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Putting the 
Brain to Work

SPECIAL REPORT

Y ou can hardly escape 
reading about neuroscience 
in the press these days, 

and it’s easy to see why the topic 
fascinates managers. As the brain is 
increasingly studied in the context 
of  personal and organizational 
development, remarkable insights 
are being uncovered. Some of  the 
things we’ve learned have great 
potential practical value. Look at the 
impact of  stress on the brain. Stress 
hurts the brain, and that inevitably 
hurts productivity in the workplace. 
By unpacking the neuroscience 
of  stress, for example, companies 
can find new ways dramatically to 
improve the productivity of  their 
knowledge workers and thus gain 

a competitive edge. We are the 
generation that will witness and 
produce a transformation in the 
ability to look into the brain and 
take better control of  its potential.

In this Special Report, 
our Science Correspondent, 
Andy Lieberman, looks at 
a new tool, PRISM Brain 
Mapping’ that is designed to 
put some of  the latest thinking 
about the brain and human 
performance into the hands 
of  business managers.

We seem to read about 
neuroscience everywhere 
these days. Why are people so 
interested in it right now?
Harvard Business Review
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There is currently a great 
buzz of  excitement around the 
world of  neuroscience. This is well 
deserved – the latest developments 
have important implications not 
just for business, but also for 
wider society. The sheer amount 
and complexity of  new material 
has, however, made it difficult for 
most consumers of  neuroscience 
research to determine what it all 
means for them. It’s fascinating 
to have an understanding of  
how the brain works, but, despite 
the stunning neuroscience 
achievements to date, scientists 
still know surprisingly little about 
how to apply their knowledge 
to real-world settings. People 
outside the science community, of  
course, know considerably less.

Despite the scientific advances, 
it may sometimes appear 
that there has not been much 
progress in using neuroscience to 
support business. However, for 
some businesses this is not the 
case as they have started using 
neuroscience to recruit employees 
who are better suited specific 
roles, understand how to accept 
change and move the company 
forward and gain better insights 
into how the brain is involved in 
the buying and selling process.

The human brain sets us apart 
from all other species by allowing 
us to achieve the wonders of  
walking on the moon, composing 
masterpieces of  literature, art 
and music and, indeed, for the 
creation of  civilization itself. The 
human brain has been compared 
to a telephone switchboard 
and a supercomputer. But it is 
much more complicated than 
either of  these devices, a fact 
scientists confirm almost daily 
with each new discovery.

The full extent of  the brain’s 
capabilities is still undetermined. 
The human brain is the best 
organized, most flexible, and 
highest functioning object in the 
known universe. This single organ 
controls all body activities, ranging 
from heart rate and breathing to 
emotion, learning and memory. 
It is even thought to influence 
the immune system’s response 

to disease and to determine, in 
part, how well people respond to 
medical treatments. Ultimately, it 
shapes our thoughts, hopes, dreams 
and imagination and in short, the 
brain is what makes us who we are.

The commercial world is 
now turning its attention to 
neuroscience to see how its exciting 
advances in helping to understand 
human behavior can be used to 
enhance business performance.  
One such enterprise is a interesting 
new tool known as PRISM Brain 
Mapping. Although a relatively 
‘new kid on the block’, PRISM has 
already caught the attention of  
the business community around 
the world and is now available in a 
wide range of  languages including 
Arabic, Chinese (Traditional and 
Simplified), Hindi, Gujarati and 
Russian. Although much of  the 
research that underpins PRISM was 
carried out here in the USA, the 
instrument is distributed globally 
under license by PRISM Brain 
Mapping Technologies in London.

PRISM Brain Mapping is 
based on the unchallengeable fact 
that the brain is the source of  all 
human behavior. Everything we 
know about the world around us, 
including what we know about our 
own bodies, comes from our brain. 
It processes all this information 
and chooses the appropriate 
responses (behaviors). One of  

PRISM is unique! It is head 
and shoulders above any other 
means of assessing individual 
and team behaviour. I have used 
it with complete confidence in 
a wide variety of settings from 
realigning a charity’s executive 
board to minimising the margin 
of error in employing retail 
staff. Probably as important as 
maximising the effectiveness 
of people is the amount of self 
awareness they gain from 
PRISM. It is the consummate 
21st Century profiling tool.” 
Mike McGraw
Managing Director
Development Initiatives 
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the key roles of  neuroscience is 
to explain behavior in terms of  
the activities of  the brain: how it 
marshals its billions of  individual 
nerve cells to produce behavior, 
and how these cells are influenced 
by the environment. No attempt 
to measure human behavior can, 
therefore, be complete without 
an understanding of  how the 
brain functions. A key aspect 
of  PRISM Brain Mapping is in 
helping individuals to understand 
why they behave in certain ways 
in specific situations and in 
becoming skilled at adjusting and 
adapting their behavior to meet 
the behavioral needs of  others.

At the root of  the PRISM 
Model is the basic fact that each 
person has his or her own way of  
looking at the world (perception) 
and responding to it (behavior). 
Those recurring responses – part 
inherited and part learned – fall 
into patterns, referred to as 
behavior preferences. Each person 
exhibits his or her own personal 
behavior preferences to a great 
extent by how and what they 
say and do. PRISM is designed 
to help individuals, not only to 
identify their own behavioral 
preferences and the behavioral 
responses of  others, but also to 
understand how and why those 
preferences are created.  Such 
knowledge can be of  great benefit 
in improving relationships and 
reducing conflict, but it can also 
be of  immense value in many 
business activities such as sales, 
leadership, coaching, recruitment 
and performance management.

PRISM does not measure 
behavioral preferences as a single 
entity. It measures the intensity of  a 
person’s expressed, ideal behavioral 
preferences, plus the extent to 
which the person feels it necessary 
to modify those natural preferences 
on occasions when dealing with 
day-to-day life e.g. when they are 
at work. These two measurements 
also enable the system to calculate 
how the person consistently tends 
to behave most of  the time.

So how does PRISM differ from 
traditional psychological tests? 
Inevitably, psychometric tests and 

PRISM are often seen to compete 
in the marketplace. However, they 
actually stem from very different 
theoretical origins, they have been 
designed for different purposes 
and take different approaches to 
representing behavior patterns. 
Therefore, it is inappropriate 
to make direct comparisons 
between the two approaches. 

Psychological studies formulate 
theories, test hypotheses through 
observation and experiment, and 
analyse findings by means of  
statistical techniques. Psychometric 
tests measure individuals 
against theoretical models and 
mathematical norms whereas 
PRISM creates inventories of  
observed behaviors (behavioral 
preferences) generated by the 
brain’s electro-chemical activity.  
Although norms were created 
for the PRISM Brain Mapping 
dimensions during its development 
and validation process, the 
instrument treats each participant 
as a unique individual and does 
not compare him or her with some 
statistical average.  Ultimately, 
however, all psychological models 
and theories have to face up to 
the fact that human behaviour 

stems from brain biology. 
PRISM is based on 

neuroscience facts and principles 
which have been simplified into 
a workable model for easy use. 
At the core of  the model is a 
chart which is a metaphorical 
representation of  the brain, and on 
which users’ expressed behavioural 
preferences are plotted to create 
eight-sided shapes referred to as 
‘’maps’. These maps make it easy 
for users to see the extent of  their 
behaviour preferences and the 
extent to which they modify or 
adapt those preferences in different 
environments and situations.

Unlike most psychological 
theories and models, PRISM 
Brain Mapping is not the work 
of  any one individual. It is based 
on a synthesis of  the published 
works of  some of  the world’s 
leading neuroscientists, yet 
dramatically simplified to achieve 
understanding. The PRISM scales 
and their validity are the work of  
Dr Tendayi Viki, a former senior 
lecturer in forensic psychology 
at Stanford University. Internal 
reliability analyses of  those scales 
using Cronbach’s Alpha produced 
results indicating very high levels 
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of  internal consistency. For all the 
four-colour PRISM quadrants, the 
reliability scores were greater than 
0.90. This is a very high level of  
internal consistency. When the data 
using the eight PRISM dimensions 
(two per colour quadrant) were also 
analyzed, these were also highly 
reliable, with internal consistency 
scores between 0.86 and 0.92. 

There are many differences 
between PRISM Brain Mapping 
and psychometric tests, 
but three are of  particular 
importance to business:

‘Plasticity’: “Neuroplasticity” is 
the neuroscience term describing 
the way the adult human brain 
changes and restructures itself. 
At one time, it was believed, and 
widely taught, that the adult brain 
could not change once a certain 
level of  development had occurred. 
Indeed, many psychological tests 
have put forward the theory 

that people are born with a 
predisposition to behave in certain 
ways and that they retained 
those behaviors until they died. 

This ‘cradle to the grave’ 
approach taken by many 
traditional psychometric tests is 

now impossible to sustain in the 
light of  neuroscience discoveries. 
The problem with the traditional 
view is summed up by Professor 
Kenneth Gergen, Professor 
of  Psychology at Swarthmore 
College, Philadelphia: “Even Jung 
realized that life is a process of  
development, that people and their 
personalities change”. Indeed, 
few people would claim that their 
behaviors and attitudes have 
not changed during the course 
of  their life, or that they do not 
modify their behavior in different 
situations or environments.

Now, thanks to advances in 
imaging technology and brilliant 
clinical research, we have proof  
that development is a continuous, 
unending process. Basically, 
plasticity refers to the brain’s 
capacity for change. The actual 
physical architecture of  our brains 
– the way our billions of  brain 
cells are wired together - is a result 
of  the experiences we have and 
have not had during our lives: 
nature and nurture work together 
to create something unique. The 
brain never loses the power to 
transform itself  on the basis of  
experience, and this transformation 
can occur over very short intervals.

Your brain is different today 
from how it was yesterday. This 
difference results from the effect of  
yesterday’s and today’s experiences, 
as well as the thoughts and 
feelings that you have entertained 
during the past 24 hours. 

But what does neuroplasticity 
have to do with business? Two 
things. The first is that our success 
depends on the plasticity of  our 
brain. Each person’s brain has an 
amount of  neuroplasticity – or 
capacity to change itself. Research 
has shown that beliefs, values, 
perceptions and behaviors have 
corresponding structures in the 
brain. If  we change our way 
of  thinking, we also change the 
physical structures of  our brain. 
Our plasticity, our neuro-flexibility, 
determines how easily we can 
accept, respond to, and adapt to 
the changing world around us.

Entrepreneurs, by definition, 
must have high-plasticity 

brains! Every time the economy, 
technology, a natural disaster or a 
generational trend forces a change 
of  direction, entrepreneurs must 
be able to connect, disconnect, 
reconnect, restructure and bypass 
outdated aspects of  thinking, 
values, beliefs, behaviors and 
paradigms of  business if  they are 
going to meet constantly changing 
demands (and times). They 
must also be able to question the 
validity and potential longevity 
of  incoming paradigms. Their 
ability to relinquish inefficient 
practices and move into new 
arenas, adapting and learning as 
they go, is essential for success.

The second thing 
neuroplasticity has to do with 
business is simply that in today’s 
world, not only do the people 
leading the business need high 
levels of  plasticity, but the 
organization itself  must have 
plasticity. That business must be 
able to connect and disconnect, 
reconnect, expand and contract, 
reduce the time and money 
spent on out-dated policies 
and procedures, restructure 
and stay aligned with shifts in 
market trends and demands.

The brain expands its capacity 
by creating new neurons and new 
connections between neurons. It 
makes new partnerships in areas 
that were previously unrelated 
or that did not communicate. 
The brain “networks”! This is, 
of  course, the origin of  the term 
“networking” in the business sense.

Business plasticity requires us 
to consider connections between 
areas and functions we haven’t 
considered before. In today’s 
economy, we need to be able to 
move our businesses into new 
areas as required and move 
them as quickly as possible. This 
might require us to modify our 
business structures. Whether it 
be a modification of  the physical 
equipment used, or a figurative 
exploration of  policies and 
administrative processes, more 
mobile structures are easier to 
network, connect and adapt to new 
demands and expectations. 

Neuroscience offers business 

PRISM Brain Mapping has 
been exceptionally accurate in 
assessing my own behavioural 
preferences. It not only helps 
one to understand one’s own 
strengths and weaknesses, 
but also it assists in making 
judgements about one’s 
own capacity or potential 
with spectacular precision. 
I would encourage anyone 
who is genuinely interested in 
understanding himself/herself 
better to try out PRISM. It truly 
makes a world of difference
Professor Raghavendra
Oriental Institute of Management
University of Mumbai



 Executive Business Review 5

 Special Report Putting the Brain to Work

considerable opportunities for 
competitive advantage. For 
example, fear in response to 
downbeat economic news can 
be minimized by focusing on 
ways that employees can band 
together to address new client 
vulnerabilities and concerns.

In financial services, for 
example, when the market 
goes down, selling equities feels 
reassuring, because the news about 
the market has triggered habitual 
attitudes about risk (stored in the 
basal ganglia) and fears (generated 
by the amygdala). Holding on to 

the stock may be more prudent, 
but that decision requires activity 
in the prefrontal cortex, which 
requires extra effort and energy. 

The interplay between the 
rational and emotional parts of  
the brain and its effect on decision-
making has been the subject of  
some revealing research, carried 
out by a team led by Professor 
Barbara Sahakian, Professor 
of  Clinical Neuropsychology at 
Britain’s Cambridge University.

The study compared a group 
of  entrepreneurs with a group of  
managers, of  equivalent age and 
IQ. Using a series of  cognitive 
tests, the researchers compared 
two areas of  the prefrontal cortex, 
dealing with ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ 
decision-making. Hot decisions are 
risky choices, where real money or 
consequences are at stake. Cold 
decisions, however, are analytical 
and emotionally neutral.

While both groups were evenly 
matched in cold decision-making 
performance, the entrepreneurs 
proved the most willing to take 
risks, and back their hunches. 
They also showed greater cognitive 
flexibility in problem solving.

Professor Sahakian says: 

“When an entrepreneur was 
solving a problem, they might 
say, ‘It looks like you should 
do this to solve it’. But if 
that wasn’t successful, they 
very quickly found another 
solution that worked. The 
managers tried an approach 
to the problem, but if it didn’t 
work, they kept persisting 
with that approach, instead of 
thinking of a new one to use”.

Adapting behavior: Brain 
research has shown that people 
function best when they are able 
to make the most of  their natural 
preferences and abilities. When 
our day-to-day life prevents us 
from using our natural abilities 
our capacity for achieving our 
potential is diminished, as is our 
ability to find satisfaction in our 
work and relationships. When 
this occurs the brain is forced 
to spend large amounts of  time 
functioning from areas requiring 
significantly greater expenditure of  
energy. In other words, the brain 
is forced to overstate or falsify its 
strengths. Indeed, falsifying natural 
behavior is so costly that over 
time it can lead to stress, chronic 
anxiety and exhaustion: research 
by Richard Haier, Professor of  
Psychology at the University of  
California, School of  Medicine. 
Using brain imaging technology, 
Haier demonstrated that the brain 
has to work much harder when 
not using the person’s natural 
behavioral preferences. Such a 
demand on the brain requires huge 
amounts of  energy and oxygen. 
This not only pushes the brain 
to work harder, but may also, 
over time, throw off  the person’s 
innate homeostatic balance in 
the area of  oxygen usage and 
distribution. Normally the brain 
uses approximately 20% of  the 
oxygen taken in through the lungs. 
This leaves about 80% for the rest 
of  the body where it is utilized in 
the process of  metabolism and 
energy generation. As more and 
more oxygen is demanded by a 
brain that is falsifying type, less 
and less is available to keep the 
rest of  the body up to speed. A 
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variety of  symptoms can result 
(e.g. fatigue, digestive problems, 
listlessness). Indeed, over time, the 
oxygen imbalance can contribute 
to the person’s body shifting from 
anabolic to catabolic functioning.

In summary, Professor Haier’s 
research indicates that a preferred 
behavior can be as much as 
hundred times more efficient in 
the ratio of  energy consumption 
than the person’s non-preferred 
or avoided preferences. Put the 
other way round, when one is 
using an avoided preference, the 
effort can consume one hundred 
times more metabolic energy. 
These findings pave the way to 
a deeper understanding of  the 
costs incurred by the individual 
who daily falsifies type. 

It is obvious that most 
people learn to recognize which 
environments feel most comfortable 
to them. To the extent they can, 
they seek to put themselves in 
these situations and avoid less 
comfortable ones. People also 
try to modify an uncomfortable 
environment actively (by trying to 
change it) or passively (by avoiding 
those things they don’t like) to make 
it one in which they can succeed.

Dichotomous profiling: The 
inadequacies of  dichotomous 
views of  behavior have long 
been recognized. However, they 
continue to exert a powerful 
influence on profiling, often by way 
of  metaphors that simply recast 
these old ideas in more modern 
technical vocabulary. Despite the 
best intentions of  test publishers, 
many psychological instruments 
are used to describe people in 
terms of  either/or e.g. ‘Thinking v 
Feeling and Introvert v Extrovert.  

The problem with 
psychometric typologies, or other 
similar classification systems, is 
that labels often make people 
feel boxed in, typecast or judged. 
However, while there are hard and 
fixed labels, there are few hard and 
fixed people. Today, people think 
in such terms because marketing 
and advertising have contributed 
to product-orientation. We want 
products to be labelled clearly for 

I have been using PRISM 
now for over 4 years and I 
never cease to be amazed at the 
difference it can make in the 
here and now. I just love seeing 
the real impact it can have on 
individuals and teams. It is 
visual, easily understandable, 
memorable and jargon-free
David Mellor
Chairman 
Viridian Corporate Finance 

instant recognition and evaluation.
It appears a simple matter to 

communicate through labelling. 
It’s easier to label a package or 
a person and believe the label 
tells us everything we need 
to know. We seldom read the 
detailed leaflet inside the package 
where the more difficult to 
assimilate information resides.

For example, it’s easy to say that 
a person is “arrogant” or “scatter-
brained” or “a prima donna”; it 
conveys a clear picture. The trouble 
is that the label is not the full 
picture; it also evokes permanent 
images that are difficult to erase.

Of  course, it requires more 
effort to look beyond the label, to 
experience the person as a dynamic 
process, by looking at the fine 
print inside the box. We have been 
conditioned to trust the label and 
look no further. Labels are not only 
shortcuts, but they can also create 
resentment, thus distancing us from 
others, including work colleagues 
and customers. Labels are not our 
limits and labels can be disabling.

In some typologies people are 
put into hard and fixed categories 
- introverted or extroverted, 
dominant or submissive, subjective 
or objective. The basic position in 
PRISM theory is that people can 
be all of  these things at times – a 
unique blend. Using PRISM, we 
clearly see the unique patterning 
of  behavioral preferences.

Every one of  us has a range 
of  behavioral preferences - our 
behavior at home is often quite 
different from our behavior at 
work. PRISM reports demonstrate 
clearly that people are not just one 
thing or another. It is inaccurate to 
typecast; people are complex and 
dynamic. However, to make some 
sense out of  ourselves and others, 
to simplify our complexity, we need 
a common frame of  reference.

Another of  the dangers of  
typological assessments is that 
they do not convey the many 
thousands of  variables that make 
up individual behavior, workplace 
performance and culture, nor are 
they able to predict needs in novel 
situations. Hence, we end up with 
organizations where everybody 
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is ‘required’ or ‘encouraged’ to 
be a certain type in order to “fit 
in with the culture”, and then 
the whole organization starts 
thinking the same way all the 
time, with potentially disastrous 
results. The global financial 
crisis is just such an example of  
this kind of  narrow mentality.

Attempts at ‘mapping’ 
the human brain is a very old 
pursuit. The first known brain 
map was found on an Egyptian 
papyrus thought to date from 
3,000 to 2,500 BC. That current 
brain mapping technology is 
delivering results is not only 
enlightening, but is of  immense 
practical and social importance 
because it paves the way for us 
to recreate ourselves mentally in 

a way that has previously been 
described only in science fiction.

Neuroscientific language is 
extremely complex and PRISM 
attempts, therefore, to simplify that 
language so that it can be more 
easily understood. For example, 
when PRISM states that “the left 
hemisphere is involved in this”, or 
“the right hemisphere is involved 
in that”, it should be understood 
that in any one human brain at 
any one time both hemispheres 
will be actively involved. No single 
part of  the brain does solely one 
thing and no part of  the brain acts 
alone. All our thoughts, emotions 
and actions are the results of  many 
parts of  the brain acting together.

Focusing on the PRISM 
Model accomplishes the need 
for simplicity and structure. 

The structure is limited to eight 
preferences because it’s more 
manageable. Practically, most 
people can only focus on and 
process a certain number of  
concepts at one time. Short-term 
memory is limited; research shows 
that most people can remember 
seven things, plus or minus two, 
which means that they will usually 
be able to remember between five 
and nine things at most. If  PRISM 
had more than eight preferences, 
it would be much more difficult to 
recall and apply the information. 

Some people might say, 
“Well, isn’t eight dimensions 
oversimplifying human behavior, 
when some other instruments use 
sixteen or more categories? Surely, 
we’re more complex than that.”  
PRISM’s response is, “Yes, we are 
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PRISM Brain Mapping uses 
simplified, but well established, 
neuroscience principles in 
conjunction with tried and 
tested psychometric techniques 
to achieve the best of both 
these sciences. I believe that 
PRISM is a highly reliable 
measurement instrument.
Dr Tendayi Viki
Chartered Psychologist
Senior Lecturer in Forensic Psychology
Stanford University

much more complex, and so is 
PRISM theory. It starts simply by 
identifying our preferences, and it 
progresses to provide structured 
guidelines for complex behavioral 
issues. Even though there are only 
eight dimensions, vastly greater 
detail evolves because they are 
arranged in map patterns, or 
mixes, giving more than a million 
combinations. For example, 
ranking our eight behavioral 
preferences can be likened to the 
eight notes on a musical scale – 
even the greatest works of  music 
are created from only those eight 
notes. Its their arrangement into 
many different patterns that creates 
a unique work. As in music, they 
could result in a simple folk song or 
a complex symphony. So it is with 
the PRISM results. While we are 
all using the same eight ‘behavioral 
notes’ to orchestrate our lives, 
the music that emerges is not the 
same, and the concert halls in 
which we play vary considerably.”

PRISM Brain Mapping is 
not just another profiling tool, 
it provokes users – especially 
business users – to think about 
human behavior in an entirely 
different way. It is also a integrated 
tool that has numerous uses 
and applications that could be 
invaluable in any modern business. 
These range from recruitment 

and performance management to 
coaching and sales enhancement.

The science behind the 
PRISM theory is complex, but 
the instrument provides a simple, 
finite framework which enables 
users to grasp the essentials quickly 
and easily. Neuroscience purists 
may feel that ‘their science’ has 
been overly simplified in PRISM 
and psychology purists may 
feel unhappy that some of  their 
hitherto ‘established facts’ have 
been severely undermined by 
neuroscience. Also, the language 
which neuroscientists might use 
to communicate intricate detail 
about the brain to each other in 
the laboratory would be totally 
ineffective when communicating 
to business leaders who have little, 
if  any, knowledge of  that science.  

I feel the publishers of  PRISM 
have achieved a really good 
balance by using some of  the best 
elements of  the two sciences to 
create a tool that is focused on 
the needs of  the business world.  

PRISM’s expressed goal is 
to bring neuroscience to the 
attention of  business and to achieve 
accuracy and effectiveness with 
profound simplicity. Judging by the 
instrument’s growing popularity 
globally, it appears to be achieving 
that goal to the satisfaction of  
the business community.

Andy Lieberman PhD
email: alieberman@usa.com

‘Coaching and Neuroscience – The Way Ahead’ 
To obtain your free white paper email: info@prismbrainmapping.com

NeuroCoaching
A Brain Based Approach to Coaching
PRISM Brain Mapping is the world’s most comprehensive behaviour 
mapping instrument based on neuroscience.

For coaches, advances in neuroscience are potentially the most revolutionary 
since the start of the profession. But this is an area rich in scientific terms, rich in 
complex jargon and rich in writers who write for other scientists. In short there is 
no easy way really to understand what the implications are for coaching.

Our latest white paper is specifically designed to give coaches an 
introduction to the topic of neuroscience and how/why they should be 
interested in the workings of the brain.

ADVERTISEMENT


