell if someone is a low diamond 
by looking at his or her desk. Low diamonds are rarely 
obsessively neat. In fact they often “say yes to mess.” There is a 
reason for this. Studies show that messy desks indicate a creative 
mind. However, this doesn’t mean that you need to be 
disorganized all of the time. Take advantage of the few times 
you feel inspired to clean up your clutter. Or solicit the 
assistance of low clubs who can provide tips for getting more 
organized. 

Be Scattered and Illogical. In addition to a disorganized 
physical environment, diamonds can also be less logical in their 
thinking. Low diamonds are idea-generating machines. Their 



  

 

brains are continually churning out new possibilities and creative 
ways of making things happen. If you forget one, undoubtedly 
another will come along. However, you may go crazy trying to 
remember what those lost ideas were, so carry a small recorder 
or notebook. As thoughts or action items pop into your head, 
capture them and save yourself a lot of sleepless nights. Listen to 
the recordings or read your lists occasionally to refresh your 
memory. This could stimulate additional ideas. 

Spotting a Low Diamond 

How do you spot a low diamond? Let me count the ways. Low 
diamonds are inclined to ask questions that expand possibility. 
They may say things like: 

• What if we . . . ? 
• Let’s look at this differently. 
• Let’s imagine that . . . 

Communicating with a Low Diamond 

When sharing information, do not delve too deeply into the 
minutiae. Low diamonds prefer dealing more with global 
concepts than with details. They like to focus on the ideal versus 
the real world and to develop possibilities. While they enjoy 
pulling from large quantities of information when working, they 
will tune out the conversation if it becomes too lengthy. Avoid 
becoming too serious with a low diamond. They are playful and 
passionate and want to enjoy their work. 



  

 

Maximizing the Contribution of Low 
Diamonds 

Low diamonds are critical if you want your team to develop new 
and creative solutions. However, they may appear to be a bit 
different from your typical “big corporation” worker. It’s 
important to know how best to work with them in order to get 
the most out of their talents. 

You can get the most out of a low diamond if you: 

• Give opportunities for divergent thinking 
• Provide a flexible work environment 
• Provide interaction with few rather than many 

Give Opportunities for Divergent Thinking. During the 
brainstorming phase of any project, low diamonds will 
masterfully use their divergent thinking capabilities to produce 
numerous ideas. Low diamonds do not get fixed on a single 
inspiration. Instead they continue conjuring up many different 
ideas or ways to do things. These ideas should then be funneled 
to the black-suited, convergent thinkers to identify the best 
suggestions for implementation. You will get the most out of low 
diamonds by allowing them to use their minds creatively without 
worrying about the practical application of the ideas they 
develop. And once they have finished brainstorming on one 
project, they are ready to move on to the next. Provide them with 
as many opportunities as possible to participate in new and 
thought-provoking endeavors. 

Provide a Flexible Work Environment. Balancing a low 
diamond’s needs for space and the corporation’s requirements 
for results may have you teetering on the brink of frustration. 
Low diamonds can show intense concentration for extended 



  

 

periods, and then require rest to recharge once their focus is 
broken. They like to create when the creative juices are flowing 
and do not thrive when deadlines are tight. Whenever possible, 
allow a low diamond to work within a creative, free-flowing 
environment. The key is patience and understanding. Because 
rigid enforcement of rules will alienate low diamonds and 
squelch their creativity, flexibility and rule-bending may be 
necessary on occasion. 

Provide Interaction with Few Rather Than Many. While 
they are comfortable with large groups, low diamonds prefer to 
work solo or in small groups. This is not to say they aren’t team 
players. However, low diamonds typically need time to 
decompress and can sometimes become agitated if there are too 
many external stimuli. They like solitude and quiet environments 
where they can use personal reflection to solve complex 
problems. You will reap significantly better results from your 
ingenious low diamonds by providing this kind of space. 

High Diamonds 

Daring and adventurous, high diamonds love to walk on the wild 
side and experience all that life has to offer. When traveling to 
distant places, they toss the itinerary, preferring to let the wind 
blow them in various directions. New and varied activities are 
the high diamond’s inspiration. To restrict them to a daily 
routine would be tantamount to planting a sunflower in a room 
with no windows and no water. It would quickly wither and die. 

High diamonds are known for regaling friends, family 
members, and anyone who likes to live vicariously with 
entertaining tales of their escapades. They are continuously on 



  

 

the go, lively, energetic, the life of the party. They live 
spontaneous and flexible lives, garnering a rich array of 
experiences from which to draw when tackling new projects. 
Skilled at speaking extemporaneously, they are at ease making 
presentations to both small and large audiences. They can 
improvise in a way that makes an oft-presented speech sound 
unique each and every time delivered. Many professional 
speakers are high diamonds. 

High diamonds and high clubs are often confused because 
of their more outgoing and on-the-go nature; however, the 
distinction between the two is significant. The take-charge 
demeanor of high clubs is ultimately for the purpose of 
completing tasks so that each can be checked off their list. They 
are pushing for results. The high diamonds, conversely, are being 
pulled by what they perceive as enjoyable. They are often easily 
distracted and change directions frequently, taking on new 
endeavors with a fervor unmatched by most. 

Similarly, high diamonds and high hearts share many 
common traits. Both derive energy from being with others. 
While their social activities look similar on the surface, their 
internal motivations are not. High hearts enjoy networking with 
people for both social and business endeavors. Everyone 
provides value, and hearts are more apt to keep in contact. High 
diamonds, however, choose to surround themselves with others 
based on the kinds of experiences they can share. They will 
enjoy the company of another for the time being and may not do 
so again until the circumstances warrant it. 

High diamonds are often found heading up organizations 
because of their engaging demeanor and infectious ways. They 
enjoy being their own boss, which gives them the flexibility to 
focus their attention on those activities that provide satisfaction. 



  

 

They are well suited to creative consulting roles because it 
affords them the opportunity to work with a variety of projects 
and myriad people. It also allows them to steer away from the 
more administrative tasks associated with the implementation of 
projects. 

Pitfalls 

People love to be around high diamonds because they enjoy their 
wealth of experience and their effervescent persona. That 
excitement will fade fast, though, if tasks are left consistently 
undone. To maintain that positive impact, it is important to 
recognize that high diamonds can: 

• Get easily distracted 
• Fear commitment 
• Procrastinate 
• Be overly enthusiastic 

Get Easily Distracted. Have you ever heard someone 
plead: “Stay away from the bright shiny objects?” High 
diamonds are easily thrown off course by new activities that 
have more appeal. And while bouncing around may help to 
increase knowledge that could be useful at a later date, this type 
of activity will leave many projects incomplete. If you are a high 
diamond and you need to meet a particular deadline, recruit a 
club to help you stay on task. While their task-driven focus may 
clash with your freewheeling style, it will significantly increase 
your chances of getting the work done. 

Fear Commitment. High diamonds are slow to commit to 
one path because they think (even hope) that a newer and better 



  

 

experience will be around the corner. While hearts are slow to 
make a decision for fear of offending, diamonds are more 
concerned about cutting off options. Once again, when deadlines 
are tight, consider soliciting the support of the decisive high club 
or a spade. Allow them to pick and execute from the numerous 
options. This will help forward progress and minimize 
frustration with the more time-demanding and results-producing 
individuals within the organization. 

Procrastinate. Maybe it is the thrill of waiting until the last 
minute that helps diamonds feel as though they work better 
under pressure. But more often than not, procrastination happens 
when they are presented with a task that is not appealing. They 
abhor administrative activities such as paperwork and filing and 
are scattered and disorganized, choosing to prioritize their time 
in favor of more enjoyable activities. While they are prone to 
procrastination, they feel continually unsettled when tasks are 
left incomplete. High diamonds can make mundane activities a 
bit more fun by creating a “game” to play that involves the 
completion of these tasks, or by enlisting someone else to 
collaborate. High diamonds enjoy activities much more when 
done with another. 

Be Overly Enthusiastic. High diamonds have a zest for life 
and an infectious zeal. But not everyone shares this high energy, 
causing some (e.g., low clubs and low spades in particular) to 
tune out the high diamonds when their energy seems ungrounded 
or inappropriate. When talking with more practical business 
partners, keep your tone more subdued and curb your 
enthusiasm. 

Spotting a High Diamond 



  

 

Listen carefully and you will hear many clues that will indicate 
that you are communicating with the spontaneous and flexible 
high diamond. 

• This is so cool . . . 
• Check this out . . . 
• I don’t want to . . . 
• I want to . . . 
• Awesome. 

A high diamond’s commitment to fun and freedom can be 
detected in their hand gestures as well. When excited, they may 
resemble the Robot from Lost in Space as they flail their arms 
around frantically in an effort to make their point. 

Communicating Effectively with a High 
Diamond 

The words “creative,” “fun,” and “new” will invariably get a 
high diamond’s attention. Whenever you are looking to get a 
diamond on board, help them to see that the experience will be a 
good one. You can accomplish this by using fun and inviting 
language: 

• This will be amazing . . . 
• Did you hear how great this was the last time we did 

it? 
• We never tried this before, but I bet it will be 

fantastic. 

When speaking with a high diamond, make your body 



  

 

language energetic and open and speak with vigor. They like 
bold statements, new directions, fresh initiatives, and bright 
ideas, and enjoy a good sense of humor. 

A diamond’s high energy and interest in more social and 
physical endeavors makes reading a chore. They prefer social 
interaction, so it may be better to discuss tasks that require 
completion in person rather than through e-mail. And since 
paperwork is not their forte, consider having them orally present 
status updates in weekly meetings instead of in writing. They 
will be more apt and willing to provide an update if they can 
present it verbally. 

Maximizing the Contribution of High 
Diamonds 

If you do not have high diamonds on your team then you may 
lack the energetic, turn-on-a-dime capabilities that they bring. 
However, knowing how to appropriately corral that enthusiasm 
can be the difference between success and failure for your entire 
team. 

To get the most out of a high diamond you should: 

• Help them focus 
• Enlist their creative energy and enthusiasm 
• Sell them on novelty and flexibility 

Help Them Focus. If left to their own devices, diamonds 
may stray far from the task at hand in favor of activities that are 
more engaging and interesting. They enjoy learning and 
participating in fresh, exciting endeavors. If you present them 
with a new project, they may jump on it merely because it’s new. 



  

 

Be aware, however, that it will not take long for the bloom to 
come off the rose. Diamonds are easily bored and may not 
follow through on work that requires administration, multiple 
steps, or a close attention to detail. If that kind of work is 
required from a diamond, you may need to check back 
frequently or provide some sort of social interaction. Sharing 
encouraging feedback when these types of tasks are completed 
will help keep a diamond motivated. You may also want to 
consider pairing a diamond with a club. While their personalities 
may clash at times, it’s a critical combination when 
implementation is required. 

Enlist Their Creative Energy and Enthusiasm. Allow 
high diamonds to be the creative and fluid people they are. Place 
them in a role that allows them to be a serial idea generator while 
leaving the implementation to others. Careers in advertising, 
consulting, and entrepreneurial endeavors offer the opportunity 
to become involved with different projects and people, 
generating the variety they crave. Conversely, steer clear of roles 
that require large quantities of details and administration. 
Expressive types, like the high diamonds, like to lead and 
influence others, so provide them with tasks where they can get 
others on board and you will have a highly motivated worker. If 
a diamond is hip to your project, he or she will be a very 
enthusiastic supporter. 

Sell Them on Novelty and Flexibility. Diamonds want to 
be part of new and exciting experiences. If you want to gain a 
diamond’s buy-in for a concept or product, the “coolness” factor 
plays a big role. In particular, they are interested in the 
experiences that an idea or product can create. Make it appear 
that they can keep their options open so they don’t feel boxed 
into one path. If you are selling to a high diamond, the ability to 



  

 

change plans is critical. For instance, a diamond will pay more 
for airplane tickets that are fully refundable or exchangeable. 
They rarely book anything far in advance that can’t be changed 
or canceled. Flexibility is king. 

Bottom Line 

Diamonds are idea-generating machines who can help brighten 
even the darkest work environment. They are optimistic, 
energetic, and creative. Unfortunately, in many organizations, 
the diamonds feel ostracized as they tend not to fit the mold of 
big business culture. In fact, these individuals may be the 
stereotypical “diamond in the rough.” Although they may not 
look like everyone else in your company and you may not 
always know what to do with them, with some polishing, they 
can shine brilliantly. 



  

 

Up Close and Personal with the Hearts 
 
Hearts are all about people and relationships. They are merciful, 
harmonious, empathetic, and compassionate. Their mission is to 
ensure that the “people aspect” of any business or personal 
venture is a well-oiled machine. Hearts believe that if you can’t 
take care of your own people, they won’t be able to take care of 
anyone else. This empathetic view is clearly evident in what 
hearts do every day. 

Hearts make decisions based on the situation at hand. They 
understand there are unique circumstances that could affect the 
choices that should be made. They tend to shy away from a one-
size-fits-all approach when determining the right steps to take, 
preferring to personalize their decision making. They also look at 
the value of the outcome they (or an organization) are trying to 
produce to determine if it’s going to benefit the individuals who 
are associated with the process, be it the employees, customers, 
or stakeholders. They ask the question, “Who will this benefit?” 
If they are unable to answer that satisfactorily, they will look for 
an alternate course of action. 

While both high and low hearts are all about the people, 
their approach to them can be radically different. The highs have 
a “the more the merrier” attitude and live by the motto, “A 
stranger is a friend I haven’t yet met.” They are highly 
exuberant, playful, vivacious, and outgoing individuals who love 
networking with just about anyone. On the other hand, the low 
hearts like to cultivate a smaller number of more meaningful 
relationships. They are more gentle and compassionate, sensitive 
and devoted. They have little interest in being the center of 
attention, but try to make each person they work with feel as 



  

 

though they are the center of theirs. 
The differences between high and low were evident in a 

survey we conducted (see Appendix D for more details). We 
asked over two hundred randomly selected people to rank the 
eight personality substyles from most like them to least like 
them. Interestingly, 15 percent of those who selected “low 
hearts” as the suit most like them selected “high hearts” as the 
suit least like them. Although hearts share a lot in common, it is 
important not to underestimate the differences between the 
introverted and extroverted styles. 

Low Hearts 

It is easy to gripe about what isn’t working in business, and 
frankly most people do. However, should you wish to find those 
who are actually doing something to make it a better place, look 
no further than the low hearts. 

Low hearts view the world through a lens of values and 
ideals. They use how they feel as a barometer to determine if 
something is working or not, and if not, they will work 
vigorously to correct it. Unlike their “rah rah” high-heart 
counterparts, low hearts will push ahead quietly and 
independently for organizational values. 

Low hearts feel deeply, for both themselves and others. 
They are intuitive and have an amazing ability to zero in on 
those who are experiencing difficulties and then help them. 
These hearts will build trust and teamwork by resolving conflicts 
between others and building harmony within the organization. 
Their “ombudsman” role often helps get derailed projects back 
on track. They care little about who is right or wrong. They are 



  

 

more committed to moving people toward a common purpose. 
Labeled “do-gooders,” low hearts are often the supporters of the 
underdogs and the champions of the downtrodden. 

Low hearts are unwilling to allow anyone to be “less than 
they can be.” The status quo is just not good enough for these 
idealists. They will continue to coach, encourage, and support 
others to maximize their potential. Many low hearts choose 
professions where these specific attributes are an asset, such as 
human resources, teaching, or social work. 

Low hearts are similar to high when it comes to being 
helpful and supportive; however, low hearts generally focus their 
energies on select individuals rather than on large groups. They 
forge long-term, deep, and meaningful relationships where no 
favor is too big or too small. They are good listeners and put 
people at ease. They are genuinely interested in understanding 
people and their sincerity is clear to others. It’s not uncommon 
for low hearts to stay in constant contact with their coworkers 
long after they have moved out of the organization. 

Pitfalls 

If you’re a low heart, knowing your strengths and challenges 
provides a basic foundation for understanding how to maximize 
your potential, whether in the workplace or in your personal 
endeavors. Commonly, low hearts can: 

• Be perceived as not tough enough 
• Struggle to say “No” 
• Try to please everyone 

Be Perceived as Not Tough Enough. It is common for 



  

 

companies to espouse their commitment to their employees, but 
often bottom-line decisions are made that may appear contrary to 
this commitment. This can discourage the low hearts, whose 
focus is on creating a more utopian environment for all. Since 
heart decisions are made more on values than on facts, this can 
frustrate the more practical clubs and spades. They may perceive 
hearts as being too wishy-washy and emotional for business and 
invalidate their input because it isn’t based on hard data. 

Low hearts see and empathize with each person’s point of 
view. This may sometimes leave them stuck in the middle and 
unable to make a proper decision when action is needed. They 
may find themselves delaying decision-making for fear of 
upsetting someone. Whenever they are stuck in this decision-
making web, they should search out the fact-finding spades. The 
spades will be happy to conduct research that can assist in 
making a more objective determination. Hearts will also be 
better received as viable business partners when their intuitive 
decisions are backed by facts and data. 

Struggle to Say “No.” Due to their desire to be all things to 
all people, learning to say “no” and standing up for their 
opinions may be one of the low hearts’ greatest challenges. In 
fact, this can be one of the biggest contributors to burnout. Aside 
from learning tactics that will help a low heart articulate that 
challenging two-letter word, identifying and prioritizing those 
appropriate “yeses” will help as well. Hearts can ask themselves 
whether agreeing to a person’s requests will support the specific 
goals, mission, or vision the organization is committed to 
achieving. If supporting the needs of a particular individual does 
not necessarily further that broader goal, a respectful but direct 
“no” may be in order. 

Try to Please Everyone. Hearts can easily fall prey to the 



  

 

whims of others because of their sensitive, eager-to-please 
nature. Their need to be respected and appreciated can cause 
them to back down from the more assertive clubs. Over time, 
they may lose their will to voice their opinion and succumb to 
how they think everyone else wants them to act. If you are a low 
heart, recognize that you can’t please everyone all of the time. 

Spotting a Low Heart 

Low hearts are sympathetic and, appropriately, often considered 
“bleeding hearts.” They have empathy and compassion and are 
generally friendly, easygoing, relaxed, patient, warm, and 
intuitive. When hearts are communicating, their compassion is 
evidenced by their body language as well as their words and 
phrases, such as: 

• I feel that . . . 
• I trust that . . . 
• I am comfortable with . . . 
• I love . . . 

Their hand gestures are nonthreatening and relaxed. They 
either keep their hands behind their backs, or folded on their lap, 
or they open their arms to welcome others. When feeling 
connected, they may show their affection through a hug, a light 
touch on a forearm, or a squeeze of a hand to give 
encouragement. 

Communicating Effectively with a Low Heart 



  

 

Because low hearts are about helping others realize their 
passions, the best way to communicate and build rapport is to 
discuss social matters, values, ideals, and vision rather than 
business tactics. Recognize that the currency for low hearts is not 
money, but rather building relationships and making an impact 
on the lives of others. When talking with a low heart, you may 
wish to express some of the following: 

• What do you think others will want? 
• What is important to you? 
• What can I do to gain your trust? 
• I feel your pain. 

How you say it can be as important as what you say. Make 
your body language warm, smile, and maintain a soft, relaxed 
voice. Hearts feel uneasy and disconnected when they are unable 
to make eye contact, so leave your sunglasses at home when 
communicating with them. 

Maximizing the Contribution of Low Hearts 

Low hearts can play an integral role as the peacekeepers of your 
organization. However, knowing how to take full advantage of 
those skills is not always easy. 

To get the most out of a low heart: 

• Rely on their intuition 
• Use them to facilitate 
• Help them prioritize 
• Cater to their empathy 



  

 

Rely on Their Intuition. Ask low hearts to be the 
barometer for the organization, identifying any interpersonal 
issues and offering solutions on how to resolve them. They will 
appreciate the ability to make a contribution and be heard. 
Because of their keen intuitive abilities, their input will most 
likely be spot on. They can also be an asset when implementing 
new initiatives. Their skill at anticipating how people will react 
to the impending changes allows the organization to cut off 
potential problems before they arise. 

Use Them to Facilitate. While low hearts may not 
naturally gravitate toward leadership roles, their facilitative 
approach makes them great for tasks that require gaining 
consensus. They believe strongly that everyone within the 
organization has an important contribution to make. Because of 
this view, they will ensure that a common purpose is identified 
and every voice is heard. They seldom let their personal opinions 
influence the direction when facilitating. They truly defer to the 
desires and needs of the group, providing an unbiased consensus. 

Help Them Prioritize. It is no secret that low hearts have 
difficulty saying “No.” Compounded by their need to be all 
things to all people, this means they will often commit to actions 
when they know they will be unable to deliver due to time 
constraints. This will leave teammates frustrated, in turn 
devastating the more sensitive heart. Work closely to help low 
hearts complete a schedule they can stick to, and if it means 
being the bad guy, say “no” on their behalf, taking the pressure 
off. This will keep them more focused and satisfied. 

Cater to Their Empathy. If you are selling to a low heart, 
be sure to address the difference your product makes and how 
people have been positively impacted by your product or service 
in the past. If you are trying to sell them on a new idea for the 



  

 

organization, the empathetic hearts want to know that others will 
not be negatively affected. 

High Hearts 

It’s easy to spot a high heart. With or without their pom-poms in 
hand, they are typically the ones cheering individuals and team 
members on to success. While they applaud the diamonds for 
innovating new ideas, compliment the spades who collected the 
necessary data, and give pats on the back to the results-oriented 
clubs who forged ahead in hot pursuit of the organization’s 
goals, the high hearts tirelessly create community and 
commitment to ensure the team’s success. 

They see the positive aspects in all people and accept them 
as they are. In turn, most reciprocate the sentiment. They possess 
a tolerance that makes interacting with a variety of people, from 
all walks of life, very appealing. They can be a chameleon, 
adjusting and adapting to every type of individual. Because of 
these transformational skills, the high heart’s network is 
expansive and varied. If you believe in the motto “It’s not what 
you know, it’s who you know,” then you will want to befriend a 
high heart. They will be able to connect you to anyone. 

High hearts are the life of the party and make a great first 
impression. They love to bask in the spotlight and belong there 
because of their entertaining, gregarious nature. They float 
around like a bee pollinating a flower, visiting each and every 
guest at any event. For a high heart to have to sit in one place for 
any extended period of time in a crowded room would be utter 
torture. Let high hearts loose, and no person will be left 
untouched. 



  

 

Hanging out with high hearts can be exhilarating and 
contagious. They are typically the ones hosting social events and 
are the last to leave other people’s parties for fear they may miss 
something. Once they have personally met all the attendees, they 
will then expertly facilitate effective interactions among the 
people, linking them to needed resources. Their drive and social 
intelligence make them über-connectors. This widespread 
popularity and ability to network leads naturally to careers such 
as public relations and sales. 

High hearts and high diamonds can at times appear similar. 
The main difference is that high diamonds want to partake in 
new and exciting experiences, while high hearts want to interact 
with new and exciting people. 

Pitfalls 

High hearts are friendly, outgoing, fun-loving, and likable. 
However, the flip side of these attributes could have negative 
consequences for the organization if not kept in check. The 
reason for this is that high hearts can be: 

• Too social 
• Uncomfortable with conflict 
• Lethargic when left alone 
• Viewed as opinionated or self-centered 

Too Social. The gift of gab that allows them to relate so 
well could be the very thing that derails a high heart. As they 
continue to talk, their excitement picks up momentum and hearts 
may lose sight of the fact that they are even speaking with 
another person. At times, they can become self-indulgent, 



  

 

placing more importance on immediate sensation and 
gratification than on their duties and obligations. Unlike the low 
hearts, highs may need to think more before they speak. They 
have a propensity to jump in before looking at all the details. As 
with the low hearts, a spade can assist in collecting relevant data 
so that high hearts are speaking from facts in addition to gut 
instinct. Acknowledgment of their loquacious ways may be the 
first step in helping a heart to stay on track. 

Uncomfortable with Conflict. High hearts are driven to 
create harmony and peace. They have zero tolerance for conflict 
and will do anything and everything to restore harmony. They 
may avoid having to hear anything negative, and even more so 
will avoid having to share feedback that may not be received 
positively, leaving critical communications left unsaid. While 
high hearts can handle personal crises well, they are less able to 
adapt to crises relating to conflict and disharmony with others. 

Lethargic When Left Alone. Because high hearts have a 
penchant for working with people, limited human interaction can 
leave them feeling lackluster and lethargic. They seemingly 
generate their energy from being around others, so, whenever 
possible, they should seize the opportunity to partner up. High 
hearts should avoid situations where they have to work alone. 

Viewed as Opinionated or Self-centered. At times, high 
hearts assume they know what is best for others, and can be 
more directive than consultative in their approach. This may 
prevent those they work with from building their own decision-
making capabilities. At times, a high heart’s assertions, coupled 
with their desire for the spotlight, can give the impression that 
they are self-centered and opinionated. 



  

 

Spotting a High Heart 

Want to find a high heart? Look no further than the center of the 
crowd, the crowd they most likely drew using their exceptional 
interpersonal skills. To assemble such a mass, they may have 
used inviting language such as: 

• Let’s have fun 
• Come join us 
• Let me show you 

Their body language is open and inviting as well. They are 
comfortable with people and therefore have little difficulty 
maintaining eye contact. They use physical interaction to bring 
people closer to them. Hugging is a prerequisite when saying 
hello and goodbye. And, because of their gregarious nature, they 
are, more often than not, spotted with a smile on their face. 

Communicating Effectively with a High Heart 

If you wish to win over a high heart, communicate by mirroring 
their excitement and enthusiasm both verbally and physically. 
They love to talk, so give them ample opportunity to do so. You 
can initiate conversation by saying things like: 

• I’d love to hear more about . . . 
• How do you feel about this? 
• I know this great person you must meet! 

If you want them to take notice, match their enthusiastic 
and open body language, smile, and use eye contact. 



  

 

Maximizing the Contribution of High Hearts 

High hearts can pump the blood of any organization. They know 
everyone and everyone knows them, and their enthusiasm is 
infectious. However, some organizations may not know what to 
do with these highly social hearts. 

To get the most out of a high heart: 

• Encourage their participation in groups 
• Create a positive company image: inside and out 
• Enlist them to engage others 

Encourage Their Participation in Groups. Ensure that 
your hearts have ample opportunity to interact with others 
throughout the day. Encourage their participation on committees 
and teams, and allow their voice to be heard. Hearts are 
exceptional at creating a community that everyone will be 
willing to buy into. High hearts are also performers. They are 
comfortable in front of large audiences and welcome the 
attention. Giving them this opportunity will energize not only the 
high hearts, but the spectators as well. 

Create a Positive Company Image: Inside and Out. 
These are polished professionals with an energetic flair who 
establish rapport with their audiences quickly. They make 
exceptional first impressions and are therefore ideal people to 
enhance the company’s image. They are also quick to identify 
opportunities for recognition. When an organization is in a 
slump, a strategically placed high heart can ensure that proper 
acknowledgment is provided and people are feeling valued for 
their contributions. 

Enlist Them to Engage Others. Change in an organization 
only happens with the help of people. And there is no type better 



  

 

to help rally the troops than a high heart. Their biggest 
contribution to any change effort will be focused on “engaging 
the hearts and minds” of everyone inside and outside of the 
organization. Let them loose. Tell them to find creative ways of 
enlisting as many people as possible in the company’s 
innovation agenda. You might be surprised how many people 
they are able to get on board. 

Bottom Line 

Hearts are the lifeblood of any organization. Companies are 
nothing more than people who work together to deliver a vision. 
The hearts can play an integral role in dealing with morale 
issues, addressing motivation problems, and gaining buy-in from 
all involved. 





  

 

Part IV 

Playing with a Full Deck: 

Creating Teams with All of 
the Styles 





  

 

Chapter 6 

The Science of High-Performing 
Teams 

Up to this point, we have focused largely on the individual. By 
now you should know the details of your “strong suit” and those 
of your co-workers. But even more important is how you use this 
information to build high-performing teams. In particular, we 
will explore the process of “playing with a full deck.” 

Although the expression “playing with a full deck” is 
typically used to describe someone who is mentally sound (or, 
more commonly in the negative: “Hey, that guy’s not playing 
with a full deck”), here I use it in its literal sense. When your 
organization plays with a full deck, you have all of the styles 
represented on your team, allocated in the right way. 

In this chapter we will address: 

• Why playing with a full deck is important to growth 
and innovation 

• Why playing with a full deck isn’t always easy, and 
what you can do to make it work 

• How to deal out the work to get people in the right 
roles 

• Why you need to “shuffle” the deck in order to avoid 
creating silos 



  

 

In the next chapter, we will take this one step further and 
will explore the creation of high-performing innovation teams. 

Why Play With a Full Deck? 

Look at any group of people who effortlessly work well together. 
Odds are the individuals share a lot in common with each other. 
They might have similar backgrounds, expertise, interests, or 
personalities. This is natural. As you will discover in chapter 8, 
opposites do not attract. We find it easier to work with people 
who are like us. As a result, teams that lack diversity are the 
norm. But which are actually better, heterogeneous teams or 
homogeneous ones? More important, what’s the right strategy 
for creating innovation teams? 

For this we turn to some research done by Clint Bowers and 
two of his colleagues at the University of Central Florida. They 
studied how the homogeneity of personalities within work 
groups affected performance by combining the results of thirteen 
studies involving five hundred teams. 

At first glance, there wasn’t much difference in the 
performance of diverse teams compared to homogeneous teams. 
But that wasn’t the whole story. The types of tasks the teams had 
to perform had a significant impact on performance. Bowers and 
his colleagues went further and distinguished “low-difficulty” 
tasks from “high-difficulty” tasks based on how much the tasks 
involved uncertainty, complexity, and demand for high-level 
processing. For relatively simple group tasks, homogeneous 
groups performed better than heterogeneous groups. In other 
words, the full-deck strategy was less effective. However, in 
situations involving high-difficulty tasks, diverse groups 



  

 

consistently performed the best. 
Innovation is of course a high-difficulty task. It is, by its 

very nature, fraught with uncertainty and complexity. Although 
homogeneous teams are more efficient, it is the uniformity of 
thinking on these types of teams that limits breakthrough ideas 
and reduces innovation. Ensuring a range of innovation styles 
should be the goal in constructing such groups in order to 
maximize team performance. 

There’s even evidence that “playing with a full deck” at the 
leadership level translates directly into corporate profits. Sigal 
Barsade and colleagues at the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Wharton business school studied top management teams at large 
corporations in the United States. They found that the more 
diverse the functional roles of the members of those teams were, 
the greater the average, market-adjusted financial return of those 
companies. Diversity of the top leaders translated into bottom-
line results. As you will see, personality styles sometimes map to 
functional roles. Therefore, an easy first step in creating teams 
with diverse styles is to create teams with cross-functional 
participation. 

So, if playing with a full deck is important to growth and 
profits, why don’t more organizations do this? The main reason: 
it is not easy. 

The Challenge of Diversity 

In the corporate world, diversity often equates to racial, ethnic, 
and gender differences. Here, diversity refers to differences in 
personality styles. And although having a team comprised of a 
diverse personality styles may make sense, it can be easy to pay 



  

 

lip service to this goal. Just because you have diverse teams does 
not mean they will perform well. As a leader, you need to know 
how to manage and embrace different styles. If not handled 
properly, diversity can cause conflicts that can have a profoundly 
negative impact on the team’s overall performance. 

Consider medical treatment teams. In 2007 New Zealand 
researchers Antoinette McCallin and Anita Bamford of 
Auckland University of Technology published a study of 
interdisciplinary treatment teams in hospitals. They collected 
data from forty-four health professionals from seven disciplines 
in two major acute care teaching hospitals, including eighty 
hours each of interviewing and participant observation. The 
researchers focused on how members of diverse teams handled 
the inevitable differences in skills, perspectives, and 
personalities. “On the one hand,” the researchers wrote, “team 
diversity was tolerated as an essential element of 
interdisciplinary practice. On the other hand, the emotions 
engendered by the wide-ranging differences were ignored 
altogether. Some people simply exited the team; others 
withdrew; a number denied the effects on team function and 
quality care; others became angry and anxious; and several 
attended counseling sessions. Job satisfaction certainly declined 
as professional practitioners were paralyzed and unable to 
address problems at all.” So, although people conceptually 
understand diverse ways of thinking, it is not tolerated, let alone 
embraced, by most. But all is not lost. Personality Poker can help 
you proactively address these types of issues. The first step is for 
every person to have an understanding of and appreciation for 
the contribution of others. 



  

 

How Can Personality Poker Help 
Communication? 

Nille Skalts, a management consultant in Denmark who has 
spent much of her career working with a wide variety of 
personality profiling tools, shared with me an activity she once 
used with a large consulting firm. It demonstrates how to build a 
deep appreciation for the value of each style. The concept can be 
tailored to fit the nature of any business. 

Nille introduced the consultants to the concept of differing 
innovation styles and wanted to illustrate how each would make 
a contribution to the success of the company. In a workshop with 
a mix of functions and styles, she had everyone consider a 
number of tools that might be used on a client engagement. One 
such tool she suggested that they create was a “fact pack”—a set 
of data about a client. People were teamed together based on 
style and were asked to share with the others their “perception” 
of this tool. 

In the session she observed diverging points of view based 
on style: 

• The team comprising individuals with spade-like 
qualities brought one hundred pages of PowerPoint 
slides as examples of what a fact pack could look 
like. They were clearly the ones who were most 
excited about this concept. 

• The hearts, on the other hand, dreaded the idea. They 
assumed it would be something quite heavy with a 
lot of words and numbers. 

• Those who demonstrated diamond-like attributes, 
being a bit tongue-in-cheek, asked for data such as 



  

 

“What would a value stream mapping taste like?” 
• And the team with the systematic club tendencies 

wanted to know which steps of the methodology 
would use the fact packs, and how. 

Clearly, there was a wide range of perspectives and 
concerns. Next, she had the consultants work on developing a 
fact pack that would meet the needs of each style. Instead of 
focusing on their opinions and whether to reject or accept the 
idea, they needed to focus on making it work. Discussions 
brought the different styles closer together, enlightened them on 
what was relevant for each style, and helped them create 
something valuable to everyone. 

• The spades wanted PowerPoint slides with key 
information in bullet point format, business cases, 
and cost benefit analysis. 

• The clubs wanted process flows, data sheets, and 
detailed résumés of interviews and observations. 

• The diamonds wanted facts that were essentially 
sensory aspects (sound, smell, texture, taste) with 
illustrations, megatrends, and future scenarios. 

• The hearts wanted quotes from interviews, customer 
empathy maps, images and illustrations that 
conveyed feelings, and a timeline with key elements 
in relation to the history and evolution of the 
company. 

This conversation helped redefine the way the consultants 
worked together. They moved from focusing on differences to 
finding ways to collaborate. Everyone had a deeper appreciation 



  

 

for the impact of each style, enabling them to take maximize the 
contribution of each individual. This in turn led to greater levels 
of innovation. 

The first step in creating high-performing teams is building 
a common understanding of and appreciation for what each style 
contributes. But equally critical to success is getting the right 
people in the right roles. 

Dealing Out The Work 

Managers who attended a leadership course at Eckerd College in 
Florida several years ago were tested to determine whether they 
were good innovators (those who do things differently and break 
the rules) or good adapters (those who do things better within the 
rules). In Personality Poker, the innovators are typically aligned 
with the red cards while the adapters gravitate toward the black 
cards. 

The Florida managers were then broken into teams to solve 
a given problem. Each team was composed of two groups: the 
“designers” who had to work out a solution to the problem, and 
the “builders” who were charged with making it work. There 
were three teams, each made up of designers and builders. 

The first team used “innovators” as designers and 
“adapters” as builders. The second team split everyone up, with 
both “innovators” and “adapters” doing the design before 
handing it over to the “innovators” and “adapters” doing the 
implementation. The third group turned things upside down, with 
“adapters” doing the design and “innovators” building it. 

Now, which of these three combinations would you expect 
to be the most effective? I’ve asked this question of over a 



  

 

quarter of a million people in different audiences around the 
world and am always interested to see the responses. 

As you know by now, different styles, left to their own 
devices, do not communicate well with one another. Therefore 
we can quickly eliminate the second team; the one comprised of 
heterogeneous groups. In this scenario, as soon as an innovator 
developed an idea, an adapter would find reasons why it would 
not work. If men are from Mars and women are from Venus, 
then innovators are from Iowa (where their slogan is “Fields of 
Opportunities”) and adapters are from Missouri (the “Show Me” 
state). Without any support, communication can be a disaster. 

But which of the homogenous approaches was more 
effective? In order to answer this, you need a bit more 
information about the design of the experiment itself. Peter 
Hammerschmidt, the author of the study, told me that “The 
design environment was very rule-bound (there were seven rules 
that they needed to follow in completing the task) while the build 
instructions had virtually no rules at all.” Although we typically 
associate innovator with design, in this environment, the 
innovators worked most effectively in the build environment 
where the rules were undefined while the adapters worked most 
effectively in the rule-oriented design environment. Given this, 
team three was the most effective. Peter concluded, “When 
people were aligned with their preferred environment, they 
excelled. But when I placed them in a less preferred 
environment, their success rates dropped significantly.” 

When people are put in the wrong environment, they are 
always less effective. It is not so much the task itself, but the 
rules we put on those tasks. Intuitively we might want to assign 
innovators (red cards) to design tasks while leaving build tasks to 
the adapters (black cards). But as this study showed, it is not the 



  

 

specific task that matters, but rather the structure of the task. Red 
card innovators naturally work better in less structured 
environments while the black card adapters work best inside a 
set of rules. Although the idea generation aspects of innovation 
tend to be less organized, even black cards can effectively 
participate if the roles and rules are changed to provide more 
structure. Equally, the more structured development phases of 
innovation can appeal to red cards if some of the rules are 
relaxed for those individuals. 

Getting the right person in the right role with the right set of 
rules is fundamental to the success of a team. And it’s critical 
that people know how they contribute to—and detract from—the 
innovation process. Black cards can and should participate in 
idea generation without letting their “yeah, buts” stifle the 
creative process, while red cards can contribute to 
implementation without letting “bright shiny objects” derail 
progress. I call this “dealing out the work.” 

As Peter Hammerschmidt concluded, “There were two 
primary factors impacting the success rates: role preference and 
communicating with others of differing styles. Both groups were 
equally ‘creative,’ but their styles of creativity were very 
different.” 

Shuffle the Deck 

Playing with a full deck means having a reasonable balance of 
the various styles. What percentage of people within your 
organization fall into each style? Is there an imbalance? If so, 
this may tell you that you need to bring on additional people to 
increase the creative energy and help address potential gaps in 



  

 

capabilities. 
Because there are too many factors involved, there is no 

magic formula for a good distribution. Regardless, don’t assume 
because you have 25 percent of each style in your organization 
that you have a balanced team. Consider who in your 
organization has which style. 

After playing Personality Poker with a 200-person business 
unit of one of the largest oil and gas companies in the world, I 
discovered that they had an even distribution of the four 
innovation styles—25 percent of each. I decided to find out if 
this was indicative of a healthy organization. “How many of you 
are hearts?” I asked. Nearly 25 percent of the audience raised 
their hands. “Lower your hand if you do not work in HR.” 
Nearly every hand remained up. I then asked, “How many of you 
are spades?” A different 25 percent raised their hands. Almost all 
of them worked in R&D. What we quickly realized is that each 
department was homogeneous. Only when we brought the entire 
organization together was there a balanced team. Unfortunately, 
the departments rarely collaborated. This business unit was 
doing many things right as evidenced by their ability to 
incrementally innovate and remain the market leader. But as 
their industry further commoditized, they realized that they 
needed greater levels of breakthrough innovation—that is, 
fundamentally new ways of thinking. And the only way to 
achieve this was to encourage creative tension that emerges 
when diverse styles work together on a regular basis. Dealing out 
the work does not mean creating silos. It means oscillating back 
and forth between individual work and collaboration. Diverse 
points of view must be brought together at every step of the 
innovation process. 

To determine if your organization is effectively playing 



  

 

with a full deck, ask yourself four simple questions: 

• Do you have balanced teams with all styles 
adequately represented? (“play with a full deck”) 

• Do you have the right people in the right roles so 
that they can maximize their performance? (“play to 
your strong suit”) 

• Are you dividing the work in a way that maximizes 
individual accountabilities, limits groupthink, and 
minimizes redundant tasks? (“deal out the work”) 

• Are you bringing together each style on a regular 
basis in a way that encourages collaboration and 
creative tension? (“shuffle the deck”) 

Answering these questions can be the key to a successful, 
thriving, and growing business. It is also the key to true 
innovation. 

Communicating with and Appreciating Others 

Although heterogeneous teams can create more value, as we 
have seen, they are also more difficult to create and sustain. 
Fortunately, Personality Poker can facilitate a greater 
understanding among members of a team, helping each person 
gain insight into his or her own innovation style. And it offers an 
appreciation for the way others think and, in the process, helps 
you communicate more effectively with others. Here’s a simple 
set of exercises you can do to get everyone on the same page: 

• First play Personality Poker. Have each participant 



  

 

share his/her own style. This allows people to see 
who is in the room as well as establishing a common 
language of styles. Allow for conversation when 
individuals appear to be a different style from what 
is expected. 

• Discuss the strengths and contributions of each style, 
one at a time. Although you can refer to the 
materials in chapter 5, it is best for each person to 
describe their viewpoint in their own words. At this 
point, you don’t need to take notes. Just listen and 
participate. 

• Next, for fun, take a look at the worst attributes of 
each style. That is, describe the “spades (hearts, 
diamonds, and clubs) from hell.” First allow the 
style being criticized to share what they believe to be 
their worst attributes. Therefore, if you are defining 
the hearts from hell, the hearts first describe when 
they are being a pain in the neck. Then, everyone 
else is free to provide their own thoughts. This can 
add some levity to the conversation, since people 
won’t be taking themselves so seriously. 

• Next, rearrange the room so that everyone of a like 
style is sitting together. Have these teams work 
through the different phases in the innovation model 
(chapter 7). Discuss what your style brings to the 
table at each step. It is important to note that 
everyone can and should contribute to each step, 
even if it is not your primary strength. 

• After working individually by style, bring all of the 
teams together to discuss and map how each style 
contributes to innovation. Begin to gain agreement 



  

 

on how people will work together in the future. This 
starts to establish the value of each style. Allow for 
healthy debate. 

• As an added bonus, use an observer who identifies 
how the different styles work together. This moves 
the idea of styles from theory to observable 
practices. For example, the observer may notice that 
the hearts stand in a circle and talk, allowing 
everyone to be heard, before writing anything down 
as a group. This might contrast with the spades, who 
sit in a less collaborative arrangement with each 
person writing down their thoughts individually. 

Nille Skalts recalled a time when she worked with doctors 
and nurses in a Danish hospital. “The group was looking at 
personality styles when suddenly one of the nurses (a woman 
with diamond-like attributes) looked at her doctor colleague 
(someone who demonstrated clear spade-like qualities) and said: 
‘Ah, I now know how your brain works. It is like a shopkeeper’s 
counter in the old days—square and filled with little drawers. 
And you know exactly where everything is. Any time you need 
something, you open a drawer, take it out, and when you are 
done, you put it back—in the right drawer.’ The doctor nodded 
and she carried on: ‘My brain is not like that. It is like a sky 
where my thoughts flow like a million colored balloons.’ For this 
diamond-like nurse, using a visual and metaphorical comparison 
made perfect sense. The analogy might have been slightly lost on 
her spade-like doctor colleague.” 

Bottom Line 



  

 

All styles are innovative; they just prefer to innovate in different 
ways. By getting people in the right roles and then recognizing 
and appreciating the differences in styles, you can begin to create 
high-performing teams. Now that you have the basics, it is time 
to look specifically into the creation of high-performing 
innovation teams. 



  

 

Chapter 7 

The Innovation Styles and the 
Innovation Process 

Having diversity of innovation styles on each team is important, 
but it’s just as vital that each of those styles match the tasks and 
responsibilities assigned to that person. Try the following 
experiment with your team sometime. It’s a lot of fun and will 
produce some very interesting results. And it serves as a 
microcosm of how the innovation process should work in your 
organization as a whole. 

Deal Out the Work 

A client of mine held a two-day, off-site retreat for the entire 
division, around fifty people. Although this was one of the 
smallest divisions, it was one of the most profitable for a 
multibillion-dollar multinational company. The attendees were 
spread evenly across six tables. 

The retreat started with a round of Personality Poker. We 
felt this would be a good, high-energy way to get things rolling. 
Although I discussed the purpose of understanding their 
personality styles, I intentionally did not get into too many 
details about how to apply it to the business. That would come 



  

 

later. The teams were configured randomly, so some teams had a 
nice balance while several were heavily skewed toward one or 
two styles. 

After poker, we moved into strategic planning and other 
related discussions. As the first day came to a close, we passed 
out inexpensive digital video cameras. Each team was then given 
the task of creating a Hollywood-style movie within a few hours’ 
time. They needed to develop the strategy, write the script, shoot 
the video, and edit it. The topic had to be a new idea that would 
help the business grow. The team with the winning video would 
receive a prize. 

The next morning, the videos were shown in a miniature 
Academy Awards ceremony. The judges picked the clear 
winner: a professional, funny, well-directed video that provided 
an excellent idea for growing the business. The other videos 
paled in comparison, with second place going to a video that was 
clearly put together at the last minute. 

Afterward we debriefed. We asked each team about the 
process they went through to create their video. Although we had 
not given any instructions on how to organize, the winning team 
intuitively developed a strategy that capitalized on the individual 
strengths identified while playing Personality Poker. The spades 
on the team worked through the strategy for shooting the video. 
The diamonds focused on the creative aspects, including the 
business solution. The clubs took charge of the entire effort, 
pulling all of the pieces together. They created the plan and 
managed deadlines. They looked at the interdependencies 
between all of the pieces and made sure that everything would 
come together within the allotted timeframe. And the hearts, for 
this activity, decided to make sure that everyone was having fun. 
As a result, they helped inject a lot of humor into the video and 



  

 

ensured team motivation throughout. 
The winning team did a brilliant job of dividing and 

conquering based on the strengths of each style. In other words, 
they “dealt out the work.” 

What happened to the other teams? 
One team had some fantastic, very creative ideas. Sadly, 

because they had too many diamonds, they spent all of their time 
in the bar brainstorming and never got to the more mechanical 
aspects of the video shoot. It was shot very hastily at the last 
minute. 

Other teams suffered from similar weaknesses, where the 
dominant style dictated the process to the point where all of the 
pieces never came together. 

Interestingly, the team with the worst video had the best 
balance of resources on their team: two of each style. But unlike 
the winning team, they did not divide and conquer. Each person 
participated in every aspect of the video production. By doing so, 
they performed significantly worse than the homogeneous teams. 

This activity was a perfect demonstration of the power of 
Personality Poker for innovation because it showed, on a smaller 
scale, what happens every day in the real world when styles are 
mismatched with the tasks that require execution. As we 
demonstrated in the previous chapter, the key to maintaining 
high-performing innovation teams is to ensure a diversity of 
styles, a clear role alignment based on preferences, a divide-and-
conquer approach, and an appreciation for each person’s 
contribution. 

The Innovation Process: Overview 



  

 

The innovation process is relatively straightforward, with four 
primary phases: 

Phase 1—Define the Challenge 
Phase 2—Generate Solutions 
Phase 3—Plan and Execute 
Phase 4—Engage the Hearts and Minds 

The first two phases are the “front end” of innovation 
(invention), while the last two are the “implementation” phases 
(value creation). Although for each step there is a primary style 
that is best suited to the task, all styles can—and should—
participate throughout. They just participate in different ways. 

In addition, there is a “Phase 0” which is about preparing 
the organization for innovation such that the subsequent 4 phases 
are a natural expression of the culture. 

  



  

 

Phase 0—Prepare the Organization with Your 
Hearts 

In reality, every successful innovation program starts by 
ensuring that the organization is ready for change. Therefore 
before you begin identifying, solving, and implementing 
solutions to your challenges, it is important that the company 
place innovation at the core of its culture. Innovation has to 
become something that employees take on board almost as 
naturally as breathing. Hearts are typically masterful at these 
types of “change management” activities. Unlike the other four 
phases, this is not tied directly to a particular challenge. It is 
done at a programmatic level. The objective is to create a pull for 
innovation from the organization such that all of the other phases 
progress with greater ease. 

Phase 1—Define the Challenges with Your 
Spades 

The first step in most innovation processes is to figure out what 
you should work on. What is important? What matters? What 
specific challenges should be addressed? This step requires the 
use of facts and data to determine what will create the greatest 
value for the organization. This is where the data-driven spades 
excel. 

Spades are great researchers. And when it comes to 
innovation, they are particularly effective at understanding the 
strategic landscape, evaluating their competitors, and knowing 
their customers’ buying habits. They swing into action, gathering 
any and all useful data that will enable the creation of a 
meaningful challenge. 



  

 

Phase 2—Generate Solutions with Your 
Diamonds 

Once the challenges are identified, the next step is to generate 
ideas to solve them. This plays nicely into the strengths of the 
diamonds, who tend to excel at challenging the rules and 
thinking outside the box. While this is the diamonds’ forte, it’s 
important to recognize that everyone has interesting insights that 
can prove valuable at this stage. Avoiding judgment too early 
and managing the amount of time allotted to this phase are keys 
to success. Many organizations (and creativity consultants) put 
too much emphasis on Phase 2. While generating solutions is 
important, innovation success actually happens in the other three 
phases. 

Phase 3—Plan and Execute with Your Clubs 

As most of us have learned the hard way, ideas without any kind 
of plan or implementation are useless, so the next step is to make 
sure we plan the work and work the plan. For this we need clubs. 
Low clubs are masterful at managing budgets, deadlines, and 
deliverables while the high clubs are proficient at moving things 
forward. 

Phase 4—Engage the Hearts and Minds with 
Your Hearts 

Once all plans are in place, we need to engage the hearts and 
minds of the entire workforce. Additionally, it is critical to 
garner the support of outside resources such as customers, 



  

 

vendors, suppliers, and other such potential business partners. 
Here we find the hearts excelling. They are in tune with the skills 
and abilities of all players. Therefore, they are expert at 
identifying the proper people for each of the different roles. 
Execution of communication and recognition programs that were 
created in Phase 0 takes place in this final phase, ensuring unity 
and clarity and providing the proper motivation and 
representation to see the project through to fruition. 

How Innovation REALLY Works 

The process described above is quite simplistic. In reality, 
innovation moves through the four phases on an iterative—and 
often meandering—basis, as follows: 

• Define an opportunity 
• Generate solutions 
• Plan the first phase of implementation 
• Run some tests 
• Reevaluate 
• Either kill the idea or figure out a better solution 
• Plan again 
• Deal with political issues 
• Miss your deadlines 
• Try again . . . 

While each phase maps generally to a particular style, in the 
real world, all styles contribute throughout—just in different 
ways. It’s analogous to a sports team where everyone has 



  

 

particular strengths and talents but can be called upon to switch 
positions when necessary. 

It is important to note that each of the first three phases is 
handled using a similar methodology: diverge, then converge. In 
each phase, a large quantity of ideas are generated and then 
funneled down into the most valuable. For example, in Phase 1, 
many different challenges are initially brought to the table. By 
the completion of Phase 1, only the most critical challenges 
remain. Additionally, challenges that are more broadly defined at 
the beginning can then be iteratively fine-tuned into more 
specific ones. In Phase 2, a large number of solutions are 
spawned and then narrowed down into the best and most 
valuable. Last, projects are formulated, pilots are run, and 
prototypes are created helping to define the best means for 
producing powerful, breakthrough results for the organization. In 
each case, we start by generating many, then narrow down to the 
few that have the greatest chance of success. 

How Each Style Contributes to Innovation 

Since each style plays a variety of roles throughout the process, 
knowing how best to capitalize on their relative strengths will 
maximize results. Below is a guide on how to use each style 
during each phase of the innovation process. This is only a guide 
and should be used flexibly. 

To make it easier to navigate this section, when describing 
steps within a phase, I indicate it with a “phase.step” numbering 
system. For example, Step 2 within Phase 1 will be indicated by 
1.2. 



  

 

  

Phase 0—Prepare the Organization 

To prepare for innovation, changes must first be made in 
virtually all parts of the organization, from the management style 
to the measurement systems. These all affect behavior. And all 
are necessary. Ramming an innovation program through a 
company without preparation would be a bit like dropping a 
high-powered engine into a Volkswagen Beetle without altering 
the transmission, the drive train, the suspension, and so forth. It 



  

 

can be done, but chances are the finished product won’t work 
very well. 

The problem with many innovation efforts is that leadership 
tries to “push” new ideas into the organization before the 
organization is ready. In the process, the corporate “antibodies” 
will do everything in their power to fight the foreign concept. If 
it does not fit with how we have already done things, it must be 
bad. 

For years, I have been advocating that preparing an 
organization for success requires three components, illustrated 
by what I call the “NOW” model. The “N” in NOW stands for 
need: the need for change must be communicated and well 
understood throughout the company by all employees. The “O” 
is for opportunity: you have to be in a business that has a chance 
of succeeding. And the “W” is for will of senior management: 
committed leadership with the fortitude to see the change 
through. And you need all three to be successful. Without the 
will of senior management (“W”), you are left with “NO”—no, 
don’t do it. It will be impossible to create a sustainable 
innovation effort. Without opportunity (“O”), you are left with 
“NW”—no way to succeed. This is what happened to many of 
the dot-com companies that went belly up. And without the need 
being understood (“N”), you are left with “OW”—a painful 
experience for all within the organization, reminiscent of what 
Jack Welch did at General Electric when he started out as CEO. 
When Welch took over the helm of GE, the company was 
profitable and successful. The need for change was not 
understood. Yet he saw opportunity. And he certainly had the 
will to make change. Over the course of two decades, Welch 
relentlessly and systematically eliminated more than 100,000 
jobs, reworked the company’s strategy, and helped create 



  

 

double-digit growth. Although he was clearly successful in his 
efforts, it was certainly painful for many involved. 

Ideally, you want to create a “pull” for innovation before 
you start going too far with your efforts. And there is no group 
better than the hearts to oversee this aspect of cultural readiness. 

Following the NOW model puts the mechanisms in place 
that will ensure clear, consistent, and adequate communication of 
the needs, along with the necessary management support. Entire 
books are dedicated to the change management process so it is 
not my intention to recreate those here. However, I want to focus 
on three aspects of innovation that I think are particularly 
relevant. 

Phase 0—Prepare the Organization—Step by 
Step 

•  0.1—Establish the Innovation Capability 
•  0.2—Define Incentive Plans 
•  0.3—Create the Communication Strategy 

0.1—Establish the Innovation Capability 

In most organizations, the sales department is a repeatable and 
sustainable capability. There is some level of predictability in its 
performance. What makes it work? A clearly defined operating 
model exists. Nearly every successful sales department has a VP 
of sales, skilled sales representatives, a clear organization 
structure, measures and incentives, a well-defined strategy, a 
technology platform (e.g., salesforce.com), processes, and more. 
Each of these dimensions is critical to long-term success. For 



  

 

innovation to be repeatable, it too needs all of the same 
components. This typically means identifying a VP of 
innovation, creating your innovation strategy, defining your 
innovation measures, training employees on innovation tools and 
techniques, and much more. This “innovation as a capability” 
approach is a powerful way of moving innovation from a series 
of ad hoc events to an ongoing and never-ending process. 

All suits play an important role in creating the innovation 
capability. However, from my experience, the VP of innovation 
is typically a well-connected high heart who has the ability to 
motivate and engage others in the change efforts. He or she is 
more a salesperson for the innovation cause than an innovator. 
And given that creating the innovation capability is largely an 
organizational development effort, a team of hearts are 
extremely useful in helping to move these efforts forward. 

0.2—Define Incentive Plans 

As much as we would like people to innovate of their own 
accord, it is just not the way it works in the real world. 
Therefore, it is critical to define the tools early on that will be 
used to motivate individuals to participate. 

Regardless of which forms of motivation you choose to use, 
hearts (low hearts in particular) are the obvious choice to help 
develop these approaches. 

The first motivational tool is to change the measurement 
systems of the executives and managers. For example, at several 
companies where I worked, “contribution to innovation” was 
added as an explicit performance evaluation criterion for the vice 
presidents and line managers. This helps reinforce the “W” or 
the “Will” of management, ensuring they are all aligned with 



  

 

creating a culture of innovation. 
Sometimes this even trickles down to all employees. But 

more often, there are three ways of encouraging employees and 
others (such as customers, suppliers, retirees) to participate in 
your innovation efforts: 

1) Tangible compensation—One of the most 
obvious tools to encourage participation in 
innovation is tangible forms of compensation. 
These can include cash bonuses or internally 
established currencies. You can give fixed awards 
for solving challenges, or you can give a 
percentage of the cost savings/revenue growth. 
However, an even more powerful form of tangible 
compensation is to give things people can’t buy, 
like dinner with the CEO, extra vacation time, or a 
prime parking space. These types of awards—
coined “priceless” awards by Karim Lakhani from 
Harvard Business School, a noted expert in the 
field of open innovation—are incredibly powerful 
forms of motivation. 

2) The work is its own reward—In some situations, 
the work itself is its own reward. It could be 
because the innovator is making a contribution to 
an area that is of interest (for example, open source 
software’s attempt to overthrow Microsoft). Or 
maybe it is because the innovation makes the 
world a better place, for example, bringing 
drinkable water to areas of Africa. 

3) Peer recognition—We find that recognition with 
peer groups is an extremely powerful motivator for 



  

 

innovation. People want to look good in the eyes 
of others. For internal innovation efforts, programs 
that recognize the contributions of employees can 
provide a large incentive to innovate. Some 
companies even assign points for different forms 
of contribution (e.g., contributing a challenge, 
providing solutions, providing the winning 
solution) and create “leader boards” that turn 
innovation into a friendly competition. 

0.3—Create the Communication Strategy 

The success of your innovation efforts can sometimes hinge on 
something as simple as your communication strategy. If people 
in your organization don’t know about the “Opportunity” and 
“Will of Senior Management,” you may indeed end up with a 
painful (“OW”) process. 

Your communication strategy should address all aspects of 
communication: messages from senior executives, innovation 
needs, the rationale for the innovation efforts, objectives, status 
of the program and specific projects, breakdowns and issues, and 
more. An extremely important part of the strategy is to establish 
how you will communicate your successes. Success breeds 
success. The more people see that your innovation efforts are not 
“the fad of the month” and are in fact a new way of life, the more 
they will hop on the bandwagon. Your communication strategy 
is also a powerful vehicle for recognizing the accomplishments 
of contributors, addressing one of the incentive levers described 
previously. 

Because hearts love to communicate and recognize the 
contributions of others, they are a natural fit for this type of 



  

 

work. However, as with any “plan,” it is good for them to partner 
up with some low clubs to ensure that the work actually gets 
done. The best strategy that does not get executed is worthless. 

Now that the organization has the proper mechanisms in 
place to accept new innovations into its systems, it is time to 
tackle the next phases of the innovation process. 

Phase 1—Define the Challenge 

Innovation means different things to different people. In this 
book, I am referring to what is called “challenge-based” 
innovation. That is, the innovations start with the definition of 
the challenge or opportunity. Because it is data-intensive and not 
always obvious, defining the challenge is an often overlooked 
piece of the innovation process. Yet the success of innovation 
depends on solving the right problems. Spades are the dominant 
suit during this phase. 

The challenge could be focused on enhancing an existing 
product or developing a new product. It could be geared toward 
improving processes or services. Or it could address fundamental 
business model shifts. It doesn’t matter. As long as it starts with 
a challenge. 

This approach is different from an “idea-driven” innovation 
approach, where concepts are not grounded by a specific and 
identified need. Suggestion boxes are one example of an idea-
driven innovation approach. These might produce a wide array 
of suggestions, but they are often too broad, too vague, or 
insufficient for producing a positive return on investment. 
Typically organizations do not have a shortage of ideas. They 
have a shortage of good ideas that create value for the 



  

 

organization. 
For example, the innovation team of a large retail bank 

implemented a major suggestion box program to gather ideas. At 
the end of the day they got thousands of ideas and implemented 
none of them. The whole system imploded due to the amount of 
non-value-added ideas in the system. The company’s innovation 
program—driven by a number of creative diamonds—lasted a 
total of eighteen months and was shut down after being deemed 
a huge failure. Had the bank involved spades early in the 
process, they might have recognized the value of asking for 
“solutions” to specific challenges rather than asking for 
“suggestions.” 

I have seen similar results, or lack thereof, in other 
organizations. One large company has a competition each year in 
which employees submit new product ideas. The winner gets a 
large check and the company implements the best idea. Is the 
program a success? According to the individual responsible, “It 
is a PR success but a commercial failure.” The competition 
generates buzz in the media, but none of the products has 
generated a positive return. Contrast this with their more focused 
efforts on creating or improving specific product lines. In nearly 
every case, these were commercial successes. Their idea-based 
programs did not generate good bottom-line results, while their 
challenge-based initiatives did. 

With challenges you assign owners, resources, evaluators, 
evaluation criteria, and funding up front. You know that the 
solution to a challenge will be relevant to the needs of the 
organization, so if a solution is found you know it will be 
valuable. Also, because of the nature of challenges, there are 
better tools to evaluate the amount of time spent on finding 
solutions. You can truly measure the ROI of each challenge and 



  

 

the overall challenge-based program. 
The difference between these approaches is analogous to 

two different fishing techniques. Idea-driven approaches are 
much like a fisherman going randomly into the middle of the 
ocean and casting an extraordinarily expansive net. While using 
an untargeted approach like this might yield some fish (and it 
might not), that fisherman will also collect shoes, tires, seaweed, 
and other undesirable items. Contrast that with a professional 
fisherman who purposefully locates a school of fish and then 
deliberately selects the appropriate rod, reel, line, leader, bait, 
and hook for catching exactly the type of prey he is looking for. 
As the old expression has it, “If you want to catch fish, go where 
the fish are.” This is more akin to a challenge-driven approach. 
These fishing experts know exactly what they are after so they 
can be purposeful in their approach, minimizing waste and 
maximizing their efforts. 

The key is asking better questions and constructing well-
defined challenges. The right challenges. Challenges whose 
solutions are ultimately implemented and create value for the 
organization. Spades are particularly good in this domain and 
will be called upon to use their analytical abilities in this first 
phase of the innovation process. 

With that as background, let’s delve into the steps for 
“Defining the Challenge.” 

  

 



  

 

Phase 1—Define the Challenge—Step by 
Step 

 1.1—Gather Data 
 1.2—Brainstorm Challenges 



  

 

 1.3—Select Best Challenges and Refine 
 1.4—Frame the Challenge 
 1.5—Define Selection Criteria 

1.1—Gather Data 

The first step is to gather all facts and input related to the 
premise that requires further definition. Although gathering facts 
is primarily a spade-oriented activity, everyone can and should 
participate independently in the following ways: 

• The spades collect all of the necessary and relevant 
data about customers, trends, and competitors. This 
should be done before making any further 
investments. Along with any statistical information, 
the spades should also glean empirical data 
generated by the diamonds, clubs, and hearts. 

• The diamonds can contribute creative ideas to 
develop breakthrough (discontinuous) opportunities. 
For example, back at the turn of the century, instead 
of faster horses, the diamonds might have seen the 
need for motorized vehicles. This is useful 
information that can be fed into the challenge 
brainstorming process. 

• The clubs can shed light on any internal operational 
issues that, if solved, may be beneficial to the 
organization. For example, process improvements 
that reduce costs will help fund future innovation 
efforts. Having this knowledge can help prioritize 
challenges. 

• The hearts contribute by being the voice of the 



  

 

customer. They keep tabs on what people issues 
exist—both within and outside of the organization. 
Because of their ability to foster close relationships, 
hearts can identify and relay back to the team both 
the apparent and latent needs of customers and 
employees alike. This additional information is 
invaluable for surfacing possible challenges. 

1.2—Brainstorm Challenges 

Although we often think that brainstorming is just for generating 
solutions, it’s also extremely useful for helping to define 
challenges. With all of the relevant data gathered, it is time to 
use this information to make a list of possible challenges. 

• Make sure that everyone has a good summary of the 
facts as input. 

• Then, in order to capitalize on the creative tension 
generated by all styles, assemble everyone together. 

• As a group, develop as many ideas as possible about 
what to focus on. As with all “divergent” activities, 
no judgment is allowed at this point. Build a long list 
of possible challenges. Consider a wide range of 
areas including new products, new services, 
operational improvements, business model changes, 
or new marketing initiatives. Think broadly about 
the opportunities for the organization. 

1.3—Select Best Challenges and Refine 

Once you have identified a long list of potential challenges, it’s 



  

 

time to converge and select those that will have the greatest 
impact. The spades continue to play a lead role here. 

• First, the spades assess each challenge from the list 
developed in step 1.2 in terms of the potential value 
it will create. The result is a shortened, but still 
relatively long, list of opportunities. 

• From this narrowed list, the clubs should identify the 
potential drawbacks of implementation for each. It’s 
important to note that, at this point, we are looking 
only at opportunities. Avoid diving too deep into the 
“how” at this time. Allow the hearts to provide input 
here as well to focus on the “people challenges” of 
implementation. The purpose is to assess the 
implementation risks and costs so that they can be 
balanced against the possible upside. This will help 
shorten the list of considered challenges even 
further. 

• With this additional input from the clubs and hearts, 
reassemble as a group and together refine the list to 
include only the most attractive opportunities based 
on value, potential implementation/strategic risks, 
and long-term competitive differentiation. The 
resulting challenges will be filtered through the next 
steps of the innovation process. 

• Throughout this phase the spades in particular can 
be most helpful in defining the innovation 
“portfolio.” They will be able to best determine if 
the challenges selected will be valuable to the 
company if implemented. 

• Be sure to keep the list of rejected challenges. These 



  

 

will prove useful in the future when you are finished 
implementing the selected ones. 

1.4—Frame the Challenge 

When framing good challenges, you must adhere to the 
Goldilocks Principle. Goldilocks enters the house of three bears. 
After sampling their porridge, she’s tired so she decides to go to 
sleep. She finds the papa bear’s bed too hard, the mama bear’s 
bed too soft, and the baby bear’s bed just right. The same is true 
with challenges. They can’t be too big (broad, abstract) or too 
small (specific). They must be “just right.” 

Dwayne Spradlin, CEO of InnoCentive Inc., provided the 
following viewpoint on the creation of good challenges when 
talking about drug discovery: “The big problem is not the need 
for a new drug for a neglected disease. It is the elimination 
and/or minimization of the human suffering caused by the 
disease. The right questions might include: How do we limit 
transmission? How can we produce cost-effective treatments that 
address the economics of low-income countries? How do we 
distribute treatments in the developing world? Even these 
questions require further decomposition until we get to well-
formulated challenges (e.g., Can we get five times more vaccine 
into the hands of those that need it in the context of real-world 
economic, cultural, and political constraints in Sub-Saharan 
Africa?).” 

As identified through this example, this step can be one of 
the most important in the innovation process and is where the 
spades are king. It is clear that a poorly framed challenge will 
lead to a poor solution. If the challenge is too abstract, you will 
get impractical, irrelevant, or fluffy solutions. If your challenges 



  

 

are too detailed, you will cut off the possibility of creative 
solutions. InnoCentive, the pioneer of open innovation, posts 
challenges to their Web site and hundreds of thousands of 
“solvers” try to find solutions. Because InnoCentive knows that 
framing the challenge is important, they have a large number of 
PhDs who do nothing but write challenges. Incidentally, all of 
these individuals tested as strong spades during a Personality 
Poker session. 

1.5—Define Selection Criteria 

At this point you have challenges that are framed properly. For 
each, you now need to define your selection criteria. That is, 
identify which criteria you will use to determine which solutions 
(those that will be generated during the next phase) are the best. 

• Spades are particularly useful at defining these 
measures. Common evaluation criteria include: 
pragmatism (feasibility, risks), value (monetary and 
other), sustainability (hard for competitors to 
replicate), and adaptability (easy for you to change 
over time). 

• Given that challenges are “owned” by someone in 
the organization, it’s useful to line up the people, 
money, and other resources necessary before you 
begin to gather and develop solutions. This ensures 
that once you have a good solution, you have 
everything in place to move the idea forward quickly 
without too many roadblocks. Clubs can be useful in 
aligning these resources. 

• Although not specifically focused on the selection 



  

 

criteria, at this point, hearts are also useful in helping 
to decide which of the incentive and motivation 
levers can best be used here. Should the award be 
monetary? Is the work its own reward? Or is 
something else needed? 

When you are done with this phase, you will have: 

• A list of possible challenges that was generated from 
your fact-finding work 

• A selected challenge that is framed to maximize the 
likelihood of getting good solutions 

• The selection criteria that will be used to evaluate 
proposed solutions 

• The incentive model in place that will motivate 
individuals to contribute solutions 

Notes and Observations 

If left to their own devices, spades can end up in analysis 
paralysis. Making decisions is difficult because they can feel as 
though there is never enough data to make a proper decision. 
Given that innovation is an iterative process, spades should adopt 
a “bias for action” mentality. Remember, done is better than 
perfect. 

Diamonds are often less interested in facts than they are in 
creative and fun endeavors. As a result, they are less detail-
oriented and may opt for problems that seem more interesting. 
Because of this, it may be best to limit their involvement to the 
second step in this phase. 

Clubs may get too caught up in “how” the problem will be 



  

 

solved. At this stage, they should only inform the process, not 
define it. 

Be sure to check in with customers and other stakeholders 
early and often. If the opportunity is an internal improvement, 
make sure you get feedback from employees. Hearts are often in 
the best position to deal with these types of people issues. 

Phase 2: Generate Solutions 

Now that you know what challenge(s) to solve, your next step is 
to find or generate creative solutions. This is where diamonds 
shine, as they are masterful at making connections that result in 
breakthrough ideas. 

To better understand the value of making connections, look 
at chapter 11. There you will find an activity that distinguishes 
dot thinking from line thinking. As discussed earlier in the book, 
people who are dot thinkers (black cards) are focused on gaining 
deep expertise in one particular area. Line thinkers (red cards), 
on the other hand, are focused on connections—connecting the 
dots and pulling from a variety of completely unrelated areas to 
generate new and innovative solutions. Diamonds are the 
ultimate line thinkers. They make brilliant connections and often 
look outside their area of expertise, which is critical when 
looking to find solutions. 

The objective at this point is to figure out possible solutions 
to your challenge, not the “right” answer. To illustrate this point, 
we gave a group of people a list of sights in Paris and told them 
to design a two-day tour of the city. 

When given these directions, the first thing they did was 
eliminate certain sights (“dots”) and came up with a list of 



  

 

priorities (i.e., they quickly attempted to “converge”). They then 
designed an itinerary (they found the “right” answer). But they 
had not considered many different facets of Paris. They had not 
allowed themselves to diverge. The tours they came up with 
were all quite similar. The level of creativity involved was 
limited. Any differences were due solely to the natural biases 
and interests of the individuals involved. This is the natural 
tendency when innovating in general. We develop solutions 
quickly that reflect our view of the world. 

In order to expand their level of creativity, we encouraged 
the group to look at the problem in another way. To do this, we 
gave them a new filter to look through when viewing their 
challenge. They were asked, “How do you think Mozart would 
design a tour of Paris?” This is one filter of many that could have 
been selected. Mozart became a catalyst for thinking about sound 
and the senses. Using this filter, they started asking questions 
like: 

• What if the tour were to be organized around the 
sounds of the city? 

• Or the smells? 
• And how might you organize a tour that had the 

flow and feel of an opera? 
• Or the thematic development of a symphony? 
• What if Rembrandt designed a tour of Paris? 

Each one of these questions, or approaches, provided a 
route to a singular, distinctive, and memorable tour of Paris. Of 
course, there are an infinite number of filters that you could 
choose from. One could be, “How are the competitors within 
your industry handling this situation?” But that is “dot” thinking 



  

 

and limits your options. Another filter could be, “How would a 
company in a completely different, unrelated industry handle this 
situation?” That is “line” thinking: making connections where 
they have typically not existed in the past. 

Here are some real-world examples of complex challenges 
that were solved through line thinking—by looking outside a 
given company’s product line or industry for solutions. 

Unilever, the consumer goods giant, wanted to create a new 
type of whitening toothpaste. They wanted a gentler solution that 
did not use harsh bleaches and abrasives. They asked themselves 
the question, “What makes whites even whiter?” The answer: 
laundry detergents that use bluing agents. They borrowed this 
optical-effect technology from their laundry division and 
developed toothpaste with a blue pigment that makes yellow 
teeth instantly appear whiter. The result is their Signal White 
Now (and other brands) toothpaste. This is an example of 
looking outside your product line. 

Consider a major snack food manufacturer that wanted to 
reduce the fat in their potato chips. The solution wasn’t found in 
a lab. In fact, the person who discovered the best solution had no 
experience with food production—he was a musician. He knew 
that sound vibrations travel through solid objects and that, if the 
frequency is right, the objects will vibrate too. The solution was 
to place loudspeakers above the conveyor belt and blast “music” 
to literally shake the fat out of chips. Here, a solution was found 
from a completely different field. 

For years, engineers at oil and gas companies searched for 
better ways to locate and seal cracks in gas pipelines. This was a 
pressing issue for the gas industry. Then, while a Scottish 
engineer was struggling with this problem, he got a paper cut. 
Most people would be annoyed, but the engineer was thrilled—



  

 

he’d suddenly realized that a cut finger is a bit like a cracked gas 
pipeline. By drawing this line, he was able to quickly develop an 
inert coagulation ingredient that would seal the cracks the same 
way the body heals after a wound. Here the solution came from a 
discipline outside of business and was provided by the human 
body. 

Quite often the most creative solutions arise when you look 
outside your area of expertise, when you go beyond your “dot.” 
Because diamonds aren’t overly constrained by convention and 
often like to break the rules, they typically develop more creative 
solutions. Diamonds are most helpful when trying to solve more 
radical challenges where conventional thinking won’t work. 

The value of line thinking is supported by research by 
Corinne Post and her colleagues, published in Research-
Technology Management Magazine. “The more a team relies on 
sequential [dot] thinking,” the team wrote, “the less likely 
members are to perceive innovation behaviors on the team. On 
teams that relied heavily on connective [line] thinking, members 
were more likely to report producing radical innovation.” The 
authors suggest that if you want radical innovation, you should 
rely on teams made up largely of line thinkers. 

Having said that, anyone can and should participate in 
finding new solutions. The type of innovation you seek dictates 
the style that can contribute the most. In the examples above, 
radical solutions were sought. Innovation breakthroughs 
typically happen by making connections in new ways. Red cards, 
and diamonds in particular, excel at this. 

However, there is significant value in incremental or 
evolutionary innovations that result in cost reduction or 
improvements to features in existing products, processes, or 
services. Black cards—the dot thinkers—tend to be best at this. 



  

 

Their logical approach to tackling problems can help create 
useful solutions to more tactical problems. 

The real opportunity is to have both thinking styles working 
together on finding solutions. If you can combine those with 
deep expertise with those who can make novel connections, 
you’ll have a winning combination. The key is to play to the 
strong suit of each style in a way that maximizes their 
contribution while minimizing the negative consequences. 

There is an important point to make before diving into the 
steps. There are many ways in which solutions can be found. As 
you’re reading the steps, it might appear that I am merely 
suggesting getting everyone in a room to do some brainstorming. 
That is not the case. You can solve challenges in many different 
ways: 

• You can post your challenges to a Web site where 
anyone can provide solutions. This can be on your 
own Web site or you can use a third party like 
InnoCentive.com. You can allow contributors to see 
other submissions (collaborative) or you can make 
submissions “blind” so that no one can see the 
solutions of others (competitive). 

• You can post your challenge internally on your 
intranet to your employees, asking them for 
solutions. Again, you can do this in a collaborative 
or competitive fashion. 

• You can outsource the solution finding to a third 
party such as a consultant or a university. This is a 
common strategy for challenges that are beyond the 
scope of a company’s internal capabilities. 

• You can find existing solutions by searching the 



  

 

Internet or doing patent searches. This is referred to 
as “tech scouting” in the innovation world. 

• You can create a “skunk works” team, where people 
are dedicated to solving a particular challenge. 

And the list goes on and on. The nature of the challenge 
will determine the best strategy. To keep things simple, the steps 
listed below mimic the approach typically used for a 
brainstorming session where groups of employees, customers, 
vendors, and other stakeholders get together to work on the 
challenge for a given period of time. Having said that, from my 
experience, this process is useful regardless of which strategy 
you use. 

Phase 2—Generate Solutions—Step by Step 

 2.1—Develop Solutions Individually 
 2.2—Compare and Select Ideas as a Group 
 2.3—Flesh Out Best Ideas as a Group 
 2.4—Select Best Solutions 

2.1—Develop Solutions Individually 



  

 

Although “brainstorming” is traditionally thought of as a group 
activity, research suggests that individuals working on their own 
produce a higher quality and quantity of ideas than when they 
work collaboratively with others. When generating solutions, it 
is best to avoid generating ideas as a group. 

There are several reasons why individuals are more 
effective than groups. 



  

 

• Groupthink: If you start working together, you end 
up with groupthink. That is, as soon as the first idea 
is thrown out, it tends to influence the thinking of 
the other contributors. This narrows the set of ideas 
that are typically generated. 

• Serial Processing: If you have ten individuals in a 
group, only one can speak at any given time. This 
limits the “bandwidth” of ideas that can be 
processed. Ten people working individually could 
theoretically generate ten times more ideas in the 
same amount of time. 

• Social Loafing: When groups work together, there 
is a tendency for individuals to put forth less effort. 
They assume that someone else will pick up the 
slack. This is believed to be a major reason why 
groups are often less productive than the combined 
efforts of individuals. 

In addition to group brainstorming, there are many ways to 
get people to contribute individual ideas. Be sure to read 
Appendix C for a description of how “open innovation” works. 
Some versions of open innovation are competitive in nature and 
achieve all of the benefits of individual contribution. 

It works best to have each person independently write down 
his or her own creative ideas. Only after everyone generates their 
own list does the group come together. 

2.2—Compare and Select Ideas as a Group 

Next, have everyone in the group share their solutions with 
others. This should be done quickly. Only provide details or 



  

 

clarification when asked to do so. Depending on the group size, 
you may have hundreds of ideas. As solutions are read, they can 
be transcribed onto a flip chart so that the group has a complete 
list. Then everyone can vote on which solutions “feel” like ones 
they want to explore further as a group. Alternatively, people can 
vote as ideas are read off so that only those deemed “worthy” are 
written on the flip chart. When evaluating, informally use the 
selection criteria as a barometer. 

The objective is to take the hundreds of solutions provided 
by individuals and boil them down to the few (fewer than ten) 
that will be defined in more detail as a group. 

Every style and every person participates in this step. 

2.3—Flesh Out Best Ideas as a Group 

With the few good solutions in hand, it is time to add a little 
meat to the bones. The objective is to provide enough detail so 
that a proper evaluation can be done. You don’t need to flesh out 
the solution completely. In fact, this work is often done quickly, 
in a matter of hours, for all of the solutions. The nature of the 
challenge will determine the actual amount of time spent and the 
level of detail needed. 

Use textual description to detail the solution. Spades are 
great at this. 

Create drawings and other visuals to help illustrate the 
solution. Consider developing “protocepts”—extremely rough 
prototypes that illustrate how a new product might look. For 
example, a protocept of a computer might be constructed out of 
paper and cardboard instead of injection molded plastic 
prototypes. Because of the visual nature of this work, diamonds 
are especially useful here. 



  

 

Begin to look at implementation considerations. Begin to 
define very high level process flows. Is this solution feasible? 
Will it give you a sustainable competitive advantage? Do the 
technologies exist to develop it in a reasonable amount of time? 
Clubs can help provide many of these details. 

And look at the implications from an organizational 
perspective. Have the hearts find ways in which the solution 
could be designed to make them more palatable to the 
organization. Can the solution be made more “fun and 
engaging”? Can the solution tap into specific motivations of key 
individuals? 

While this work is done, new solutions will arise. Prioritize 
those ideas and feel free to flesh them out when appropriate. 
Keep this step fluid and flexible. This is a divergent part of the 
process and you want to avoid limiting your thinking. 

In step 2.1, we saw that the Internet could be used to collect 
individual solutions in a competitive manner. These approaches 
can also be used to create virtual collaboration around a 
challenge. Online tools are becoming increasingly sophisticated 
and can allow teams to work with one another, even when they 
are not in the same room, and can allow for collaboration. For 
example, Google Wave allows individuals to post documents, 
videos, and other digital materials. Teams can then work 
together, synchronously and asynchronously, to solve the posted 
challenge. 

In the next step, the team will select the one solution or two 
solutions that will ultimately move forward into implementation. 

2.4—Select Best Solutions 

In this step, reduce your list of solutions to the one or two that 



  

 

will move into Phase 3. 

• Because of their keen analytical abilities, spades are 
typically the most proficient at determining which 
solutions will add the most value. They should be 
first to go through the list independently to identify 
which ideas seem to best satisfy the “selection 
criteria” established at the end of Phase 1. The result 
is a short list of solutions. 

• Once a short list is established, everyone should 
discuss and refine the list—adding and subtracting—
as necessary. 

• For each of the ideas, the clubs should be tapped to 
identify the roadblocks that will prevent successful 
implementation. These can be money, time, 
resources, risk, and anything else. Have them phrase 
these concerns as new challenges (see “Notes and 
Observations”). Hearts can also be involved in 
identifying potential people issues that could 
become barriers to success. 

• Now that the roadblocks are identified, it’s time for 
the diamonds and clubs—working with anyone else 
who wants to participate—to determine creative 
solutions to those barriers. This is another creative 
brainstorming activity. Each style will provide a 
different lens that can be useful. Determine whether 
there are quick fixes to the roadblocks. Will they 
require significant resources to overcome? In 
essence, you will be performing a cost/benefit 
analysis to filter down the list to the most desirable 
solutions. 



  

 

• Repeat this step as many times as needed until you 
identify the best ideas providing the most value with 
the least amount of risk. 

Notes and Observations 

Allow diamonds to take control of the idea-generation process. 
This is where they shine. Having said that, we need to recognize 
that their solutions can, at times, be unbounded and impractical. 
This can make the clubs and spades uncomfortable. Limiting the 
amount of time in this phase is also helpful. The spades and 
clubs will have an opportunity in the next phase to take those 
unbridled creative ideas and ensure that they are grounded in 
reality through prototypes and other forms of pilots and tests. 

Clubs and spades certainly can and should participate. 
However, they need to avoid making judgmental statements until 
2.4. Quite often they tend to focus on the reasons why solutions 
won’t work. Although this information is valuable, during this 
stage it can be a distraction. Instead of voicing their concerns 
now, they should write them down framed as new challenges. 
For example, instead of saying, “We don’t have enough money,” 
ask the question, “How do we get more money,” or “How can 
we do it for less money?” This then opens up a new “divergent” 
opportunity that can be solved during implementation. 

One technique I use to prevent judgment too early is a 
“yeah, but” bowl. When generating ideas, anytime someone 
becomes judgmental (typically using the words “yeah, but . . .”) 
they put a dollar in the bowl. The money can be used internally 
for team-building activities, or given to charity. 



  

 

Phase 3: Plan and Execute 

Now that you have your solutions, it is time to get started 
moving things forward. Clubs, given their methodical yet action-
driven approach, are major players during this phase. 

The key to success in this phase is to create small 
experiments that test your hypotheses and scale them over time. 
The reason for this is that we can never predict what will happen 
in the “real” world, no matter how much data we have, how 
many focus groups we conduct, or how many strategy consulting 
firms we hire. Or, as Scott Cook from Intuit so eloquently said, 
“For every one of our failures, we had spreadsheets that looked 
awesome.” There are no crystal balls in business. 

Therefore, the mantra of this phase is “build it, try it, fix it.” 
That is, build something, try it out for a while, and learn from the 
experiences. Continue to iterate with larger experiments, 
increasing the size and complexity. Change directions when 
necessary. Stop pursuing an idea when the experiment suggests a 
lack of viability or desirability. If you kill off an idea and you 
have the time and money, go back to your list of rejected 
solutions and see if another fits. 

Take your selected solutions and protocepts from Phase 2 
and begin to build small experiments. They can be done in the 
form of pilots, prototypes, simulations, or other market tests. 
Based on the feedback, decide your next course of action. 

This is a very dynamic step in the process with a lot of 
moving parts. This is why the clubs are so critical to success. As 
things change, the dependencies will be affected, resource 
requirements shifted, and timelines adjusted. As you define 
solutions in more detail in order to implement them, you will 
begin to bump into new challenges that need to be solved. When 
this happens, you circle back to Phase 1. Imagine the following 



  

 

scenario: Your challenge from Phase 1 is “How can we improve 
the economy for a given city?” In Phase 2 you get many great 
solutions. One of those solutions might be, “Due to foreclosures 
and a slow housing market, there is a lot of unused real estate. 
We could use this land for agricultural purposes to grow fruits 
and vegetables while the property is vacant.” This solution might 
in fact spawn another challenge: “How can we most effectively 
use vacant property for agricultural purposes?” This more 
detailed challenge sends us back to Phase 1. 

As you can imagine, a lot of innovation failures occur 
during implementation because of the inherent complexities. 
Clubs can assimilate any changes into the master implementation 
plan so that no detail is lost throughout the process. Clubs may 
be the only ones in your organization who can prevent your 
innovation efforts from turning into a giant hairball. 

Phase 3—Plan and Execute—Step by Step 

There are three primary steps in this phase: 

•  3.1—Define the Action Plan 
•  3.2—Test via Pilots, Prototypes, and Simulations 
•  3.3—Manage the Implementation 

3.1—Define the Action Plan 



  

 

After choosing the solutions with which you want to move 
forward, it’s time to plan the work and work the plan. Clubs are 
king at this point. Have them identify the steps, resources, time 
frames, and dependencies for executing the selected solutions. 
As you go through different phases of the innovation process, it 
will become evident that the challenges and solutions identified 
will breed new challenges that need to be solved. There will be a 
tremendous number of moving parts that will require proper 



  

 

coordination and tracking. Without the strength of the clubs, 
critical pieces will invariably fall through the cracks. 

Clublike project managers tend to assume that plans will be 
executed with little deviation from the original objectives. 
However, given the iterative nature of the innovation process, 
ambiguity is a certainty. Therefore, when developing timetables, 
be sure to schedule resources to allow for more slack time, 
preventing a potential backlog of tasks. 

When it comes to doling out responsibilities, hearts can 
provide a clear perspective on who should do what. From the 
beginning, hearts have been working to create a culture of buy-
in. By this point, if this has been done appropriately, the 
organization will be in a state of readiness to accept the work 
being presented. The hearts may also provide useful insights into 
any training that would help the implementation process. 

3.2—Test via Pilots, Prototypes, and 
Simulations 

Before making major investments, it’s best to try things out first 
on a small scale. This can be done via pilots, prototypes, and 
computer simulations. This will eliminate waste by rapidly 
determining if solutions will work. Spades and clubs can both 
contribute greatly to this step. 

• Statistical simulations are often the domain of 
spades. 

• Physical pilots are often best done by the more 
organized clubs. 

• Hearts are valuable for all activities at this point by 
providing feedback from the field and by obtaining 



  

 

buy-in to move these tests forward. 
• Be sure to learn from these experiences and adjust 

your course of action accordingly. 

3.3—Manage the Implementation 

It is time to work the plan. The clubs are in charge, but the hearts 
play a critical role. The hearts should support the implementation 
team, gathering needed resources and untangling the inevitable 
interpersonal issues that come with working in a team. 
Throughout the remainder of the process, clubs continue to 
monitor and refine the plans. Corrective action is taken as 
necessary, referring back to earlier phases and steps when 
appropriate. In fact, it is not unusual for clubs to lead the charge 
for the entire process. They are masterful at driving people, 
managing budgets and deadlines, and ensuring bottom-line 
results. 

Notes and Observations 

The need to think creatively about implementation is often 
overlooked. This is a great opportunity to find simpler, less 
expensive, and less risky ways to achieve your desired results. 
Feel free to engage the diamonds to help you overcome obstacles 
you encounter along the way. While doing this, you may refine, 
strengthen, and change the solution itself. This process is self-
repeating, so feel free to change anything as needed. 

Again, it’s important to check in with customers, 
employees, vendors, and anyone else who has a stake in potential 
solutions. We do this to gather input and insights, address 



  

 

concerns, and gain their buy-in early in the process. For the same 
reasons, you want to involve the functions that are critical for 
successful implementation. 

Although the primary objective of Phase 3 is to move the 
implementation forward, this step is also highly creative in 
nature. As you identify implementation challenges, use creativity 
to overcome those roadblocks. Remember to use the “build it, try 
it, fix it” approach. 

Phase 4: Engage the Hearts and Minds 



  

 

As Hall of Fame New York Yankees catcher Yogi Berra once 
said, “If things don’t change, they’ll probably stay the same.” 
Change only occurs when you convert your ideas into 
innovations that create value. While clubs are great at making 
things happen, hearts are critical to engaging the hearts and 
minds of the people who will make innovation a reality. 
Innovation is for the people, by the people. 

Although you want to engage the appropriate individuals 
for the implementation of specific challenges, as stated earlier in 
Phase 0, you want the hearts to help create an innovation mindset 
at all levels of the organization before you get started and to 
continually reinforce it throughout every phase. 

Phase 0 is largely about “selling” the innovation program as 
a whole. Phase 4 is about selling specific solutions to the 
organization. In fact, a lot of the “heart” related activities are 
interwoven throughout the process. For example, in Phase 0, the 
incentive program is devised. In Phase 1, incentives are attached 
to specific challenges. During Phases 2 and 3, incentives are 
awarded and communicated. 

Phase 4—Engage the Hearts and Minds—Step 
by Step 

There are three primary steps in this phase: 

•  4.1—Engage and Scale the Workforce 
•  4.2—Communicate Progress 
•  4.3—Celebrate Success 

4.1—Engage and Scale the Workforce 



  

 

Although the change management process started in Phase 0, 
now it is time to engage the hearts and minds of employees, 
customers, and other stakeholders around specific solutions. 
What—and who—is needed to successfully implement the new 
innovation? In Phase 3, piloting and prototyping was done to 
assess viability. If those tests go well, it will be important to 
scale the solution quickly. This means involving more people. 

Hearts lay the foundation at this juncture. Innovations 
typically fail, not because of technical challenges, but rather due 
to resistance within and outside of the organization. The 
empathetic yet engaging hearts are often best equipped to “sell” 
solutions internally and externally. They understand human 
behavior and can help shepherd the innovation effort to the finish 
line. 

For example, if the innovation is a new product, scaling will 
involve: 

• Salespeople need to be trained in the new product’s 
features and functions 

• Customer service will need to understand what kinds 
of questions customers will have 

• Technical support needs to learn the ins and outs of 
the product 

• Manufacturing needs to retool the production lines 
to accommodate the new product 

• If there are legal implications to the product, these 
need to be addressed 

• If the product is sold through retail stores, you need 
to bring them up to speed 

• And so on . . . 



  

 

Ideally, the leadership of each of these groups has been 
involved throughout the process. The worst thing you can do is 
surprise these individuals with additional work. The hearts can 
work with each of the leaders from each of these groups to help 
them involve the larger workforce necessary for making the 
innovation a reality. 

4.2—Communicate Progress 

As stated earlier, the most successful companies create a “pull” 
for innovation from the very beginning and it is done 
continuously throughout. In Phase 0, the strategies and specific 
avenues for communicating were developed and initiated. Now it 
is time to implement communication about specific challenges 
and solutions. The more people are in the know, the more they 
will want to participate. And when they know that executives 
fully support the innovation challenges, there is a greater buy-in 
by the organization as a whole. Communicate status, 
requirements, and successes. Allow for communication to be a 
closed-loop process where feedback can be obtained from 
employees to management, not just the other way around. 
Employees will feel valued by having their input heard, and their 
input may prove valuable for moving the implementation 
forward. 

4.3—Celebrate Success 

Throughout the process, leverage your hearts (high hearts in 
particular, along with the high diamonds) as the cheerleaders for 
success. They are the ones to whom you want to turn when it 



  

 

comes to communicating and celebrating successes. The more 
your successes are celebrated, the more employees will want to 
be on your innovation team. Success breeds success. As 
mentioned previously, every successful innovation effort 
involves a well thought out communication strategy—a way of 
spreading the innovation gospel. 

In addition to communicating success, the hearts also know 
that you need to reward success. Individuals responsible for 
driving successful innovations should be formally 
acknowledged. This is where the previously designed reward and 
recognition programs are implemented. As mentioned, although 
some companies opt for financial rewards, sometimes the best 
rewards are those things that money can’t buy: dinner with the 
CEO, a preferred parking space for a month, or a trip to an 
exclusive company event. As MasterCard would say, these 
prizes are priceless. 

Notes and Observations 

Many people like to talk about change management as if it were 
something separate from the rest of a change effort. Too often I 
see projects with a change management team that is separated 
from the rest of the effort. But this rarely leads to success, in my 
experience. I have found that the “process of changing the 
process is change management.” As you redesign the business, 
you should have all people responsible for change, get their buy-
in, and educate them as you go along. Communication alone is 
not change management. 

It is important to remember that knowing what to do is very 
different from actually doing it. 

When I give presentations, I sometimes ask the audience, 



  

 

“How many of you are trying or have tried to lose weight?” A 
large number of hands go up. I then ask those people with their 
hands up, “And how many of you know what to do in order to 
lose weight, such as eat right and exercise?” Most of the hands 
stay up. Finally I ask, “Okay, so how many of you are losing the 
weight you want?” Usually this gets a large laugh from the 
audience when most of the hands go down. The reason people 
aren’t losing the weight they want is not a lack of knowledge, a 
lack of processes, or a lack of tools. It is a lack of discipline. For 
it to be achievable and sustainable, change has to be more than 
an act; it must be a shift in culture and mindset. Or as historian 
Will Durant’s paraphrase of Aristotle has it, “We are what we 
repeatedly do. Excellence then is not an act but a habit.” 

Bottom Line 

Although the innovation process depicted in this chapter may 
appear linear, that is certainly not the case. Innovation is an 
iterative process of experimentation, learning, and making 
adjustments. At each phase, you may go back to an earlier phase. 
For example, while implementing in Phase 3, you may find 
roadblocks that need to be solved. These create new challenges 
that feed you back into Phase 1, and the cycle starts all over 
again, just at a more detailed level. 

Also, it is important to reiterate that “dealing out the work” 
and “shuffling the deck” are two critical concepts for the 
innovation process. You want each style to play to its strength. 
At the same time, it is critical to recognize that each style can 
and should contribute at each step along the way. 

Finally, it is worth remembering that innovation is by the 



  

 

people, for the people. Involve your customers early and often. 
In fact, involve all key stakeholders at every step of the process. 
If you gather input, insights, and buy-in from the beginning, you 
will find that in the end there is less rework and less resistance. 



  

 

Chapter 8 

Culture, Recruiting, Retention, 
and Leadership 

In the previous chapter, I discussed how to use Personality Poker 
as a tool for creating high-performing innovation teams. But in 
order to do this, you need the right people: employees and 
leadership. 

The challenge is, many recruiting efforts and motivation 
programs are not designed to attract and retain a diverse group of 
styles. They are designed for one style only—the style that is 
consistent with an organization’s overall personality. This can 
leave an organization unbalanced and unable to innovate at full 
capacity. If you then layer in leadership and cultural issues, you 
will see why it is so difficult to get the right people in the right 
roles. 

First let’s start with an understanding of an organization’s 
personality, sometimes referred to as its corporate culture. 

Organizational Personalities and Culture 

Consider a Fortune 100 technology company that has been 
wildly successful for many years, but recently has struggled to 
grow. The longtime CEO, while playing Personality Poker, took 



  

 

nearly all of the analytical spade cards. He is an incredibly bright 
individual who loves data. When I polled the leadership, it 
became clear to me that what they valued above all was a data-
driven approach to business. In fact, the company loves data so 
much that, during lunch, one of the employees printed off all of 
the measures used to monitor one aspect of the business. When 
the sheets of paper were spread out, they ran from one end of the 
room to the other. And this was a large room. 

Although measures are useful, too much data can be 
detrimental to innovation. The more you focus on the numbers, 
the more you sometimes miss the big opportunities. It’s a classic 
situation of not being able to see the forest for the trees. The 
company was clearly spade-dominated. 

A side effect of this particular spade culture is that it was 
known as a company “with no heart”—the opposite of the 
spades. If not managed properly, the individuals with a heart-
dominated style would struggle in an environment like this. But 
it doesn’t have to be this way. As you will discover in this 
chapter, there are a number of methods that can be used to attract 
and retain talent, regardless of the company’s personality. For 
example, given that hearts are often less motivated by hard 
numbers, using subjective feedback can help increase their level 
of engagement. 

All companies have a personality. And your organization’s 
personality, or culture, is useful because it helps you move 
quickly. Members of the culture know what to expect, and they 
share core traits and values. The culture helps people work 
together well, because, as we previously established, 
homogeneous teams are more efficient due to the relative lack of 
conflicting viewpoints and approaches. But in the process, 
cultures can exclude important styles and individuals. And this 



  

 

inhibits growth. So knowing what your culture or personality is 
can be quite helpful. 

In some cases, as with the previous example, the leadership 
of an organization can define the culture. But more often, the 
organization’s industry is an influential determinant of its overall 
personality. For example, artistic and creative organizations may 
be more diamond-like, while engineering companies may be 
more spade-like. Nonprofits might be heart-like while a large 
manufacturing company might be club-like. But these 
generalizations do not always prove to be true. 

Determining a Company’s Personality 

One might think that a company’s personality is the aggregate of 
the personality styles. As it turns out, this too is not always true. 
Assessing the personalities of all employees does not necessarily 
lead to an assessment of the company’s personality. Some 
organizations I work with have a nice balance of all four styles. 
One petrochemical company I worked with had an equal 
distribution of the styles, but a clear “spade” corporate culture 
dominated. An engineering company that has a spade culture is 
not surprising. That could be expected given the nature of the 
engineering field. So, yes, sometimes you can guess the culture 
based on the industry. But this is not always 100 percent accurate 
or even insightful. 

Instead, a more accurate method of determining an 
organization’s overall personality is to identify what is “valued.” 
That is, what do the leaders value, and what do the employees 
think is valued? The Personality Poker cards can assist with this. 
Here is a simple method for determining your company’s 



  

 

personality: 
Instead of asking which words best describe you, ask which 

words best describe the attributes that are valued in your 
organization. Is being analytical valued more than being 
empathetic? Is being creative valued more than being results 
oriented? 

To do this, you can either ask a cross-section of the 
employees what they think, or better yet, poll the leadership 
team. The CEO and top executives typically set the tone for the 
organization. 

Given that the words on the cards are primarily adjectives, 
the participants must (in their mind) convert them into behaviors. 
For example, “organized” might translate into “Someone who is 
good at organizing,” and so on. 

Ask the participants . . . 

• LEADERS: Which attributes do you value most in 
the employees of your organization? Which 
attributes do you value least? Which attributes do 
you think are most critical for the success of your 
business? 

• EMPLOYEES: Which attributes do you think the 
company/leadership values most? Which attributes 
do you think are valued least? 

Once you understand your corporate personality, you can 
then begin to find levers for growing your business. The key is to 
recognize that when a company has a dominant style or suit (and 
most do), it’s important for that company to nurture the 
complementary/opposite suits. Spade cultures need to nurture the 
hearts. And diamond cultures need to nurture the clubs. 



  

 

Because it’s human nature for leaders to select a balance of 
styles and appear politically correct, it’s important to get them to 
choose the one or two suits that best represent their honest 
beliefs. What do they value most? What do they truly value 
least? On the other hand, employees tend to be a bit more 
forthcoming with their opinions as they are the recipients of the 
leadership’s decisions. 

In a classic article published in 1988, M. J. Kirton and R. 
M. McCarthy from the Occupational Research Centre in the 
United Kingdom wrote about how each organization has its own 
“cognitive climate,” the rough equivalent of the culture or 
personality. They noted that the optimal cognitive climate is 
expected to vary depending on the nature of the job the group 
faces, and the cognitive climate might fluctuate over time as 
market conditions change. The problem arises when a small 
minority of group members feel their abilities and styles are too 
different from the cognitive climate of the organization and—
here’s the important part—that they are not valued for those 
differences. Kirton and McCarthy note that these are the 
individuals who are most likely to leave the organization. The 
result is a more homogeneous cognitive climate that makes the 
remaining workers feel comfortable, but also stifles innovation. 

This same dynamic works on the team level. If too many 
members on a team are of one style, it may feel less safe for 
“minority” styles to voice their opinions. Unless those in the 
minority have a high level of confidence, they may suppress 
their thoughts, resulting in increasing resentment toward the 
team. This perpetuates homogeneous thinking, even where a 
team has some level of diversity. 

To maximize your growth potential, it is critical that you 
have all of the styles working with your organization in some 



  

 

capacity, even if it results in creative tension—in fact, that’s 
what you should be aiming for. 

Sometimes, if your company has a particularly strong 
corporate personality, you could benefit greatly from 
collaborating with organizations that have different and 
complementary styles. For example, if yours is an engineering 
company with a strong spade/club personality, you may want to 
partner with organizations that are creative diamonds (e.g., 
branding, advertising, design companies) and relationship-
oriented hearts (e.g., sales organizations and social networks). 

The key is to make sure you have the right people in the 
right roles. And this means, at some level, recruiting and 
retaining a good balance of styles. 

Recruiting: Why We Hire and Retain the 
Wrong People 

Do opposites attract? Although pop psychologists want us to 
believe this is true, there is incontrovertible evidence suggesting 
the contrary. When it comes to interpersonal relationships, we 
are in fact attracted to people who are like us. 

Psychologists have extensively documented the power of 
similarity when it comes to liking other people. In general, we 
tend to like those individuals the most who seem the most 
similar to us. When individuals are hiring on behalf of an 
organization, they typically hire based on competency and 
chemistry. Yes, the skills of a potential new hire are important, 
but it’s deemed just as important that they fit the mold of the 
organization. We want people who fit in; in short, we want 
people who are like us. Unfortunately, when recruiting this way, 



  

 

we create organizations that are wildly out of balance (that is, too 
many people of one suit) and typically get worse over time. 

Engineering companies can lack soul because they do not 
hire as many relationship-oriented people. Traditional big 
businesses tend to have an action- and plan-driven culture to 
enable the company to hit quarterly earnings, so little attention is 
paid to hiring creative individuals. Advertising and creative 
industries often ignore hiring “planners” because those 
individuals may be viewed as being limiting and restrictive in 
their approach. And people-dominated organizations, such as 
many nonprofits, frequently do a poor job of dealing with 
business fundamentals because the potential employees who 
could help the most in that area are seen as less attractive 
candidates during the hiring process. 

In essence, we may become too efficient at hiring 
individuals who “feel right” for the organization, and perhaps 
stifle innovation as a result. This may be especially true if the 
focus of hiring is on individual tasks and achievement. In an 
interview in Harvard Business Review, noted organizational 
psychologist J. Richard Hackman had this to say about hiring 
and subsequent team performance: “Perversely, the 
organizations with the best human resource departments often do 
things that are completely at odds with good team behavior. 
That’s because HR departments tend to put in place systems that 
are really good at guiding, directing, and correcting individual 
behavior.” And these individual behaviors tend to be defined by 
the cultural norms. Of course, the skills, abilities, and 
personalities needed for an optimal team often are not the same 
as what makes for a highly competent individual. 

All of this supports the hiring-in-pairs concept described in 
chapter 4. When hiring a club, hire a diamond at the same time. 



  

 

When hiring a heart, hire a spade. This helps build some level of 
balance into the organization as part of the recruiting process. 

But you can’t stop there. Attracting and hiring people is 
only the first step. In order to maintain some level of balance, 
you need to make sure that you retain the outliers in your 
organization. In order to do this, you need to recognize that 
people are motivated by different things. That is, different things 
make individuals “happy at work.” 

Retaining Employees: The Secrets to a Happy 
Workplace 

Copenhagen is one of the happiest places on earth, with some of 
the happiest people. In fact Denmark allegedly is home to the 
happiness people on the planet; by comparison, the United States 
routinely ranks farther down the list, coming in at around 
twenty-third in the world on the happiness meter. And Alexander 
Kjerulf is well known throughout that country as the guru on 
happiness in the workplace. His first book was called Happy 
Hour Is 9 to 5. It discussed specific tactics organizations can use 
to create an environment of happiness at work. 

Alex and his team have been using Personality Poker in 
Denmark for quite some time as a tool for creating happiness in 
the workplace. In fact, it has proven so successful that we 
developed a Danish translation of the cards. The following 
section on retaining employees was written by Alexander 
Kjerulf: 

There are two distinct things that make people happy 
at work: results and relationships. Some people are 



  

 

happiest when they are producing results for the 
organization. And others are happiest when they are 
making connections and relationships within and 
outside of the organization. The Personality Poker 
cards are a perfect tool as they map nicely to these 
motivations. The black cards are mostly focused on 
results while the red cards are mainly focused on 
relationships. 

There is an activity I like to do with my clients. 
After people get the perfect hand, I have those with 
primarily black cards go to the left side of the room 
while those with the mostly red cards go to the right 
side of the room. I use black versus red rather than the 
four suits because it maps to the two motivators 
(results and relationships), and because it is simpler. 
With the colors, each participant is guaranteed to have 
a majority of one color, so there is no room for 
ambiguity. I’ll say, “If you have a majority of black 
cards, sit there. If you have a majority of red cards, sit 
there. If you have an equal number of red and black 
cards, something is terribly wrong.” [I joked with Alex 
that if someone had an equal number of red and black 
cards, it probably means they were a diamond because 
diamonds are less likely to follow directions.] 

Once everyone is on their side of the room, I then 
have them put up their hands if they have four or five 
black or red cards. You’ll see people nodding and 
pointing at others on the other side of the room. 
They’ll say things like, “Yeah, he’s on that side of the 
room for good reason.” Although most people could 
accurately peg others, occasionally there are 



  

 

surprises. There are people who are not sitting where 
you expect them to be. In these situations, most likely 
what you are observing are their learned/adapted 
styles rather than their preferred styles. They may act 
one way, but feel a different way inside. 

The big a-ha is that for some people, getting 
results in the workplace is what matters most. These 
individuals are those who are holding the black cards. 
If they are reaching goals, meeting budgets, and 
selling more than the target, they are happy. However, 
for other people, those things don’t really matter. It’s 
not what makes them tick. They are about the 
experience, the relationships, and the people. 

The key insight from Personality Poker is the realization 
that everyone else is not like you. 

This perspective is nicely illustrated by Middelfart 
Sparekasse, a small Danish bank with a couple hundred 
employees that was voted happiest workplace in Denmark three 
times. The happiest workplace in the happiest country. Their 
philosophy is that “the only way to treat everyone the same is to 
treat everyone differently.” A simple example comes from a time 
when one employee, whose husband died after a prolonged 
disease, was back at work three days later. This was what she 
needed. Going to work actually helped. Another employee in a 
similar situation took an entire month off. They have no written 
policies regarding this. It does not say anywhere in the employee 
handbook how many days you get off. You get what you need 
because everyone is different. Their philosophy is the opposite of 
the Golden Rule, which is often interpreted as, “Treat others as 
you want to be treated.” In fact, within the bank, there are very 



  

 

few rules. The primary rule is to “treat others as they would like 
to be treated.” When I asked Hans Erik Brønserud, the bank’s 
CEO, how this works in practice, he said, “You cannot read 
anything about it anywhere. It has been a part of the culture in 
the bank for nearly twenty years, and daily training has given 
everybody the knowledge about the meaning of the words. And 
everybody accepts it, because someday you are the one who 
needs to be treated differently.” Clearly, it is truly part of their 
DNA. 

Praise Others for What They Value and Cater 
to Their Style—Not Yours 

One way to treat others as they would like to be treated is to 
recognize that everyone receives feedback differently. When you 
give people recognition for a job well done, give it to them based 
on their style. Knowing that I’m a diamond, Alex demonstrated 
one way of giving praise to me. “Steve,” he said, “I really like 
the way you ran this project. You did everything by the book. 
You followed the process the whole way.” Alex suggested that 
although this was good and specific praise, it would probably 
mean nothing to me because I was not being recognized for what 
I value. He was correct. If I received feedback like that I would 
be left feeling flat. He then tried a different type of praise. 
“Steve,” he said, “you did a fantastic job coming up with a 
totally new concept that no one else would ever have thought 
of.” Now that is praise that matters to me. 

People tend to praise others on what is important to the 
praise-giver. That doesn’t work very well. Instead, tailor your 
praise to the style of the recipient. Praise according to what is 



  

 

important to them. 
Praise a club for coming up with a plan, staying with the 

plan, and getting things done right. Praise the spades for having a 
complete grasp of the facts and for knowing exactly what is 
going on. Praise the hearts for caring about others and for 
knowing exactly what is going on inside the heads of others. And 
praise the diamonds for the cool new stuff they do. 

Alex, in his sessions, brings this to life with a simple 
exercise by giving people a chance to practice. He explains the 
four suits and then gets people to pair up. Everyone is to imagine 
that they just left a wildly successful meeting. They are then to 
imagine that their partner was the event organizer and that they 
should offer them praise. In the first scenario, he has everyone 
imagine that their partner is a club. How would you praise them 
for a good meeting? You would say something like, “We got 
through the whole agenda with time to spare. We made some 
great decisions. Everything is organized. We had a plan.” Then 
he would have them switch. After each individual offers praise, 
they were then to imagine that their partner was a heart. Praise 
them for running a good meeting. Alex suggested you might say 
something like, “What a meeting! Everyone could express 
themselves. There was a really good mood in the room. People 
enjoyed themselves. And the cake you brought was amazing.” 
You get the idea. Try it out with your team. 

The point is, feedback is an important part of the 
professional development and innovation process. You will be 
more effective if you provide feedback that is pertinent to the 
style of the other individual. 

Tailor Greetings and Salutations 



  

 

According to Styles 

Alex also believes that happiness at work is expressed in the way 
that people say hello to one another. But again, each style greets 
others differently. Here’s a simple exercise that he does with his 
audiences: 

I start by having everyone imagine that each person in 
the room is a spade—in particular a low spade. I ask 
them to say good morning to three other people in the 
room. I suggest that you don’t hug a spade. They 
wouldn’t like that. They are more proper. Maybe a bit 
more subdued. “Hello. Good morning. How are you? 
Did you have a good weekend?” Then I have everyone 
imagine that everyone in the room is a heart—in 
particular a high heart—the opposite of a low spade. 
When I do this, the room gets loud and boisterous. 
There is hugging and high fives. You hear the word 
“awesome” used a lot. Even personal interactions 
with individuals should address preferred styles. 

Happiness at work happens when you are allowed 
to be yourself. In most organizations, you aren’t 
allowed to be yourself. You need to put on a mask of 
professionalism. But the cards allow you to discover 
yourself and those around you. 

When employees are a suit that is opposite that of the 
organization, they may feel frustrated and wonder if they fit in. 
For example, in companies that are club-dominant, the diamonds 
often feel ostracized and leave. Gordon MacKenzie’s insightful 
book Orbiting the Giant Hairball describes this phenomenon. 

A company’s personality may lead the organization to use a 



  

 

one-size-fits-all strategy for recruiting, motivating, praising, and 
retaining individuals. But in doing this you attract the “wrong” 
people and tend to lose the people who do not fit the mold. 
Having a well-balanced team means going out of your way to 
treat everyone like an individual and to value them for their 
individual contributions based on their preferred style. 

Getting the Right Leadership 

If you have the right people on your team, you still need to make 
sure you have the right leadership. Without someone at the helm 
making sure the business is moving in the right direction, your 
innovation efforts will fall apart. Innovation is typically led from 
the top. 

But what does it take to be a good leader in the world of 
innovation? 

I like to joke that if the leader of your organization is a red, 
your business may end up in the red. Although I say it a bit 
tongue in cheek, there is some truth to it. 

Take, for example, a business unit of a Fortune 100 
company that was struggling to grow. People within this division 
were frustrated. It seemed as though nothing ever got done. 
Although there were many new ideas, implementation never 
seemed to materialize. And the parent company was equally 
frustrated with the team’s performance. They questioned whether 
they had the right individuals necessary to get the job done. 

At a one-day off-site meeting, we started with a game of 
Personality Poker. The seventy-five people fell nicely into all 
four quadrants. It appeared that they had a balanced team. Of 
course, as you have learned, this does not tell us if the right 



  

 

people are in the right roles. 
During the presentation of the interpretation section, I told 

my usual joke: “If the person leading your organization is a red, 
then the business may end up in the red.” This received a lot of 
nervous laughter. I quickly discovered that the two co-leads of 
this division were a heart and a diamond. 

During the first break, several people approached me. They 
all had the same story. “Steve, this explains why our division is 
struggling. We have great people, but our leaders are only 
interested in generating new ideas and making sure people are 
happy. They never make any decisions. And worse, they rarely 
take actions to move ideas forward. We are all frustrated.” 

In this situation, a change in leadership was not necessary. 
The two leaders were competent. Instead, additional leadership 
was needed. A third, and slightly more senior person was added 
to the leadership team. This person was a strong club. She 
managed to define the outcomes and processes necessary for the 
team to be successful. Each individual, including the leaders, 
focused on their strong suit. In the end, this division was able to 
introduce more innovation in six months than it had in the 
previous eighteen. 

Hire in Pairs, Lead in Pairs 

Just as you hire in pairs, it is also useful at times to lead in pairs. 
I remember one early project with Accenture. I was leading 

a large team and had a very large budget. I chose John, a high 
heart, as my co-leader. He and I got along incredibly well. And, 
for the most part, the team loved working with us. We were fun, 
engaging, and motivating. But admittedly we never got any work 



  

 

done. We were a total failure. We got caught up in the novelty of 
our work. We tried to appease everyone, yet satisfied no one. 
The clubs, in particular, were frustrated because it seemed we 
were running by the seat of our pants. In reality, we were. 

Contrast that with my next project. Learning from that 
failure, I brought in a low club as my wingman on the team. He 
was in my face on nearly a daily basis, forcing me to stay on 
plan and budget. Although not always a pleasant experience for 
either of us, it was one of the most successful projects I’ve ever 
worked on. In fact, it was one of the most successful initiatives 
of the firm, one people still talk about nearly fifteen years later. 
Now that I have spent many years understanding these types of 
interactions, I am able to work with my opposite and enjoy it, as 
I fully appreciate their contribution. 

Nille Skalts calls this paired leadership style “anti-
mirroring.” While working with a Danish theater, she created a 
dual management team. They were deliberately set up in such a 
way that they would be unable to mirror themselves. That is, 
their styles were completely different. One was a stand-up 
comedian and the other holds a master’s degree in public 
administration. A red card co-leading with a black card. 

One of the reasons for the dot-com bust was that too many 
diamonds were launching creative, yet impractical businesses. 
They got caught up in the idea but didn’t drive their businesses 
enough with data, processes, and goals. Had they done this, 
through the help of a co-leader who was a spade or a club, many 
more companies would have survived. Or maybe they would not 
have been started in the first place. 

The dot-com example raises an interesting point. Over time, 
companies change and the culture changes. As a result, its 
leadership cannot be static. As a company grows, sometimes the 



  

 

leadership styles need to evolve. 
During the early start-up stages of a company, quite often 

the business is the result of a smart person with an idea. The 
“seed” for a business can start with any style. It might be a new 
technology developed by a spade in MIT’s laboratories. It could 
be a creative diamond who has a new idea. It might be a heart 
who wants to solve a pressing social problem, but does not yet 
have the solution. Or it could be a competitive club who is 
always looking for the next idea. Regardless of the seed, the 
individual with the idea is not always the one who brings that 
idea to market. Launching a business requires very different 
skills—and styles—from those used to initially develop the idea. 
It is for this reason that we often see a diamond taking the helm 
and moving forward in these new ventures. These high-energy, 
creative individuals are a perfect fit with the needs of a small, 
fast-moving organization. If not a diamond, it is usually a high-
card individual whose extroverted style allows them to make 
things happen. 

But as the company matures and grows, structure and 
consistent results become more critical. At this point, we find 
that successful organizations often migrate to a club leader 
(typically a high club) who can help scale the company to greater 
heights. 

This is supported by research. In the Journal of 
Management Studies, Don Lee from Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University and Eric Tsang from Nanyang Technological 
University found that although entrepreneurs were typically 
extroverted (high cards), this personality trait was not what drove 
ultimate organizational growth. Even though relatively 
extroverted entrepreneurs used a wider range of business 
contacts, they were in fact less likely to have a partner or 



  

 

partners. In the end, the best predictor of profit growth proved to 
be the entrepreneurs’ previous managerial experience. Those 
entrepreneurs who had more such experience, regardless of 
whether this experience was in the same industry, had the 
greatest level of growth. Managerial experience is typically the 
domain of the club, as that is what they do best and what they 
enjoy the most. 

Unfortunately, as companies grow, they often lose their 
creative spirit. The club culture begins to dominate and 
innovation can be stifled. 

To address this concern, some companies establish small 
innovation incubators—small companies within the company. 
Here, once again, the diamonds play a critical leadership role. 
These autonomous incubators operate differently and separately 
from the rest of the business. Timelines aren’t rushed. Ideas are 
allowed to simmer until they are ready to be introduced into the 
rest of the organization. Their measurement systems and 
incentive structures are different. They are basically run as small 
start-up companies. 

Innovation incubators can play an important role within an 
organization. But incubators typically are not equipped to 
commercialize their ideas, so there needs to be a mechanism to 
take these incubated ideas and bring them into the core of the 
business. A liaison between the traditional R&D group and the 
incubator can help facilitate this process. 

However, in some circles, “incubator” is a dirty word. The 
belief is that innovation should be part of the DNA of everyone, 
not just a small, select group. Jeff Weedman, vice president of 
external business development at Procter & Gamble, once said, 
“For Procter & Gamble, innovation is our lifeblood. Our senior 
management says it, repeats it, and our organization lives it. A 



  

 

lot of times, I hear about organizations that have set up 
innovation incubators. At P&G, we’ve clearly set the tone that 
innovation is everybody’s work. When you do that, you not only 
have people looking at the work that they do, but they’re also 
more receptive to ideas coming from other places, whether it’s 
inside P&G, or outside P&G.” 

Change Yourself; Change Your World 

After years of working in the innovation space, I have learned 
one thing: there are no right answers, there are no one-size-fits-
all solutions, and there is no silver bullet. In the end, the best 
solution is the one that works for your organization. 

Organizations are composed of people, each with his or her 
own desires and motivations. Change takes place one person at a 
time. And the best place to start is with you. As the English 
writer Aldous Huxley once said, “I wanted to change the world. 
But I have found that the only thing one can be sure of changing 
is oneself.” 

It can be tempting, when first getting your hands on 
Personality Poker, to use it to fix others. You might be thinking, 
“Hey, maybe this will explain to me why my coworker annoys 
me so much.” But remember, whatever the results, the key is to 
learn to improve yourself, and to understand others without 
trying to change them. 

If you understand your strong suit and innovation style, it 
will help you better understand how you can contribute as much 
as possible to your company, to your relationships, and to every 
aspect of your life. 

When you understand and appreciate the styles of others, 



  

 

you can communicate with them the way they want to be 
communicated with. This will make interactions easier and more 
pleasant. Instead of being frustrated by the differences that exist 
between you and others, you can appreciate them. You can value 
how those differences may in fact contribute to your own 
success. 

By focusing on changing your own beliefs, you will be 
amazed to see how much of the world around you changes. I can 
assure you that you will be more successful. You will feel less 
stress. And maybe most important of all, you will be happier. 



  

 

Part V 

Upping the Ante: Style-
Specific Additional 

Information 





  

 

Chapter 9 

For Spades: Testing the 
Unconscious Mind 

Many spades love analytical subjects, including science, so in 
this chapter I provide some fascinating research into the deepest 
recesses of the mind. 

Chapter 1 introduced the idea of testing the “conscious 
mind” (sometimes referred to as the explicit, aware, or controlled 
mind) and the “unconscious mind” (sometimes referred to as the 
implicit, unaware, or automatic mind). 

The Personality Poker cards are a great tool for assessing 
conscious preferences related to personality styles. But testing 
unconscious preferences requires a more sophisticated tool 
called the Implicit Association Test (IAT). Since researchers at 
Harvard University created this concept, I decided to engage the 
services of Andrew Scott Baron, a researcher there, to create a 
customized Personality Poker IAT. 

How Are You Biased? 

The IAT measures “implicit social cognition,” the unconscious 
biases we have in the form of stereotypes and attitudes that we 
are unaware of but that can still alter our behaviors. By 



  

 

understanding the biases we have for and against particular 
personality attributes, we can better understand our own true 
motivations and behaviors. For example, are you biased for or 
against planning? Analytical thinking? Freethinking? Emotional 
concepts? 

Unlike the cards and nearly every other personality test, the 
Implicit Association Test is a computer-based assessment tool 
that measures reaction times. With most personality tests, there 
is no right or wrong response to a question. They only want to 
know your preferences. The IAT is different. With the IAT there 
are correct and incorrect answers to each question. And the 
correct answer is always obvious. The computer measures both 
reaction time (speed) and accuracy. It is designed to measure the 
relative strength of associations between paired concepts. 

During a typical IAT, participants use two response keys to 
classify images that appear in the form of pictures or words into 
two pairs of categories. The first category pair concerns 
evaluative concepts, such as good (which appears in the upper 
left corner of the screen) and bad (which appears in the upper 
right corner). Any time a good image or word appears in the 
middle of the screen (e.g., happy, nice, pleasant, etc.) the left 
button is pressed. And any time a bad image appears (e.g., 
terrible, awful, violence, etc.) the right button is pressed. This 
task is so simple that even children as young as five can do this, 
as well as individuals who have never previously seen a 
computer. 

The second category pair concerns a target concept. This is 
what you are testing to see if you have a bias. An example target 
concept might be ice cream with two potential categories being 
chocolate and vanilla. Any time a picture of chocolate ice cream 
appears in the middle of the screen, one button is pressed, while 



  

 

any time a picture 
of vanilla ice 
cream appears, the 
other response 
button is pressed. 

Participants view images/words that appear one at a time and 

are instructed to press the appropriate button to categorize 

that image. A) Here, the correct response is to press the 

button associated with the category good—the left button. B) 

Here, the correct response is to press the button associated 

with the category vanilla—the right button. 

Each time you go through this exercise, the computer is 
measuring your response time in milliseconds. 

Then the trial moves to paired matches. For half the trials, 
the evaluative category (good/bad) and a target category 
(chocolate/vanilla) share one response key. For example, the left 
button is associated with “good” and “chocolate.” If an image 
from either of these categories appears, the left key should be 
pressed. Concurrently, the right button is associated with an 
image/word from the remaining evaluative and target categories, 
in this case “bad” and “vanilla.” 

Here, 

participants use 

keys to categorize 

words/images 

from four 

categories. A) 

The correct response is to press the button associated with the 

categories chocolate and good—the left button. B) The correct 



  

 

response is to press the button associated with the categories 

vanilla and bad—the right button. 

For the second half of the trials, the associated response key 
for the two target categories is reversed. So now good is 
associated with vanilla (left key) and bad is associated with 
chocolate (right key). Participants should now press the left key 
in response to stimuli from an evaluative category (good) and the 
alternate target category (vanilla), and press the right key in 
response to stimuli from the remaining two categories (bad and 
chocolate). Participants are instructed throughout to respond 
quickly yet accurately. 

Now the categories vanilla and 
good share the same response key while 
the categories chocolate and bad share a 
second response key. 

The logic of this test is remarkably 
simple. Participants should be faster and more accurate to 
respond when two strongly associated concepts share a single 
response key. 

Here’s how it works (and this gets a bit technical). The 
closer two concepts are associated with each other, the faster 
each concept will be to prime (or activate) the other concept. As 
such, the closer these concepts are associated, the easier it will 
be for participants to group these two concepts as “things of a 
kind,” similar to forming a superordinate category. Thus, rather 
than thinking about categorizing along two dimensions (e.g., 
chocolate and good), to the extent participants associate these 
two concepts in their mind, the easier it will be for them to think 
about this task in terms of categorizing along one dimension 
(referred to as a “superordinate” category), good-tasting ice 
cream or “good stuff.” 



  

 

Let’s make it a bit clearer with an example. Imagine that 
you are taking the test. If you have a strong preference for 
chocolate ice cream, as I do, then it should be easier (measured 
by faster and more accurate responses) to respond when the 
categories chocolate and good share the same response key. Any 
time you see something you like, you press the left button, and 
any time you see something you don’t like, you press the right 
button. 

But during the second trial when the “good” words are 
associated with vanilla ice cream, if you have a preference for 
chocolate ice cream, it requires more conscious thought to 
answer correctly. This slows down your response time and 
makes you prone to more errors. 

Therefore, if you unconsciously prefer chocolate over 
vanilla, you would respond faster and more accurately when 
“good” and “chocolate” are paired than when “good” and 
“vanilla” are together. 

State of the Art: Using the IAT to Measure 
Implicit Social Cognition 

Since the first published study of the IAT, over two hundred 
peer-reviewed articles have made use of this measure to examine 
a variety of implicit constructs including attitudes, stereotypes, 
self-esteem, personality, and self-identity. The IAT has been 
adapted for use with solely auditory stimuli, with young 
children, and using just a paper and pencil. Over 11 million 
people have participated in these studies across forty countries. 

As a tool for measuring implicit social cognition, the IAT 
has received much attention for its simplicity of design, logic, 



  

 

and implementation. In just a few short minutes, the magnitude 
of a person’s implicit associations toward a particular pair of 
concepts can be reliably assessed. 

Research on implicit personality styles has examined the 
relationship between implicit and explicit beliefs about one’s 
personality. These studies have found that certain implicit and 
explicit measures of personality, while related, are nevertheless 
distinct self-assessments. In other words, people hold conscious 
and unconscious views of their personality style. And while 
sometimes these views converge, this is not always the case. 
What does this mean for personality assessment? These findings 
suggest that capturing your personality style requires 
understanding how both your conscious mind and your 
unconscious mind influence your behavior. 

What If My Explicit Personality Is Different from 
My Implicit? 

As mentioned earlier, the IAT measures the relative strength of 
association between different concepts. Research has revealed 
that differences in the magnitude of these associations correlate 
with differences in actual behavior. A recent meta-analysis of 
studies exploring the predictive validity of the IAT points to 
numerous cases in which the IAT actually does a better job of 
predicting behavior than other measures, specifically explicit 
measures of attitude or preference. 

What we take away from this body of research is that (a) the 
implicit measures of cognition do a better job of predicting 
nonverbal behavior, including decisions made under time 
pressure or with little time for more deliberative thought 



  

 

processes to operate, and (b) that explicit measures do a better 
job of predicting behaviors in situations where there are fewer 
concerns to manage the impression of others, where there is 
greater time to deliberate before executing decisions, and where 
there is greater anonymity in the decision-making process. 

Decisions made in the workplace most certainly involve 
environments that lend themselves to all of the conditions at one 
point or another. The take-home message from this work is 
obvious: the best way to understand and to predict behavior is to 
study explicit as well as implicit forms of cognition. What does 
this mean for understanding your personality style? We take 
these general findings about implicit and explicit reasoning to 
suggest that an individual might exhibit two different personality 
styles—one that’s conscious and one that’s unconscious. These 
two styles may be in alignment, but this certainly need not be the 
case. Thus a person might explicitly see herself as a diamond but 
implicitly see herself as a club. Is one style truer of you than the 
other? The answer is no. Both styles describe you, albeit in 
different circumstances, situations, conditions, and 
environments. Understanding how both our unconscious and 
conscious mind operate equips us with the ability to better 
predict how we’ll behave across these various circumstances. 

To try our Personality Poker IAT, go to 
personalitypoker.com. 



  

 

Chapter 10 

For Clubs: Implementing 
Personality Poker 

Clubs are typically the ones who want to know “how” to apply 
Personality Poker. Throughout the book I have provided specific 
steps for using the game. In this chapter I provide a few 
additional methods and thoughts for using the cards that go 
beyond the standard uses. 

How to Balance Your Meetings 

My favorite use comes from a client who decided to use the 
cards as a means of ensuring diverse meetings within their 
organization. This is important because, let’s face it, the biggest 
time-sinks in most companies are meetings. Teams have 
meetings about everything from brainstorming to status reports. 
But are the meetings being run properly? Are they headed up by 
the right people? Is the process as effective as it can be? Most 
important, do you have good meeting balance? 

That’s right: just as you need a balanced team with all four 
styles, you need a “full deck” of meetings. Although you do not 
necessarily need to have a perfect balance (25 percent of each), 
assessing where you stand is quite useful. 



  

 

Try the following. Whenever you have a meeting, 
determine the meeting type that corresponds to the style. 

• Spades: These are meetings where the primary 
purpose is the gathering or dissemination of 
information. Maybe you are reviewing competitor 
information or market analysis. Many marketing 
meetings that focus on the marketplace and data-
intensive customer insights are spade-driven 
meetings. 

• Diamonds: These are the typical brainstorming 
sessions. These are the meetings where you develop 
new ideas to solve problems. 

• Clubs: Status report meetings fall into this category. 
This is where you look at project progress, issues, 
and anything having to do with actions within the 
company. 

• Hearts: Some meetings are about people. It could be 
a “change management” conversation. It could be an 
employee satisfaction survey discussion. Or it could 
be about policies affecting people. 

When you categorize your meetings, it then gives you 
several useful tools for improving them: 

• Assign the meeting leader based on style: Once 
you know which style your meeting is, it makes 
sense to ensure that a person of that style leads that 
meeting. These individuals are best equipped to run 
the meeting on topic and keep it on topic. However, 
this does not mean that only those styles should 



  

 

participate in the meetings. It just means that the 
primary style is typically in charge. 

• Balance the number of each type of meeting: You 
will see how many of each style meeting you are 
holding. If your organization is like most, you will 
be spending a majority of your meeting time on 
“black” card topics—status reports and fact 
gathering. This is natural because most companies 
are spade- and club-dominant. Creative companies 
may suffer from the opposite problem of having too 
many “red” card topics. This is an opportunity to 
balance your meetings. Although it does not need to 
be a one-for-one balance, you might want one 
brainstorming session for every two status meetings. 

• Sequence the meetings to align with the 
innovation process: The scheduling of meetings 
may be improved so that they follow the innovation 
process—spades (define the challenge), diamonds 
(generate solutions), clubs (plan and execute), and 
hearts (engage hearts and minds). If you hold fact-
driven discussions before brainstorming, your ideas 
will have increased market relevance. If you hold 
process-oriented planning and status meetings after 
you develop the new ideas, you will have a higher 
degree of success in the implementation of the new 
ideas. Heart-related meetings can—and should—
help at any time. People are a critical component of 
any innovation effort. 

• Balance the structure of individual meetings: 
Sometimes it makes sense to balance the structure of 
an individual meeting. This is especially useful for 



  

 

longer conferences. For these larger events, make 
sure that the agenda contains all four types over the 
course of the day or two days. You may even want 
to use the sequencing structure described in the 
previous bullet. Start with the hearts (the equivalent 
of Phase 0 of the innovation process) in order to 
engage the audience and get them involved. For 
example, start with a video that speaks to the core 
values of the company. Or engage people in a fast-
moving activity like Personality Poker. Once the 
energy level is high, you can then lead into data 
(spades). This is where you share the industry 
update, competitive analysis, and the state of the 
market. You may also want to use this time to 
clearly define a challenge that needs to be solved. 
Although this tends to drive energy levels down a 
bit, it provides useful context for the high-energy 
brainstorming that follows (diamonds). This creative 
piece of the schedule can be used to find solutions to 
the challenge, to train people on how to think 
differently, or can involve a creative competition. If 
the output of this brainstorming results in any new 
thoughts, the next logical step is to define the action 
plan (clubs) to take those ideas and move them 
forward. Define who will do what, and by when. 
Finally, close with another heart or high-diamond 
activity to end the meeting with a bang. 

How does this work in reality? 
One company that uses Personality Poker is a small 

manufacturer in a commoditized industry. Their focus has 



  

 

traditionally been on hitting production deadlines. Margins are 
razor thin and any slippage in schedule is costly. When they 
assessed their meetings using the different styles, they realized 
that over 90 percent of them were focused on the production 
schedule: a club-like status meeting. They also discovered that 
there were no diamond-like creativity sessions. To combat 
increasing competitive pressures, they began to shift their focus 
more toward innovation and brainstorming in order to help the 
business grow. Every meeting is now categorized by type, and an 
individual with the appropriate style leads each meeting. 
Although 50 to 60 percent of their meetings are still focused on 
production (clubs), now about 20 percent of their meeting time is 
spent on brainstorming (diamonds), with the remainder split 
between heart- and spade-like meetings. Although they don’t 
formally keep track of how meeting time is spent, the executive 
team uses this as a rule of thumb to help ensure a continued 
focus on all matters that affect the business. 

Making Your Style Visible to Others 

Personality Poker is a fun activity. And yes, it can be a great 
icebreaker and team-building activity. But the real value comes 
when it’s used as a tool for rethinking innovation within your 
organization. To do this, we find it helpful for everyone to have a 
display that shows his or her style along with other useful 
information. This helps speed up the process. 

• Have the people in your organization choose their 
favorite cards (all five if they are a good fit). It 
doesn’t matter if they aren’t all the same suit. 



  

 

• Have each person attach their cards to a sheet of 
paper that describes their style in more detail (see 
“Style Description Sheet” below). Have them post 
this outside their cubicle or on their desk. Ideally the 
paper should be visible to them and others. 

• Review everyone’s role and incorporate the style 
into the annual review process. Reassess everyone’s 
role to make sure they are playing to their strong 
suit. Add subjective measures that incorporate this 
concept. 

It is important that you first build broad appreciation for the 
different styles throughout the organization before having people 
publicly share their style. You can learn about this in chapter 6. 
If you don’t, there is the potential for misuse of this concept. If 
an individual is “branded” with as a style that is undervalued by 
a team or organization, there could be negative repercussions. 

Style Description Sheet 

The Style Description Sheet is used to help explain your 
preferred style to others you work with. Feel free to expand this 
with additional information. 
 
My cards (attach your cards here): 
 
My preferred style (suit): 
__________________________________________ 
My secondary style(s): 
____________________________________________ 



  

 

The style that can help me the most (opposite): 
_______________________ 
My style when I become stressed: 
__________________________________ 
What I like to do most:  
____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________ 
What I like to do least:  
____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________



  

 

Chapter 11 

For Diamonds: Enhancing Your 
Creativity 

Diamonds love new experiences and fresh ideas. In this chapter 
you will find, among other things, an experience that will help 
you develop new concepts. You will find new insights on 
creative thinking. In particular, you will gain a deeper 
understanding of the difference between dot thinking (based on 
expertise) and line thinking (based on insights). 

In general, line thinkers tend to be more creative. The 
reason is that dot thinkers base their solutions on expertise. And 
quite often, that expertise can be the enemy of creative thinking. 

To illustrate this point, here is a simple analogy. Think 
about the last time you lost your keys. You probably searched 
your pockets with no luck. Next you retraced your steps to see if 
you left them on the sofa, next to a chair, on the bed, or under 
dirty laundry. You started pulling out the cushions from your 
sofa. You opened drawers. And voilà, after forty-five minutes of 
searching, you found your keys. And what did you inevitably say 
to yourself? “Can you believe it? They were in the last place I 
looked.” Well, of course. Who finds something and then 
continues to look for it? The same thing is true when looking for 
a solution to a problem. Once your brain finds what it thinks is 
the best solution, it stops looking. Where do you look for these 



  

 

solutions? You tend to look into your memory banks for what 
has worked in the past. And for those of you who are experts, I’ll 
bet you find an “answer” quite quickly. Unfortunately, your 
solution might not be new, innovative, or even good. 

What you must learn to do is train your brain to keep 
looking, even when you have found an answer. This is where 
line thinking is useful. 

Let’s start with a quick experiment that will give you a 
deeper understanding of the difference between dot thinking and 
line thinking. It is based on a creative problem-solving technique 
I teach my clients. 

Imagine for a moment I am holding a brick. It’s an ordinary 
brick used in making a house. The question is, “What are all of 
the different ways in which you can use a brick?” You can 
brainstorm a list by yourself or with a friend. You may develop a 
list like the following: 

• Put the brick under the wheels of a car to prevent it 
from rolling backward 

• Put the brick in the toilet’s tank to reduce the amount 
of water that is used while flushing 

• Use the brick as a replacement for the remote control 
when you can’t find it; throw it at the TV to turn it 
off 

It doesn’t matter what ideas you develop. Just think freely. 
Allow yourself about a minute to develop solutions. 

Most likely, the way you developed the solution was by 
looking at the brick and considering its attributes. It’s rough, it’s 
heavy, and it’s dangerous. When I ask groups this question, the 
solutions range from using it as a paperweight to using it as a 



  

 

weapon. 
When polling a group for answers, we find that most people 

develop very similar ideas. The range of creativity is limited. 

Now, let’s do the same activity again, but with a twist. The 
question is the same: “What are all of the different ways in 
which you can use a brick?” But this time, instead of looking at 
the attributes of the brick, I want you to think of something 
totally random and find ways of using a brick for that. 

For example, if the random item were “the body,” think of 
all the ways of using a brick on the body. You could: 

• Use it as a weight to build up your biceps 
• Use it as a loofah replacement to slough off dead and 

rough skin cells 
• Balance it on your head to improve your posture 
• A short guy (like me) could use it on the bottoms of 

the shoes to increase his height 

The first way—looking at the attributes of a brick—
represents the way the more logical black cards tend to think. 
They look at a problem and analyze/deduce solutions based on 
past knowledge and facts about the problem at hand. 

The second way—to find random uses—represents the way 
that the more relational red cards tend to think. They look for 



  

 

connections between ideas, experiences, and people. 
When polling a group after this second activity, we find a 

wide range of diverse thinking. There is typically very little 
overlap with the ideas generated in the first version. 

After doing the brick exercise with an audience, I always 
ask, “Which approach led to solutions that were more creative? 
This does not necessarily mean that it was easier or that you 
developed more solutions. But it means that the solutions you 
did come up with felt more breakthrough in nature.” 

After performing this activity with over a quarter million 
people, I have found that audiences consistently respond that the 
second way—the “random” connection approach—led to more 
creative solutions. In fact, between 75 percent and 95 percent of 
audience members choose this method. This is not surprising 
because in some respects this approach reflects the true 
definition of creativity. 

I love this quote from Steve Jobs: “Creativity is just having 
enough dots to connect . . . experiences and synthesize new 
things. The reason creative people are able to do that is that 
they’ve had more experiences or have thought more about their 
experiences than other people.” 

The first method—looking at the attributes of the brick—is 
the “dot” method. It is a rational approach to creativity. The 
second method—connecting to something random—is the “line” 
method. It is the relational approach to creativity. 

I often use this simple technique to help stimulate new 
thinking with teams. One form of “random dots” is to look for 
analogies. Look outside your industry to find someone who has 
already done what you want to do. 

One example of this comes from Quill, a division of 
Staples, the office supply company. The company wanted to find 



  

 

a better way of getting people to return their used toner 
cartridges. To find a solution, they asked the question, “Who else 
has solved this problem? Who sends you something and is 
guaranteed that you will send it back?” The first response was 
the IRS. But the next response was Netflix. They send you a 
DVD. You can keep it as long as you want. When you are done 
you return it and get another one. They quickly realized that such 
a model would guarantee a 100 percent return rate on empty 
cartridges while simplifying the reorder process for customers. 
This was a solution that had not previously been considered. 

But there are times when you can get ideas by connecting 
dots within your organization. For example, GlaxoSmithKline 
(GSK), the UK-based pharmaceutical and consumer goods 
company, created a new toothpaste by looking at different 
product lines. Their Aquafresh Iso-Active toothpaste borrowed 
an idea from a GSK cleaning product that is a gel but turns into a 
foam, much like many popular shaving gels. Their Iso-Active 
toothpaste also dispenses onto the toothbrush like a gel, but it 
foams in the mouth while brushing. 

Or, what if your computer had a TiVo-like device that 
recorded all of your activities, enabling you to replay them later 
to help diagnose computer crashes? A product called 
ReplayDIRECTOR does exactly that. This product allows you to 
replay the events leading to a computer crash, enabling 
technicians to recreate the problem. The idea was devised when 
the inventor Jonathan Lindo asked the question, “Wouldn’t it be 
great if we could just TiVo this and replay it?” 

It’s important to point out that both ways of thinking—the 
dot and the line methods—are valid and useful problem-solving 
approaches. Both are needed. Dot thinking tends to lead to 
incremental improvement ideas, which are critical to any 



  

 

business for day-to-day operations, short-term growth, and 
traditional problem-solving. “Line” thinking tends to lead to 
more radical solutions that help with longer-term strategic 
growth. 

Scientific Evidence for Dot Versus Line Thinking 

As we previously established, dot thinking (rational) is driven 
more by knowledge while line thinking (relational) is driven by 
insights. 

In The Brain Advantage, authors Madeleine L. Van Hecke, 
Lisa P. Callahan, Brad Kolar, and Ken A. Paller suggest that 
insight comes from the part of the brain called the anterior 
superior temporal gyrus (aSTG), which is housed within the 
cerebral cortex. Research has found that the right aSTG is 
responsible for making novel connections between ideas. 

The authors suggest that the right aSTG is active during a-
ha moments; for example, when we get a joke. Although both 
the right and left hemispheres have temporal lobes with an aSTG 
area, only the aSTG in the right hemisphere lights up when we 
have an insight. 

This is supported by research done by Dr. John Kounios of 
Drexel University, who was quoted in The Wall Street Journal as 
saying, “Solving a problem with insight is fundamentally 
different from solving a problem analytically. There really are 
different brain mechanisms involved.” 

Although people holding red cards are typically thought of 
as creative, those with black cards have a huge opportunity to 
provide creative solutions, especially spades with deep 
knowledge. The key is to expand your knowledge beyond your 



  

 

core into adjacent or related disciplines. This will give you more 
dots to connect. Connecting dots activates the aSTG and gives 
you greater creative insights. 

The late Herbert Simon, Nobel laureate, economist, and 
psychologist, credited his degrees in computer science, 
psychology, and economics as his key to success. He said that 
knowledge in these varied disciplines became his “network of 
possible wanderings”—the rational space where he was able to 
become relational. The broader the space, the more dots to 
connect. 

Both thought process styles are valuable. They are just used 
in different ways in different situations. 



  

 

Chapter 12 

For Hearts: Fun Rules for Playing 
with Friends and Family 

Hearts love people. Although they want to use Personality Poker 
at work, they might be even more inclined to play with friends 
and family. 

In addition to the rules described in chapter 3, here you will 
find other versions that are ideal for smaller groups, especially 
when friends and family are involved. Some of these variations 
can make a nice party game. 

Pick a Pal 

This version of the game is best played with a group of six or 
more people who have a good sense of humor. 

Each person in the room secretly selects another individual. 
Then, everyone goes through the deck individually, choosing the 
cards that best describe the selected person. After everyone has 
chosen their cards, the cards are placed so that everyone can see 
them. Then, everyone has to guess who selected whom. If you 
want to keep score, have each person write down his or her guess 
on a sheet of paper. The person who guesses correctly the most 
wins. 



  

 

Alternatively, you can discuss the answers as a group to see 
if you can come up with a consensus. This is often more fun, 
because the dialogue can be hilarious. 

Beforehand, decide how many cards each hand should 
contain. If you have enough decks, five cards is ideal. But if you 
have fewer decks, you can go with as few as three cards per 
hand. 

Giving Is More Fun Than Receiving 

These next three games are variations on the same theme as 
“Pick a Pal.” Versions 1 and 2 work best with six or more 
people. Version 3 can be played with as few as four people. 

Version 1: Silent Receivers 

• Designate half of the group as “receivers” and the 
other half as “givers.” 

• Shuffle the cards and deal five random cards to each 
giver. 

• After examining all the cards dealt to them, the 
givers then distribute five cards to all receivers that 
best describe each one. The givers may discuss the 
rationale for their choice. The receivers are not 
allowed to say anything. 

• Once an agreement is reached among the givers, 
everyone (including the receivers) discusses (and 
debates) the distribution. 



  

 

• Switch. The receivers now become the givers, and 
vice versa. 

Version 2: Blind Receivers and Silent Givers 

This version creates a bit more anticipation on the part of the 
receivers and adds an interesting challenge for the givers. It’s 
played the same as Silent Receivers with a few modifications: 

• Place a card holder in front of each receiver. Position 
the holders so that none of the receivers can see the 
cards they are dealt. 

• The givers then distribute the cards. In this version, 
no one is allowed to speak. The givers must work 
silently, moving the cards around until the entire 
group agrees upon the correct distribution of the 
cards. It’s important that all of the cards are kept 
hidden from the receivers. 

• Finally, when a silent consensus is reached by the 
givers, it’s time to show the receivers their cards. 

Version 3: Everyone Gives and Receives 

This version is similar to Version 1 except that everyone gives 
and receives at the same time. After five cards are dealt to each 
player, everyone distributes the cards so that each player gets the 
five cards that best describe them. The most interesting aspect of 
this version is the discussion while playing. Hot Seat Poker (Two 
or More Friends) 
One of the simplest, yet most powerful versions of Personality 



  

 

Poker is this one. It is similar to the solitaire version except it is 
played with one or more friends who know you well. Only play 
this with people who are ready for some open and honest 
feedback. 

To illustrate the rules, here is an account of a time when I 
played this version with my friend Sarah (not her real name). 
Two dear friends of hers were visiting while I was there, so we 
had four people in total. In this version, one person is the 
“subject” and the others are the “evaluators.” After some wine, 
we got Sarah to agree to be the subject. Therefore, the other two 
women and I were the evaluators. Basically, this meant that she 
was in the hot seat and had to listen to our evaluation of her. 
Fortunately, she has a great sense of humor. 

I shuffled the deck and turned over one card at a time. The 
three evaluators then told Sarah if we thought this card was like 
her, not like her, or if we were not sure. We each knew Sarah 
very well, but through different social circles, so we had 
different stories. Therefore, when a card was shown, we recalled 
stories about her work life, her relationships, and her family. 
Sarah had to sit and listen while the three of us debated and 
swapped tales of her past. Eventually we let Sarah share her 
point of view. 

We spent only a few minutes on some cards. But many 
cards took a half-hour to discuss. Although we spent hours 
talking about her, we never got through the entire deck. We 
laughed. It was fun. And in the end, Sarah told me that she 
learned more about herself during those few hours than she had 
in fifteen years of therapy. 



  

 

Guess Everyone’s Style 

Here’s a fun version for small groups that know each other. The 
rules provided here assume four people with one deck. You can 
increase the number of players by increasing the number of 
decks. 

• Deal thirteen cards to each player, face down. 
• Have each player choose the five cards that best 

describe their personality. They then return the 
remaining eight to a center pile. 

• The center pile (now containing thirty-two cards) is 
shuffled and dealt out to each player (eight cards per 
player). Again, each player should choose the best 
five cards that are in their hand (from the original 
deal as well as the second deal). 

• All of the extra cards are put aside and will not be 
used again. 

• Each player should write down his or her five cards. 
• After doing this, their five cards are put in a center 

pile face down. Then all twenty cards are in the 
center pile, and the cards are shuffled. 

• Each player should have a piece of paper with 
twenty rows and four columns. 

• Each card from the shuffled deck is turned over one 
at a time. Each player must guess which player had 
that card in his or her hand. This is done silently 
with no discussion. 

• After all twenty cards have been shown and 
everyone has guessed, it’s time to reveal the truth. 
Each card is once again shown one at a time. People 



  

 

then shout out their answers and a discussion ensues. 
Finally, for each word, the name of the person who 
had that card in their hand is revealed. 

• The winner is the one who guessed the most 
correctly. 

• Although the scoring of the game allows you to 
crown a winner, the real value and interest comes 
from the discussion. Dig deep as to why each person 
has selected a style. Do you agree? 

A Full Year of Solitaire 

Here’s a fun game you can play that will last a year. There are 
fifty-two weeks in the year and fifty-two cards in the deck. Each 
week you will choose a different card that will dictate your 
personality for those seven days. Here are the rules: 

• Shuffle the cards. 
• Choose one card at random from the deck. 
• Put the card in a place where you will see it 

frequently. 
• Optional: On an index card, write the attributes and 

qualities that come to mind when you think of the 
word. Put the index card next to your playing card. 

• For the next seven days, use that card as a focus for 
the week to bring forth that quality, or to watch out 
for that quality during your various activities and 
relationships. 

• With the two, three, and four cards (the unproductive 
behaviors), it may be more a case of watching out 



  

 

for this quality in you and others. 

Here’s an example from a player in his own words. 
“I just got the four of hearts, the “submissive”* card, for the 

first week. At first I didn’t like it, but today is my twentieth 
wedding anniversary. I’m taking a more creative approach to the 
quality of submissive. I will be more responsive to how my wife 
thinks and feels. I will let her decide what restaurant we will go 
to for our anniversary dinner. I will work this week on being 
very responsive to what she wants.” 

Focused Quick Cut 

This is a simple creativity technique. Select a card at random (via 
a cut) and use that card as a quick lens to examine a concern you 
have. Here’s a quick example from a player in his own words: 
“My concern is my afternoon of work and how much I want to 
achieve. I cut the cards . . . drumroll please . . . and got . . . 
Queen of diamonds: adventurous. Diamonds are creative so I 
will focus on my creative and more adventurous projects.” 

This concept is a variation of the “filters” approach 
discussed in the “Generate Solutions” phase of chapter 7. You 
may recall that the exercise described was to create a tour of 
Paris. The tour you imagined when you were Mozart would have 
been completely different than the one you would have 
developed had you imagined you were Rembrandt. The words on 
the poker cards can be used to help you create new filters. 

 
* The “submissive” card was in the original Personality Poker deck. But given 
that it was frequently misinterpreted, it was eliminated from later versions.  



  

 

Because we can only see the world through the filter that 
we have built up over time, the only way to change perspectives 
is to change the filter. Unfortunately, it is difficult to “see” the 
filter you are wearing. Therefore, it is easier to replace your 
existing filter with a new one. The Personality Poker cards can 
be a great way of selecting a new filter. 

For example, imagine you are looking for ways to improve 
customer service within your company. Shuffle the cards and 
select one randomly. If you get the “generous” card, ask yourself 
how the company can be more generous in the way it helps 
customers. What if you gave away items of value that have low 
cost to the company? Select another card. Let’s say you get the 
“anal retentive” card. For that you might investigate areas where 
a lack of attention to detail led to poor customer service, and see 
if you can prevent that from happening in the future. 

Changing your filter can give you access to fundamentally 
different approaches for solving persistent challenges. 

Energy Poker 

Here’s a technique that has you reflect upon happy times when 
you were most energized. Instead of starting with the poker 
cards, write out a list of memories from your past when you felt 
most alive, excited, or energized. They can be from your 
childhood or more recent years—it doesn’t matter, as long as 
you have a sense of being happy. Write adjectives that describe 
the attributes of the recalled memory. Was it playful? 
Competitive? Emotional? Intellectually stimulating? After you 
have a list of words, go through the poker cards to find the words 
that feel like the closest fit. 



  

 

By reflecting on the times when you were most energized, 
you can sometimes get a clearer picture of your style, as it is less 
clouded by current circumstances. 



  

 

A P P E N D I X  A  

From Tarot Cards to Poker Cards to 
Personality Poker 

At first, I thought that linking personality styles to poker cards 
was a new concept. However, as I dug deeper, I discovered that 
this was done more than six hundred years ago. For those who 
are interested, this appendix shares some of the history of card 
playing, and how a game can evolve from ancient, mysterious 
beginnings to a modern-day pastime enjoyed by millions. 

Poker cards have a long and rich history. By some accounts, 
card games were in existence in China as far back as the third 
century and may have originated in the form of dominoes. Other 
accounts suggest that cards emerged in the ninth or tenth 
century. 

Regardless of when the card games were developed, we 
know that the poker cards used today in casinos can be most 
closely tied back to Tarot cards. Historians believe that the Tarot 
deck originated in Italy, with the oldest surviving examples 
dating from the mid-1400s in Milan. 

For those who are unfamiliar with the basics of Tarot cards, 
and I suspect that’s most of you, let me give you a quick 
summary. The standard Tarot deck comprises seventy-eight 
cards. There are four suits—Swords, Cups, Coins, and Wands—
each with “pip” cards numbering from ace to ten and four face 
cards (Page, Knight, Queen, and King) for a total of fifty-six 
cards. These are often referred to as the Minor Arcana cards, and 
the suits represent the four main classes of feudal society: 
military, clergy, mercantile trade, and agriculture, respectively. 



  

 

Because Tarot cards emerged during feudal times, it makes sense 
that they were based on how society was set up. In addition, the 
deck of Tarot cards is distinguished from poker cards by a 
separate twenty-one-card trump suit (often referred to as Major 
Arcana cards) and a single card known as the Fool. The French 
Tarot decks became the basis of modern-day poker cards. The 
Page became the Jack. The Knight was eliminated. The four suits 
were changed to spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs. And the 
trump cards and the Fool were dropped from the deck. 

Later, when they were transformed into modern-day playing 
cards, the symbolism and meaning of the cards shifted. The 
question remains as to how the suits in the Tarot deck map to 
those in poker cards. In his song “Shape of My Heart,” Sting 
provides a simple and somewhat accurate depiction of the 
meaning of each suit. He sings, “I know that the spades are the 
swords of a soldier. I know that the clubs are weapons of war. I 
know that diamonds mean money for this art. But that’s not the 
shape of my heart.” 

The actual meaning behind each suit is a bit more complex. 
And although there is not complete agreement on which suits in 
a poker deck correspond to which suits in a Tarot deck, there 
seems to be support for the following mapping: 

• Spades = Swords in Tarot and they represent 
thoughts, the intellect, conflict, and communication. 
In Personality Poker, the spades represent those who 
like facts and principles. They are considered the 
more intellectual of the bunch. This is somewhat 
consistent with the Tarot’s depiction of swords as 
those who battle with the mind and body. The 
Swords were the military and aristocracy, which 



  

 

included the scientists of the day. 
• Diamonds = Coins (also called Pentacles) in Tarot 

and they represent money, manifesting, and 
property. In Personality Poker, the diamonds are 
motivated by experiences and ideas rather than 
money. They are often thought of as “worldly.” 
Although the diamonds are typically not 
materialistic (seeking money and property), they are 
often the best at manifesting things because their 
diverse experiences seem to make them luckier. The 
Pentacles were the merchants and they traveled 
extensively (i.e., they were worldly). 

• Clubs = Wands (also called Staves) in Tarot and 
they represent activity, energy, business, and work. 
In Personality Poker, clubs are the prototypical 
workers. They like both plans and actions. They are 
about activities and getting things done. They are 
often driven by success in the business world. This 
is a very common style in most large corporations. 
Wands were the farmers and hardworking peasants. 

• Hearts = Cups in Tarot and they represent emotions, 
relationships, love, and intuition. In Personality 
Poker, the hearts are the ones who like people and 
relationships. In Tarot, the water molds itself to the 
cup. Hearts do the same. They mold themselves to 
the needs of others. Cups were the clergy. 

For the first three hundred years of their existence, Tarot 
cards were used in various parts of Europe to play card games 
such as Italian Tarocchini and Triumphs. They were largely used 
for entertainment purposes only, just as playing cards are today. 



  

 

Then, in the late 1700s, occult organizations adopted Tarot cards 
as a tool for divination. Over the centuries, reading of the Tarot 
has incorporated various concepts, everything from astrology 
and Kabbalah to runes (which predate the Tarot by a thousand 
years) and the I Ching (which predates the Tarot by 2,500 years). 
Today, Tarot cards are one of the most popular tools for 
providing spiritual guidance and predicting the future. 

Those who use Tarot cards for spiritual purposes believe 
that when a deck is shuffled, the resulting order tells the reader 
everything about their past, present, and future. The person 
whose fortune is being read has no conscious role in card 
selection. The spiritual world is aligning the cards in the deck. 

This is in stark contrast to Personality Poker, where you 
consciously choose the cards that best fit your style. There is no 
magic or mystery. It is not left to divine intervention or luck. It is 
a matter of choice. 

Although we attempted to preserve the deep meaning of the 
suits associated with Tarot cards for our game, we are not 
suggesting that Personality Poker is a tool for mystical or occult 
purposes. It is also not intended to be a game solely for 
entertainment purposes. Although playing Personality Poker is a 
lot of fun, it is designed to be an educational tool. 

Interestingly, psychologist Carl Jung, one of the fathers of 
personality typing, attached importance to Tarot symbolism. 
Unlike poker cards, Tarot cards have pictures that tell a story. 
For example, in the Rider Tarot Deck (one of the most popular 
sets of Tarot cards), the nine of swords depicts a warrior resting 
on a table, weary after a battle, with a colorful stained-glass 
window in the background. 

Jung regarded Tarot cards as representations of 
personalities. He felt that since each Tarot card tells a different 



  

 

story, an understanding of the subject’s self-perception could be 
gained by asking them to select a card that they “identify with.” 
In essence, this is how we play Personality Poker. You choose 
the cards, based on the words you identify with best. 

I don’t expect you to fully understand Tarot cards, nor do I 
expect you to be an experienced poker player. But it is useful to 
be aware of the historical underpinnings to this common modern 
game and understand that we can derive “personalities” from the 
symbols and hidden meanings of this ancient practice. As you 
can see, although Tarot cards are now known as the tool of 
fortune-tellers, they were originally developed for entertainment 
and competitive purposes. 





  

 

A P P E N D I X  B  

The Science of Personality Poker 

When I first created Personality Poker, I came up with fifty-two 
words that I thought would align with each of the styles. For 
example, I hypothesized that the word “nurturing” would link to 
people who described themselves as low hearts. 

Personality Poker has been played by more than twenty 
thousand people. And although I have a mountain of anecdotal 
evidence supporting its value, the “spade” in me began to 
wonder if Personality Poker was truly “valid.” That is, do my 
words actually measure what I think they are measuring? 

To explore this, I contacted Michael Wiederman, professor 
of psychology at Columbia College in South Carolina and an 
expert on psychological tests. 

When we first spoke, I mentioned to Michael that people 
found Personality Poker to be extremely simple and valuable. It 
provided deep insights in a short period of time, while being very 
easy and intuitive to play. In my mind, I questioned if something 
so simple could be scientifically valid. 

Michael said to me, “Simple is good, as long as it’s useful.” 
He then went on to recall a study published several years ago in 
which a battery of widely used depression tests and methods 
were administered to a group of people, along with some simple 
questions. Although the tests administered were complex and 
supposedly scientifically validated, the most accurate predictor 
of depression was the single question: “Are you depressed?” So 
much for complexity. 

Therefore, armed with this perspective, and with the help of 



  

 

Michael Wiederman, we created a series of surveys designed to 
provide some statistical proof. We first created a list of over one 
hundred words; clearly much more than the fifty-two in the deck 
of poker cards. We then recruited a random group of over two 
hundred people to select the words that best described their 
personality. We then used a technique called a “factor analysis” 
to find which words were best related to which styles. From the 
responses and resulting analysis, we chose the words that 
showed the greatest relationship between the words and styles. 

Although I had secretly hoped that the factor analysis would 
show a perfect one-to-one match between the styles and the 
words, this did not prove to be the case. We found that it was 
extremely rare that individuals would associate themselves with 
only words of one suit. That is, people selected words that 
represented multiple substyles. But what became apparent as we 
waded through the data was that this was a good thing. It showed 
the multidimensionality of individuals and why people cannot 
and should not be labeled too rigidly. It shows why the 
conversations that take place during Personality Poker are one of 
the most valuable aspects of the process. 

Of course test development is an ongoing process, and no 
one sample of respondents represents every test-taker. It is 
therefore my hope that researchers reading this book will 
perform their own analysis of how Personality Poker relates to 
personality traits, team performance, and more. This will enable 
us to develop even more accurate assessments in the future. 

Regardless, don’t be fooled by the simplicity of Personality 
Poker. It can provide deep insights into your personality and the 
personalities of your coworkers, and help provide a blueprint for 
getting your organization to grow more quickly. And you’ll have 
a lot of fun in the process. 
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