
Neuroscience for
The Knowledge Economy



Motivation Effectiveness Decision-
making

Do more, 
with less

We are consistently told that today we live and work in a “knowledge-based 
economy”1,2,3. What does this really mean for us? In a society where money is 
an important universal commodity, those who understand how money “works” 
and how to use it most effectively to generate more money, tend to do rather 
well. If we want to succeed and be the best that we can be in today’s economy, 
we need to have a deep understanding of how people acquire knowledge, how 
they analyse it, how it determines and is influenced by their goals and how they 
use it to make decisions and produce work. It might therefore be more helpful 
to consider today’s world not just a knowledge-based but a brain-based 
economy. 

Even a recent graduate in an entry-level graduate post comes with 20-
something years of investment in the development of their brain. Through 
formal education and life-experiences, the brain of this person has been 
continually building new synapses, increasing its capacity to rapidly process 
complex information. As a capital asset, people and their brains represent a 
huge investment but also a huge potential return on that investment4. The 
ability to use that investment optimally to produce high quality work provides 
the opportunity for long-term efficiency, resilience and adaptability

Introduction – The Brain Based Economy

Your Biggest Asset



How much does Oxford 
University estimate that 
it costs to educate a 
student on a standard 3-
year undergraduate 
degree?

£48,000
People use their brains to apply the cognitive skills needed to work effectively 
and efficiently. Neuroscience is the science that helps us to understand how the 
brain functions. It is therefore one of the most important tools in understanding 
how people work, why we work and how we can work better.

Neuroscience makes a little more achievable the challenge of knowing one’s self 
and, more importantly, of understanding how to help one’s self achieve one’s 
goals.

“There are three things extremely hard: steel, a 
diamond and to know one’s self” Benjamin Franklin, 
Poor Richard’s Almanac, 1750

Despite the importance of the brain in business, many businesses still haven’t 
managed to fully integrate an effective approach to understanding the brain into 
working practices. The potential gains for businesses from making use of 
neuroscience are enormous6,7. However, unless there is increased access to 
professional support, many businesses may soon face severe challenges in 
competing and in achieving long-term efficiency in key areas.

• How to enable creative 
thinking

• How to structure rewards
• The role of emotion in 

decision
• The opportunities and 

pitfalls of multitasking

4 Key areas of business in 
which the application of 
neuroscience can provide 
valuable insights, as 
identified by Harvard 
Business School 
professors7



Neuroscience is constantly providing new and relevant insights into how our 
brains work and the cognitive skills that we can begin to develop to get the 
most of our most valuable asset. Applied to business, neuroscience is not an 
answer to a question or a solution to a problem. Neuroscience is a perspective 
on all work that involves the functioning of people’s brains. As a cross-cutting 
tool, it can inform strategy development and working practices across all levels 
and departments of an organisation. This is part of what makes it so valuable. 
The systematic methodology and suite of fundamental cognitive skills that 
neuroscience offers can enhance the efficiency, resilience and adaptability of a 
person or an organisation. However, heed this warning: half-hearted or 
superficial attempts to engage with neuroscience without the support of experts 
is unlikely to return this long-term benefit. 

Neuroscience
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The Role of Neuroscience



Neuroscience involves studying factors that influence how efficiently and 
effectively our brain works, but what sort of skills does this help us develop? In 
fact, the questions that neuroscientists try to answer are the traditional concerns 
of individuals and organisations: how to motivate ourselves and others; how to 
learn with an approach that is effective and lasting; how to design work 
programmes and prioritise tasks; how to avoid stress; how to not only make 
good decisions but to make decisions well; and how to work effectively in teams 
by understanding how and why the people in that team work8. Even, how to 
really do more with less. 

Most People have goals. Goals are managed by particular brain circuits and are 
one of the most important influences on behaviour: people do the things that 
they do because they believe that in some way, the outcome of what they are 
doing will in some way contribute to their goals9. People also develop habits. 
After many repetitions of doing the same thing again and again, different bits of 
the brain take control of that behaviour so that it occurs automatically and more 
quickly when the person is in the appropriate context10. In the language of 
neuroscience, the way people behave goes from being determined by a 3-way 
interaction between stimuli (the environment), responses (actions of the 
person) and outcome (the consequence of the action) to taking a shortcut from 
stimuli to responses11. 

Brain 
Changes

Stimuli

Responses

Outcome

Neuroscience for “Why”: goals, habits and 
motivation 



Even at the level of individual brain cells, this sort of repetitive activity changes 
structures and patterns of connections12. This transition underlies learning and 
“conditioning”, terms often used almost interchangeably by neuroscientists. 
When we are engaged in habitual behaviour the circuits of the brain that 
compare the outcome of our actions to our goals are far less active13. Studies 
have also shown that habits can be broken, with brain activation changing back 
to the pattern for active goal processing and in some circumstances, habits 
never seem to form14.

The neuroscientific study of motivation reveals several lessons for business8. 
First, people do work because they think it will help achieve one or more of 
their goals, reaffirming the importance something that is (hopefully) intuitive. 
Second, with repetition and under a range of other specific conditions, we can 
efficiently teach our brains to do things automatically, allowing us to respond 
more quickly and leaving higher processing power free. Third, when habits are 
unhelpful or inefficient, it is possible to develop techniques to break them and 
re-evaluate our actions and how they relate to our goals. If we so wish, we can 
create circumstances under which a habit will not form at all so that we must 
continually evaluate our actions in relation to our goals. 



Stress has been defined in a number of ways: as a property of elements of the 

environment, as a subjective state and as an internal biological response to the 

environment15,16,17. 

Neuroscience for Stress Management and Emotional 

Intelligence

Stress is very common – everyone experiences stress at some point. Generally, 

stress can be broken down into three stages: 

1. An immediate “escape” response - when first confronted with a situation 

in which we have the potential to be hurt in some way, the brain and body work 

together to try and escape the situation by running away or by fighting and 

eliminating the thing we perceive as dangerous. This is the famous “fight or 

flight” response and is thanks to the brain chemical noradrenaline. This is what 

is at work in performance anxiety when giving a presentation, for example. This 

stage of stress is experienced very commonly and does not in itself seem to be 

overly harmful. 

The Reality
Organisations are made up of individuals. Understanding and addressing the 

core of how individuals work, how to directionalise neuroplasticity to set them 

up for behaving optimally is the way to reach the next level of results. This is 

not a quick fix, but a systematic and layered approach to sustainable, reliable 

growth. 



1. To attempt to reduce unnecessary 
exposure to causes of the 
immediate stress response

2. To limit the number of immediate 
stressors that develop into ongoing 
resistance 

3. To help people resolve ongoing 
causes of stress before reaching 
the point of exhaustion.

2. An ongoing resistance phase – if the escape response doesn’t remove 
us from the stressful situation, the brain and body continue to attempt escape 
and to prepare the body for impending doom. Cortisol is an important 
hormone in this stage. In the brain, cortisol can be destructive, turning off 
brain cell growth and reproduction in certain areas. The bits of the brain that 
are affected play a role in memory and in goal-directed, motivated behavior. 
The longer this phase of stress is experienced, the greater the brain changes 
and the greater the influence of habits becomes on behaviour18. This phase of 
stress may be experienced when working for several days or weeks on a 
crucial project with a looming deadline. 

3. A chronic exhaustion phase – the resistance phase cannot continue 
indefinitely. Eventually the changes to the brain and body due to cortisol lead 
to exhaustion. This is commonly known as burnout. Cortisol suppresses the 
immune system and this can lead to illness but in the brain the impact can be 
dramatic as the pre-frontal cortex is significantly diminished. This region of the 
brain is vital for evaluating and setting goals to direct behavior. People 
experiencing chronic stress often become depressed, which can in itself take 
many months to be resolved, even if the original cause of the stress has now 
been removed. 

In addition to telling us how stress works in the brain, this also provides a 
framework of objectives towards the goal of reducing stress: 

The exact method to accomplish each of these objectives will depend on the 
context. 



Neuroscience for Decision Making

We make decisions all the Time. They can positively or negatively impact 
organisation’s time, employees, clients and profits. Economic theory would 
have us believe that rational free thinking individuals make decisions according 
to rational choice theory22. However, anyone who works with people has at 
some point been baffled by the seemingly illogical decision another person 
makes. 

We know that brain areas such as the anterior cingulate cortex, orbitofrontal 
cortex and ventromedial prefrontal cortex are important in the decision making 
process. We also know that our assessment of the consequences of our choice 
differs depending on whether we are told what to do of choose for ourselves a 
course of action23. 

Emotion, or the paying attention to how we feel about a decision, doesn’t 
always feature highly in normal decision making models. However, we know 
that emotions are key in decision making. The somatic-marker hypothesis 
suggests how we make decisions when we are uncertain of the outcome (a 
frequent occurrence in the knowledge economy!)24. Recognising the interplay 
between our emotions and our rational thoughts can equip people to come to 
more reliable and comfortable decisions. 

Neuroscience for Efficiency: Flow and Multitasking

The state of flow was first proposed by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and can be 
thought of as completely focused motivation. This state is hugely useful for 
individuals and organisations, however a staggeringly low percentage of 
individuals frequently find themselves in flow at work. When you are in flow 
you: 

are completely focused on the task;
aren’t being reflectively self-conscious; 
lose track of time; 
feel in control; 
get intrinsic reward from the task; and 
become creative and productive



The neural correlates for flow aren’t yet fully explored, however we do know 
that for a state of flow to be achieved you need: 

1.clear goals and a way to measure progress 
2.clear and immediate feedback on the task 
3.a balance between perceived challenges and perceived skills (it 
should be challenging but doable).21 

This state is a very efficient one where the results in terms of productivity, 
quality of work and learning are very positive. 

At almost the other end of the spectrum is the dreaded multitasking. The 
perceived opportunities to do more with less are tempting ones. Often when 
we offer a conceptual magic wand to organisations they tell us how great it 
would be if all of their team could be like the one or two superstars they have. 
There are ways to increase people’s efficiency. Flow is a straightforward one. 
Some of these strategies, such as the reduction of multitasking, is for most 
people culturally counter intuitive.19 While you may say that you understand 
the theory, have read the studies that show that context switching causes 
more errors due to insufficient attention and an overall increase in time 
taken20...what do you have in place to encourage monotasking?

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
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