
“Is there a way to reboot our brains so we’re 
naturally motivated to move toward those 
who aren’t like us, instead of away from 
them?”

That question, seemingly impromptu when first posed in the 
fall of 2015, had grown out of years of frustration. Today, as 

polarization within our society only continues to swell, 
answering it becomes even more urgent.

That question ate at us, finding its way into every 
discussion we had. Two years after selling our firm,  

we went back into DEI full tilt— each opening our 
own boutique consulting firms and joining with 

others to form a consortium of seasoned, senior 
DEI consultants. 
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 What if something as small as a grain of rice could be put near the spine to prevent 
post-surgery pain, eliminating the need for opioids? What if a microchip implanted in the mouth 
could end migraine headaches? What if virtual reality could alleviate post-traumatic stress 
disorder, ease the phantom pain of a missing limb, or allow someone to experience being a 
different race or gender?

 These aren’t “someday” miracles, they are real and being tested in labs right now.

 In the last two decades, the fields of neuroscience and social psychology have exploded with insight and 
innovation. Huge advances in neuroimaging have allowed scientists to watch the brain function in real time—to 
see thoughts form, emotions happen, and impressions take shape in amazing detail. Aided by these 
once-unimaginable images, technologies, and procedures have been developed to interrupt, redirect, or change 
some of the well-worn, volution-based brain patterns that no longer serve us well as human beings in a modern 
society.

 In those same decades, diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)—our field of expertise—has had some trouble 
finding results at the executive level. While the workforce in general has achieved and benefited greatly from 
growing diversity, upper leadership in the vast majority of organizations remains stubbornly homogenous. Despite 
the DEI profession’s best efforts, approximately 94 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs are white men—and that 
percentage has remained pretty steady for years. That’s not healthy for business. And it’s not healthy for society.

 But what if we were to apply neuroscience and neuroimaging to DEI? What if we could peek inside our 
heads and see what goes on when we meet, interview, or are interviewed by someone who is different from us? 
What if we could see which brain synapses fire when we are asked to collaborate with, mentor, be led by, or hire 
that person? And what if we then could change our own reaction to achieve the response we desire? What if we 
could create new neural pathways and reboot our brains for inclusiveness? What if we could encourage the 
changes in our body chemistry that help to establish trust and create respectful empathy, leading to more real 
human connections and inclusive behaviors?

 These are not “someday” questions either. These are questions we asked of, and are continuing to pose, to 
leading researchers in both social neuroscience and social psychology. And though science has just begun to 
share its promise in this area, the answers we’ve already found have brought great light to the reasons behind 
DEI’s successes and our current challenges, giving us a host of new ideas and providing science-inspired 
directions for building on the progress we’ve made.

I think that if we understood our cognitive limitations in the same way that we understand our physical limitations, 
even though they don’t stare us in the face in the same way, we could design a better world.

- DAN ARIELY

Chapter 1
The Stakes
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