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  PROLOGUE


  Have you ever been reading a book for a while, only to realize that you didn’t have the faintest idea what you had read for the last ten minutes? My guess is that you know exactly what I’m talking about. Or perhaps you have found yourself in the following situation: You’re sitting at the breakfast table reading the newspaper. You read the headline and the first two sentences of an article. Then, all of a sudden, you find yourself in the middle of the next article without knowing how you got there. You continue reading the rest of the newspaper in the same vein, unconsciously scanning and skipping from one article to another. This is referred to as executive reading and for many managers it’s a point of pride that their brain has the capacity to scan innumerable documents and e-mails at an impressive speed. What’s more, they even believe that they are able to fully grasp and retain the main ideas of the articles they have skimmed over. Perhaps it’s possible.


  Another common occurrence, both in the business world and in everyday life, is what is referred to as executive listening. For instance, let’s say a person is carrying on a conversation with a colleague or co-worker and during the conversation (you can probably guess where I’m headed), they find themselves thinking about something completely different. You might ask yourself why this tends to happen? The reason is that, mentally, we have already moved on and now, since the conversation is still going on, have to act as if we were still listening for the sake of appearance. The ability to immediately “know” or anticipate what someone is going to say is referred to as executive listening. This ability involves making premature and often hasty judgments based on our own life experiences. This practice is vastly different from the ability to patiently and attentively listen to someone with the intent of truly understanding them. A good CEO understands the value of listening as the first necessary step in making correct decisions. But is he aware that children are not the only ones plagued by attention deficit/hyperactivity disorders? The inability to fully focus on just one thing is a problem of increasing magnitude in today’s business world.


  Working with a second screen has already become a well-established trend. Many of us have become accustomed to surfing the internet and checking our e-mails, messages, WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter accounts while simultaneously watching television. Our brain has already learned to adapt to these new challenges. I’m sure that some of these developments are cause for celebration. After all, today’s young text message champions can definitely type faster than most fifty-year-olds. They also make fewer typing mistakes because the brain area that is responsible for controlling the thumb has measurably increased! At the airport recently I had the pleasure of watching a young Japanese woman hastily writing a message on her smartphone. It was very impressive indeed to watch someone produce so much text in such a short period. I’m fairly certain that I can’t even speak as quickly as she could type, and believe me, I can speak very quickly. On the other hand, one might ask oneself just how important this skill really is. After all, it looks like the use of voice navigation for controlling and communicating with our devices is just around the corner.


  One very positive finding is that surgeons who frequently play computer games in their leisure time are able to perform operations using computerized systems measurably better than their colleagues. It seems that their ability to perceive space on a two-dimensional computer screen is more pronounced. Playing video games appears to sharpen the skills surgeons draw on while operating, and for that reason I advise all surgeons to head to the game console. These studies are all very interesting, but I think it would be wise to apply the results of our brain research to today’s business world. We will be looking at the influence of technology on our ability to focus, and examining a few advantages as well as some well-documented drawbacks that today’s customary way of working entails. Unfortunately, many people in today's business world are not operating under “brain-compatible” conditions. In this book, I will illustrate and explain what brain-compatible conditions are, and how they are connected to our body's “reward system”, and to our memory. I will also shed some light on the effects of work interruptions, distractions, multitasking, and our declining willingness to change. The effects of working under incompatible brain conditions are already apparent. Mental illness seems to be increasing as rapidly as resiliency seems to be decreasing. Stress and burnout are becoming threateningly commonplace, and all too often remain undifferentiated.


  I find this astounding, because after all, objectively and geographically speaking, we are living in a historically unparalleled state of prosperity and security. We need to ask ourselves if perhaps we have not become so spoiled that we are no longer willing or able to relinquish– even in part– certain privileges we believe we’ve earned and that we’ve come to take for granted. Or do we have to accept the hypothesis that our business world is simply not able to provide appropriate conditions for a healthy working environment? Are managers and employees victims of the “system”, or are we, as individuals, responsible for establishing brain-compatible working conditions?


  I submit that we need a better measurement of performance! The very nature of our success-oriented culture inevitably exacerbates the problem of declining personal resiliency and personal performance, due to the fact that the success of the system is always rewarded first and foremost. That’s not a negative thing in and of itself; however, it does raise the question as to whether it allows each individual to emotionally recognize and experience their small day-to-day achievements.


  This book aims to impart and elaborate on knowledge, theories, and hypotheses gained from neuroscience, evolutionary and behavioral biology, psychology, and happiness research. It has been written with a specific target group in mind – namely, managers and employees working in organizations. In other words, people who must complete tasks dictated by others, meet objectives and reach goals which are primarily not their own, and who are expected to complete as many tasks as possible as quickly as possible, simultaneously and daily.


  It will not escape the attentive reader that this book contains terms from different fields of both science and business. My goal is to merge the different perceptions and “languages” of both the science and the working world in order to further a better general understanding. My desire to always remain a generalist and to answer questions on a fundamentally interdisciplinary level is reflected in this book, and can be traced back to the influence of one of my teachers, Rupert Riedl.


  For simplicity’s sake, I have had to make compromises in translating scientific findings into understandable images. This was not as simple a task as one might imagine. From a scientific perspective, an obvious blurring of language and content is apparent in the images I have proposed. Nevertheless, I hope to help the reader become more familiar with the evolutionary “logic” of our brain through the use of simple and recognizable terms such frog, shrew, controller, memory, hardware, and software. I am fully aware that our present conception of neurobiological processes in the brain is characterized by continuous, non-linear networks rather than clearly separated brain areas. It was of major concern to me that the reader is able to trace the development of our brain’s functionality, which has had to adapt to a vast range of diverse conditions and requirements over millions of years. I am convinced that these figurative images will help us to better understand and learn from the logic of our behavior. My many years of experience in university-level teaching, giving presentations, holding management trainings, and as a management consultant confirm the usefulness of these “translation devices”. I’m not interested in simply creating a catalogue with a list of exciting and entertaining insights, but rather in improving both our self-perception and our perception of others, as well as inspiring a higher level of mindfulness. If I am able to accomplish that, then I will have achieved my personal goal. For the sake of readability, and in consideration of the target group for which this book was written, I have consciously chosen to completely forgo the usual scientific quotations and footnotes. I have, however, tried to clearly and discernibly demonstrate my own hypotheses, thoughts, and experiences. The studies mentioned in this book can easily be found on the Web.


  My final point pertains to gender-neutral formulations. For the sake of readability, the generic masculine will be used both in the entire text and in general terms. These formulations address all readers equally and are inclusive of both male and female.


  CHAPTER 1:

  THE LOGIC OF OUR BRAIN


  In order to understand the logic and dynamics that dictate how our brain works, we need to look at the biological processes and the circumstances that have formed this unique organ over the course of our evolution. A better comprehension of why we think and act the way we do calls for a closer look at both our origins and our biological heritage. We will see that in the course of our evolutionary history, different parts of our brain developed and began specializing at completely different points in time, and under completely different environmental conditions. In the first chapter, I will describe the specific networks we will be dealing with, how they “think”, and how they interpret the world around us. In the chapters that follow, I will continue to refer to these systems of connection and communication.


  It is important to bear in mind that the parts of the brain we will be looking at should not be regarded as autonomous areas that function independently of each other. Based on current knowledge, we know that they operate more like a network with very clear-cut specialized areas. If we are able to understand the specific “idiosyncrasies” of each of these areas of the brain, which have been shaped by the circumstances and the environmental conditions under which they were formed, and which have continued to operate– in part unchanged– for millions of years, then we can begin to better comprehend the behavior patterns of our brain.


  One of the principles of evolution is not to abandon established structures, but to complement their functionality and design, by adapting them to new requirements, or superimposing new functions upon them. In other words, once the basement of a house has been built and is found to be structurally sound, the next logical step is to build the ground floor on top of the completed basement. Even if you don’t need a basement in the finished house, this principal would still hold true.


  The fetal development of the human being clearly mirrors– as if in time lapse– our entire phylogenetic evolution, from the point the egg is fertilized up to and including the newborn. It almost makes one shudder to see that at certain stages of our fetal development, we look nearly identical to shark embryos. Each of us has passed through the entire evolutionary history in our mother's womb, beginning with the fish stage, moving on to the amphibian stage and the primitive mammal stage, before finally reaching the human stage. It should still be possible to find all the structures and functions which were “invented” and successfully implemented millions of years ago, within our very selves.


  “What happened to that practical set of gills, the simple frog brain, and the very masculine full body hair covering?” you might ask. Well, there are still cases of gill development in humans. They sometimes appear as “developmental defects.” (I happen to know someone who developed just such a set gills. The gills are not very attractive and unfortunately, they have not retained their original function.) The same holds true for full body hair covering. Now, some really unfortunate people actually experience hair growth over their entire face, turning their daily morning shaving routine into a full-time job. And by the way, this phenomenon is not exclusive to men, but also occurs in women.


  Things start to get especially spine-tingling when we set out on our quest for the frog brain, which incidentally leads us to our actual topic.


  FROG, AGGRESSION, AND IMPULSE CONTROL


  The first discovery to further our understanding of this topic is only about a hundred years old and is derived from neuroanatomy. If you compare a piece of tissue from our brain stem and cerebellum (a basal, evolutionarily very old area of the brain) with the brain stem and cerebellum of modern day frogs, you’ll see a strikingly similar appearance in the microscopic tissue samples. They both have the same basic layout. One could say that they both possess the same “hardware” or the same “processor”.


  This immediately raises a fundamental question: Does this part of our hardware, which we have shared with amphibians as a common heritage for about 300 million years, still adhere to the same input-output logic? Is the same “software” that was originally programmed to ensure the survival of the first land animals still active in us today? Does a part of us, even now at this very second, see the world as a frog would if it were sitting in front of this book? You guessed it–the answer is yes! In addition to the autonomously operating vital functions (such as our heartbeat, breathing, as well as learning and coordination of movements), there are three very central behavioral impulses in this network that can be triggered, and that we have “inherited” from frogs. These are essential to a frog’s survival and are as follows:


  First impulse: Eat everything in sight – and when I say everything, I mean everything!


  When we talk about nutrition, it is important to understand that the development of this type of eating behavior is the logical effect of millions of years of food scarcity. The strong connection between sugar and our physiological reward system (especially that of the human brain) is a direct biological result of the frog brain connection. Every time we consume sugar, our brain reacts by producing dopamine, the reward hormone. This ensures that we take advantage of every possible source of sugar available. Merely looking at a dessert is enough to get our dopamine production started! We have been literally “hooked”. The disturbing increase of type 2 diabetes (usually associated with age) and the increase of young-onset type 2 diabetes– already occurring in children under age ten– is a direct result of our current surplus of sugar, and should not be attributed to ignorance about the harmful effects of sugar! The low price of overly-sweetened “junk” in grocery stores compared with the relatively high price of fruits and vegetables is enough to add insult to injury.


  Second impulse: Reproduction


  Our species would not be able to survive without sex. This may sound trivial, but sexual reproduction between male and female organisms is biologically seen as “Version 2.0” of propagation. The original version, cell division, is much simpler, albeit not as erotic. In any case, sexual reproduction does have genetic advantages and has therefore prevailed in more complex organisms. Unfortunately, it has one decisive disadvantage: competition. I’m sure you know what I mean. We’ll be looking at this topic more closely later in the book, because we tend to come across it quite often in our professional lives, though it is sometimes well camouflaged.


  Third impulse: Aggression


  This is a brilliant by-product of evolutionary selection and enables species to deal well with competitors in the acquisition of both food and attractive sexual partners. The aggression instinct progresses in three consecutive, automatically triggered stages.


  Stage 1: Attack! If the attack fails, usually because the opponent is stronger, then we trigger Stage 2: Take flight! And if that does not work because the exit is blocked, then the final stage is triggered: Play dead! Attack, flee, or act as if you weren’t there– a simple and successful program that takes place in many different forms and in many different places on a daily basis – including the office. Anyone who has ever written a hasty e-mail in anger and then read it with a sinking feeling of both remorse and horror the following day now knows what’s to blame. It was our inner frog that triggered stage one. We can also witness the flight reflex in our daily lives. An unpleasant conversation with a supervisor can cause us to squirm and feel a strong desire to immediately leave the room. That is stage two being desperately and hectically triggered in our frog brain.


  When we find ourselves in a situation in which we feel cornered and unable to react, the third and final stage is triggered– we play dead. This, of course, does not refer to those colleagues who spend their day cleverly hidden behind their computer monitor pretending to be invisible. No, it pertains to those unfortunate colleagues who have lost their motivation and are no longer able to perform at a normal level.


  Another important peculiarity associated with the frog brain is that experiences can only be stored in that network for about two minutes, which also means they can only be recalled for that span of time. That means that our brain stem may direct us to eat, copulate, or be aggressive when threatened, and after two minutes causes us to forget what just happened. Isn’t that wonderful? This type of moderate limitation in memory capacity is very advantageous for a mass propagating reproductive strategy, in which a high enough number of offspring is produced in order to ensure the survival of the species through random selection. The mere sight of a wet biotope is enough to trigger the compulsive act of spawning in female frogs. Once the female frog has spawned, it leaves the area, forgets everything after two minutes, and moves on. Granted, there are some more highly developed species of frogs that display behavior similar to the parental care displayed in mammals. The difference is that this instinctual behavior is not triggered by a bonding instinct as it is with mammals. Simply put, mass reproduction does not require the high-energy investment of caring for the brood.
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