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Hidden Neural Patérﬁs Coyld
Be Limiting Your Performance ¢

Our memories and experiences obscure potential value in our midst.

Is it possible that in your market, competitive
advantage resides in your executive team's ability to
see and create value opportunities that your
competition cannot perceive?

Bright Funds, an all-in-one platform for charitable
giving, is an example of a company that detected
the emerging importance of social consciousness as
a driving force among younger consumers. While
the company’s initial focus was on individual
donations, the executive team sensed a greater
opportunity in corporate employee giving
programmes. It successfully managed to pivot its
technology to this sector and radically increase
donation levels.

Conversely, perceptual narrowing and constrained
strategic thinking can vaporise shareholder value
and kill any organisation. Cutting-edge research in
neuroscience is spotlighting the synaptic
mechanisms underpinning decision thinking and
corporate performance.

The catastrophic demise of companies such as
Kodak and the Digital Equipment Corporation and,
more recently, Nokia and Garmin illustrates the
detrimental impact ingrained neural patterns can
have on strategic thinking and competitive
advantage.
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In today’s fast-moving environment, there is an
imperative for the executive team to become aware
of its own patterns of thinking, how it processes
information, and identifies biases that could impair
their judgment, especially in high stakes decisions.

The seeds of demise

Garmin, for example, is a case in point. In 2012, it
was the industry leader in GPS navigation devices
for cars and ramped sales up to 100 million units.

The Garmin executive team’s pattern of thinking
naturally focussed on product development, an
approach the vast of majority of organisations would
undertake.

What they failed to sense and detect was the
potential impending threat of digital platforms.
Indeed, apps such as Google Maps and Waze have
caused a rapid reduction in sales for Garmin in its
car navigation product line.

Future from the past

For the most part, human beings are constrained by
the databases of their experiences. In fact, 99
percent of what we see is projected from our
memory. Only 1 percent is added by input from our
sensory organs. Given the dominance of projected
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memory, we are able to falsify what is actually out
there.

This can have a significant impact on business
performance, especially when dealing with difficult
problems that require innovative answers
predicated on the brain forming new neural
connections.

The impact on corporate performance
Besides sub-optimal strategic thinking our inherited

cognitive structures can also adversely impact the
following areas:

Business Area Impact

Strategic Planning Devolves into a routine, mechanised process full
of biases and assumptions. A poverty of

imagination around deriving new forms of value

Business Model Failure to question the limitations of the existing
way of doing business and how potential
competition could take advantage. Not

perceiving market threats until it is too late

Innovation The comfort associated with familiar patterns of
activity can inhibit disruptive thinking, cognitive

flexibility and ideation

Change Initiatives High failure rates predicated onlack of interest,
politics and resistance. Fear with the unfamiliar -

people, products, markets and technology

Inefficient Business Operations Deeply grooved business processes combined
with non-creative Process Leadership can erode
Working Capital competition and business

efficiency

Key Business Relationships Split-second judgments that generate difficult
working environments and poor working

dynamics.

Performance Culture In the absence of an engaging, purpose,
rewards and incentives, a culture of apathy
resignation and lack of ownership can become

toxic to performance

What can the executive do?

Whilst neuroscience is an exciting, expanding field
providing valuable insights to how the mind
operates, what are the practical takeaways for
executives? Here are five practices businesses
could immediately institute for improved
performance.

1. Power of inquiry: Enhance individual and
organisational awareness by architecting
dialogues within organisations to highlight
both hidden limitations and untapped
opportunities, e.g. “If constraint X were
removed, what impact could it have on the
turnover?”

2. Future outcome thinking: Working
backwards from the desired business
outcomes can reveal a multitude of different
pathways to deliver on the business intent.

3. Strategically adopting the position that
existing and new competitors could take to
undermine a firm’s strategic direction can be
useful in revealing and highlighting flaws and
gaps in current logic and approach.

4. Altering the context of key change initiatives
so that the organisation sees the possibility
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being bigger than the emotional threat.
5. Enhance personal awareness: Identifying

those “hot buttons” that set you off and

developing practices for self-regulation.

Breaking the addiction to repeating the formulas for
past successes is a difficult undertaking for the
brain. Garmin’s turnaround has largely depended
on its executive team interrupting the company’s
reliance on the core automotive segment. Their
newly invented Outdoors, Fitness and Wearables
segments now account for about 50 percent of their
operating profit and have generated renewed
optimism for the business.

Vip Vyas is the CEO of Distinctive Performance. He
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