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“Don’t quit your day job”



Presentation Goals

1. Consider the theoretical, methodological, and ethical 

issues surrounding applications of organizational 

neuroscience

2. Provide some examples of recent research

3. Conclude with cautionary issues and considerations for 

“getting into the game”



Popular Books about the Brain





Organizational 

Neuroscience 

Specific Domain: The Organizational Neuroscience (NEU) interest group is 

dedicated to using neuroscience knowledge and approaches at different levels in 

organizations, as well as promoting linkages to management practice.

We encourage knowledge generation through theoretical propositions and/or empirical 

evidence pertaining to the neural mechanisms associated with behavior in the 

workplace. Concurrently, the interest group seeks to understand how the environment, 

culture, and institutions can affect organizational actors’ nervous system functioning. 

By considering neuroscience at different levels of analysis in organizations, we 

encourage interdisciplinarity and multi-methods research. Moreover, we stress ethical 

considerations when using neuroscience technology in workplace research.
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What’s going on in this leader’s head that makes 

him think and behave the way that he does?

OMG!!!







Questions that Inspire

Organizational Neuroscience

With my researcher’s hat on:

❑ “How might neuroscience theory and methodologies inform us 

about individuals, dyads, and teams, beyond our traditional 

constructs, theories, and assessment methods?”

➢ Why must we rely solely on techniques like surveying or observation?

➢ How might neuroscience methods help improve “ecological” validity?

With my practitioner’s hat on:

❑ “How can neuroscience help improve individual/team 

assessment and development efforts?”

➢ Can the ROI on such efforts be enhanced through neuroscience? 



Why is the Time Right for

Organizational Neuroscience?

1. The public (e.g., government, funding foundations, 

business, etc.) is increasingly seeking new approaches to 

help answer questions pertaining to management and 

organizational issues

2. The issues that managers and organizations face 

increasingly demand more broad, interdisciplinary 

research approaches

3. The technology has increasingly developed to the point 

of being practical, useful, and cost effective

4. Our journals are increasingly supportive



What is neural-assessment in organizational 

research all about?









Quantitative 

Electroencephologram (qEEG)

❑ Cost-effective

❑ Non-invasive and no health risk for 

participants

❑ Conducive to:

1. portable assessment in a “natural” setting

2. producing quantifiable variables that reflect 

electrical energy at different bandwidths

❖ power spectral density

❖ coherence (or connectivity)

3. neuro-feedback for development purposes



Frequencies & Amplitude Bandwidths 

(or Waveforms)





Model 1

Causal Sequence Neuro-imaging

Assessment

Stimuli 
(relevant to 

cognition, 

emotions, and 

behaviors) 

Functional (on task)

Model 2

Cognition, 

emotions, 

and 

behaviors

Intrinsic (at rest)

What do We Really Mean when We say that the 

Brain “lights up”?: Alternative Causal Sequencing



Model 2 Intrinsic (at rest) 

Assessment

Cognition, 

emotions, 

and 

behaviors

Relatively enduring, individual differences in electrical 

brain activity (or configuration) predict cognition, 

emotions, and behaviors, such as:

❑ leader complexity
➢ Hannah, S. T., Balthazard, P. A., Waldman, D. A., Jennings, P., & 

Thatcher, R. 2013.  The psychological and neurological bases of leader 

self-complexity and effects on adaptive decision-making.  Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 98: 393-411.

❑ ethical leadership
➢ Waldman, D. A., Wang, D., Hannah, S. T., &Balthazard, P. A. 2017. A 

neurological and ideological perspective of ethical leadership. 
Academy of Management Journal, 60: 1285-1306.

❑ abusive supervisory behavior
➢ Waldman, D. A., Wang, D., Hannah, S. T., Owens, B. P., & Balthazard, 

P. A. 2018. Psychological and neurological predictors of supervisor 

abusiveness. Personnel Psychology, 71: 399-421.



Narcissism

Executive Control 

Abusive Supervision

Political Skill

H1

H2

H3 H4



Executive Control

❑ involved in the inhibition of inappropriate or habitual/automatic 

responses, such as aggressive outbursts

❑ emotional regulation to control short-term desires for the purpose 

of managing long-term, goal-directed behavior



Abusive Supervision Study: Research Methods

❑ 56 leaders -- 30 military and 26 business (84% males)

❑ Psychometric ratings attained through internet-based surveys

➢ Self-ratings of:

❖ narcissism (Raskin & Hall, 1979; “I think I am a special person”)

➢ Subordinate/peer ratings of:

❖ political skill (Ferris et al., 2005; “he/she can easily develop good rapport with most 

people”)

❖ abusive supervision (Aryee, Chen, Sun, & Debrah, 2007; “he/she makes negative 

comments about me to others”

❑ Intrinsic/at rest qEEG assessment of executive control
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Model 1 Stimuli Functional (on task)

❑ To better understand how behavior on the 

part of others (i.e., internal or external 

stimuli) can induce neural activity and 

emergent processes in teams
➢ Wang, D., Waldman, D. A., Stikic, M., Balthazard, P. 

A., Pless, N., Maak, T., & Berka, C, and Richardson, 

T. Applying neuroscience to emergent processes in 

teams. 2nd R&R at one of our major journals.

❑ Possible emergent concepts that could be 

examined in teams:
➢ engagement/attention

➢ emotional contagion/empathy

➢ shared mental models





Can neuroscience help improve the ROI 

of leader development efforts?





Leader Development via Neuro-feedback: Science Fiction?

❑ Neuro-feedback training:

1. A neurologically-based norm of effective behavior is established (e.g., Balthazard et al., 2012).

2. A game or video is displayed on a screen that the trainee can see.

3. A computer “trainer” (programmed with an algorithm based on the neurological norm of 

effective behavior) receives information from the trainee’s brain in real-time. 

4. An operant conditioning protocol is then initiated (by the computer trainer) to reinforce the 

trainee to create new neuro-pathways in line with an established, neurological norm of 

healthy or effective behavior.

❑ With neuro-feedback training, the new neuro-pathways become relatively permanent

❑ Technology has been applied widely in attempts to enhance human behavior, but can it 

work for leadership behavior per se?  Is it even ethical for leader development?



Cautionary Issues

❑Are we engaging in excessive reductionism?

➢“Socially situated” theory 

❖Healey, M. P., & Hodgkinson, G. P. 2014. Rethinking the philosophical and 

theoretical foundations of organizational neuroscience: A critical realist alternative. 

Human Relations, 67: 765-792.

❖Takes into account that:

1. neural activity → cognition, emotions, and behavior

2. Environment/context → neural activity

❑Are neuroscience applications ethical?
➢ Kim, J., & Waldman, D. A. 2020. Neuroethics in leadership research and practice. In J. T. 

Martineau and E. Racine (Eds.), Organizational neuroethics: Reflections on the 

contributions of neuroscience to management theories and business practices: 31-46. 

Cham, Switzerland: Springer.



Getting into the Game:

Increasing “Approach” and Reducing “Avoidance”

1. Funding

2. Neuroscience expertise

❑Software, data collection, database management

❑Relevant theory and literature

3. Sources of expertise

❑Professional association networking – such as AOM

❑Academic units such as psychology

❑Private firms specializing in neuroscience applications

❑Postdocs



Concluding Thoughts

1. People on the “outside” (e.g., managers, the media, grant 

agencies, etc.) have shown much interest in organizational 

neuroscience and its implications

2. Despite challenges, our mainstream, management, applied 

psychology, and methods journals have shown interest as well

3. Neuroscience can be used to help broaden our understanding and 

assessment of constructs, as well as improve the prediction of 

important outcomes

4. Practical implications are on the horizon

➢ Neuro-feedback has the potential to greatly benefit leader development 

efforts

5. The time is right for applications beyond a focus on individuals

6. But with all that said, I have still not quit my “day job”.   

Instead, I’ve enriched it, and maybe you can too.



waldman@asu.edu


