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INTRODUCTION: FINDING THE I IN TEAM

“There is no I in team.” 
Vernon Law, baseball player, 1960

Most of us have heard that phrase at some point in our lives. I certainly 
have—in fact, that quote has sat on my desk in every place I have ever 
worked. But you know what? It’s wrong. 

When I started researching the neuroscience of teams, I wasn’t 
aware that I would end up questioning such an iconic belief. But the 
brain science of what brings out the best in groups points us in a new 
and surprising direction. 

The best teams, the highest-performing ones, create a cohesive 
unit through honoring each member’s unique contributions and making 
them feel included and valued for who they are, as individuals. 

It turns out there is an I in team. In fact there are lots of I’s. Every 
team is made up of individuals who bring their own perspectives, skill 
sets, and experiences. Not only do team environments need to leverage 
the gifts of those individuals, the group needs to make its members feel 
safe enough to bring their best work forward. When this is done right, 
members feel they belong and the group is set up to achieve a rarified 
state of peak performance, one that is neurologically different from  
the rest. 

Today, teams power the majority of work done in organiza-
tions around the world. And every day, they are expected to navigate 
between coordination, cooperation, and collaboration, each represent-
ing different levels of complexity and requiring different skills. But true  
collaboration requires special conditions, ones that are much more  
difficult to create than you might think. 

My intention for this book is to offer clear steps on how to create 
those conditions. I know from my consulting work with all kinds of 
organizations that collaboration is where the real juicy stuff lives. It’s 
also the place of greatest struggle.

This is why teams are perhaps the single most important entity in 
today’s workplace: When we get them right, we leverage so many pow-
erful aspects of human biology that can propel both individuals and the 
organization forward. But getting it wrong can cripple an organization’s 
ability to compete or succeed.
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As with my previous books, Wired to Connect was born out of my 
own experience. As a consultant, I help organizations of all kinds work 
through a variety of challenges, and team performance certainly tops 
the list. And of course, I have been a team member and team leader 
many times throughout my career. Those experiences are the source of 
some of my greatest professional joys and the most difficult challenges. 
Now I know why and I am eager to share this knowledge with you. 

This book is organized into six sections:
I. We’ll begin by understanding what teams look like in today’s 

organizations along with the difference between collabora-
tion, coordination and cooperation.

II. Next, we’ll dive into the brain science of groups and teams, 
particularly what sets them up for “good” performance.

III. We’ll also explore the brain science of safety and belonging, 
two critical factors in the early development of any team.

IV.  Next, we’ll examine why inclusion and trust are pivotal for 
reaching optimal performance.

V.  Then I will introduce you to my new Four Gates to 
Peak Team Performance model that synthesizes all of the 
research into an effective tool you can use in any setting.

VI. We’ll end with specific tips and strategies for building  
successful teams, whether you’re a member or its leader. 

My Research Process
I have been studying the science of success for over 20 years. 
All thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors start in the brain and neuro- 
science offers unique and valuable insights into how we can bring out 
the best in people and organizations. In my research, I always source 
validated studies. As someone who completed a PhD at one of the 
world’s top-ranked research universities, I know that rigorous research 
practices are designed to keep us from being mislead or manipulated. 
The ethical standards for academic research are incredibly high, to 
protect against the forces of favoritism, politics, and popularity. That is 
why I look to experienced scientists and research centers that follow the 
right protocols to ensure their studies are reliable and valid. 

I also explore a topic across a wide spectrum of disciplines from 
neuroscience to psychology and biology to organizational development. 
This broad view allows me to create models and solutions that are vali-
dated from many perspectives and represent the best that the brightest 
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minds have to offer. All of my sources are listed in the References sec-
tion at the end of the book. 
 
Case Studies
Throughout the book, you will find fourteen case studies illustrating 
teams that are either succeeding or struggling. While I love geeking out 
on scientific studies, it’s important to apply those findings outside of 
the lab to our real, everyday workplace challenges. So, I put out a call 
for case studies about current teams to gather stories and look at what’s 
working when they go well and what’s missing when they go poorly. 
It allowed me to compare what scientists are seeing in their labs with 
actual working teams. I received over 50 submissions from all kinds of 
organizations: small businesses, corporations (including Fortune 500), 
educational institutions, government agencies, and nonprofits. Sub-
missions came from every industry including health care, technology, 
finance, manufacturing, media, and retail. 

These case studies are shared with permission and written by the 
submitters, who were either team members or the team’s leader. The 
only editing I did was to fix the occasional typo. Each one brings to 
life key concepts from the book but, more importantly, I think they 
demonstrate how common these experiences are. Nearly all of them 
resonated with me personally because they so closely matched my own 
experiences with teams. However, these studies represent one person’s 
perspective and may or may not reflect how others saw or experienced 
the same situation. 

You’ll find the case studies set apart in boxes with the organiza-
tion type and size listed. Small organizations have up to 500 employees; 
medium organizations have 501 to 5,000 employees, and large have 
more than 5,000 employees. Many organizations are global, operating 
in regions around the world. This book is written for working people 
everywhere. Whether you are a team member or the team leader, you’ll 
find useful tips and strategies you can implement today

In addition, I used this research to build new team training pro-
grams for leaders, managers, and employees and they are proving to be 
excpetionally effective in all kinds of organiazations and industries. If 
you want to learn more, visit www.Training.BrittAndreatta.com.

Let’s get started!
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Take a Learning Journey

I have learned that before I can write a book, I have to teach the con-
cepts and content to live audiences. I always try to create a learning 
experience that shifts people’s knowledge and behaviors. Before I wrote 
this book, I taught this content through workshops and presentations 
at conferences and corporations. In a live presentation, I model best 
practices in learning design based on the research of my previous book, 
Wired to Grow: Harness the Power of Brain Science to Master Any Skill. This 
includes having the audience pause and reflect on content every so 
often, applying it to their current situation.

Engaging with concepts in a personal way helps the brain learn 
and retain material and, more importantly, it’s where any meaning-
ful shift in actions starts. To help you gain the most from this book,  
you will find this light bulb icon marking an element called “Your  
Learning Journey” at the end of each section. Each includes instruc-
tions for applying the content to your experiences. I recommend that 
you use these sections to build your confidence and competence with 
skills that create team success.  

To make this easier, I have created a free downloadable PDF for 
you to fill out as you explore each concept (www.BrittAndreatta.com/
Wired-to-Connect). To maximize your experience, I also recommend 
you find a partner to share with. Social learning actually boosts long-
term retention, and when you work in partnership you both gain the 
insights of each other’s experiences. So ask a friend or colleague who 
works in a team environment and explore the content together.
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“If you are not actively working to make your team  
members feel part of an inclusive, supportive group, then 
there are a number of ways (many subtle and unintentional) 
that you may be creating an environment of social exclusion 
and its resulting negative consequences.”

Dr. Christine Cox, researcher,
New York University  

Langone Medical Center

THE BRAIN SCIENCE OF
INCLUSION + TRUST
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16. Inclusion and Exclusion

We are experiencing an important and much-needed shift in our  
understanding of what brings out the best in people, thanks to new 
findings in neuroscience. Our understanding of how people develop 
thoughts and beliefs about others and how these shape their attitudes 
and actions is becoming more clear. This is why many companies now 
offer learning programs on unconscious bias and inclusion.

Biologically, we are wired to assess where we stand in our group: 
While a young child’s brain only sorts for friend or foe, the adolescent 
brain develops more nuanced capabilities. One study found that as 
we enter adolescence our brain shifts to prioritize the in-group; this  
neurological response starts around age ten and launches the begin-
ning of self-consciousness. It is also part of our drive to survive and 
belong—our body essentially prepares us to leave the nest of our fam-
ily so we’re able to successfully live in our larger community. This is 
why peer influence becomes so prevalent for tweens and teens. “Peer  
pressure” is not just a catch phrase; it’s the result of our brains sorting 
for what our in-group thinks, so we can find our place. 

From the perspective of our tribal brain, if we are outcast from 
the group we are likely to perish. Being able to scan for the peer group’s 
values and preferences gives us tools to navigate our communities and 
increase our chances of being accepted by the group. Our brain has the 
ability to quickly assess our social status in a group as well as our posi-
tion in our friendship network. Researchers at Northwestern University 
found that one of the regions involved, the inferior parietal lobe, is 
the same part of the brain that tracks numbers and scalar magnitudes. 
Essentially, the brain keeps a running tally of where we stand in our 
ranking in the group. 

Dr. Rita Tavares, from the Schiller Laboratory of Affective  
Neurosciences at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, has 
found that the entorhinal cortex within the hippocampus plays a vital 
role in how we map our social networks. The entorhinal cortex works 
as our internal GPS, helping us to build mental maps of physical and 
social spaces, like our workplaces and neighborhoods. It also creates 
mental maps of our social networks, in particular noting power and 
affinity. Our ability to succeed socially depends on these maps helping 
us navigate complex relationships and power dynamics.  
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As we enter new social spaces, like jobs or neighborhoods, our 
brain scans for information and is actually able to map relationships 
based on power (including hierarchy, dominance, competence) as  
well as affinity (including trustworthiness, love, intimacy). Functional  
neuro-imaging scanners (fMRI) show that navigating new social  
settings activates the hippocampus, proof that the mapping function  
is taking place.

Our brain is highly tuned to signs that we are being marginalized, 
or pushed out to the edges rather than being in the middle where 
we are safest. The amygdala, which is part of the survival/reptilian 
brain, is the brain structure most active and sensitive to social status.  
Researchers at John Hopkins and Arizona State Universities have  
measured increased activity in the amygdala and increased levels 
of cortisol, the stress hormone, in the bloodstream in relation to 
where a subject was placed in their friendship network. Dr. Nathan 
DeWall, a psychologist at the University of Kentucky describes it this 
way, “Humans have a fundamental need to belong. Just as we have 
needs for food and water, we also have needs for positive and lasting  
relationships. This need is deeply rooted in our evolutionary history.” 

Exclusion Causes Pain

One of the shocking discoveries I made while researching this book 
was that exclusion lights up the same regions of the brain as physical pain. 
Think about that. 

Being excluded registers as pain, as if you’ve been slapped in the 
face or worse. Perhaps it’s because emotional injury is just as threaten-
ing to our survival as a physical injury.

And this isn’t just one random study but a consistent finding by 
researchers at Harvard, Purdue, Duke, and UCLA, to name a few. 
As Dr. Kipling Williams, a psychologist at Purdue University states, 
“Being excluded is painful because it threatens fundamental human 
needs, such as belonging and self-esteem. Again and again research has 
found that strong, harmful reactions are possible even when ostracized 
by a stranger for a short amount of time.” For example, a study he 
conducted with Dr. Naomi Eisenberg at UCLA found that the same 
parts of the brain activate for social rejection as do for physical pain 
(the insula and the dorsal anterior cingulate). Using fMRI machines, the 
researchers created an experience of mild exclusion by having subjects 
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play an online game of catch, called cyberball, with two other players. 
Then the two players excluded the subject and played without him 
or her. The pain center of the excluded person lit up, creating a new 
understanding of why exclusion is so uncomfortable for us all. 

In a similar study at the University of Michigan, Dr. Ethan Kross 
gathered subjects who had a romantic partner break things off. He 
asked them to look at photos of their exes and again found that the 
same regions lit up as for physical pain.

Another study explored whether this pain reaction could be 
lessened or mitigated. Subjects were offered money when they were 
rejected, but not when they were accepted. But the compensation did 
nothing to change the pain reaction. Dr. Williams also tried his cyber-
ball experiment again, this time testing to see what happened when 
subjects were rejected by someone they did not like. He used African 
American students and told them that the people rejecting them were 
members of the Ku Klux Klan. But even knowing that information did 
not change the pain reaction in the brain. “No matter how hard you 
push it, people are hurt by ostracism,” he states.

Researchers have also explored whether social pain can be treated 
medically, in the same way as physical pain. Pain medications like opi-
oids work in the brain, not by making the pain of a broken arm go away, 
but by disconnecting the pain receptors in our brain so we don’t feel it. 
When the drug wears off, the sensation of pain flows again. Over-the-
counter medications, like Advil, do the same thing on a smaller scale.

DeWall and Eisenberger partnered to explore the effect of pain 
medications on social pain by giving subjects an over-the-counter  
pain medication, acetaminophen, and then measuring their reaction to 
exclusion on the fMRI. Sure enough, compared to the group with a 
placebo those who had taken the pain medication had less activity in the 
pain regions of their brain when they were being rejected. 

I suspect that one of the reasons we are experiencing this tragic 
opioid epidemic in the US is that people go on pain meds for legitimate 
physical injuries, but find that they also get a respite from their social 
pain. Once they are physically healed, they can’t quite face the reality of 
their social pain. And our society does not yet do a good job at helping 
people talk about that and offer ways to heal from it. In fact, we further 
reject them and shame them for their drug abuse problems.
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17. Stages of Rejection

Dr. Williams has done several further studies with Dr. Steve Nida to 
explore the aftereffects of exclusion. They have found three stages of 
exclusion or ostracism:  

1. Initial act of being ignored
2. Coping
3. Resignation

During the initial act of being ignored, the brain registers the 
experience as a type of pain. Williams has studied over 5,000 people and 
has found that even two to three minutes of exclusion creates lingering 
negative feelings. 

Next, in the coping stage they found people tend to have one of 
two responses to exclusion. Some people try harder to be included, 
engaging in behaviors designed to help them get re-integrated into the 
group, such as conforming, complying, and cooperating. “They will 
pay more attention to social cues and try to be more likable,” Williams 
says. Picture the familiar scene of a person’s raised hand enthusiastically 
saying, “Pick me! Pick me!”

But when people feel that there is little hope of re-inclusion, they 
are likely to seek inclusion elsewhere, essentially rejecting the group 
that rejected them. Researchers found that the less control people had 
in their lives, the more likely they were to lash out and be less helpful. 
Now picture that same hand raised, but with a different kind of gesture 
as they say, “Screw you!”

The three stages of rejection
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The third stage is resignation, which happens when exclusion or 
ostracism occurs over a long time—like at school or work where people 
have to return every day to an environment where they feel they do not 
belong. 

Another study by DeWall found that people who were suffering 
from long-term exclusion were less able to perform on difficult tasks, 
had poor impulse control, poorer sleep quality, and immune systems 
that did not function as well as their peers who were included. People 
in this stage experience sadness, anxiety, depression, helplessness, along 
with feelings of unworthiness. It’s no surprise that substance abuse 
and suicide are common responses. Alcohol and drug abuse, and other 
addictions, are ways people try to self-medicate to relieve the immediate 
pain; however, this short-term relief tends to lead to a downward spiral 
of guilt, shame, and further rejection. As Williams put it, “Long-term 
ostracism seems to be very devastating. People finally give up.”

On the other hand, some sufferers take a different route, becom-
ing increasingly angry. They not only become less helpful, they may 
become openly hostile and even aggressive. “When a person feels 
ostracized they feel out of control, and aggressive behavior is one 
way to restore that control,” he says. Aggression at work can take all 
kinds of forms including criticism, contempt, sarcasm, teasing, and 
shaming, not to mention physical and emotional intimidation, bully-
ing, harassment, and abuse. I’m struck by how similar this sounds to 
Gallup’s definition of an actively disengaged person at work, “Actively 
disengaged employees aren’t just unhappy at work; they’re busy acting 
out their unhappiness. Every day, these workers undermine what their 
engaged coworkers accomplish.” It can also lead to misusing resources 
and benefits, like stealing office supplies and misrepresenting vacation 
hours. No wonder Gallup estimates that disengaged employees cost 
companies 34 percent of their annual salaries. 

So, colleagues who are acting out not only further their own sense 
of rejection, they may also sow the seeds of exclusion and disengage-
ment in others. A study by Drs. Christine Porath and Christine Pearson, 
titled The Cost of Bad Behavior, found that rude or uncivil behavior on the 
part of one employee negatively impacts their colleagues in a multitude 
of ways. Consider these results:

• 80 percent lost work time worrying about the incident
• 78 percent said their commitment to the organization 

declined
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• 66 percent felt their performance declined
• 63 percent lost time avoiding the offender
• 48 percent intentionally decreased their work effort
• 47 percent intentionally decreased time at work
• 38 percent intentionally decreased work quality
• 12 percent left the organization

This is why employee engagement surveys matter, because they 
can give you valuable data about the health of teams and departments 
and identify where a domino effect might be in play or about to start as 
the contagion effect of mirror neurons kick in.

Case Study: Middle School
Org Size: Small

“The goal was to improve student learning by bringing all the 
teachers in one room to collaborate on various aspects of teach-
ing the subject matter.  It was believed that working together, the 
teachers could use data to create meaningful lessons along with 
common assessments. We also wanted to insure that an A in 
one teachers class would be an A in another teacher’s class.  We 
were given literature to read about these Professional Learning  
Communities (PLCs,) but never really were told how to do them.  
We were pretty much on our own with no real guidance—the 
only requirement was that we meet once a week for at least  
half an hour. 

Our team (seventh grade history) consisted of four teachers. 
I had 12 years of experience and was appointed the lead as my 
other two teammates had both been teaching less than one year. 
The fourth teacher had been teaching for 12 years but not in a 
middle school setting. I believe that some of our team dysfunction 
was that we were making a lot up as we went along and half of  
the group didn’t have much experience. Myself and one of the 
new teachers (‘Jane’) both had strong opinions, which did not 
align and we expressed disagreement. But the other two members 
stayed quiet. We didn’t try to listen to each other. As the frustra-
tion grew so did the tension in the room. It was not a pleasant 
experience for all.
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Then the two new teachers became good friends and they 
started resisting anything I suggested. It felt like my experience 
meant nothing or that I was an ‘old’ teacher so what I knew was 
no good.  Not wanting to rock the boat, I gave in and went along 
with Jane’s ideas. Little did I know that Jane was telling other 
people that I was not being a team player and causing tension.  
This unfortunately became a repeating pattern, I would suggest 
something in our meetings and Jane would say it was wrong and 
we couldn’t do it.  I then would hear from others that I was once 
again the source of tension. As the team leader I tried to see if I 
could maybe work to get things back on track with where they had 
to be.  I would ask if everything was okay with how things were 
going and if they had any issues they wanted to discuss, but Jane 
would say nothing. Jane started emailing out meeting agendas to 
the group, which had been my responsibility. I just gave up trying 
to be the team lead and handed it off to Jane.

After that, I was going through the motions and I just took 
the path of least resistance.  Why should I try if my opinions are 
not valued and she’s going to be rude to me? It was difficult to 
look at her with all that I knew she was saying to others about me. 
I started to feel like crap about going to the meetings. I would 
get physically sick. Even now, writing about this situation that 
occurred six years ago makes me sick to my stomach. This all 
happened years ago but the hurt still lingers, that’s how much of 
a struggle it was.”

Williams found that people who respond to long-term exclu-
sion with aggression can also pose a greater threat to their com-
munities, sometimes by escalating into violence. Duke University  
neuroscientist Dr. Mark Leary analyzed fifteen cases of school shooters 
and found that thirteen of them (86 percent) suffered from ongoing 
social rejection.  

The 2017 mass shooting of concert goers in Las Vegas, Nevada, 
and church members in Sutherland Spring, Texas, as well as the 2018 
school shooting at Douglas high school in Parkland, Florida were all 
committed by men who had a history of social difficulties, perhaps 
stemming from mental illness.
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The National Safety Council urges that every organization be pre-
pared for workplace violence and the potential of active shooters. They 
also recommend training for employees on what to do if workplace 
violence erupts and to look out for these warning signs:

• Excessive use of alcohol or drugs
• Unexplained absenteeism, change in behavior, or decline in 

job performance
• Depression, withdrawal, or suicidal comments
• Resistance to changes at work or persistent complaining 

about unfair treatment
• Violation of company policies
• Emotional responses to criticism, mood swings
• Paranoia

Sound familiar? These are the same symptoms of people suffering 
from long-term exclusion. 

Another way that chronic exclusion can impact us all is that 
extremist groups intentionally prey on the ostracized and rejected.  
Williams states, “These group provide members with a sense of belong-
ing, self-worth, and control, but they can fuel narrowness, radicalism, 
and intolerance, and perhaps a propensity toward hostility and violence 
toward others.” These groups offer immediate relief, often framing the 
rejecters as the source of the problem and encouraging members to aim 
their energy at getting even. Dr. Arie Kruglanski, at the University of 
Maryland who studies violent extremism, says, “There are strong cor-
relations between humiliation and the search for an extremist ideology.” 

The long-term effects of exclusion harm individuals and communities
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Take for example the man who drove a truck down a bike lane in 
New York City, killing and injuring several cyclists and pedestrians. He 
stated that he “felt good” about what he had done and asked if he could 
hang the terrorist group ISIS’s flag in his hospital room. 

Naturally concerned, researchers wondered what if anything 
might mitigate the tendency for excluded people to choose aggression. 
Dr. DeWall did a couple of experiments where subjects experienced 
exclusion, from all peers or by everyone but one peer, followed by an 
opportunity to act aggressively toward the people who excluded them. 
The people who acted the least aggressively were the subjects who were 
accepted by just one person. DeWall states, “Even a glimmer of hope 
for acceptance can make all the difference.”

This glimmer of hope comes in all forms and can even pull people 
back from a path of aggressive behavior. For example, some police 
officers in Aarhus, Denmark, have been able to combat the radicaliza-
tion of youth in their town, who were being targeted by ISIS. They first 
started hearing about young people disappearing overnight and as they 
interviewed the parents and community members, they discovered that 
these Muslim youth were experiencing ongoing rejection and ostracism 
by their white European neighbors, for both their racial and spiritual 
differences. The ostracism angered the Muslim youth, making them 
easy targets for ISIS who promised them a sense of belonging, and as a 
result, many made the trip to Syria, often disappearing overnight with-
out leaving word with family. 

Common practice in most countries was, and is, to declare these 
people “enemies of the state,” treating them like convicted criminals 
without a charge or a trial. But Danish officers Thorleif Link and Allan 
Aarslev knew that further societal rejection would only worsen the 
problem so instead they offered kindness and a path back to being a 
member of society. They paired people with mentors, helped them find 
jobs, and in general, extended empathy and kindness. And the results 
have been astounding. People who had left for Syria came back, cutting 
their ties to the group. And when the rest of Europe saw a spike in the 
radicalization of their youth, Aarhus experienced a significant drop. 

Now known as “the Aarhus Model,” it has become a blueprint 
for fighting radicalization at its very roots. When people expect to be 
treated harshly but then are given empathy and kindness, the shock of 
it causes them to rethink and reevaluate their assumptions about who 
the enemy really is. And by addressing the real root of societal rejection, 
the model creates inclusion and belonging.
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18. Creating Inclusion

A sense of belonging matters. We don’t need to be popular or liked by 
everyone but we do need to have a sense of belonging somewhere, with 
someone. This has lots of implications for workplaces today. Employee 
engagement is not just a measure of work pride and productivity, it’s 
also a valuable indicator of inclusion and exclusion. This is why it’s so 
important that measures of engagement include questions like, “Some-
one at work cares about me as a person,” or “I have a friend at work.” 

This is also why orientation or onboarding efforts are more effec-
tive when companies go beyond the basics of new employment and 
help people integrate socially into their new community. Did you know 
that one-third of new hires quit their job within six months of starting 
it? According to a 2014 study by BambooHR, 17 percent said that a 
friendly smile or a helpful coworker would have made all the differ-
ence. Nearly 10 percent wished for more attention from their manager  
and coworkers.

A study by the Aberdeen Group found that high-performing orga-
nizations are two-and-a-half times more likely than lower-performing 
ones to assign a mentor or buddy during onboarding. This small and 
affordable effort helps new hires feel connected, plus their experience 
is seen by someone who can advise and guide them should they hit 
challenges.

These findings are not a surprise to me. My entire career has 
focused on the science of success and my doctoral dissertation stud-
ied programs and experiences that help people transition to new 
environments. As a backdrop, I explored Tinto’s Model of Student 
Integration. Dr. Vincent Tinto studied the factors that contributed 
to college dropout rates and found that students needed to become 
integrated, a measure of belonging, in both the academic and social  
environments of their schools. But belonging is a personal perception. 
One person could have ten friends and feel completely alone while 
another could have one friend and feel just fine. 

In my study, I found that while students needed to reach a certain 
level of academic integration in order to not flunk out, the social piece 
was far more impactful. When students didn’t find a sense of belonging 
socially, they were far more likely to leave college as well as experience 
depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts. It turns out that it doesn’t 
matter how old we are or where we are trying to belong, exclusion is 
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harmful. As someone who has run onboarding for both small and large 
organizations, including a multinational company of 10,000 employ-
ees, I can tell you the same is true for new hires. The ability to “find 
your tribe,” even if it’s just a tribe of one, can make all the difference.  
Again, companies with the best new-hire retention purposefully help 
their newest members navigate the structural and social elements of a 
new environment. 

Case Study: Healthcare Organization
Org Size: Large

“I was hired as the Training Supervisor to oversee the seven- 
person global training team.  My charge was to help them develop 
consistent skills, manage their performance and behaviors, and 
increase our support of other units within our organization, 
especially the call centers that initiate house call visits (HCVs),  
connecting a clinician to a member in their home. 

I was mindful of Tuckman’s stages so built the experience 
to help them work smoothly through each stage in order to build 
trust with each other and me. We initially had to get to know 
one another and learn about our personalities and skills while 
sitting in four different locations around the world. I also had to 
define their roles and my expectations as a leader of the team so 
I planned monthly group meetings and weekly one-on-one meet-
ings with each team member. I held two in-person training ‘clinics’ 
with the team (one to establish/create training processes, and one 
on delivery techniques and instructional design concepts). 

Through these various sessions, we accomplished several 
things: role definition, learning about each of our backgrounds 
(skills, experience, etc.), learning each other’s communication 
styles, understanding how to support and accommodate each 
other’s needs including our ‘hot buttons,’ and how to best extend 
common courtesies to each other. We were also working on  
several key projects together, which helped us become a more 
tight-knit group.  

We achieved and exceeded our goals. We received 90+ 
requests for training delivery or documentation. We delivered 
over 500 learning events covering over 50 subjects across the 
organization; we designed 30+ job aids; and we established 10+ 
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training processes. We helped the call center operators exceed 
the annual goal of one million scheduled house call visits (usually 
done by December, it was done by end of September this year!) 
and their skills improved at all of our locations. We used to be 
the last thing thought of on a project, but now we get invited to 
a host of meetings/projects at their inception. This training team 
received several recognition awards from colleagues and leaders 
across the organization. In fact, many staff members in other units 
want to be part of this training team now.”

It’s worth noting again that belonging is not about being univer-
sally liked by everyone. In fact, we each have our own perception of 
how big our tribe needs to be. But research shows that, at work, what 
matters most to people is feeling they can make a meaningful con-
tribution and that others value their work. From a tribal perspective, 
this means they’re needed by the group, and therefore, less likely to 
be ousted. Neurologically, that sense of security is enough to settle the 
amygdala and allow people to reach higher-order thinking skills like 
logical analysis and innovation. As we gain more confidence of our 
position in the group, we perform better. And as we perform better, we 
gain more confidence. 

Some of us find true and deep belonging at work, but most 
of us really need psychological safety: the ability to make a valuable  
contribution without fear of being ridiculed or rejected. In addition, 
we need our colleagues to be more aware of the subtle, and often  
unintentional ways, they create exclusion through their words and 
actions. Termed “microaggressions,” these are often brief and casual 
exchanges that send slights, insults or denigrating messages to others 
based on some aspect of their identity. They are symptoms of uncon-
scious bias because they often are not intended to hurt others, but do so 
because of their ubiquity and how they accumulate over time to create 
exclusion. Dr. Derald Wing Sue, author of Microaggressions in Everyday 
Life, argues that there are three distinct forms of microaggressions:

• Microinsults (often unconscious): Actions or comments
that convey rudeness or insensitivity and demean a person’s
identity. Examples include assuming criminality based on
race (e.g., fear of people of color) or assuming intelligence
based on gender (e.g., surprise that a woman is a scientist).
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• Microinvalidations (often unconscious): Actions or com-
ments that exclude or negate the experience, thoughts or 
feelings of a person’s identity. Examples would include 
assuming that people of color are immigrants or gay people 
are taking comments “the wrong way” or are “too sensitive.”

• Microassaults (often conscious): Intent to hurt others 
through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or purposefully dis-
criminatory actions. Examples include using insulting terms, 
or intentionally not hiring people based on their identity. 

The challenge with microaggressions is that the targeted groups 
see and feel them keenly (describing them as repeated stabs or pin-
pricks) while their colleagues don’t see or recognize them as such due 
to their own cultural blinders, driven by unconscious bias. This can 
make productive conversations difficult because talking about micro- 
aggressions can turn in to interactions filled with microinvalidations 
unless they are artfully facilitated by skilled professionals.

This is why more and more companies are investing in diver-
sity and inclusion programs that help people move through these 
difficult but important conversations and shift the focus to be about 
creating inclusion. As Dr. Christine Cox writes, “Instead of trying 
to avoid exclusion, we are much better off putting thoughtful effort  
into enhancing inclusion.” Dr. Cox is a researcher at New York Uni-
versity’s Langone Medical Center and co-authored a paper titled “The  
Science of Inclusion: How We Can Leverage the Brain to Build  
Smarter Teams.” Companies like Amazon, Johnson & Johnson,  
AT&T, Kaiser Permanente, Ernst Young, and eBay are all focusing 
on creating more inclusive workplaces through efforts like employee 
resource groups (ERGs), networks, learning experiences, conferences, 
and leadership development programs. In addition, they are making it 
a performance marker for managers who have clear diversity and inclu-
sion goals that they are accountable to achieve.

The Role of Empathy

So how do we find our way forward? Through empathy and  
education. Here is some good news about our brains: We are bio-
logically wired to feel empathy for others as long as we are not in an 
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us-versus-them relationship. Thanks to our mirror neuron system, we 
feel their social pain as our own. Dr. Giorgia Silani and other neurosci-
entists used an fMRI machine to explore social pain and they also found 
that the physical pain region not only lights up for our own exclusion 
but also when we watch it happen to someone else, “Our data have 
shown that in conditions of social pain there is activation of an area tra-
ditionally associated with the sensory processing of physical pain. This 
occurred both when the pain was experienced in first person and when 
the subject experienced it vicariously.” Christopher Bergland, a writer 
for Psychology Today observes, “From an evolutionary standpoint, these 
pain responses protect the individual but also fortify social connectivity 
which protects the collective.”

When we see people as part of our group, we start to neuro-
logically incorporate them into our sense of self. In a study entitled  
“Familiarity Promotes Blurring of Self and Other in the Neural  
Representation of Threat,” neuroscientists discovered that we become 
entwined, on a neural level, with people we perceive in our social net-
work of friends and family. “Our self comes to include the people we 
feel close to. This likely is because humans need to have friends and 
allies who they can side with and see as being the same as themselves,” 
stated Dr. James Coan.

If you think about it, this aspect of our biology is what allows us 
to live in communities with each other. Our need to belong, to feel pain 
when we don’t belong, and to experience empathy when we see others 
in physical or social pain, help us all connect and care for one another 
in meaningful ways. 

Empathy is one of the two core components of psychologi-
cal safety. Fortunately it can be taught! It is possible, and perhaps 
should be mandatory, to teach people empathy and other emotional  
intelligence skills. Even people who are socially challenged, such as 
people on the autism spectrum, can learn scripts that mimic empathetic 
responses and when to use them. Well-designed learning events help 
people develop awareness of and sensitivity to the experiences of others 
as well as the words and actions that create inclusiveness.

Interestingly, people with a psychopathic personality disorder are 
known for lacking empathy for others, including lacking remorse when 
they hurt others, and are often unemotional, callous, and manipulative. 
Studies at the University of Chicago found that the psychopath’s brain 
responds differently, making their own experience of social pain more 



90   |   B r i t t  A n d r e A t t A 

intense. In addition, their brain does not activate when seeing another’s 
social or physical pain. In fact, instead, the pleasure part of their brain 
activates, meaning that they enjoy seeing others suffer. So this group 
can be resistant to, or even incapable of, developing empathy.

Enhancing Compassion Through Mindfulness

The insular cortex, the brain structure activated by social and physical 
pain, is made up of two insula, one in each hemisphere, and about the 
size of a pecan. Studies have shown that the insulae are associated with 
several functions, including consciousness, emotion, self-awareness, 
interpersonal connectedness, empathy, and compassion.

New studies are showing that we can alter our insulae through 
mindfulness. Bergland states in Psychology Today, “Neurons in the insula 
can literally become bulked up and better connected through mind-
fulness, which can improve the empathetic response of the insula.”  
Dr. Richard Davidson at the University of Wisconsin-Madison has 
found that those who practiced compassion meditation for 30 minutes 
a day, for two weeks, were more compassionate in dealing with others. 
Other studies have also shown that mindfulness can shift how the brain 
responds to pain, literally creating relief in how we experience and feel 
both physical and social pain.

Mindfulness may also make us less anxious and reactive. Scientists 
at Harvard Medical School found that participants who spent close 
to 30 minutes a day meditating or practicing some other mindfulness 
activity changed the composition of their amygdala in as little as eight 
weeks. Scans showed that the physical composition of their brains 
showed measurable changes, including decreased gray-matter density in 
the amygdala, which is known to play an important role in anxiety and 
stress. 

The benefits of mindfulness don’t stop there. Dr. Davidson 
recently coauthored the book Altered Traits: Science Reveals How Medita-
tion Changes Your Mind, Brain, and Body with Dr. Daniel Goleman, who’s 
considered the “father” of emotional intelligence. As the following 
empirical study results highlight, this book should be mandatory read-
ing for all humans:

• The amygdala becomes less reactive in as little as 30 hours of 
mindfulness, shifting people’s baseline reactivity by as much 
as 50 percent. Practitioners can withstand higher levels of 
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pain, have better control over their emotions, and recover 
more quickly from stressors.

• Meditation practices that focus on compassion and loving- 
kindness can show results in as little as 8 hours. More 
impressively, Davidson and Goleman state, “Reductions 
in usually intractable unconscious bias emerge after just 16 
hours.” More time yields stronger results.

• Mindfulness immediately quiets the constant internal nar-
rative we have about ourselves—that part of our brain that 
ruminates about the past and worries about the future. While 
the effect is an immediate by-product of the practice itself, it 
can become an enduring state with long-term practice.

• In as little as three-days of mindfulness training, the body 
reduces its production of pro-inflammatory cytokines, which 
create inflammation. Extensive practice shifts this to become 
an enduring physical trait. In as little as three months of an 
intensive mindfulness practice, the body increases its pro-
duction of the telomerase enzyme, which slows cellular 
aging. Yes, you read that right—you can get younger!

The benefits of a regular mindfulness practice

• Mindfulness has been shown to reduce a range of mental 
health challenges including depression, anxiety, and pain—
to the same level as prescription medications but without 
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the side effects. Loving-kindness meditation seems especially 
effective for people who have experienced trauma and those 
with post-traumatic stress disorder.

The authors are quick to point out that these effects vary based 
on the intensity and duration of the practice. They detail studies that 
involve first-time meditators, quasiregular practitioners, and people 
who have spent a lifetime of deep devotion to the tradition. One life-
long practitioner had spent 62,000 hours meditating—his 41-year-old 
brain looked like that of a 33-year-old. 

While you may not have a goal to embrace an intensive practice, it 
is clear that we all can stand to gain quite a few positive benefits from 
beginning a practice and sticking with it. Newbies may see and feel  
differences in as little as two weeks. This was certainly true for me.  
I do a light practice using the 21-Day Meditation Experience by Deepak 
Chopra and Oprah Winfrey. These ten-minute sessions are organized 
around a theme and available on a smartphone app, making them the 
perfect thing for my life. At work, I love to use the short work-related 
meditations on Desk-Yogi.com. There are many levels and types of 
mindfulness supports out there, including meditation groups that meet 
online or in person. And many companies are starting to provide classes 
and group sessions on a range of mindfulness practices.

Goleman and Davidson found that long-term meditators, who 
have done 1,000-plus hours, experience more robust benefits, with 
mindfulness helping them to develop enduring traits rather than a state 
achieved for a short amount of time. Finally, Davidson’s research of 
yogis’ brains (defined as people with more than 27,000 hours of prac-
tice) found that they achieve unique brain patterns not seen in other 
people, particularly in their gamma waves and neural synchrony. This 
pattern is amplified during meditation but endures throughout the rest 
of their day. The result seems to be that this slows the aging of their 
brains, something clearly noticeable on fMRI and EEG scans.
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