
A framework for understanding why our best 

efforts fail—and what we can do about it

By Kieran O’Brien
Founder of the 
Master Storytelling framework

The VMP triad

Values

purposemotivation

A Short Introduction to the Hidden Code Beneath 
Everything We Think, Value, and Do

Framework

THE



Something is missing
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You know the feeling 
You pour your heart into a campaign, a conversation, a cause. You do 
everything right. You craft the perfect message, marshal the facts, rally the 
community. 

Maybe it’s a project at work that keeps stalling. Maybe it’s a campaign for a 
cause that never seems to make a real difference. Maybe it’s a goal you’ve set 
for yourself, a change you want to make, a direction you want to take, that 
somehow stays just out of reach.

We live in a world of extraordinary resources, more information, more 
technology, more psychology than any generation in history. And yet so many 
of our efforts feel like pushing water uphill. Campaigns that should work, 
don’t. Relationships that should thrive, falter. Personal goals that should 
inspire, fade.

What if?
What if the problem isn’t your effort or your message? What if we are missing 
the key to understanding human motivation? What if the problem we face is 
something hiding in plain sight, a hidden code running beneath every human 
interaction, shaping everything without us noticing?
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The black box paradox

input -> output ->

short term response

cyncism and disengagement

Increased polarisation

Burnout of campaigners

We call it the black box paradox: the more good information we pour in, 
the less real change we seem to get. What’s inside?

This booklet introduces a new 

framework: Master Storytelling. 

It reveals the hidden grammar of Value, 

Motivation, and Purpose that makes all 

communication meaningful and shows 

how to recalibrate it.
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The VMP triad

Solving the black box paradox

The answer to the black box is surprisingly simple. It is made up of the 
three primitives that shape meaning: Value, Motivation, and Purpose. 
Every conversation, every campaign, every human interaction reflects 
a configuration between these three primitives. We call them the VMP 
triad. 

Value

What matters here? What is treated as important? Value is not a 
preference you choose. It is the felt quality of something mattering, a 
resonance, a weight, a call. The world is always already saturated with 
significance; we just have to learn to see it.

Motivation

What moves us to act? Motivation can be a push from outside (fear, 
reward, pressure) or a pull from within (care, love, alignment). The 
difference determines whether action feels like a burden or a calling.

Purpose

Where are we heading? Purpose can be a target we aim at (a goal, 
an outcome) or a source we draw from (a way of being, a participation 
in something larger). One can be measured and achieved; the other 
must be inhabited and embodied. 

These three are not separate. They work together as a system, the 
grammar of meaning itself.

The VMP triad

Values

purposemotivation

The VMP triad is not a theory to believe, it’s a tool to use. 
Start today: pick a recent message or conversation and ask the three questions.



Push or Pull?

Extrinsic grammar : push, target, transaction
Value is something to be acquired or defended. 

Motivation comes from fear, reward, or social pressure. 

Purpose is a goal to be achieved, a problem to be solved. 

This code is efficient in the short term, but it warms anxiety, status‑seeking, 
and passivity. It is the grammar of the marketing paradigm, and it has 
colonised much of modern life.

Intrinsic grammar : Pull, source, participation
Value is perceived, encountered, resonated with. 

Motivation flows from care, love, alignment. 

Purpose is a state of being to be lived, a calling, a participation in something 
larger. 

This code sustains genuine commitment, deep meaning, and lasting 
transformation. 

When the two grammars are mixed, intrinsic value with extrinsic motivation, 
or intrinsic purpose with extrinsic push, we create dissonance. Things feel off. 
The message doesn’t land. The campaign fails.

When they align, they flow. And that flow is where real change becomes 
possible.

The marketing paradigm has trained 

us to use extrinsic grammar even for 

intrinsic causes. 

Master Storytelling gives us the 

tools to recognise the code and choose 

differently.
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Push pull

Extrinsic configuration Intrinsic configuration



What does this mean for your work and life? 
Once you learn to see the VMP code, you can’t unsee it. And that’s a gift.

Diagnose why campaigns fail
Is your climate appeal using fear (extrinsic motivation) to protect something 
you love (intrinsic value)? Are you pointing your campaign to a measurable 
goal (extrinsic purpose)? 

If so, this creates dissonance. People may sign a petition, but they leave 
feeling manipulated, not transformed.

Reach across polarisation
When political opponents seem like monsters, ask: what VMP code are they 
running? Often it’s the same extrinsic grammar of purity, fear and opposition, 
just wearing different ideological colours. 

Seeing the code doesn’t make disagreement disappear, but it can replace 
hatred with understanding.

Find your own orientation
In your daily life, notice when you are being pushed (should, must, fear) and 
when you are being pulled (want, care, love). Notice when your purpose feels 
like a burden to be achieved versus a source to be drawn from. 

That awareness is the first step toward recalibration.

Recalibrating the deep code of culture can help transform some of the greatest challenges we face today. This is a tool that can be used in any context: education, business, charities, the arts, and everything in between.

Reading the Code:
practical applications
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Recalibrate



Integral Motivation Theory

More than push or pull 
You have already met the VMP triad. But there is a deeper layer to motivation 
that most theories miss.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), the dominant model in motivational 
psychology, maps motivation from external reward to internal satisfaction. It 
is a powerful framework. But it stops at the self.

What about the moments when you are moved by something beyond your 
own needs? The pull of beauty. The call of justice. The devotion to a cause 
that offers nothing in return.

Integral Motivation Theory (IMT) begins where other theories end. It 
introduces the idea that some value exists independently of us — not a 
preference we hold, not a rule we follow, but something real that draws us 
toward it. When our motivation aligns with this kind of value, something 
qualitatively different happens. We are not pushing ourselves or being 
pushed. We are being called. 

IMT does not replace existing motivation theories. It completes them, adding 
four new orientations that map the territory beyond need-satisfaction, where 
the deepest and most sustained human motivation actually lives. 

This new motivation model does something no previous theory has 
managed. It gives us the tools, resources, and insights to work with the self-
transcending aspect of human motivation — which is essential for anyone 
working with intrinsic values.
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Integral motivation theory
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The Law of Value

The grain of reality
The VMP triad tells us what the hidden code is made of. But what makes one 
code more life-giving than another? What makes some purposes feel hollow 
and others sacred? How does intrinsic motivation really work?

These are not easy questions to answer. But working at this depth requires 
more than good intentions. We need principles that are grounded in the 
nature of reality itself — not just techniques, but a framework we can actually 
rely on.

The answer is to align with the Law of Value: the intrinsic grain of reality itself.

This law has five dimensions:

Telos — Value acts like a final cause, drawing systems toward greater 
coherence, complexity, and flourishing.

Relationality — Value never resides in isolated things. It emerges from 
relationship, from the whole.

Asymmetry — Genuine value cannot be had on the cheap. It requires effort, 
cost, and sometimes suffering.

Disclosure — Value reveals itself to receptive attention. It cannot be captured 
by force or analysis alone.

Coherence — Truth, goodness, and beauty are not separate. They are facets 
of the same reality.

When we take this law seriously — just as we would any law — we can create 
coherent, meaningful, and resonant campaigns, initiatives, and movements. If 
we violate any of these dimensions, we produce dissonance, burnout, and the 
hollow feeling of success without satisfaction.

The Law of Value is not a theory to believe in. It is a reality to align with — and 
once you begin working with it, the difference is unmistakable.

New tools

Integral motivation theory
(IMT)

synaxis

synactic councils
extrinsic intrinsic

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

The VMP triad

Values

purposemotivation

The Law of Value

Plural epistemologies

i ii iii iv
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Learning to see together

The Practice: Synaxis and Synactic Council 
The VMP triad cannot be seen by the naked eye, as it is implicit in all 
communications. To see what is implicit, rather than explicit, requires a 
particular kind of attention, the capacity to hold both the explicit story and 
the hidden grammar in awareness at once. We call this faculty the Synaxis.

The Synaxis is not mysterious. It is the pause between impulse and action, 
the moment when you feel the dissonance between the code you are running 
and the values you truly hold. More than a pause, it is the capacity to perceive 
the hidden code while it is running, to see the grammar beneath the story.

You can cultivate it through simple practices: silence, reflection, asking the 
three questions before you speak or act.

With practice, this pause becomes easier to reach. You begin to notice when 
you are being pushed rather than pulled, when your purpose has narrowed 
to a target rather than drawn from a source. You start to feel the dissonance 
earlier, before it hardens into action you may later regret. The Synaxis is not a 
special gift; it is a muscle that grows with use.

The Synaxis also works collectively. A Synactic Council is a group of people 
who gather to practise this attention together, they do not debate solutions. 

They sit in shared silence, then share what they perceive, what values are 
present, what motivation is being called on, what purpose is emerging. From 
this shared perception, wise action can arise.

You don’t need to be an expert. Gather 

a few friends, colleagues, or fellow 

changemakers. 

Sit in silence for five minutes. Then 

ask: what matters here? What moves us? 

Where are we heading?

New tools

Integral motivation theory
(IMT)

synaxis

synactic councils
extrinsic intrinsic

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

The VMP triad

Values

purposemotivation

The Law of Value

Plural epistemologies

i ii iii iv

New tools

Integral motivation theory
(IMT)

synaxis

synactic councils
extrinsic intrinsic

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

The VMP triad

Values

purposemotivation

The Law of Value

Plural epistemologies

i ii iii iv

8



A path forward

Change the code. Change everything. 
The crises of our time are not failures of information. They are failures of the 
grammar we have been running. 

We have been pushing when we needed to pull, targeting when we needed to 
participate, measuring when we needed to attend.

But a grammar that can be seen can be refused. And a grammar that can be 
refused can be recalibrated.

Master Storytelling is not a magic solution. It is a discipline, a set of tools and 
practices for seeing the hidden code, diagnosing where it has gone wrong, 
and choosing, together, to run a different one.

You are not waiting for a new theory. You are already practising a different 
grammar every time you pause, attend, and ask what truly matters.

The greatest challenges of our age cannot be solved with more 
information or better manipulation. They can only be transformed 
by recovering the one thing that has always moved us: the 
self‑transcending pull of what is true, good, and beautiful. 

The work begins now. Explore the framework. Learn the tools.Trust your own perception. And help build a culture that knows what matters.

New tools

Integral motivation theory
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masterstorytelling.org

Insights

ANALYSIS

Evil as Extrinsic Capture:
A Metanarrative Account of Moral Inversion and Cultural Harm

Understanding the true nature of extrinsic capture within dominant metanarratives

Kieran O’Brien
Independent Researcher; Founder & Director, Ministory

RESOURCES

Insights

ANALYSIS

Recalibrating the Deep Code:A Theory of Metanarrative Transformation for the MetacrisisRedefining metanarratives as the Value-Motivation-Purpose grammar of culture

Kieran O’Brien
Independent Researcher; Founder & Director, Ministory

Insights
FREE Insight papers and research that 
provide the foundation for the Master 
Storytelling framework. 

Training
Online training programme consisting of 
self-directed learning and regular meet ups 
to explore the framework and support each 
other in implementing the insights.

PLUS MORE    TOOLKITS    WORKSHOPS    CONSULTANCY    RESEARCH    COMMUNITY

Storytelling for a cause

TRAINING

The climate edition
Our storytelling for a cause training programme 

is designed to help you to become a more 

influential and compelling storyteller, helping you 

to engage and motivate audiences towards taking 

meaningful action on the climate crisis.

Recalibrating the deep code

Podcast
A deep dive into the Master Storytelling framework, with practical insights 

and new ways of thinking about motivation, purpose and values.
AVAILABLE ON SPOTIFY AND OUR WEBSITE


