
Accettura Coaching Case Study 2:  
"Smartest Person in the Room" Paradox 
 
1. The Hook 
From "Combative Expert" to C-Suite Leader: How an SVP Overcame Defensiveness to 
Unlock a Promotion. 
 
 
2. The Executive Snapshot 
Client Profile Engagement Metrics 
Role: SVP, Sales Operations Duration: 6 Months 

Industry: Media & Advertising Technology Tools: Bates ExPI™ & DiSC 
Assessment 

Challenge: Defensiveness, Emotional Regulation, 
Influence 

Outcome: Promoted to C-Suite 
Role 

 
 
3. The Friction (The "Before") 
The client was the intellectual heavyweight of his organization. With deep industry 
knowledge and a relentless drive for results, he was the person who knew "how the 
sausage was made." However, his greatest asset, his intellect, had become his greatest 
liability. 

• The "Smartest Person" Trap: His DiSC profile (CD Style) revealed a skeptical, logic-
driven leader who valued competence above all else. When peers or direct reports 
didn't meet his high standards, he became dismissive or argumentative. 

• The Perception Gap: While the client viewed himself as simply "passionate," his 
360-degree feedback painted a harsher picture: stakeholders described him as 
"adversarial," "defensive," and prone to complaining when things didn't go his way. 

• The "Frontal Assault" Style: In meetings, he would often "bludgeon" people with 
logic to win debates. He dominated conversations, checked his phone when 
disengaged, and reacted emotionally to challenges. 

• The Stakes: Despite his ambition to become a COO, he was viewed by the CEO as 
"too tactical" and "status-oriented." He was focused on execution but missing the 
strategic field. Without a significant shift in behavior, his path to the C-Suite was 
blocked. 

 
 
4. The Unlock (The Intervention) 
We had to move the client from Winning the Argument to Winning the Room. The 
coaching focused on closing the gap between his positive intent (passion for the business) 
and his negative impact (intimidation of others). 

• The Diagnostic: The Bates ExPI™ assessment highlighted critically low scores in 
Restraint and Composure. The client realized his "knee-jerk" reactions were 
eroding trust with the new leadership team. 



• The Pivot (Pause & Reflect): We implemented a rigorous "Pause Protocol." Instead 
of immediately countering a point, he practiced repeating back what he heard to 
ensure the other person felt understood before responding. 

• The Semantic Shift: We worked on replacing his habit of saying "BUT" (which 
negates the other person's view) with "AND" (which builds on it). 

• The "Lead from Behind" Strategy: Instead of being the first to speak and solve, he 
began practicing setting the context and letting his team drive the solution. He 
learned to measure success not by his own output, but by his team's autonomy. 

 
 
5. The Transformation (The "After") 
The shift from "Combative Expert" to "Strategic Leader" was rapid and observable to the 
executive team. 

• C-Suite Promotion: By the final alignment meeting, the CEO confirmed that the 
client was being promoted to a C-Suite role—a direct result of his improved 
executive presence and reduced friction with peers. 

• Emotional Regulation: Feedback from the CEO and Chief People Officer 
highlighted a significant increase in composure. He successfully navigated a 
difficult round of organizational restructuring with empathy rather than just tactical 
execution. 

• Strategic Influence: He stopped "sweating the small stuff" and began partnering 
effectively with the new Company President. He moved from being a back-office 
operator to a strategic partner, influencing the roadmap without dominating the 
conversation. 

 
 
6. The Client Voice 
"I feel I have made significant progress and it has been recognized by my leadership and 
my team. I am no longer distracted by my phone in meetings and have learned to become a 
coach to my direct reports. This has allowed them to learn, grow, and stretch in ways they 
had not experienced before." 
— SVP, Media & Advertising Technology 
 


