
Neuroscience of Learning
Harnessing the potential of the brain, creating organizations 
who make learning easier



As L&D professionals your role is hugely important to your organization. It 
reaches many more corners than most job descriptions currently reflect. The 
opportunities to contribute are great; the positive impact of your work can be 
very rewarding.

Step out of 
your day to 
day role.  Take 
a birds eye 
view.

This whitepaper will focus in on one approach 
that takes you out of your day-to-day role. We 
need you to imagine you and any colleagues you 
select to join you in this exploration are each 
climbing into CRANES and travelling way up high 
above your organization so you’ve got a brilliant 
birds-eye-view of it. From your CRANES you look 
down and assess how learning is happening at 
your place of work. 

You may choose to use the CRANES checklist on one particular learning 
initiative, the way a particular department learns or learning overall. Before you 
get to EXPLORING where you’re at, let’s look at what each of the components 
can INFORM us about.

Connection
Retrieval
Attention
Networks
Emotion 
Sleep

It is also worth remembering these bits, which are nothing NEW. They are 
basics that are often forgotten by individuals.

Nutrition
Exercise 
Water

Executive summary

In order to create a strong learning culture one 
needs to look at everything, like a detective. A 
current challenge we see in organizations is the 
magpie effect. If something catches someone’s 
eye and looks shiny and attractive then it gets 
picked up. However, this may have no place in a 
coherent, well-planned strategy.



We are social creatures. Social exclusion, a social pain, can bear a lot of 
resemblance to a physical pain.1 Similarly, social pleasures, such as recognition, 
activate the brain’s reward circuitry in a powerful way.2 If we want people to be 
self-motivated and engaged in any learning process then we want it to be (at 
least) neurally pleasurable.

Facilitating Connection
There are several things you can do to help facilitate connection. The first is to 
be aware of its importance. Be creative and flexible. Then consider:

• Face to face learning teams – interdepartmental groups that meet up to 
share what they are learning, share how they are applying it and share their 
goals.

• Creating informal opportunities for learning – coffee & fruit salad sessions, 
walking debriefs or simply chatting over lunch.

• Inviting people to share their stories of learning through writing, video, audio 
or live presentations. (Stories are very powerful).

• Ensuring people feel comfortable and equipped to connect with their 
colleagues on how their learning is going.

• Mentoring, Coaching and Secondments.

• Buddy systems.

• Recognition – rather than a staged, tick box approach to this, consider it a 
natural consequence when real connection forms between people and they 
genuinely care about their colleagues learning experience and outcomes.

Connection



This does not mean that everything needs to be done with other people. Some 
strategies may not need a specific ‘connection’ piece.

Stretch suggestion
Most organizations are not ready to explore these ideas, however it may be 
something to work towards.
• Empower individual teams with responsibility for their own learning & 

development.

What this means in practice:
o Teams asses their needs
o See whether they have the knowledge or skills between them or in the 

wider organization
o If so arrange for this to be shared
o If not they seek out where they can get it from
o They are responsible for getting what they need and working together 

to ensure it is useful

Retrieval
The normal aim of learning is to be able to 
retrieve the information at some point. It is a 
little counterintuitive that students often spend 
so much time trying to get the information in, 
but comparatively little practicing getting it back 
out again. How activated the hippo- campus is 
during the encoding process correlates with the 
ability to retrieve information.3

• Consider training people in strategies to retrieve information that they are 
digesting.

• Build retrieval into any programme designs.
• In our live training programmes we play specially designed retrieval games 

that develop as the programme progresses to enhance focus and expertise in 
retrieving information.

• For skills based chunks invite people to practice things.
• Agree retrieval-based accountability once the initial learning period is finished 

(be that a training or on the job learning, and so on,).

What this doesn’t mean

Facilitation of Retrieval



Cross pollination opportunity - Combine connecting people and retrieval
• Encourage buddying up to process and consider applications of the learning
• Create relaxed environments where people can share what they’re learning 

and doing

NOTE: Some organisations already have good programmes and even retrieval 
practices in place, the opportunity there is to ensure the strategy overall is 
cohesive. Often we hear L&D teams working with a provider and simply adding 
more workshops during a year that don’t actually fit into an overall solid 
strategy. This needs to be driven by the business objectives and deliver for the 
organisation. With the move to more highly valuing the social learning there are 
normally opportunities to better embed the retrieval processes associated with 
that.
People are natural retrievers. However, many organizations have people so over 
stretched the idea of them day dreaming and playing with ideas or invest- ing
time in exploring how they will apply the information they have digested is 
unusual. Subsequently you get a much poorer return on investment.

Stretch suggestion
• Give teams responsibility of retrieval
What this means in practice:
o They decide how they will know when they have got the outcomes they need 
o They make a plan for getting the information or skills back out of them once 

the initial ‘upload’ has taken place
o They work together to ensure this happens



An area of neuroscience that is well researched is that of our attention system. 
This is of huge interest to any organisation. A person’s attention is one of their 
most valuable re- sources and where they give it is of significance.

Some basic things to be aware of include:
• The attention system is anatomically separate from data processing systems
• There is an attention network, rather than a single anatomical are
• Different areas carry out different functions
• Maintaining an alert state4

Generally of importance to any organisation are the insights around attention 
and cognitive load. The ability to focus attention has been shown to
improve under task conditions of high perceptual load. However, it decreases 
under conditions of high load on cognitive control processes, working memory is 
a good example of these.5

Imagine a modern workplace today. You need to write a report. You’ve come 
into the office and your first task is to find a hot desk. You sit down and open 
your laptop. All around you are people busily typing away. Some are chatting. 
You haven’t sat in this seat before and your eyes are drawn to the poster on the 
wall. Drawing your eyes back to your half written piece you start to re-read what 
you last wrote. You find yourself reading the same bit over and over again while 
trying to block out the person next to you on the telephone. You are tapped on 
the shoulder “I didn’t realise you’d be in today, I just wanted to ask you about…”. 
As you refocus on the paper you can’t quite remember what you were thinking 
of when you wrote that last sentence. It is now deleted.

Attention



Stretch suggestion
• Become a culturally aware attention focusing organization
What this means in practice:

• Many trainers start their sessions with exercises designed to help people 
focus their attention. The efforts need to start way before anyone needs to 
store and retrieve information.

• Encourage monotasking for the majority of each day
• Introduce mindful practices.

(see our white paper on Mindfulness for suggestions)
• Take regular breaks from tasks.

Essentially when we learn something new we want to store it in our brains in a 
way that best positions it to be easily recalled when we need it. Imagine having 
lots of s.e.o words attached to a blog post, or a business card filled under lots 
of different search terms or storing a lip gloss in every bag (or appropriate 
alternative!) – you want to be able to find what you are looking for easily. An 
idea or concept needs to hook into pre-existing ideas within our brain. Movie 
pitches are renowned for hooking into pre-existing networks. “Speed will be die 
hard on a bus” or “Air Force One will be die hard on a plane”. Die Hard was a 
strong formula in the movie world and so many subsequent movies utilised
that.

Networks



Stretch suggestion 
• This links back to the overall stretch 

suggestion given under connection. 
When people are given autonmy
and responsibility over their learning 
and development amazing things 
can happen.

What this means in practice:
o Individuals have buy in to the process and content
o They are likely to store the information more effectively, network it more 

strongly and subsequently be able to retrieve it more easily.

Experientially we have seen that emotion can be useful to the learning process. 
When we have an emotional response to something our attention is piqued and 
we get present and
become engaged. The amygdala is an important part of the brain involved in 
processing emotions. Anatomically it is positioned next to the hippocampus and 
it is like the amygdala gives it a nudge to tell it to pay attention. Reward-
motivated learning has importance here too. Con- sider the state people are in 
just before learning something. Activating the re- ward networks precedes 
memory formation.7

Facilitating Emotion
• Consider adapting any experiences in current trainings that invoke negative 

emotions in people, for example, fear. Although it can be powerful it can have 
negative side effects, such as decreased innovation.

• Create opportunities for people to be happy, to feel a sense of achievement, 
to acknowledge one another.

• Do things that are fun and that make people laugh.
• Be mindful of the state people are in before and during learning something.

Stretch suggestion
• Invest in strong cohesive teams who genuinely want to learn
What this means in practice:
o They create their own emotional journey.
o You may enable people to choose their colleagues.
o You could facilitate people learning in the way that best suits them.
o You might allow them to mark the process how they see fit (be that lunch 

together, drinks afterwards or even a trip to a museum!)

Emotion



When was the last month you and your colleagues consistently got the amount 
of sleep you needed? Most people don’t get as much sleep as they would like 
and feel they need. Insufficient sleep has been linked with less innovation8, 
lower job satisfaction9 and unethical behaviour at work.10

Just to be clear (in case you haven’t been getting your quota recently), the 
sleep crisis includes:
• Lack of sleep negatively affects productivity and innovation – the prefrontal 

cortex is affected and this can be from just 24 hours of sleep loss.
• Stress – sleep deprivation can raise stress hormone levels. Stress can impact 

sleep; unfortunate cycle ensues.
• Sleeping with your smartphone – not switching off can have negative conse-

quences.
• Napping can help – consider 30 minutes maximum and between 2-3pm.

Sleep



What can you do about people’s sleep? Potentially a lot. One could ask a similar 

question about drinks at lunchtime or smoking at work and both of these are 

largely a thing of the past. Organisations have a lot of different approaches at 

their fingertips to help shape behaviours that benefit individuals and 

organisations.

• Run a programme that equips people with information on how to set 

themselves up for success. This includes sleep-awareness topics ranging from 

the importance of sleep to how to monitor your own sleep habits. It is easy to 

train people to filter down the information that could help people live a better 

quality of life. Better at home; better at work.

• Re-design jobs so sleep deprivation is not a requirement. My friends at 

medical school were at the end of the crazy work hour’s culture, however 

many still found themselves working 24-hour shifts. Would you want someone 

operating on you who had been awake for 17hours? How about fighting a 

legal case for you? If we value what we do then it follows to want to do it to 

the best of our ability, and this then requires that we get ad- equate sleep.

• Use technology to help not hinder. Most CEOs and senior leaders we have 

worked with have emails coming through to their mobile device 24 hours a 

day. In 2011 Volkswagen took the bold move to stop emails routing to 

employees when they are off shift. The default is now that people cannot 

access new emails. It certainly sends a bold message.

• Create a culture that endorses sleep. Upon joining a new organisation you are 

very susceptible to being influenced by the behaviours of the existing 

employees. Many organisations would like to think that they support people’s 

‘right’ to get a good night sleep. Unfortunately, too many still have cultures 

that encourage more of a workaholic approach and a competitive vibe that is 

linked to getting just a few hours sleep.



The outcome from the programme we take teams through is three-fold. Firstly 
to INFORM L&D professionals about the latest neuroscience research that 
should be taken into consideration when creating and implementing any 
strategy. Secondly to EXPLORE what currently is happening. What are the 
existent strengths of what you are doing, measured against a neuroscience-
based criteria? Thirdly we want to APPLY what you’ve learnt to a specific project 
you are working on. One of the questions we ask up front is around how L&D is 
seen within the organisation and what leverage the department has. The reason 
for this is that one of the biggest challenges is to link things up. Just like in the 
brain, some- thing in isolation, without connections to everything else gets left 
out and eventually is weakened. So a big focus is about how we link things 
together. During the APPLY section we are scanning for opportunities within the 
bigger picture to tie things together and slot in neuroscientificly underpinned 
concepts to bring strategies to life and increase their effectiveness.

Neuroscience has a lot to offer the practical world of L&D, however it does this 
through grounded research and a thorough understanding of the brain. Then by 
understanding the context in which people and strategies are trying to work. 
Finally by applying the information across the whole of the organisation, not just 
in one department. Everything linking up is really crucial to getting the best 
results.

Check out http://www.synapticpotential.com/services/workshops/learning/

Essential Neuroscience for L&D professionals 
Workshop

What to do now

Do get in touch to discuss we can help you accelerate 
performance using our Synaptic Potential Approach.

info@synapticpotential.com 0845 544 2746

http://www.synapticpotential.com/services/workshops/learning/
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