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A new wave of disruption is coming. 
This time not brought about by 

advances in technology or new 

business models but instead by a new 

understanding of how the human 

brain functions and how we make 
decisions and choices. The changes it 

will bring will likely dwarf those that 

have come before. 
 

Over the last decade, a 

combination of real-world events 

and new research have 

overturned dozens of foundation 

theories underpinning entire 

disciplines from economics to 

consumer psychology. Accepted 

truths relied upon by every 

business executive, banker and 

policy maker the world over can 

no longer be relied on. The very 

foundations of economics 

including Rational Choice Theory, 

the law of supply and demand, and 

the Efficient Market Hypothesis, 

Everett’s theory of Innovation 

Diffusion (which coined the terms 

“early adopters” and “laggards”), 

and even Clayton Christensen’s 

theory of Disruptive Innovation 

have now been shown to be at 

best only accurate in certain 

contexts and, at worst, flat wrong. 

(references for research showing 

these ideas being overturned 

appear at the end of this article.) 

 

The replacement of old theories 

with new is normal in all scientific 

and research-based disciplines. 

Advances are made when an 

established theory is replaced by a   

new one that explains more, one 

that covers both what the old one 

did and also the anomalies, 

exceptions, and conditions that 

the old one could not. What is 

rare, however, is a wholesale 

change to the very foundations of 

multiple disciplines all driven by a 

single new understanding that not 

only explains more within an 

individual discipline but offers 

consilience across them. That is 

to say, it provides a shared 

explanation supported by 

evidence from a diversity of 

arenas, while also explaining the 

various anomalies and those 

troubling and previously 

inexplicable real-world 

observations.  

 

What the evidence now makes 

clear is that the human brain is 

comprised of discrete, but highly  

interconnected, physical 

structures. These evolved 

modules function  

and interact in ways very different 

than previously thought and in 

ways that directly, consistently, 

and predictably influence our 

decision-making processes and 

choices. 

 

Rather than being biased away 

from rational self-interest, we are 

genetically compelled to 

independently value a variety of 

specific things. We pursue and 
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resist the loss of relative status, 

novelty, belonging, gossip, and 

more (gossip in this context 

specifically refers to information 

on the actual or potential sexual 

partners of others or regarding 

events or actions that have 

impacted the relative status of 

others). Critically these forms of 

value are unlike money or “utility” 

as traditionally conceived by 

economists. These discrete forms 

of value are not universally 

interchangeable or independently 

quantifiable. Most are strictly 

relative and many are strictly 

contextual. They only exist in 

terms of one person being 

compared to another and often 

only in specific contexts. One can 

not be used to obtain the other. 

No amount of money can make 

something novel that is not or buy 

the status of an MMA (mixed 

martial arts) fighting champion in a 

group of serious gym junkies. A 

person can only have status 

relative to others. Status in the 

operating theatre or cockpit does 

not equate to status on the 

basketball court. Yet in all cases, 

relative status is valued, we would 

happily pay for it if we could. 

People of high status are 

universally considered more 

desirable as mates. No one wants 

to be the last one picked and 

most will accept a more senior 

title over more money. In fact, 

where money appears to be the 

driver, it is more often than not 

simply a proxy for status. 

 

Critically, each form of value 

exists and is perceived because of 

discrete independently operating 

neural modules. Our brains don’t 

operate like a single decision-

making system or even a simple 

pairing of a fast and slow system. 

Rather, these modules are 

independently activated by specific 

patterns of stimuli and they battle 

each other for control or 

influence alongside our conscious 

system while being either 

emboldened or suppressed by 

various emotional states. While 

interconnected with the physical 

structures enabling our conscious 

and “rational” abilities, the 

perception and judgment of ‘value’ 

of each form generally occur 

subconsciously and always within 

its associated distinct physical 

neural structure. As such, each 

cannot be compared or equated 

to the other forms of uniquely 

perceived value. 

 

In addition to the need to pursue 

relative status, novelty, mastery, 

and other genetically dictated, 

unique, relative, contextual, and 

often non-quantifiable or 

interchangeable forms of value, 

the research shows: 

 

1. While universal, these value 

traits appear in all populations 

in proportions corresponding 

to a normal bell curve 

distribution for polygenic 

traits. This means that some 

small percentage of people 

will not value status or 

novelty at all, some small 

percentage will be obsessed 

with it, and the vast majority 

of us will pursue or value it in 

a roughly average way. 

2. “Psychological safety” is the 

key to all adoption decisions. 

Self-reported personal 

preferences, economic self-

interest, and even physical 

safety are secondary for most 

of us. Psychological safety in 

this context refers to a 

decision not having a negative 

impact on a person’s status, 

belonging, or definition of self. 

3. Information, opinions, and 

even new products that 

conflict with our stored 

definition of self will trigger 

the same “posture, submit, 

flight, or fight” circuit as 

physical threats. We will resist 

and rationalize why anything 

that will diminish our status, 

role, or belonging within or to 

a group that forms part of our 

self-identity should be resisted 

irrespective of any objective 

assessment or the rational 

benefits of adoption. 

4. People’s willingness to 

challenge others also appears 

in a standard bell curve 

distribution. As a rule, most 

people are reluctant to 

challenge others. Given the 

adoption of a new idea or 

product will trigger the “fight, 

flight, or submit” circuit in 

others, any adoption decision 

for a new product or new 

idea will be based on a 

subconscious assessment by 

the decision maker of if their 

choice will be perceived as a 

challenge to others and how 

the decision will impact on 

their status and belonging or 

the perception by others of 

their status and belonging. 

This means that rather than 

our choices being the product 

of personal preference and 

made solely within our 

individual heads, our decision 

processes are almost 

universally social or group in 

nature. 

5. Belonging, or fear of 

ostracism, is the most 

powerful need or form of 

value. Relative status within 

groups that form part of our 

self-identity is the second 

most influential form of value. 

6. The persistent, consistent, and 

social nature of these 

influences results in our 

behaviour in groups and 

between groups being highly 

predictable irrespective of the 

size of the group. 

 

These realities have both 

mundane and profound 

ramifications. Money is not the 

sole driver of choice, actions, or 

exchange. In many cases, money is 

simply a proxy for status. For 

marketers and product managers, 

a product that confers status will 

be valued and adopted more 

broadly than even a superior 

product that does not or worse is 

associated with negative status.  

 

Premium brands have capitalized 

on this for years. Apple’s iPod did 

so without knowing it. But every 

Apple release since has tried to 

emulate or confer multiple forms 

of value from traditional functional 

utility to status, novelty and more.  

 

Tesla has incorporated status 

value into its strategy with 

tremendous effect, succeeding in 

selling green electric cars where 

others mostly failed because they 

focussed solely on environmental 

benefits. Tesla succeeded by 

selling a super cool premium 

sports car that happened to be 

electric. Early MP3 players, 

Google glasses, and 3D televisions 

fell prey to the negative status 

associated with their ‘geeky’ early 

adopters. 3D televisions suffered 

from the socially awkward need 

to wear unflattering glasses.  
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Google glasses also made people 

feel that others would see their 

choice to adopt as a challenge. In 

each case, success or failure was 

the result not of a traditional 

economic analysis or utility but 

the product of these alternate 

forms of value. 

 

Moving forward, the most 

effective organizations will 

fundamentally alter how they 

think about what incentivizes a 

customer to buy as well as how to 

incentivize their employees. 

Programs based specifically on 

these realities will allow powerful 

incentive programs that 

dramatically impact employee and 

team behaviours and performance 

without also incentivizing 

abhorrent behaviours such as 

inappropriately selling products 

just to get a commission. 

 

Recruitment processes, 

performance reviews, and team 

structuring will also change to 

reduce or eliminate bias and to 

optimize team and organization 

performance. Those companies 

that embrace and apply these new 

realities will quickly achieve a 

substantial strategic advantage 

over those that do not. 

 

Awareness of the role of status, 

belonging, people’s innate lack of 

willingness to challenge others, 

the social nature of decision 

making, and critically our “fight or 

flight” response to ideas and 

proposals that aren’t aligned with 

our self-image will allow for a 

whole new era of more objective 

decision making and project 

selection.  

 

“Group-think” is not just a 

condition of unique environments 

but the norm virtually 

everywhere. These influences 

impact equally internal decision 

processes within an organization 

and external decision processes of 

individuals and groups comprising 

a market. 90% of innovation, new 

product, start-up, and 

organizational change initiatives 

fail to fulfill their business case.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

While these failures are 

contributed to by a diversity of 

issues, it is these previously 

misunderstood ramifications of 

our nature, the way our brains 

physically function, the lack of 

objectivity during selection 

processes, the role of status, the 

common failure to acknowledge 

and address assumptions, and the 

collective impact of these flawed 

theories now overturned, that 

represent the single most 

significant cause. 

 

Disruption lead by those who 

apply knowledge of this new 

understanding of human nature 

and choice, both internally within 

their organization and in 

developing new products, 

marketing campaigns, and all 

interactions with external 

stakeholders, will literally change 

the way we perceive business 

success.  

 

Asset market bubbles, the 

existence of which so conflicts 

with traditional economic theory 

that some economists still deny 

them, can now be explained and 

predicted.  

 

The behaviour of mass shooters, 

suicide bombers, world leaders, in 

fact, the emergence, adoption, and 

behaviour of whole political 

movements can now be explained 

and predicted. From teen 

depression and bullying to 

successful international relations, 

previously intractable problems 

may now have solutions. Change 

is coming. To lead it simply 

requires embracing the modern 

science of human nature. 
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