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Misconceptions about the brain are embedded in
corporate training programs and could be sabotaging
their effectiveness. Companies should reevaluate
them in light of the latest scientific insights.

Over the years, you have probably gained some insight into
how your brain works. You may have taken a course or read a
book that promised to reveal the secret of maximizing your
mental capacity—a common sales pitch of leadership coaches
these days. In the process, you may have read that-

Each of these claims is what we call a_

-)ur experience advising companies on their lifelong-

learning initiatives suggests that_

In recent years, for example, US businesses alone spent more
than $164 billion annually on employee learning.! The stakes
are high and getting higher.

Bridging the gap between popular neuromyths and the scientific
insights gathered in the past few decades is a growing chal-
lenge. As modern brain-imaging techniques, such as functional
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), have advanced scien-

tific knowledge, these misleading lay interpretations by business
practitioners have advanced as well. Unless such miscon-
ceptions are eliminated, they will continue to undermine both
personal- and organizational-learning efforts. In this article,

we'll address the three [Tost prominent neuromyths in light of
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Myth #1: The critical window of childhood

Most of us have heard about critical learning periods—the first

_That, however, is an exaggeration.
Recent neuroscientific research indicates {that experience

a phenomenon described as neuroplasticity.

Researchers studying the plasticity of the brain are increasingly

interested in mindfuiness. PFagtising Simple meditation ech

memory, controlling emotions, and compassion. A team led by

Harvard scientists has shown that just_

Organizations from General Mills in consumer foods to digital
bellwethers such as Facebook and Google increasingly give
their employees opportunities to benefit from mindfulness and
meditation. Most such programs have garnered enthusiastic
support from employees, who often see a marked improvement
in their mind-sets and job performance. For example,

CEO Mark Bertolini,
who started the program a few years ago, marvels at the level

of interest generated across the company; to date, more than
a quarter of Aetna’s 50,000 employees have taken at least

one class.3 Leaders like Bertolini understand that providing them
with the tools to become more focused and mindful can
foster a better working environment conducive to development
and high performance.

Myth #2: The idle-brain theory

A recent European survey discovered that nearly 50 percent of
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This insight into the brain’s capacity becomes particularly
relevant for the environment and context in which learning
typically occurs. Everybody knows, all too well, about the
habit of quickly checking e-mails or planning for the next meeting
in the middle of a training session.

Without freeing that up, we cannot successfully memorize
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_At McKinsey, we’ve created a model factory
that participants can walk through to see operating conditions

in action. But first, everyone is asked to place their phones
and other distractive belongings in a locker, so they can fully
concentrate on the learning exercise at hand. -

Myth #3: Learning styles and the left/right brain
hypothesis

_ However, this either/or dichotomy
is false. The two hemispheres of the brain are linked and
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the senses in a variety of ways (for instance, audiovisual and
tactile) can help employees retain new content.

One organization that puts this idea into practice is KFC, which
uses multiple forms of learning in customer-service training.
Sessions begin with an after-hours board game placing the
entire team of a store in the role of the customer. This is
followed up by “gamified” learning that fits into roughly 15-minute
windows during shifts. These video game-like modules put
the employees behind the cash register to handle a number
of typical customer experiences, including responding to
audio and visual cues of satisfaction. At the end of the online
modules, employees physically reconvene at the front of

the store to hear feedback, report on what they’ve learned, and
receive live coaching as reinforcement.

Although significant progress has been made, much remains

to be done to eradicate neuromyths from the philosophy of
corporate-training programs. Neuroscience research has
confirmed some of the approaches that learning professionals
already use, such as on-the-job reinforcement and engage-

ment without distractions. But that research has also contradicted
other approaches. Companies should draw on the newly
substantiated insights and may need to rethink their training
programs accordingly. At the very least, they need to improve
their dialogue with, and understanding of, the scientific community. o
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