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Breakthroughs for the Brain

The missing mechanism behind lasting leadership change.

A Shift You Can't Unsee...

Think about the last time you genuinely changed how you lead. Not a tactic
you experimented with or a framework you applied for a short period, but a
deeper shiftin how you interpreted situations, understood others, or saw
your own role.

For most leaders, meaningful change does not feel gradual. They do not
emerge from the accumulation of models or tools. While experience,
feedback and reflection accumulate over time, the shift itself often happens
in a breakthrough moment. A conversation that reframes a familiar
challenge. A story reveals an assumption that had gone unquestioned. A
moment of inspiration that makes the impossible now seem achievable.

At AhaMo™, we refer to these breakthrough moments as Aha Moments™.
They rarely occur by chance. They are the tipping point of a deeper process.
What has been building gradually (e.g. tension, experience, reflection)
suddenly resolves into clarity.

Once seen, it cannot be easily unseen.

Drawing on cognitive psychology, we propose that inspiring these
breakthrough moments unlocks lasting behavioural change.

And yet, despite the central role these moments play in real change,
leadership development rarely focuses on creating them.

Behaviour changes when perception changes. Not the
other way around.
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Leadership Development Isn’t Working

(as well as we think)

Organisations invest significant resources in leadership development, often with
high-quality content and experienced facilitators. Participants frequently leave
programmes energised and optimistic. Yet several months later, many
organisations struggle to identify meaningful behavioural change. Fewer than one-
third of transformations successfully sustain performance gains over time
(McKinsey, 2021).

This gap is often interpreted as a failure of application or accountability. However, it
is more accurately understood as a mechanism problem.

Much of leadership development focuses on adding capability: new tools, new
models, and new habits. These interventions can be valuable, but they rarely
produce sustained change on their own. When pressure increases or complexity
returns, leaders tend to revert to familiar patterns of thinking and behaviour.

The Missing Mechanism

In reality, behaviour is tightly coupled to perception.

Leaders act according to how they make sense of what is happening around them.
These sense-making processes are shaped by underlying assumptions, prior
experience, and identity.

Without addressing these interpretive frames, behaviour change is likely to be
temporary and context-dependent.

And crucially, most development does little to shift the mindset required to make
those new ways of seeing possible.
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The Moment Everything Changes:

An Aha Moment™

An AhaMoment™ is not simply a new idea.

It is a reorganisation of how an individual understands themselves, others or a
situation.

At the core of AhaMo™ is a clear and distinctive belief that lasting leadership change
is not driven by capability alone, but by moments of perceptual shift that
reconfigures identity and changes behaviour.

Aha Moments™ do not simply add to what a leader knows. They change how a leader
interprets the world. And when that interpretation shifts, new behaviour follows
more naturally and more consistently.

A senior leader in a national organisation had consistently
received feedback that they were overly directive. Under
pressure, they defaulted to providing answers, stepping into
decisions, and maintaining tight control.

The Aha Moment™ came during a peer coaching session,
when the leader recognised an underlying assumption: they
equated control with credibility. Once they saw this,
delegation was no longer a risk to credibility, it became a
demonstration of it.

Following this awareness, their behaviour changed. Not
because they were applying a new tool, but because they
were seeing their role of leader differently.

- Example: What an Aha Moment™ Looks Like in Practice
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Why Breakthrough Insight Matters

Aha Moments™ work because they differ from conventional learning in three
important ways:

First, they reorganise how information is interpreted rather than simply adding to
what is known. This makes the insight transferable across contexts and situations.

Second, they are intrinsically motivating. Acting on an insight does not feel like
compliance. It feels like alignment. Leaders are more likely to sustain change when
it reflects something they have come to see for themselves.

3. Identity

Third, they are often connected to identity. By shifting how leaders understand
their role and responsibilities, Aha Moments™ create a foundation for consistent
behaviour over time.




Three Truths About How Change Works

If Aha Moments™ are the mechanism behind lasting behavioural change, they point
to a fundamentally different way of understanding leadership development.

This approach is built on three simple, but often overlooked truths.

Truth 1: Perception precedes behaviour

Leaders do not act based on what they know in principle. They act
based on how they perceive a situation in the moment.

A difficult conversation that is interpreted as a threat will be avoided,
regardless of how well a leader understands feedback frameworks.

A leader who equates control with competence will struggle to
delegate, even while acknowledging the importance of empowerment.

Behaviour is therefore downstream of interpretation. Sustainable

change depends on shifting the lens through which situations are
understood, not simply introducing new behaviours to apply.

Truth 2: Insight is the unit of transformation

Leadership development often assumes that change occurs
incrementally through repetition.

In practice, meaningful change tends to occur in discrete moments of
insight.

These are instances in which competing mental models are
reorganised into a more coherent understanding.

Preparation still matters. Experience, reflection, and exposure to new
perspectives create the conditions for insight.

However, the transformation itself happens at a point in time. When it
does, it tends to be sudden, self-generated, emotionally resonant, and
highly memorable.
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Truth 3: Identity anchors what lasts

Leadership behaviour is closely tied to self-concept.

Leaders act in ways that are consistent with how they see themselves
and what they believe leadership demands of them. For this reason,
changes that do not touch identity rarely last.

Aha Moments™ are powerful because they often shift how leaders
understand their role, their responsibilities, and their boundaries. When
identity shifts, behaviour aligns without the need for sustained effort
or external reinforcement.

The Science of Aha Moments™

And how they drive performance

Extending existing insight research, an Aha Moment™ can be understood as a
cognitive turning pointin which a leader’s interpretation of a situation is
reorganised.

Although these moments often feel spontaneous, cognitive psychology shows they
follow a recognisable pattern.

The enabling mindset

This is only effective if the individual is willing to let go of their current frame. This is
where mindset becomes critical. A growth-oriented leader is more likely to stay
with the tension, remain open during uncertainty, and accept a new interpretation
when it emerges.

Without that openness to learning, the same moment can for some become
defensive, rather than transformative.
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Why Breakthrough Insight Matters

Aha Moments™ work because they differ from conventional learning in three
important ways:

1. Ignite = Create the Conditions for Insight

Every Aha Moment™ begins with cognitive tension.

When expectations and reality no longer align (e.g. through contradictory
feedback, persistent challenges, or a sense of being stuck) the brain is forced to
confront a mismatch. This disruption breaks automatic thinking patterns and
creates the conditions for new interpretation.

At an unconscious level, the mind enters a phase of incubation, testing and
recombining different explanations beneath awareness.

At AhaMo™, we refer to this as Ignite: the deliberate creation of tension, attention,
and openness that makes insight possible.

2. Aha Moment™ > Reorganise How the World Is Seen

When a new interpretation suddenly becomes coherent, an Aha Moment™ emerges.
This is not simply learning something new.

It is a reorganisation of meaning.
In this moment:

e Assumptions are exposed

e Patterns become visible

e Adifferent way of seeing the situation takes hold

Leaders often experience this as clarity, relief, or inevitability - “of course that’s
what’s happening.”

Crucially, this is the point at which perception shifts. And when perception shifts,
behaviour becomes easier to change.



3. The Window = Reshape Identity and Behaviour

Immediately following insight, there is a time-limited window of heightened
cognitive plasticity.

During this period, the brain is unusually receptive to integrating the new
perspective.
Old interpretations are loosened, and new ones can be stabilised.

We refer to this as the Aha Moment™ Window.

At AhaMo™, this is where development moves into Reshape:
e Supporting and encouraging leaders test new interpretations in action
e Beliefs are translated into behaviour
e |dentity begins to recalibrate

Without action in this window, insight often fades.
With action, it compounds.

4. Perform > Embed and Reinforce New Behaviour

Lasting change requires stabilisation.

As new behaviours are repeated and reinforced, they become embedded within
habits, decision-making patterns, and systems. Over time, what began as insight
becomes the new default way of operating.

This is the Perform stage—where insight is translated into consistent leadership
effectiveness.

The Full Mechanism
Together, these stages form a single, integrated system:
Ignite > Aha Moment™ - Reshape > Perform

A mechanism through which:
e Perception shifts
e |dentity recalibrates
e Behaviour follows

The enabling mindset

But this process only completes if the individual is willing to let go of their current
frame. This is where mindset becomes critical. A growth-oriented leader is more
likely to stay with the tension, remain open during uncertainty, and accept a new
interpretation when it emerges.

Without that openness to learning, the same moment can for some become
defensive, rather than transformative.

- The AhaMo ™ Insight-to-Performance Mechanism



Designing for Breakthrough Moments

Although Aha Moments™ cannot be forced, they can be made more likely through
intentional design. At AhaMo™, we draw on seven conditions that activate the
Insight Cycle.

SAFETY

Create psychological safety early so that leaders feel able to question themselves
without fear of judgement. Breakthrough insight requires vulnerability, i.e. the
willingness to admit uncertainty, challenge one’s own thinking, and explore
uncomfortable truths. When people feel safe to do this, they are far more open to
the shifts in perspective that lead to meaningful change.

TENSION

Introduce productive tension by challenging assumptions and exposing
contradictions. This creates cognitive dissonance that disrupts habitual thinking
and encourages deeper inquiry.

REFLECT

Slow the moment down by protecting reflective space that allows the mind to
process complexity and generate insight. In a world of constant pressure and
noise, insight requires pause, time to think, connect, and make meaning.

EXPAND

Break the pattern by incorporating diverse perspectives that disrupt familiar
thinking and reveal alternative interpretations.

This helps leaders see what they might otherwise miss and unlock more creative,
inclusive solutions.

TOUCH ON EMOTION

Create emotional resonance by using emotionally salient stories that connect
ideas to lived experience, strengthening engagement and recall. When leaders
feel something, not just understand it intellectually, the insight is more likely to
stick and influence future behaviour.

CHANGE CONTEXT

Change the environment by immersing leaders in experiential settings that take
them out of their everyday context and into something unfamiliar and stimulating.
This immersion prompts, provokes, and stretches thinking, unlocking powerful
Aha Moments™ and lasting shifts in mindset.

HUMILITY TO LEARN

Enable a growth mindset by encouraging leaders to question, adapt, and evolve
how they see themselves and their situations.
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From Individual Insight to Organisational
Advantage

Aha Moments™ don’t just change individuals. They change how
organisations think, decide and adapt.

While Aha Moments™ occur at the individual level, their impact is powerful for those
individuals and can extend across teams.

When leaders share and reflect on their insights collectively, they begin to align
around new ways of interpreting challenges. This reduces friction, improves
coordination, and increases adaptability.

Over time, organisations develop a stronger capacity to question assumptions,
update interpretations, and respond effectively to change.

In this sense, Aha Moments™ contribute not only to individual development, but to
the wider adaptability of the systems leaders operate within. They enable people to
see patterns differently, challenge entrenched assumptions, and respond with
greater agility in the face of uncertainty.

Over time, these shifts compound, strengthening collective learning, enhancing
decision-making, and building the organisational resilience required to navigate
complexity, volatility, and continuous change.

In this way, insight becomes not just a personal breakthrough, but a catalyst for
sustained transformation at scale

In this way, insight becomes not just a personal
breakthrough, but a catalyst for sustained
transformation at scale

- ey




Conclusion

Stop Teaching Leadership. Start Changing How Leaders See

If these principles hold, the implication is clear.
Leadership development is not primarily about adding capability.

It is about increasing the likelihood that leaders will experience moments that shift
how they see.

Because in practice, leadership effectiveness is not determined by the tools
leaders hold.

It is determined by how they make sense of the moment.

The Role of AhaMo™

This is where most leadership development stops. It is also where AhaMo™ starts.

Not on adding more content to an already saturated landscape, but on designing
the conditions where insight is more likely to emerge reliably and repeatedly.

By combining cognitive science with immersive, real-world experience, AhaMo™
creates environments that challenge existing lenses and open new ones.

At AhaMo™, this is exactly where the focus lies.

By drawing on diverse performance environments (e.g. from elite sport and the
military to the arts, media, and business) we design immersive experiences that
challenge assumptions, disrupt thinking, and create the conditions for insight to
emerge.

Because when perception shifts, everything downstream changes.

How leaders think.

How they decide.

How they lead in moments that matter.

Aha Moments™ are not isolated insights. They are the mechanism through which
individuals shift, organisations adapt, and performance improves.
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Final Thought

Leadership does not change when people are given better answers.
It changes when they begin to see differently.
That shift does not happen gradually.

It happens in moments.
Aha Moments™

And the organisations that learn how to create those moments, consistently and at
scale, won’t just develop better leaders.

They will lead differently.

This is the first in a series on Aha Moments™ - the science, the real-life stories, the
conditions, and the design principles behind truly transformative leadership
development.
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