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Abstract 
 
Modern management consulting occurs under intense operational pressures that 
may impair decision quality and performance. While traditional literature assumes 
consultants maintain uncompromised rational judgment during crises, acute stress 
causes severe cognitive degradation. This paper introduces the Consulting Under 
Pressure framework, asserting that intervention success depends on optimising a 
practitioner's cognitive-emotional INNER state before deploying business strategies. 
Utilising a pracademic approach rooted in a twenty-eight-year longitudinal timeline of 
action science and reflection-in-action, we operationalise a pre-strategic condition 
termed Beautiful State Before Strategy. We illustrate this framework through a 
longitudinal clinical case study of a Chief Medical Officer navigating a resource-
constrained healthcare environment. Implementing disciplined stabilisation, 
reflection, resetting, and meaning-making capabilities yielded quantifiable 
organizational outcomes: an 8% reduction in operational waste and a 10% revenue 
increase. These findings demonstrate that a consultant’s INNER state is an absolute 
antecedent to strategic efficacy.   
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Introduction: The Hidden Constraint in Consulting Practice 
 
Management consulting has traditionally been conceptualised as an elite discipline 
grounded in structured analysis, rational judgment, and strategic insight. Embedded 
within this conceptualisation is a powerful but largely unexamined assumption: that 
consultants can seamlessly access and deploy these cognitive capabilities 
irrespective of situational volatility. 
 
However, contemporary consulting environments challenge this premise. Empirical 
evidence demonstrates that industry pressure is no longer episodic but structurally 
continuous, with up to 50% of practitioners regularly exhibiting acute, productivity-
limiting stress symptoms due to relentless billing cycles, fluid client mandates, and 
perpetual project acceleration (ALM Intelligence, 2026; Loop Health, 2025; Muzio, 
D., et al, 2024). 
 
Modern consulting practice unfolds within compressed timelines, heightened 
accountability, and severe emotional and cognitive loads. These conditions are not 
peripheral inconveniences; they are deeply systemic, intrinsic features of 
professional advisory services. Yet, despite this operational reality, prevailing 
consulting theory remains stubbornly strategy-centric. Landmark frameworks 
continue to privilege analytical tools, structured diagnosis, and objective 
methodologies while completely ignoring the internal cognitive health of the 
practitioner applying them (Mintzberg, 1994; Rasiel and Friga, 2001).  
 
This omission creates a fatal academic and commercial blind spot. The assumption 
that sophisticated strategic thinking remains stable under severe operational stress 
contradicts established decision science. Cognitive judgment is deeply context-
dependent and heavily constrained by environmental pressures (Simon, 1997; 
Kahneman, 2011). Neuroscientific evidence confirms that acute professional stress 
compromises the prefrontal cortex, actively impairing executive functioning, working 
memory capacity, and the emotional self-regulation required to construct complex 
business logic (Arnsten, 2009). Consequently, this paper advances a critical 
proposition: that consulting performance under sustained pressure degrades not 
because of flawed strategy, but because the cognitive-emotional INNER state 
required to generate strategy has been physiologically compromised. 
 
To bridge this theoretical gap, this paper introduces the Consulting Under Pressure 
(CUP) framework and the foundational concept of Beautiful State Before Strategy 
(BSBS), repositioning the advisor's INNER state as a strict antecedent to effective 
strategic intervention. 
 
 
Why Cognitive–Emotional INNER State Matters: Evidence from 
Research 
 
A substantial body of interdisciplinary research demonstrates that pressure 
fundamentally alters the cognitive and emotional conditions under which judgment is 
exercised. While consulting literature traditionally emphasizes analytical tools, 
evidence from neuroscience, decision science, and organizational behaviour 
suggests that tool effectiveness is strictly contingent upon the psychological state of 
the practitioner. 
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Neuroscientific studies confirm that acute and chronic professional stress impairs the 
functioning of the prefrontal cortex, the precise neural architecture responsible for 
executive functions such as working memory, cognitive flexibility, and inhibitory 
control (Arnsten, 2009). These functions are critical for core consulting activities, 
including synthesising volatile market data, evaluating competing risks, and 
maintaining strategic coherence. Under pressure, reduced prefrontal activity causes 
a cognitive shift toward habitual or automatic responses, limiting the capacity for 
creative, adaptive problem-solving. 
 
Decision science further notes that individuals operating under sustained pressure 
rely too heavily on fast, heuristic-based processing. While heuristics enable rapid 
execution, they increase susceptibility to systematic biases, particularly in 
environments defined by severe time constraints and data ambiguity (Tversky and 
Kahneman, 1974; Kahneman, 2011). In consulting contexts, this frequently 
manifests as premature problem framing, overconfidence in baseline assumptions, 
and an inability to explore alternative solutions. 
 
Organizational research reinforces these physiological findings. Under perceived 
commercial threats, teams exhibit "threat rigidity," characterized by narrowed 
attention, restricted information processing, and defensive reliance on established 
routines (Staw, Sandelands and Dutton, 1981). This rigid response can catalyse a 
highly destructive behavioral pattern: Fear and familiarity, urgency, certainty, and 
control where anxiety overrides intellectual flexibility. 
 
Conversely, research on emotional regulation demonstrates that cognitive 
reappraisal and affective management preserve neuro-cognitive flexibility, supporting 
high-quality judgment under duress (Ochsner and Gross, 2005). Similarly, 
psychological safety fosters environments where individuals engage deeply with 
complexity, enhancing execution performance (Edmondson, 2018). Grounded in 
these disciplines, the CUP framework asserts that consulting effectiveness is not 
solely a function of technical acumen, but of the cognitive-emotional INNER state in 
which that acumen is applied.  
 
 
Origins and Development of the CUP Framework 
 
The Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework and the concept of Beautiful State 
Before Strategy (BSBS) emerged from a 28-year longitudinal pracademic tradition 
(1997–2025) of action research, co-operative inquiry, and reflective practice, rather 
than a single empirical study. Their origins trace back to a major advisory 
assignment within the National Health Service (England) in 1997, where the severe 
operational limitations of strategy-centric approaches became starkly apparent within 
high-pressure clinical and organizational environments (Jumaa, 2005). In these 
volatile settings, tactical success depended heavily on the cognitive-emotional states 
of decision-makers. 
 
The evolutionary path of the framework was systematically shaped by three distinct 
theoretical strands: 
 

• Reflective Practice: Emphasised how elite professionals manage uncertainty 
and complexity in real time, validating the paradigm that execution depends 
on a practitioner’s ability to reflect-in-action (Schön, 1983). 
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• Co-operative Inquiry: Provided a highly collaborative, participatory 

methodology featuring iterative action-reflection cycles that systematically 
refined practice-based insights over nearly three decades (Heron, 1996; 
Reason and Bradbury, 2001). 

 
• Behavioral and Neuro-Science: Provided explanatory depth regarding the 

neural mechanics of stress, confirming how a compromised psychological 
state actively undermines rational, strategic execution (Arnsten, 2009; 
Kahneman, 2011). 

 
Through iterative application, critical reflection, and conceptual integration, these 
strands coalesced into the CUP framework. BSBS was articulated as the pre-
strategic condition required for effective judgement, while CUP provided the 
operational lens through which consulting effectiveness under pressure could be 
understood and enhanced. Unlike traditional reflective practice models, which 
position reflection as a parallel or retrospective activity, CUP explicitly establishes 
cognitive - emotional state as a precondition for strategy, thereby repositioning 
reflection as integral to, rather than supportive of, effective consulting practice. The 
framework continues to evolve through ongoing application across consulting, 
coaching and leadership development contexts, retaining its grounding in practice, 
while extending its theoretical coherence. 
 
Through rigorous synthesis, these methodologies converged into an operational 
framework where BSBS serves as the required pre-strategic condition, and CUP 
serves as the execution lens. This disciplined foundation directly enabled the 
conceptualisation and submission of portfolios for major professional accolades. 
 
These include securing the Chartered Management Consultant (ChMC) designation 
(2021), obtaining the Chartered Manager (CMgr) award (2004, 2020), receiving 
Fellowships within the Institute of Consulting (FIC, 2015) and the Institute of 
Healthcare Management (FIHM). Academically, the iterative validation of CUP 
underpinned a sequence of postgraduate milestones, including an MSc in Clinical 
Leadership (1999), and Doctorates in Strategic Leadership (2001) and Clinical 
Leadership (2002), culminating in an International Post Doctorate Scholarship on 
Evidence-based Healthcare Leadership (2002). This comprehensive evolution 
demonstrates that optimising INNER cognitive architecture remains central to 
maintaining strategic coherence under sustained pressure. 
 
 
Consulting Under Pressure: An INNER State-Dependent Framework 
 
The Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework reframes advisory effectiveness 
as a dynamic, state-dependent capability rather than a fixed attribute of technical 
expertise. Traditional consulting models implicitly assume that analytical competence 
operates consistently across all professional contexts. However, evidence from 
cognitive science and organizational behaviour demonstrates that human 
performance is highly contingent upon the INNER state conditions under which 
cognition operates, particularly in environments defined by sustained pressure 
(Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007; Kahneman, 2011). 
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Within the CUP framework, pressure is conceptualised as a multidimensional 
construct encompassing severe time compression, high-stakes accountability, 
emotional intensity, reputational risk, and contextual ambiguity. These factors do not 
operate in isolation; they interact continuously to reshape the consultant’s cognitive-
emotional INNER state. As pressure accumulates, executive attentional capacity 
narrows, emotional reactivity increases, and cognitive tolerance for uncertainty 
diminishes. These psychological shifts are often subtle, yet they materially distort 
how problems are framed, how complex evidence is interpreted, and how strategic 
decisions are made. This process triggers the defensive fear and familiarity, urgency, 
certainty, and control behavioral pattern. 
 
This INNER state-dependent perspective aligns with classic research on bounded 
rationality, which establishes that decision-makers operate within strict cognitive 
limits that become acutely exacerbated under stress (Simon, 1997). It also resonates 
with studies of high-reliability organizations, where the capacity to maintain 
situational awareness and adaptive responses under duress is critical for preventing 
catastrophic performance failure (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007). 
 
In consulting contexts, failing to recognise these constraints leads to misplaced 
overconfidence in analytical outputs that are severely compromised by a degraded 
INNER state. CUP therefore positions consulting performance as a fluid variable. 
The same practitioner, equipped with identical knowledge and frameworks, will 
produce vastly different strategic outcomes depending on their INNER state at the 
point of execution. By making these dynamics explicit, CUP shifts the focus from 
external methodologies to the baseline INNER conditions required for effective 
strategic work. 
 
 
Beautiful State Before Strategy: The Pre-Strategic Condition 
 
Beautiful State Before Strategy (BSBS) represents the core organising principle 
within the Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework, defining the exact pre-
strategic cognitive-emotional condition required for effective judgment. While 
traditional models prioritise an unhindered analytical progression from problem 
diagnosis to strategy formulation, BSBS introduces a mandatory intermediary phase: 
the active regulation and alignment of the consultant’s INNER state before strategic 
reasoning begins. 
 
To operationalise this condition, the framework introduces the 4Cs + 4Rs Model. The 
internal architecture consists of four pillars: Clarity of perception, Calm emotional 
regulation, Composure under pressure, and Confidence in resourcefulness. These 
are actively sustained by four procedural practices: Recognition, Reframing of 
cognitive load, Rewiring of affective stress, and Rebooting against error propagation. 
 
Within this model, cognitive clarity ensures the advisor/consultant perceives and 
interprets complex organizational data without the distortions caused by stress-
induced attentional narrowing (Kahneman, 2011). Emotional regulation involves 
managing affective responses, preventing the escalation of performance-limiting 
anxiety (Ochsner and Gross, 2005). Reflective capacity denotes the disciplined 
ability to pause, reconsider, and reframe emerging interpretations before committing 
capital or resources to a strategic path (Schön, 1983). 
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These dimensions are deeply interdependent. A breakdown in emotional regulation 
immediately compromises cognitive clarity, while diminished reflective capacity 
triggers premature decision-making. Conversely, when these elements are 
structurally aligned via the 4Cs + 4Rs Model, consultants can easily tolerate 
ambiguity and generate highly adaptive, innovative corporate responses. 
 
BSBS is not a static, idealised equilibrium; it is a dynamic capability that fluctuates 
alongside shifting environmental pressures. Rather than maintaining a permanent 
zen-like state, the consultant's core duty is to detect when their INNER state has 
degraded into defensive patterns and restore internal coherence before continuing 
with strategic architecture. This approach aligns with foundational self-regulation 
research, which emphasizes the continuous calibration of cognitive and emotional 
processes to meet volatile environmental demands (Baumeister and Vohs, 2007). 
Positioning BSBS as an absolute antecedent to strategy proves that strategic output 
quality is fundamentally contingent upon the INNER state from which it is generated. 
 
 
The Consultant Role Under Sustained Pressure: The SRRM 
Capabilities - How Our Clients Work 
 
If advisory effectiveness is strictly INNER state-dependent, the role of the consultant 
must extend beyond analytical expertise to include the active regulation of cognitive-
emotional conditions under pressure. Within the CUP framework, this expanded role 
is operationalised through four interdependent capabilities: Stabilisation (clarity), 
Reflection (calm), Resetting (composure), and Meaning-making (confidence) 
(S.R.R.M.). These capabilities represent enacted, implemented, measurable, and 
repeatable behaviors that dictate how consulting engagements unfold within highly 
volatile corporate landscapes. 
 

Figure 1: Mapping the sequential progression of the seven operational stages across the 
S.R.R.M. spectrum. 
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• Stabilisation (Stages 1 & 2): Represents the consultant’s capacity to identify 
and regulate escalating systemic stress at both individual and collective 
levels. This requires detecting early markers of cognitive narrowing, emotional 
reactivity, and group tension, then intervening to restore the internal 
coherence required for objective analysis. This capability directly aligns with 
high-reliability organizing principles, where maintaining strict attentional 
control under duress is critical to preserving organizational health and 
structural performance (Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007). 

 
• Reflection (Stages 3 & 4): Introduces a deliberate, disciplined pause into 

high-stakes environments. Under acute pressure, the default human tendency 
is toward hyper-rapid responses and premature decision convergence. 
Reflective capability deliberately interrupts this defensive reflex, forcing 
practitioners to interrogate underlying assumptions, reframe strategic 
problems, and expand interpretive options in real time (Schön, 1983). 
 

• Resetting (Stages 5 & 6): Encompasses the capacity to rapidly recover 
following an unexpected operational disruption. When clarity is lost or initial 
strategies fail, resetting utilises neuro-cognitive reappraisal to restore 
executive composure, halting the emotional breakdowns that typically 
cascade into systemic project failure (Ochsner and Gross, 2005). 
 

• Meaning-making (Stage 7): Reconstructs shared understanding, 
psychological safety, and corporate purpose amidst deep contextual 
ambiguity. By building coherent narrative structures out of chaos, the 
consultant aligns multi-stakeholder intent and restores strategic momentum, 
anchoring the organization through disciplined sensemaking (Weick, 1995). 

 
Operationally, these capabilities are observable in practice rather than abstract 
descriptors. For example, stabilisation involves a consultant explicitly slowing a 
meeting that has become reactive, re-establishing shared attention by reframing the 
problem in neutral terms and restoring cognitive bandwidth across participants. 
Reflection is enacted through disciplined questioning that challenges premature 
convergence, such as revisiting initial assumptions about HIV and widening the 
scope of considered evidence. Resetting became visible when the CMO intervened 
following a failed line of reasoning, acknowledging breakdown without loss of 
authority and reorienting the discussion toward viable alternatives. Meaning-making 
was demonstrated when fragmented stakeholder perspectives were integrated into a 
coherent narrative that reconnected action to strategic intent.  
 
These behaviours translate SRRM from conceptual capability into applied consulting 
practice, reinforcing its relevance in high-pressure engagements where judgement 
quality is at risk. Together, the S.R.R.M. capabilities reposition the consultant as an 
active regulator of the cognitive conditions under which strategy becomes viable, 
rather than a mere builder of theoretical solutions, but a consultant in practice under 
sustained pressure. 
 
 
Case Vignette: Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) in Practice - What 
Our Clients Do 
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Prior to CUP intervention, the operating pattern was characterised by accelerated 
decision cycles, reactive communication and limited reflective space. Strategic 
actions were frequently implemented without sufficient interrogation of underlying 
assumptions, increasing the risk of misalignment and inefficiency. From a CUP 
perspective, this reflects a degraded cognitive - emotional INNER state in which 
urgency overrides judgement integrity. The introduction of BSBS-oriented practices 
altered this dynamic. By inserting structured reflection and stabilisation before 
decision points, the client was able to shift from reactive execution to deliberate 
action. This reduced the likelihood of error propagation, where early misjudgements 
cascade into broader organisational inefficiencies.  
 
This distinction is critical, as it positions state regulation not as enhancement, but as 
a safeguard against consulting failure under pressure. Without such intervention, the 
pattern of reactive decision-making would likely have persisted, compounding 
inefficiencies and increasing the risk of sustained performance degradation. The 
practical application of Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) and Beautiful State Before 
Strategy (BSBS) is illustrated through a consulting and coaching engagement 
involving a Chief Medical Officer (CMO) in Cameroon, Africa, between 2019 and 
2020. This engagement took place within a high-pressure healthcare context 
characterised by resource constraints, competing priorities, and sustained 
operational demands, exacerbated by the HIV and COVID-19 global challenges. 
These are conditions consistent with environments known to impair decision quality 
and organisational performance (Edmondson, 2018; Weick and Sutcliffe, 2007).  
 
The practical execution of the Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework was 
guided by the 7-Stage CUP Neurocognitive Governance Loop (2022): From Clarity 
to Confidence (See Figure 1, Section 6, above). This is a structured pathway 
dictating how reflective judgments and safe actions become biologically available 
under extreme stress. CUP represents an advanced, INNER state-dependent 
iteration of the original CLINLAP/LEADLAP model (Jumaa, 2005, 2001, 1997). The 
consulting intervention focused on leadership development, reflective practice, and 
the enhancement of cognitive - emotional awareness. Rather than prioritizing 
immediate strategic outputs, the approach emphasised the establishment of 
conditions aligned with BSBS:  
 
1. clarity of perception,  
2. emotional calm regulation,  
3. reflective composure, and  
4. engagement with confidence.  
 
This included the use of ChMC competencies, structured coaching, reinforcement of 
professional standards and the development of communication practices that 
enabled more effective stakeholder interaction. The outcomes were both 
measurable, repeatable, and indicative of deeper capability development. Over a 
twelve-month period, the Chief Medical Officer (CMO), the ICNL’s client, 
implemented disciplined stabilisation, reflection, resetting, and meaning-making 
capabilities which yielded quantifiable and visible organizational outcomes.  
 
Examples include:  
 
1. An eight percent (8%) reduction in operational waste; 
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2. A ten percent (10%) revenue increase, due to successful inter-organisational 
Partnership with 2 other organisations which strengthened the healthcare services; 
3. Organised more than twenty training workshops within 12 months; 
4. Trained over 700 multi-disciplinary healthcare professionals within 12 months; 
5. Led a successful partnership as a management consultant for the Cameroon 
Baptist Convention Health Services to scale-up PEPFAR funded HIV activities; 
6. Successfully combined medical practice (40%) with leadership, management, and 
consulting activities (60%) due to CUP interventions.  
 
Overall ethical behaviour, experienced and acknowledged by most stakeholders, 
was that the CMO was ‘Behaving in an open, honest and trustworthy manner’. A key 
comment from the CMO was, “As a medical officer, having the custody of human 
lives in my control, the Hippocratic Oath is very strict on the commitment to the 
implementation of ethical values and professional standards”. This is a vivid and 
successful demonstration of integrating Consulting and Medical Skills. These results 
demonstrate tangible organisational impact due to CUP interventions. Their 
significance extends beyond performance and organisational health metrics.  
 
From a CUP perspective, the critical insight lies in the relationship between INNER 
state and outcome. The CMO reported increased ability to manage emotional 
dynamics through recognition, interpret stakeholder responses through reframing, 
maintain composure under sustained pressure through rewiring, and led the MDT 
with confidence through rebooting. This aligns with research suggesting that 
emotional regulation and psychological safety contribute to improved decision-
making, organisational health, and organisational effectiveness (Ochsner and Gross, 
2005; Edmondson, 2018). 
 
As illustrated in Figure 2, below, the 7-Stage CUP Neurocognitive Governance Loop 
separates an initial Learning Phase (Stages 1–4: Recognition and Reframing) from a 
subsequent Action Phase (Stages 5–7: Rewiring and Rebooting) Evidence-Matched 
Action, Establishing Fit, and Continuous Re-assessment). This sequence guarantees 
that sustainable organizational outcomes emerge only when INNER states achieve 
clarity, calm, composure, and confidence in precise chronological order. 
 

 
Figure 2: The 7-Stage CUP Neurocognitive Governance Loop, 

 adapted from Jumaa (2005,p 84) 
 
Part I: CLARITY through Recognition 
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• Stage 1 - Aligning Stakeholder Expectations: This baseline stage establishes 
shared, clear mental models of strategic purpose across leadership and 
advisory tiers. By aligning stakeholder expectations early through the 
D.A.R.E. (data-driven action and reflective engagement) protocol, the 
consultant proactively minimizes the cognitive dissonance and interpersonal 
friction that typically accelerates decision-making degradation under stress 
(Goleman, 1995; Kahneman, 2011). 

 
• Stage 2 - Planning with Evidence: Interventions are grounded in empirical 

data validated through specialized CUP diagnostics and disciplined reflective 
leadership cycles. This stage operationalises data-driven action and reflective 
engagement transforming raw operational pressure into structured, 
participatory inquiry (Heron, 1996; Reason and Bradbury, 2001). 

 
 
Part II: CALM through Reframing 
 

• Stage 3 - Using Tools Strategically: To transition from structural anxiety to 
deliberate focus, consultants utilize the EMOScore® Health Solutions toolkit. 
This proprietary system uses cognitive reappraisal techniques to measure, 
track, and stabilise affective loads, ensuring that acute operational stress 
does not hijack executive cognitive functioning (Ochsner and Gross, 2005). 

 
• Stage 4 - Matching Actions to Evidence: Advisors carefully cross-reference 

behavioral interventions with analytical insights. Reframing the problem away 
from immediate panic ensures that the resulting strategy directly addresses 
root corporate vulnerabilities rather than symptomatic emergencies, shifting 
the consultant from defensive survival mechanisms to rigorous, objective 
analysis. 

 
 
Part III: COMPOSURE & CONFIDENCE through Action 
 

• Stage 5 - Evidence-Matched Action: The consultant executes targeted 
strategic interventions derived purely from the stabilised data collected in 
Phase II. By delaying execution until cognitive clarity is regained, the 
practitioner acts with deep operational composure, breaking the historical 
cycle of reactive, anxiety-driven execution errors. 

 
• Stage 6 - Establishing Fit: The intervention is dynamically matched against 

the specific, real-time cultural and clinical resource constraints of the local 
environment. This alignment ensures the strategy fits smoothly into existing 
workflows without causing friction or systemic pushback. 
 

• Stage 7 - Continuous Re-assessment: Using Schön’s (1983) model of 
reflection-in-action and the iterative cycles of co-operative inquiry (Heron, 
1996), the consultant builds iterative evaluation loops directly into the 
operational environment. This ongoing review grounds long-term execution 
confidence by identifying and correcting small errors before they cascade into 
broader organizational inefficiencies, cementing permanent performance 
improvements. 
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Implications for Consulting Practice 
 
The Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework carries significant operational 
implications for global advisory practices, particularly in environments characterized 
by sustained pressure and complexity. Most notably, it introduces a fundamental re-
sequencing of the consulting lifecycle: shifting from an immediate, reactive focus on 
strategy formulation to a prior, mandatory emphasis on the cognitive-emotional 
conditions under which that strategy is developed. This structural shift directly 
challenges deeply embedded norms within the consulting industry, where raw speed 
of analysis and delivery is routinely prioritised over the cognitive quality of the 
conditions enabling sound judgment. 
 
In practical terms, this re-sequencing unfolds as a three-stage process that leads  
to sustained professional confidence for sustained consulting action: 
 

• Cognitive Diagnostic Phase - CLARITY: Consultants must actively assess 
the compounding impact of operational pressure on individual and collective 
executive functioning. This involves diagnosing physiological and behavioral 
indicators such as narrowing attention, hyper-reactivity, and a defensive 
reduction in ambiguity tolerance. This diagnosis aligns with foundational 
decision-making research, which proves that unrecognised cognitive 
constraints significantly impair structural judgment quality (Arnsten, 2009; 
Kahneman, 2011). 

 
• INNER State Restoration Phase - CALM: Practitioners actively restore 

conditions consistent with a Beautiful State Before Strategy (BSBS). This 
phase deploys specific micro-interventions, including explicit assumption 
mapping to ensure clarity, deliberate tactical pauses to restore calm, and 
emotional regulation techniques to maintain composure. These actions are 
strongly validated by empirical data showing that deliberate cognitive 
reappraisal actively optimises neural pathways during high-stress decision 
tasks (Ochsner and Gross, 2005; Gross, 2015), while fostering the 
psychological safety required to protect collaborative team performance 
(Edmondson, 2018). 

 
• Coherent Execution Phase - COMPOSURE: Sophisticated strategic 

analysis and data-driven decision-making are initiated only after sufficient 
cognitive-emotional coherence is verified. This sequence guarantees that 
business strategy is engineered within a cognitive architecture that supports 
rather than undermines its long-term viability. Critically, this approach does 
not diminish commercial urgency; instead, it calibrates action so that velocity 
never compromises execution quality.  

 
 
Discussion and Future Research 
 
In high-pressure NHS environments, leadership does not fail because of a lack of 
strategy. It fails because of a loss of cognitive stability at the point of decision-
making. Time compresses, information is incomplete, and emotional load intensifies. 
Under these conditions, leaders do not lose their knowledge or expertise. They lose 
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access to it. What emerges instead is cognitive dysregulation, which gives rise to 
bias, distorts judgement, and increases system risk. These dynamics can be 
understood through a simple but critical sequence:  
 
1. INNER state determines cognition,  
2. cognition determines decision, and  
3. decision determines system outcome.  
 
When the INNER state is unstable, cognition narrows. When cognition narrows, 
decisions degrade. When decisions degrade, system performance and 
organisational health declines. Strategy, no matter how well designed, cannot 
compensate for compromised cognition. In this sense, INNER state does not 
preceed strategy. In such contexts, patterns and early warning signs emerge. Under 
sustained pressure, a predictable failure pattern emerges. Consultants begin to 
impose fear, familiarity, urgency, certainty, confidence on the context:        
                                                                                 
1. Fear, familiarity and rigidity over clarity; 
2. Urgency overrides calm judgement;                                       
3. Certainty replaces reflection and composure; and                                
4. Confidence over regulation dominate. 
 
It is in these contexts, the Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) framework contributes 
to professional advisory scholarship by making explicit a critical variable that has 
largely remained neglected: the role of the cognitive-emotional INNER state in 
shaping intervention outcomes. While existing literatures independently address 
decision-making under stress, emotional regulation, and organizational performance, 
these strands have rarely been integrated into a unified model of consulting practice. 
 
CUP provides this integration, positioning consulting effectiveness as contingent 
upon the internal conditions under which judgment is exercised rather than solely on 
the mechanical application of analytical tools. By bridging multiple domains, the 
framework connects bounded rationality and heuristic-driven decision biases (Simon, 
1997; Kahneman, 2011) with neuroscientific evidence on stress-induced prefrontal 
cortex impairment (Arnsten, 2009). It synthesises these with reflective practice 
traditions that emphasise learning-in-action (Schön, 1983) and organizational 
research on sensemaking and high-reliability performance (Weick, 1995; Weick and 
Sutcliffe, 2007). By blending these perspectives, CUP extends consulting theory 
beyond strategy-centric models, shifting academic focus from immediate strategy 
formulation to the prerequisite psychological architecture of the advisor - the 
Consultant. 
 
Crucially, the framework is pracademic in nature, grounded in a 28-year longitudinal 
practice and validated through converging evidence with external institutional 
approval. The empirical validity of the methodologies underpinning CUP is well-
established within qualitative and action science traditions (Argyris and Schön, 1996; 
Reason and Bradbury, 2001; Heron, 1996).  
 
There is limited evidence that CUP interventions are practiced in the consulting 
industry. There are, however, many examples of similar interventions by excellent 
CEOs, though not specifically using CUP’s approaches. Nevertheless, key concepts 
that are core to CUP - Emotional Intelligence & Self-Awareness; Decision-Making, 
Problem-Solving, and Motivational Alignment; Emotional Regulation; Empathy, 
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Stress Management, Social Connectivity and Neuroplasticity; Adaptation, and 
Continuous Learning - are present in the behaviour and activities of excellent CEOs 
acting under sustained pressure (Kaas, H-W et al (2024), Dewar, C, et al (2022) 
(Agnihotri, and Bhattacharya, 2021) (Keller, and Schaninger, 2019 pp 14-15, for 
example). CUP’s uptake would increase, significantly, when many consultants 
emulate the CEOs featured in these texts and Satya Nadella’s success, fostering 
emotional intelligence to drive organizational excellence (Nadella, 2017). 
 
Future research must explore specific boundary conditions. Not all pressure is 
detrimental; moderate stress can enhance executive focus, consistent with the 
Yerkes-Dodson law (Yerkes and Dodson, 1908). Distinguishing between enabling 
(eustress) and impairing (distress) forms of pressure will refine the framework and 
prevent overgeneralization. Finally, comparative empirical studies could evaluate 
how different consulting approaches perform under sustained pressure, measuring 
the relative contribution of INNER state-based interventions against traditional 
strategy-first methods to strengthen CUP’s empirical foundation in daily practice. 
These research directions would strengthen CUP as a testable and generalisable 
framework for consulting under pressure, establishing it as both a conceptual 
advance and an empirically examinable model for understanding and improving 
consulting effectiveness in high-pressure environments. 
 
Some pressure cannot be adequately explained through strategy-centric models 
alone. While analytical capability and strategic frameworks remain essential, their 
real-world application is fundamentally contingent upon the cognitive-emotional 
INNER state in which professional judgment is exercised. This paper has argued that 
pressure, now a permanent structural feature of contemporary consulting 
environments, actively shapes this INNER state baseline, distorting perception, 
weakening reasoning, and degrading decision quality in ways that are often 
unrecognised but materially significant.  
 
By introducing Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) as an INNER state-dependent 
framework and Beautiful State Before Strategy (BSBS) as its core organising 
principle, this paper provides a disciplined basis for rethinking advisory and 
consulting practice. The central proposition - that INNER state must strictly precede 
strategy - directly challenges the implicit assumption of stable rationality that 
underpins traditional consulting literature. Instead, it positions cognitive-emotional 
regulation, reflective capacity, and attentional control as foundational, prerequisite 
capabilities that enable, rather than merely accompany, effective strategic work.  
 
A further avenue for empirical development lies in the design of measurable 
indicators for cognitive - emotional state within consulting engagements. While 
constructs such as clarity, composure, and reflective capacity are conceptually 
robust, their operationalisation remains underdeveloped. Future research could 
employ mixed-method approaches, combining behavioural observation, self-report 
instruments and decision-quality metrics to establish reliable proxies for INNER state 
conditions. Experimental designs may also examine the causal impact of specific 
interventions - such as structured pauses, reframing protocols or guided reflection - 
on decision accuracy and strategic coherence. In addition, longitudinal studies could 
track consulting engagements over time to assess how INNER state regulation 
influences not only immediate outcomes but sustained organisational performance. 
Such work would enable CUP to transition from a theoretically grounded framework 
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to an empirically validated model, strengthening its applicability across consulting 
contexts and enhancing its contribution to both scholarship and practice. 
 
The implications of this reframing are both practical and theoretical: Practically: It 
requires consultants to re-sequence their operational lifecycle, attending first to the 
psychological conditions that support sound judgment before engaging in high-
stakes analysis. The articulation of the S.R.R.M. capabilities (Stabilisation, 
Reflection, Resetting, and Meaning-making) provides a structured, measurable and 
scalable basis for operationalising this behavioral shift in real-world contexts. 
 
Theoretically, the framework integrates deep insights from decision science, 
neuroscience, reflective practice, and organizational theory, extending existing 
academic literature beyond tool-based and strategy-driven perspectives (Schön, 
1983; Weick, 1995; Arnsten, 2009; Kahneman, 2011). In modern professional 
environments where pressure is pervasive rather than exceptional, the critical 
question is not whether consultants can produce strategy, but whether that strategy 
is generated under conditions that render it valid, adaptive, and sustainable. CUP 
offers a coherent, evidence-backed response to this challenge, positioning the 
INNER state as the immutable foundation upon which excellent consulting must be 
built, now and in the future.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Consulting effectiveness under conditions of sustained pressure cannot be 
adequately explained through strategy-centric models alone. While analytical 
capability and strategic frameworks remain essential, their real-world application is 
fundamentally contingent upon the cognitive-emotional INNER state in which 
professional judgment is exercised. This paper has argued that pressure, now a 
permanent structural feature of contemporary consulting environments, actively 
shapes this internal baseline, distorting perception, weakening reasoning, and 
degrading decision quality in ways that are often unrecognised but materially 
significant. 
 
By introducing Consulting Under Pressure (CUP) as an INNER state-dependent 
framework and Beautiful State Before Strategy (BSBS) as its core organising 
principle, this paper provides a disciplined basis for rethinking advisory practice. The 
central proposition - that INNER state must strictly precede strategy - directly 
challenges the implicit assumption of stable rationality that underpins traditional 
consulting literature. Instead, it positions cognitive-emotional regulation, reflective 
capacity, and attentional control as foundational, prerequisite capabilities that 
enable, rather than merely accompany, effective strategic work. 
 
The implications of this reframing are both practical and theoretical: 
 

• Practically: It requires consultants to re-sequence their operational lifecycle, 
attending first to the psychological conditions that support sound judgment 
before engaging in high-stakes analysis. The articulation of the S.R.R.M. 
capabilities (Stabilisation, Reflection, Resetting, and Meaning-making) 
provides a structured, scalable basis for operationalising this behavioral shift 
in real-world contexts. Furthermore, the presented case vignette illustrates 
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how this state-first approach translates into measurable organizational 
outcomes alongside enhanced leadership and consulting capability. 

 
• Theoretically, the framework integrates deep insights from decision science, 

neuroscience, reflective practice, and organizational theory, extending 
existing academic literature beyond tool-based and strategy-driven 
perspectives (Schön, 1983; Weick, 1995; Arnsten, 2009; Kahneman, 2011). 

 
In modern professional environments where pressure is pervasive rather than 
exceptional, the critical question is not whether consultants can produce strategy, but 
whether that strategy is generated under conditions that render it valid, adaptive, and 
sustainable. CUP offers a coherent, evidence-backed response to this challenge, 
positioning the INNER state as the immutable foundation upon which excellent 
consulting must be built. 
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