
 
 

                                                                                                         

Further Reading, Tell Your Story to Bring Purpose to Life, The Culture Code (extract) – 
Daniel Coyle, (p180-183) 
 
 
Summary 
 

• Successful cultures help focus individuals’ a6en7on on a small handful of key 
markers that unite the group in progressing towards a shared goal 

• They generate con7nuous feedback about ‘where we are’ in rela7on to ‘where we 
want to get to’ 

• This is called ‘metal contras7ng’, and is brought to life for groups through the power 
of ‘story’ 

 
 
 
(In a murmura7on) Starlings’ cohesion is built on relentless a/en0on to a small set of signals.  
Basically, each starling tracks the six of seven birds closest to it, sending and receiving cues of 
direc7on, speed, accelera7on, and distance.  That shared habit of intensive, up-close 
watching, amplified through the flock, allows the group to behave as one.  In other words, the 
reason starling flocks can behave so intelligently has nothing to do with telepathy or magic 
and everything to do with a simpler ability: to pay focused a/en0on to a small handful of key 
markers. 
 
This idea helps give us a window into how successful cultures create and sustain purpose.  
Successful groups are a6uned to the same truth as the starlings: Purpose isn’t about tapping 
into some mys7cal internal drive but rather about crea7ng simple beacons that focus 
a/en0on and engagement on the shared goal.  Successful cultures do this by relentlessly 
seeking ways to tell and retell their story.  To do this, they build what we’ll call high purpose 
environments. 
 
High-purpose environments are filled with small, vivid signals designed to create a link 
between the present moment and a future ideal.  They provide the two simple locators that 
every naviga7on process requires: Here is where we are and Here is where we want to go.  
The surprising thing, from a scien7fic point of view, is how responsive we are to this pa6ern 
of signalling.   
 
A few years ago a professor of psychology named Gabriele OeOngen set out to perform what 
might rank as the most basic psychological experiment of all 7me.  In fact, you can do it right 
not.  It goes like this:  
 
Step 1: Think about a realis7c goal that you’d like to achieve.  It could be anything: Become 
skilled at a sport, re-dedicate yourself to a rela7onship, lose a few pounds, get a new job.  
Spend a few seconds reflec7ng on that goal and imagining that it’s come true.  Picture a 
future where you’ve achieved it.  



 
 

                                                                                                         

 
Step 2: Take a few seconds and picture the obstacles between you and that goal as vividly as 
possible.  Don’t gloss over the nega7ves, but try to see them as they truly are.  For example, if 
you were trying to lose weight, you might picture those moments when of weakness when 
you smell warm cookies, and you decide to eat one (or three). 
That’s it.  It’s called mental contras7ng, and it seems less like science than the kind of advice 
you might come across on a late-night infomercial: Envision a reachable goal, and envision 
the obstacles.  The this is, OeOngen discovered, this method works, triggering significant 
changes in behaviour and mo7va7on.  In one study, adolescents preparing for the PSAT who 
used this method chose to complete 60 percent more prac7ce ques7ons than the control 
group.  In another, dieters consumed significantly fewer calories, were more physically ac7ve, 
and lost more weight.  
 
Mental contras7ng has also been shown to improve the ability to interact posi7vely with 
strangers, nego7ate deals, speak in public, manage 7me, improve communica7on, and 
perform a range of other skills.  As OeOngen wrote, “The conjoint elabora7on of the future 
and the present reality makes both simultaneously accessible and links them together in the 
sense that the reality stands in the way of realizing the desired future.” 
 
… in these experiments, mo7va7on is not a possession but rather the result of a two-part 
process of channelling your a6en7on: Here’s where you’re at and Here’s where you want to 
go… what ma6ers is establishing the link and consistently crea7ng engagement around it.  
What ma6ers is telling the story.  The neurological truth is that stories create reality, 
triggering cascades of percep7on and mo7va7on.  The proof is in brain scans: When we hear 
a fact, a few isolated areas of our brain light up, transla7ng words and meanings.  When we 
hear a story, however, our brain lights up like Las Vegas, tracing the chains of cause, effect and 
meaning. 
 
 
 
“Stories are not just stories; they are the best inven0on ever created for delivering mental 
models that drive behaviour.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


