Cultivating Capabilities
in Organisations
Starting with smart and leading to wisdom

The future of work is all about thinking smart and manoeuvring wisely.
To be a leading organisation in this space – your people need to be
thinking smart and that starts with being more ‘brain and systems savvy’.

“There is a new dimension in change…
Acts develop into patterns and multiply
complexity; indiscernible shifts turn
into sudden change. Things that were
impossible are now inevitable. But the
real problem is, we are not ready to
handle emergent change.”
– Christine Comaford
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Making changes
It is no secret that the rate
of change has increased
exponentially in recent years, and
the global operating environment
is more volatile, uncertain,
complex and ambiguous. This
trend is projected to continue with
increased pace. Indeed, change is
continuous, open-ended and the
consequences are emergent.
One of the ongoing discussions
we have had is the use of the
word ‘change’. For many people,
this is a loaded term. Uttering
it may result in people having
different responses based on
past experiences, and for many
people, that errs on the side of
threat-based responses. So,
where possible and where it makes
sense, we use different language
to describe what is, in essence,
identifying and cultivating
capability. We would argue that
doing this with the brain in mind is
the smart way to go.

What happens in
the brain
In the brain, change is associated
with error detection, threats, and
fear. The response to change is
mostly subconscious, and the brain
recognises and uses patterns as its
tacit detection system. A change
in the environment or situation
results in the brain quickly firing
a threat response. In fact, merely
receiving advice or information
can be registered in the brain as
change and elicits the same threat
response. All of this happens very
quickly and we are not aware of it.

Neuroscience and systems
thinking offers the opportunity
to explore change at individual,
team, and organisational levels.
They also offer the opportunity
to work more with the ‘grain of
the brain’, to be smart and savvy,
and fundamentally seek out more
opportunities to ease pain and
increase success in making changes.
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Neuroscience research clearly
shows that threat response sharply
reduces use of the prefrontal
cortex, where higher-order
thinking occurs. Brain science also
tells us that when a person has
thoughts that are not related, or
are at conflict with each other, we
experience anxiety and stress. This
is called ‘cognitive dissonance.’
Systems science tells us that the
most appropriate responses can
be counter-intuitive, requiring us
to shift from auto-pilot to co-pilot.
It has been found that having
consonant or congruent thoughts
are as desirable as food, shelter,
water and safety. Change is really
painful, and that is why it is so
difficult!

Approaching
‘savvy’ thinking
with neuroscience
and systems
thinking principles

Being savvy
about change
It is not enough to be ‘accredited’
in one or another framework, or
even to apply a defined ‘process’
– if only it was that easy! Instead,
it is about adopting an approach
that is informed by thinking,
techniques and applied learnings
from a range of disciplines. In
our case, from neuroscience,
psychology, sociology, biology,
systems thinking, and design
thinking. In our experience, it is not
savvy or practical to be beholden
to one particular framework or
methodology. Rather, it is about
styling a fit-for-purpose design
that curates, shepherds and guides
people, teams and organisations,
and deals with emergence as
it arises. This means you have
to identify capability within the
organisation across the individual,
team, and whole of organisation
levels, and cultivate those
capabilities using person-centred,
systemic approaches at scale.
A key learning through this process
is that emphasis must be made on
the nonconscious
elements of change: emotions,
habits and biases. In short, being
brain and systems savvy.

One of the key contributing
factors to project failure, in our
experience, is because those
designing the change interventions
approach the design and delivery
of those interventions from a
technical, logical, mechanistic
perspective. That approach
doesn’t pay anywhere near
enough attention to the threat, fear
and pain elements experienced in
the brain.
In any other context, it is very
unlikely that failure rate would
be acceptable. Can you imagine
agreeing to a service that failed
more often than it succeeded?
Would you accept getting into a taxi
with the prospect of not arriving at
your destination? Not very likely!
And yet, we continue to accept
that frameworks and certification
programs that are simply
reconfigurations or variations of
existing methods and tools will
improve the return on investment
around change. Even some of the
best-known and most respected
change management methodology
providers build their systems
on mechanistic conceptual
foundations. And they continue
to fill certification program seats
at costs that are in the realm of
$6,000 per person.
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How would principles from
neuroscience and systems thinking
inform the way we approach savvy
thinking? At the individual level,
we might encourage and support
people to hold conflicting ideas,
which would feel uncomfortable.
In other words, we encourage
them to experience cognitive
dissonance – defined as the
biases to resolve the contradiction
between beliefs and actions. To
navigate the anxiety and stress of
these conflicting ideas, people can
be coached to:
• Ignore one or more thoughts
• Decide to change the
importance of one or more
thoughts
• Add creative thoughts.
It is important to note that if there
is no cognitive conflict, there can
be no change. So, closely analysing
specific changes needed must take
place so that just the right amount
of dissonance can be activated.
There is a happy (or at least,
ideal) medium.

when no-one is watching
them? Neuroscience tells us
that non-conscious, deeply
mapped neural pathway
needs to be pruned and
grown to generate a new
‘habit’, and this happens
over time with focused
attention and repetition.
New beliefs and behaviours
are hardwired in our basal
ganglia – the small part of
our brain linked with habit
creation. Once there, these
new beliefs and behaviours
become comfortable and even
rewarding.

At the organisational level,
let’s take a classic, well-used
change approach: Kotter’s 8
Steps – and adapt it slightly using
neuroscience. Bear in mind that
we do this with the hopes of
increasing the effectiveness of the
change effort. Here is an example
of four of the steps through a
neuroscience lens.
• ‘Create a Burning Platform’ is
intended to imply that there is
a driving need for difference.
From a neuroscience
perspective, this can have the
opposite effect because we
now know that social pain and
language is processed in the
same place as physical pain.
The first step in this approach
can send people into threatmode rather than galvanise
them for action and create
motion towards what is new.
• ‘Communicate the Vision’
sounds relatively simple.
Write a communications and
engagement strategy/plan
and send out the collateral.
From a neuroscience
perspective, we need to
engage much, much more at
the non-conscious, emotional
level. If we do not, then
there is no lasting impact
at the behaviour level. We
are creatures of habit, and
the pruning and growing
of those habits requires
focused attention, insight, and
repeated rewards. We move
away from threat quickly and
towards reward very slowly.

passive. And labelling people
as ‘resistant’ (resistance plans
are encouraged by many
models!) is not necessarily
helpful – refer back to social
pain and language point
above. Most people we have
worked with are indignant
at being labelled ‘resistant’.
They see themselves as
presenting logical arguments
around safe-keeping, risk
minimisation, and protecting
people and processes
that they believe work.
Reappraising and navigating
emotional regulation is
required to cultivate capability
for the new way.
• ‘Anchor the Change’.
Acknowledging the
importance and power of
‘habit’ is critical. How many of
change efforts do you know
of have people working in
the new way consistently,

• ‘Remove Obstacles’.
Neuroscience tells us that
if people do not feel safe
psychologically, they will
continue to resist change.
They will either resist in an
upfront way, or in ways that
are less visible, and more
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Having a toolkit or knowing
a change methodology is a
basic, ‘must do’ step to build a
foundational understanding of the
principles and options involved in
change, but that does not lead to
mastery. Mastery is a whole new
ball game – one that, we believe,
is based on working with the grain
of the brain – operating in a way
that is brain and systems savvy.

SAFETY:
The toolkit for making
brain-savvy changes
Keeping the following five
psychological SAFETY™ brainbased basic elements at the
forefront of change initiative
planning will ensure a smarter
and more brain savvy approach:

1. The most common unmet
need in times of change is the
need for security – certainty,
commitment, and control. Lack
of information triggers threat.
Share as much information
as possible, even when the
only information is that more
answers are being sought.
2. There is oftentimes a
perceived helplessness
associated with change
efforts. Helplessness causes
emotional responses such
as depression and apathy.
Encourage others to see their
own autonomy and focus on
where it does exist rather than
where it may not.
3. People need to believe that
there is equity associated
with decisions made in a
change effort. Highlighting
the basis on which decisions
were made where possible
assures people of fairness in
proceedings.
4. Remember that personal
reputations are at stake in
the midst of organisational
change. Esteem is important
to our brains, and not knowing
the new pecking order is
anxiety-producing. Clarify
where and when possible.
5. Those people experiencing
change need to continue to
feel like they are still part of a
comfortable group (their ingroup). Look for opportunities
to reinforce preexisting group
relationships and build trust.

Based on the 1-2-4 Model
developed by Dr Evian Gordon; a
brain fundamentals framework.’
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Most importantly, each of these
is personal and unique to each
person – it’s what makes you, you.
A continued emphasis on these
and other non-conscious elements
during change is not only smart,
but absolutely necessary.

SECURITY
AUTONOMY
FAIRNESS
ESTEEM
TRUST
YOU

Going with the
grain of the brain
We operate from the premise that
neuroscience and systems thinking
are shaping a new understanding
of the brain processes that:
• underlie instincts, emotions,
thinking and behaviour
• influence how we react, act
and interact
• underpin how the brain
perceives, learns, adapts and
responds to change
• enable our brains to work at
their best, especially in times
of disruption, nonstop change
and uncertainty.

Being smart and business savvy is important, but
it is no longer enough in our complex and turbulent
workplace environments. People must also be brain
and systems savvy.
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If you have any comments, feedback or
wish to explore any concepts outlined
in this discussion paper further, please
contact Julie Cunningham.
W: www.interfaceconsultants.com.au
E: julie@interfaceconsultants.com.au
M: 0409 773 291

