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Introduction
Automation and AI are increasingly taking over routine work. Research by McKinsey suggests that
up to 30% of current work hours could be automated with the help of AI by 2030, fundamentally
reshaping how work gets done. This shift does not make human skills obsolete, but it does change
how they are applied. As AI handles more routine activities, tasks that AI cannot do well, such as
exercising judgment and acting under pressure, will become more valuable and critical to
organizational success.

The challenge is that most organizations are not set up to measure or reinforce judgment.
Traditional assessments, like personality tests and engagement surveys, capture opinion rather
than data and intent rather than action. They offer insight into how people think they might behave
under certain circumstances, but not how they actually perform when conditions are ambiguous,
authority is unclear, and outcomes carry real risk.

At the same time, many organizations continue to train employees on procedure, while implicitly
expecting sound judgment when real-world conditions deviate from the norm. They consistently
confuse knowing with doing, compliance with competence, and silence with alignment.

"Organizations that continue to rely on traditional assessments
will experience widening execution gaps"

Organizations that continue to rely on traditional assessments will experience:

Widening execution gaps between strategy and delivery

Escalation overload as decisions pile up at leadership levels

Middle-management burnout from absorbing unresolved conflict

Slower customer recovery and erosion of trust

Stagnant learning cultures despite investment

It was this growing disconnect between what modern work demands and how performance is
traditionally evaluated that motivated Interactive EQ to help organizations see and measure this
gap.
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Executive Summary
The IEQ Behavioral Intelligence Index™ is built from immersive, multimedia simulations that
replicate real workplace pressure, including:

Authority vacuums

Customer or stakeholder escalation

Failure disclosure

Peer accountability and feedback

Ambiguous ownership

Social and reputational risk

Time pressure limiting deliberation

Participants experience emotionally authentic scenarios that mirror the complexity, ambiguity, and
social risk of actual workplace moments.

Interactive EQ conducted more than 5,000 of these immersive simulations from April through
December 2025 and collected and analyzed the resulting data.

5,000+
IMMERS IVE  S IMULAT IONS  CONDUCTED

Here are some of the key findings from that research:
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The notion that middle managers operate under pressure is not groundbreaking. But our research
reveals and quantifies the real reason this crucial link between strategy and execution increasingly
breaks down.

Our data shows that middle managers do not fail due to lack of skill or experience, but due to
exposure conditions that have intensified in modern organizations, including:

Peer accountability Lateral conflict Upward feedback Reputational exposure

Middle managers performed well in low-risk scenarios, then experienced severe degradation when
simulations introduced these variables. In some scenarios, mastery dropped by as much as 70%.

70%
MASTERY  DROP  UNDER  PRESSURE

Why this matters: Today's organizations are flatter, more transparent, and more performance-
visible than ever before. Middle managers increasingly operate under continuous evaluation while
being expected to absorb ambiguity and protect their teams. Under these conditions, judgment
degradation shows up as delay, risk avoidance, and silent breakdowns in execution.

"Quiet cracking" among middle managers, signified by
judgment withdrawal under pressure

Praxis: The application of judgment into action under pressure — the moment when
knowledge, skill, and intent convert into observable behavior when authority is unclear,
stakes are high, and risk is present.

01. When Middle Management is Under Pressure, the
Link Between Strategy and Execution Fails
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Frontline roles are trained primarily for procedural consistency, compliance, and efficiency. Yet the
moments that matter most to customers — complaints, service recovery, exceptions and failures
— require judgment, discretion, and ownership. This creates a structural mismatch: Employees are
trained for stability while being disempowered to use their judgment when conditions stray from
the norm.

Decisive action rates by role:

Executives 90–92%

Middle management 82–86%

Individual contributors 60–65%

Frontline customer-facing roles 58–62%

~40%
COULDN 'T  ACT  WITHOUT  A  MANAGER

When frontline employees hesitate, escalate unnecessarily, or wait for permission, resolution slows
and frustration rises. These behaviors are not signs of disengagement — they are learned
responses in environments where unauthorized action carries more risk than delay.

Implication: This gap explains why investments in frontline training often fail to improve outcomes
during real incidents. Until organizations explicitly train and empower judgment, execution failures
will surface first in customer-facing moments.

02. Frontline Roles Exhibit the Largest Gap Between
Training and Execution
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As organizations shift from skills-based hiring toward identifying adaptability, ownership, and
decision-making capability, authority dependence becomes a critical blind spot. Traditional
assessments may identify competence, but they do not reveal whether someone will act without
decision authority when conditions break.

When a manager became unavailable during an active customer or stakeholder issue:

Took initiative and resolved 75–76%

Deferred or escalated unnecessarily 16–18%

Failed to resolve the issue 6–8%

1 in 4
PROFESS IONALS  STALLED  WITHOUT  AUTHORITY

The most striking aspect of this finding is not that some people hesitate when authority disappears
— it's that capable professionals, including middle managers, who know the correct action still
stall. This reveals authority dependence as a learned organizational behavior, not an individual
weakness.

Insight: Authority dependence drives escalation overload, slows execution, and concentrates risk
at leadership levels. Organizations that fail to identify and reverse authority dependence will
continue to misdiagnose performance issues as motivation or engagement problems.

Authority dependence is not innate. It is learned, and reinforced by organizations that discourage
unauthorized action more severely than inaction.

03. Authority Dependence Is a Measurable Risk
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Most organizations encourage feedback, but few teach the distinction between questioning
judgment and questioning intent. When this distinction is absent, even well-intended feedback
triggers defensiveness, silence, or impression management.

In scenarios where conflict arose between colleagues, participants were asked to resolve a
situation where one person questioned another's actions. Senior leadership asked participants to
explain the difference between intent and judgment.

Intent

The motivation behind a decision. Questioning intent
can challenge integrity, cause relationship damage,
and erode trust.

Judgment

The quality of decision-making. Easily forgivable in
business; reasonable to question; mistakes can serve
as good learnings.

3–4%
COULD  ART ICULATE  THE  DIFFERENCE  BETWEEN  INTENT  &  JUDGMENT

This inability to separate judgment from intent has profound consequences:

Defensiveness rises

Learning shuts down

Errors are softened or hidden

Candor disappears

Feedback becomes a threat instead of a tool

Key Insight: This finding explains why learning initiatives stall despite investment. Without
psychological clarity around judgment, errors go underground and improvement slows.
Organizations that fail to teach this distinction will lose talent not to lack of capability, but to
preventable defensiveness.

04. Feedback Breaks When Judgment Feels Like Threat
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Organizations often treat accountability as something people either have or lack. Our research
shows that accountability is highly sensitive to perceived risk, safety, and consequence, even
among senior professionals.

When asked to describe a past failure and lessons learned:

Demonstrated ownership 60%

Shifted toward reframing, blame, or avoidance 40%

Ownership increased with seniority but collapsed under perceived risk. This strikes directly at
organizational culture, core values, and philosophy. Are employees allowed to make mistakes when
trying to do the right thing?

Conclusion: Cultures that reward outcomes but punish mistakes inadvertently train people to
minimize exposure. Over time, this erodes trust, weakens ownership, and undermines stated
values.

"Accountability cannot be demanded; it must be designed for."

Leaders are often surprised when accountability disappears under pressure, assuming values or
culture have failed. In reality, the environment has shifted. When ownership increases personal risk
without corresponding protection or learning support, avoidance becomes rational. Organizations
that treat accountability as a fixed trait will continue to be surprised by its disappearance.

05. Accountability is Not a Trait – it's Contextual
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Service employees are placed in a double bind: responsible for results but discouraged from acting
independently. Over time, this promotes behaviors that prioritize personal safety — waiting,
escalating, or deferring — over resolution. Sales environments, on the other hand, reward speed,
initiative, and recovery from failure.

Behavior diverges sharply based on reinforcement history:

Sales Environments

Act → Recover → Adjust

Speed and initiative are rewarded; failure is
recoverable

Service Environments

Wait → Escalate → Defer

Unauthorized action is penalized more than delay

Although this finding is qualitative, it reveals a critical structural
contradiction: Sales environments penalize hesitation quickly.
Service environments often penalize unauthorized action more
than delay. These functions frequently approach problem-solving
from opposing orientations, creating friction when issues require
coordinated action.

This conditioning explains why customer experience initiatives
often fail in service-heavy organizations. Misaligned reinforcement
systems create frustration for employees and friction for
customers.

Result: Service teams are expected to "own outcomes" while
being structurally discouraged from acting. This contradiction
creates confusion, frustration, and customer friction.

06. Sales and Service Are Conditioned to Act Differently
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Index Score Bands
The IEQ Behavioral Intelligence Index translates observed behavior into three actionable risk
categories:

Stable Praxis
Sound judgment that holds under pressure. The ability to act decisively when authority is
unclear and stakes are high.

Acts decisively without explicit authority

Separates judgment from identity

Maintains ownership under pressure

Low reliance on escalation

Organizational Signal: Reliable execution, resilient teams, faster recovery from failure.

Exposed Praxis
Judgment that works in structured conditions but falters under ambiguity or pressure.

Performs well in structured conditions

Hesitates when authority is ambiguous

Becomes defensive during feedback

Escalates to manage personal risk

Organizational Signal: Hidden bottlenecks, learning friction, early warning signs of execution gaps.

Fragile Praxis
Judgment that collapses under pressure, leading to inaction or risk avoidance.

Defers action without explicit permission

Collapses feedback into personal threat

Avoids ownership under reputational exposure

Uses silence or escalation to reduce risk

Organizational Signal: Customer vulnerability, stalled execution, cultural fragility, high turnover risk.
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The Praxis Breakdown Loop
These findings reveal individual behavioral patterns. But when pressure increases across an
organization, they combine into a predictable cascade:

1 Pressure increases

2 Authority becomes unclear

3 Judgment feels risky

4 Feedback becomes threat

5 Ownership collapses

6 Escalation replaces action

7 Silence follows

The IEQ Behavioral Intelligence Index identifies this breakdown before it manifests as churn,
burnout, or customer loss.
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The Opportunity
The findings also reveal what is possible when praxis is treated as infrastructure:

Organizations with higher Stable Praxis profiles consistently show:

94%
of assessed individuals

between a 4–6 month range
showed improved performance

in target achievement and
customer satisfaction, after

reviewing results and engaging
with AI-powered coaching.

Among organizations using the
Interactive EQ platform, reporting

subscribers

Praxis can be observed, practiced, and strengthened✓

Authority dependence is reversible with the right conditions✓

Behavioral risk can be identified early in the employment journey✓

Middle managers can be equipped with frameworks that prevent praxis collapse✓

Frontline teams gain confidence when trained on judgment, not scripts✓

Faster recovery from failure✓

Fewer escalation loops✓

Greater resilience under volatility✓

Stronger retention of high performers✓

More effective leadership pipelines✓
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Applications Across the Employment Journey
The IEQ Behavioral Intelligence Index serves as decision infrastructure for critical moments in
talent management:

Hiring
Identify candidates who can act under ambiguity, not just those who interview well.

Performance Reviews
Distinguish between effort and execution, intent and impact.

Upskilling & Development
Target training to behavioral gaps, not assumed deficits.

Promotions
Promote and support based on demonstrated praxis, not tenure or likability.

Mergers & Acquisitions
Assess cultural compatibility and execution for hyper-speed integration.
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Research Methodology
The 2025 Interactive EQ Behavioral Intelligence Index™ is based on immersive behavioral data
collected from April through December 2025.

5,000+
S IMULAT IONS

1,700+
PART IC IPANTS

46
ORGANIZAT IONS

Industries represented include: Automotive, SaaS, Healthcare, Hospitality, Law, and
Manufacturing. Organizations ranged from growth-stage companies to large, multi-location
enterprises.

Participants spanned multiple levels of seniority:

Senior executives including CEO, CFO, CRO, CMO, CCO, CHRO, Presidents, and Vice
Presidents

Middle management including Directors and functional leaders

Individual contributors across commercial roles (Sales, Marketing, Implementation, Customer
Service, Support, Service), as well as Engineering, Product Management, Accounting and
Enablement
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Simulation Design & Scoring Architecture

Simulation Design

Each participant engaged in immersive, multimedia simulations designed to replicate real
workplace exposure conditions, including authority ambiguity, stakeholder escalation,
reputational risk, peer conflict, time and emotional pressure.

Most simulations required real-time, open-ended responses under constraint. Participants
were asked to articulate decisions, reasoning, ownership posture, and next-step action in
conditions where delay, defensiveness, or escalation carried measurable trade-offs.

Scoring Architecture

All behavioral scoring was human-authored and rubric-based. Interactive EQ developed
structured evaluation frameworks defining observable indicators across dimensions such as
decisiveness, authority reliance, ownership language, feedback posture, and risk orientation.

Responses were evaluated for both breadth (range of considerations identified) and depth
(quality of reasoning, prioritization, and action logic).

Artificial intelligence was used as an assistive layer to increase scoring consistency, pattern
recognition, and signal aggregation across large volumes of qualitative data. Final scoring
models were validated against human-reviewed outputs to ensure alignment with rubric
intent.

The Behavioral Intelligence Index™ reflects observed behavior under pressure, not self-
report, intent declaration, or retrospective narrative.
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About Interactive EQ
Interactive EQ creates immersive, data-driven simulations that measure how people perform under
real workplace pressure. Using film-grade video production, realistic AI avatars, and multi-model AI
evaluation, Interactive EQ delivers the most sophisticated behavioral assessments available to
transform intangible skills into measurable, actionable data.

Organizations are already using the IEQ Behavioral Intelligence Index to make faster, more
confident decisions about talent. To explore how it can strengthen your execution capability,
schedule a conversation with Interactive EQ.

Ready to Measure Behavioral Intelligence?

Schedule a conversation to see how the Interactive EQ platform can transform how your
organization measures and develops judgment under pressure.

www.interactiveeq.com
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