
 

 

Bridging the gap between academic research and practical application  

 

NEUROSCIENCE IN L&D 



 

About this Guide 

What is neuroscience and what impact could it possibly have on our industry? 

It might seem like one of those fad terms as it’s everywhere at the moment, but neuroscience has a lot to 

offer the discerning L&D professional, people manager and leader.  With great advances in medical       

technology over the past few decades, we have really begun to see what the brain is doing through scans, 

experiments and chemical analysis, but we can gain useful insights for the real world of work too.   

Neuroscience is the study of the brain, or more technically the nervous system including the brain and 

spinal cord – so it’s the study of what is really going on inside as we process information, make decisions 

and take action. 

Think about how strange it would be to have a laptop or a smartphone you knew nothing about, or didn ’t 

know how to use.  How frustrating would it be to get basic things done if you didn’t know what you were 

working with?   

Arguably that’s how we’ve been working with our brains – unsure of what’s really going on.                      

Neuroscience gives us the instruction manual, or at least some powerful insights and that’s the purpose of 

this guide: to share those insights that can help you raise performance and increase    learning.  

The great news is that sharing theses insights with managers and leaders has been shown to increase    

application of learning and job performance.  We already use these ideas for our work in management and 

leadership development and see great results, so here are our favourites for you to use too.   



 

 

Threat versus Reward 

Are you a carrot or stick manager?  We have all experienced the benefit of both carrot and stick motivation 

– the threat versus reward idea.  Do people act to avoid a punishment, or work towards a reward they 

would like?  Well whilst many might say they’d rather work towards a reward, the fact is that our brains 

respond faster and more powerfully to threat.   

We can all recall a time when we acted to avoid some threatening situation, be it a last minute   deadline to 

avoid being the one who failed or stepping out of an event to avoid being the one asked to present.   Think 

about how much more strongly you react to bad news or criticism than good news or praise.  Our reaction 

is faster and stronger to threat and we remember it better too. 

At the end of a week – do you remember all the compliments or the one insult? 

So if you want people to move at pace, threaten them.  You’re probably wondering how on earth we could 

make this claim, as it seems so opposed to everything else we write in our articles, but threat is certainly 

the best way to get a fast response.  Yet here’s the danger with the idea: when we do   threaten or create a 

threatening environment, we damage people’s capability to think effectively.   

For the people who now feel threatened, all of their energy has gone into self-preservation  and that is as 

far from calm, effective and creative problem-solving as you could ever be.  So threat gives you a quick  

response, but the response won’t be much use to you when you’re looking for effective problem solving.  If 

you want people to give their best work, spot problems and create great solutions, they need to feel safe 

and as though they are working towards something meaningful. 

This is a priceless insight for managers and leaders, so we introduce this idea and ask the question:   

What threats do you create in the way you lead people?   

When might you have created a threat response in your team through constructive feedback, a harshly 

toned email or the threat of public humiliation of any kind (albeit unknowingly)?  What could you be doing 

to create a safer, more pleasant working environment, so that people are doing their best thinking and 

delivering their best results? 



 

Stress versus Performance  

This question becomes all the more relevant when you     

consider how our performance changes under stress.  The 

Yerkes-Dodson graph (shown right) was an estimate based 

on common sense and observation, but now we have             

neuroscience to back up the idea. 

 

With too little stress, we are bored and  performance is low.  With too much stress, we burnout and perfor-

mance drops.  And stress is often caused by that  threatening environment: the pressure to hit a deadline, 

to not be at the bottom of the league table or avoid being asked to present reasons for poor performance.   

 

These are all threats which could stop us from performing at our best. 

 

How often are we asking people to do more with less?  How often are we packing more into our learning 

programmes so that people learn  everything they could ever need to know all in one sitting?   Both of 

these examples are likely to create too much stress, causing poor performance or low levels of learning.   

Consider ways of helping people find that optimum level of anxiety, pressure and stress – which will be 

different for each person.   

For example, you might find it helpful to have a conversation with each person in your team to  understand 

what works best for them. 
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Social Pain 

Have you ever felt socially rejected?  Maybe you went to a party and nobody spoke to you for a while.  Or 

you went to a team meeting and someone made a side comment about your work being sloppy.  Maybe 

your manager has not invited you to something, which made you feel undervalued.  When you think about 

whatever example you have, how does it feel?  

The scary news is that we experience social rejection just like physical pain.   

In fact, in brain scans it is difficult to tell the difference between someone experiencing physical pain and 

someone who has just experienced, or is remembering, some form of social rejection. 

How often are our delegates crying out for encouragement and reassurance that they’re right?  How scary 

is it for a delegate to say what they think is a reasonable answer to a question, to be told they’re wrong?  

How many times do small group activities or ice-breakers raise the threat of social rejection? 

It's helpful to be aware of this to simply understand how social rejection can be so damaging.  You can ’t 

protect your delegates from all the risks, but being aware of these things might help you keep an eye on 

the inclusiveness of your activities.   

For management and leadership development, customer experience training or account management 

skills, this insight is critical to help people recognise the impact they have on others.  When might we be 

leaving others to feel that pain of social rejection? 

As a people manager or leader, keep an eye on your actions, your favouritism for certain members of your 

team and your tendencies to dismiss certain people or comments.   
 

You could be causing damage and again dampening your chances of having a high performing team. 



 

Neuroplasticity 

The exciting news for anyone older than 21 is that, contrary to earlier beliefs, we now know that adults can 

learn – a lot.  Our brains are malleable and able to re-shape, like plastic, so you can in fact teach an old dog 

new tricks.  As with learning at any age though, the dog must want to learn!  Scans show that adults at any 

age can increase the size and complexity of certain areas of the brain.   

The most famous example being London cab drivers, who show larger, more developed parts of the brain 

associated with spatial memory.  

There are two critical messages from this that we find have great impact with learners.  Firstly, it is a      

challenge to the frequently claimed “I can’t do that,” or “I can’t change.”  We now have the scientific     

evidence that people can indeed change and learn to do new things.   

Second, and perhaps most important is the impact of our beliefs and thinking.  As Carol Dweck has shown 

repeatedly in her research, the belief that we can learn, change and grow at something is often the      

greatest predictor of whether we do then learn, change or grow.  

You might find it helpful to share this with delegates, so they can make the choice.  Neuroscience might 

just be catching up with the wisdom of Henry Ford, but having the scientific clout behind something can 

often help people buy-in to the concept more readily than a cliché motivational poster quote. 

“Whether you think you can, or you think you can't - you're right.”   

Henry Ford. 

Why not start every workshop with the two critical messages above and ask, “So what will you choose to 

learn and change?” 

http://www.totem-consulting.com/mindsets-growth-fixed/
http://www.totem-consulting.com/mindsets-growth-fixed/


 

 

The Science of Choices 

Fundamentally linked to that last point is the importance of choice.  Again this is a case of science backing 

up what many people have always known: people are far more likely to do something if it is their idea or 

choice.   

This is of course why coaching, or asking questions to facilitate someone’s thinking, is such a powerful tool.  

As a coach, what we are doing is helping someone find their own answers or their own solutions; which 

they are then far more likely to act on. 

Many clients come to us with the complaint that coaching programmes for managers and leaders have not 

been successful.  It seems that people are learning acronyms like GROW but they are not getting what that 

really means, why it’s important or when to use it.   

We’re finding success with explaining more of the science behind why this works.   

As we share all of the neuroscience covered in this article and more, people start to understand how their 

own and their team’s brains work.  It becomes clear that we can learn, we can change, we simply need to 

choose that over sticking with what we’ve done before. 

Yes, there are circumstances where you just need someone to do what you tell them – though of course 

the way in which you tell them will have a huge impact on your success.  But when you need higher levels 

of commitment, for example to a new project or change initiative, give people the  information they need 

to come to their own decisions.   

Our brains crave information - it’s harder for us to accept change when we have not had the privilege of all 

the information, which the business leaders have been studying for weeks or months.   Business leaders 

could therefore benefit greatly from sharing more of the story behind change, explaining all the              

information and ideally giving people time to consider it themselves.   

Whilst everyone might not come to the same conclusions, at least they will better understand the thinking.   



 

Then ask questions to engage people and give them some choices:   

What do they think is the best course of action?   

What role will they play in the change?   

What name should be given to this change initiative?   

 
That last one might sound ridiculous, but various studies have shown that giving some form of choice,  

however small, can have a really positive impact on people’s feelings and engagement. 

The key message here is that choice is critical for buy-in and success.  In fact to go full circle, lack of choice 

can lead to a feeling of no control, which often results in a threat state.  So when people don’t have      

choices, they can feel threatened and then you get all the negative results of threat explored in our first top 

insight from neuroscience.   

What could this mean for you?  Facilitate your workshops so that people come to their own conclusions 

and make choices about their learning and takeaway actions.  Facilitate your team meetings so that people 

are making their own decisions rather than being told what to do all the time.  Lead change initiatives by 

providing more information, data and story and asking people what conclusions they make – then give 

them some further choices to explore.   

All of these actions will keep brains happy by providing both information and the chance to choose. 



 

 

Conclusion 

With all of these insights from neuroscience, we find the best approach is simply to share them with      

delegates and leaders as interesting topics of discussion.  Whether we are designing a leadership            

development programme to be rolled out via train-the-trainer, or we’re coaching a team towards better 

performance or simply running our high performance conversation workshops, using these insights is a 

critical foundation to everything we do. 

We might start a workshop with, “Here are some interesting things we now know about the brain…  

What do you think?”   

Try out one or all of them and see how you get on.   

How many learning interventions tell people what to do and how to do it, with no explanation of why that 

approach works?  Insights from neuroscience allow you to add the ‘why’ to your skills development, so 

people understand the reasons for trying something new. 

If you’d like any support in introducing neuroscience into your learning programmes, we run a range of 

HRBP and L&D team development workshops – helping professionals become stronger business partners 

and experts in talent management.  Or of course we can help you design your blended learning               

programmes to develop switched-on leaders who can switch on high performance from their teams. 

We’d love to have a chat with you about it. 



 

Select Develop 

What do we do? 

We’re a team of business psychologists who help companies select, develop and engage people to be at their best.  Whatever 

your challenge with recruitment, succession, engagement, retention, learning and development, we can help. 

We look at things with a fresh perspective and focusing on people at their best has lead to new ideas on how we recruit,      

develop and manage people – in our own team and for our clients.  Backed up by our research, we see the benefits of taking a 

more values-centred and positive approach to everything we do. 

We design tools and build skills to help 

you select the best people for your     

business, from external candidates to     

in-house potential. 

Companies ask us to help with              

developing recruiting frameworks and 

processes, job analysis, writing             

assessment centres and building         

managers’ interview skills.   

We can work with you in partnership, or 

you can outsource work to us – whatever 

works best for you. 

Engage 

We design and deliver learning that 

sticks, helping managers and leaders 

build skills and confidence to deliver high 

performance. 

We find that traditional training delivers 

some knowledge and at times some skill  

development, but it rarely delivers the     

behavioural change in the workplace 

that our clients are looking for. 

Our work is founded on blended       

learning, insights from neuroscience and 

keeping the end in mind.  

We deliver the cultural shifts and               

people engagement you’re working 

towards, helping you retain the best 

people. 

Measuring and improving employee 

engagement seems in many places to 

have become a focus on its own,       

separate from the business plan and 

specific objectives.   

We start by understanding where you 

are, what you’re looking to achieve and 

how we can help.   



 

 

Visit our website for more free resources at www.totem-consulting.com 

We have a range of whitepapers, research, webinars and guides to name a 

few.  All developed in conjunction with our ongoing links to educational 

institutions and  researchers.  All tailored to deliver practical solutions and 

insight for those working with or managing people. 

From gravitas skills development to competency frameworks, we’re building a free Talent and L&D library for our 

community to use.  We cover topics that are relevant to global organisations all the way down to the budding      

entrepreneur and the individual. 
 

We’re aiming to become the number one destination for information on selecting, developing and engaging people 

at work.  We’ve started gathering materials that we can share across a number of technology platforms. 

Did you find this useful? 

Slowly but surely we’re building a comprehensive one-stop location for all things related to the              

management of   people.   

But what is most important to us is engagement from our growing    

community, we need your help making the Library relevant to the     

challenges we face in today’s market place.  If you have any        

suggestions for research topics or you need support with something 

specific, we’d love to talk to you. 
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Totem took the time to really understand our culture, flex to our needs and continuously improve the programme - 

reflecting our own agile principles.  I highly recommend working with them. 

A few more of our great friends... 

www.totem-consulting.com    0345 54 8683     hello@totem-consulting.com 


