
TM

Mary Casey



Neuroscience of Inclusion
New Skills for New Times
All Rights Reserved.
Copyright © 2017 Mary E. Casey & Shannon Murphy Robinson
v4.0 r1.0

The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or 
thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all 
the materials in this book.

This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, 
electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations 
embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Outskirts Press, Inc.
http://www.outskirtspress.com

ISBN: 978-1-4327-8722-6

Cover Photo © 2017 thinkstockphotos.com  All rights reserved - used with permission.

Outskirts Press and the “OP” logo are trademarks belonging to Outskirts Press, Inc.

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA



Table of Contents

Acknowledgements i

Introduction iii

CHAPTER One

Why Good Intentions Are Not Enough 1

Base Instincts: “Us vs. Them”. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4

Towards a More Inclusive Brain .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 10

CHAPTER TWO 

The Unconscious Brain and the Power of Appreciation 18

Understanding the Unconscious Brain .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 24

Moving Forward Differently: Neuroscience of Appreciation. .. .. .. 38

Appreciation-Based Tools and Strategies: Building 

     Positive Inclusive Environments .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 42

CHAPTER THREE

S.A.V.E. Communications: Outsmarting the Defensive Brain 54

The Neuroscience of Perception and the Downward Spiral  .. .. .. 59

Engaging a Care Frame™ .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 64

The S.A.V.E. Communication™ Model .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 66



CHAPTER FOUR

Choosing Inclusion: In the Moment Awareness  75

The BrainStates Management™ Model Overview .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 76

Understanding BrainStates™ .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 79

BrainStates Management™: In the Moment Awareness .. .. .. .. .. .. 81

BrainStates Management™ Skills .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 83

CHAPTER FIVE

Building a Larger Circle of We 101

Maintaining and Maximizing the Higher Brain  .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .102

Seven Dimensions  .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .104

A New Way Forward: A Path for Peace . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . 122

Endnotes 127

Bibliography 141

About the Authors 163



… i …

Acknowledgements

We would like to express our gratitude to the many people who sup-
ported us throughout the writing of this book. We would like to thank Dr. 
Srini Pillay, MD, Harvard Professor and CEO of the NeuroBusiness Group 
for providing a challenging and thorough Advanced Certification in the 
neuroscience of leadership coaching. A very special thanks also goes to 
Dr. William B. Hosfield, MD, and friend for his on-going encouragement 
and invaluable feedback as we worked to translate neuroscience findings 
into lay terms, and for observing our presentations to further help us 
apply neuroscience findings to inclusion. To Karen Stinson, founder and 
former CEO of the global diversity and inclusion consultancy ProGroup, 
for reading our early drafts and providing invaluable insight and feed-
back, and for her guidance, wisdom and creativity as our business mentor 
and coach. To our early client supporters – Seagate, Hennepin County, 
Be the Match, St. Catherine University, the Association of Certified Trial 
Lawyers, the Society for Intercultural Education, Training and Research 
(SIETAR), and the Twin Cities Diversity Roundtable – for believing in us 
and inviting us to present our brain-based inclusion training programs 
before we had a solid track record in this new approach. A very special 
thanks also goes to our colleague, diversity and inclusion consultant Tony 
Orange, for his ongoing encouragement and the hours he freely gave 
helping us strengthen and refine our content. Thank you to Lisa Griebel 

Mary Casey



… iii …

Introduction

“The universe is wider than our views of it.”
- Henry David Thoreau 

We stand at the beginning of a new era. Through advanced imaging tech-
nologies such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) and the functional 
MRI (fMRI), it is now possible to study the brain in real time. For the first 
time in history, we have specific information about the brain’s underlying 
circuitry, functions, and processes, and how these directly influence our 
experiences, perceptions, and beliefs - all under the radar of our con-
scious awareness. This unprecedented window into the inner working of 
the brain also has immediate relevancy for advancing diversity and inclu-
sion skills in the workplace. From neuroscience, we now have significant 
new information and insight into how biases operate in the brain, what 
we can do to override them more effectively, and how we can work with 
the brain to develop higher level inclusion skills and competencies.

This book offers a new way forward, and provides a fundamentally new 
framework for working across differences in positive and respectful ways. 
Based on practical, brain-based strategies and tools, this new approach 
focuses on developing high level inclusion skills that reduce defensiveness, 
build trust and create higher level outcomes. Building on the neuroscience 
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of appreciation in particular, this brain-based approach supports de-
veloping new levels of competency in demonstrating compassion, 
understanding, and open-mindedness over judgments, negativity and fear 
- even when the brain isn’t inclined to go there on its own. Using these 
brain-based strategies and tools, we can maximize the ways the brain 
works for us in building inclusion skills, and in the process, strengthen the 
circuitry for a more inclusive brain.

The diversity within organizations is growing at an unparalleled rate. In 
a report based on McKinsey research on global workforce trends, the 
authors concur that over the next five years the global marketplace will 
become increasingly cross-cultural, multi-ethnic, multi-generational and 
have more women in senior leadership positions. For organizations to 
continue being successful, the authors maintain they will need to be at 
their best in every capacity – more innovation, less time to market, excel-
lent customer responsiveness and product quality. The report then makes 
clear that for organizations to take advantage of these opportunities, 
they must have a workforce that is highly skilled in building relationships 
and working effectively across differences. Towards the end of the report, 
one of the authors laments “We certainly all have the mental capacities 
to envision it, but do we have the brains that can actually carry it out?”1 
Indeed.

Building effective brain skills is at the forefront of creating positive re-
lationships with others who are very different from ourselves – even 
when those differences may initially cause us discomfort. With brain 
skills, we can learn to work across differences in ways that are respect-
ful, foster creativity, and ensure that people feel valued for their unique 
contributions, and are able to perform at their highest levels. In this new 
brain-based approach, we can begin the work of shaping a more inclusive 
brain, and pave the way towards more cooperation, understanding and 
peace in the workplaces of today and tomorrow.
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CHAPTER ONE

Why Good Intentions  

Are Not Enough

“It’s not just me and it’s not just you, this is all around the world.”
- Paul Simon, The Myth Of Fingerprints

The Archeology Museum in Istanbul holds what is believed to be the 

oldest peace treaty in history, dating back to 1258 BCE. This treaty is 

considered to be the first recorded document expressing cooperation, 

non-aggression, and mutual assistance between two warring groups. 

When visiting Istanbul last year, we were excited to see it. 

Looking at it, we were truly amazed. There it was, a big clump of rock 

with words written on it in Akkadian, the diplomatic language of its day. 

Discovered in 1906 in Anatolia, it is proof that as far back as 23 centu-

ries ago, people could work out their differences and write a new plan 

of peace and cooperation on a rock. It was inspiring to see people with 

tremendous anger and fear towards each other get past their differences, 

give up their grudges and move forward. We found this very compelling 

and hopeful. To our dismay, however, the plaque underneath told more 

of the story.
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It turns out that the warring tribes decided to set aside their differences 
and write a peace treaty for only one reason: to combine their armies 
to become more powerful and conquer a shared enemy. The oldest 
peace treaty in the world wasn’t about peace at all. It was about putting 
aside differences in order to destroy a different, more threatening group. 
Throughout history, this pattern of different groups aligning and cooper-
ating with one another only when there is a shared threat is ubiquitous. 
Neuroscience findings now shed new light on these tendencies of the 
human brain. 

Dr. Joshua Greene Director of Harvard’s Moral Cognition Lab and au-
thor of Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason and the Gap Between Us and 
Them, describes the evolution of cooperation in the brain, and shows 
how cooperation evolved within groups, but it did not evolve between 
groups. The brain’s social wiring is what helped us learn to work coop-
eratively with others in order to survive. However, Dr. Greene points 
out, while our brains evolved circuity that provided a strong ability to 
cooperate with others, this social wiring only evolved “within” groups 
and towards people who we perceived to be similar to ourselves; it did 
not evolve between groups we perceived as different from ourselves.

This basic wiring is alive and well in our brains today. For example, neu-
roscience findings show that when subjects view photographs of people 
who look like them, the areas in the brain for cooperation, empathy, and 
self-awareness are engaged. When subjects are shown photographs of 
people who don’t look like them, these same brain areas are not acti-
vated as strongly or in some cases, not engaged at all.2 This means that 
when we meet someone whose differences the brain perceives as famil-
iar and comfortable, we are more inclined to move towards that person 
and create connections and build trust. 

However, when we meet someone and the brain doesn’t like their dif-
ferences - the way they think, the color of their skin, what they believe, 
how they dress, where they worship, how they vote, their job level, the 
department they’re from, or any other characteristics the brain perceives 
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as outside its comfort zone - this is no small event. When the brain 
registers differences as discomfort, it sends an “away” impulse, and even 
regards these differences as potential threats.3 Through the “us vs. them” 
base instincts in the brain, we unconsciously categorize people who look 
different from us as a threat (foe) or unconsciously favor someone who 
we perceive to be more like us (friend). These built-in brain tendencies 
unconsciously frame our world in ways that lead to creating ‘in groups” 
and “out groups.” Our brains are spring loaded to see the world through 
filters of “us vs. them” before we make a conscious decision about the 
people we meet.

From neuroscience we are learning that the brain actually predisposes 
us to see the world through a lens of inequity toward others. Every day 
in the workplace, the brain is automatically categorizing people based on 
their differences or their similarities, and whether these cause us com-
fort or discomfort. The brain’s inherent biases set us up to unconsciously 
send verbal and non-verbal messages to some individuals that they are an 
“us” and we include them, while we send messages to others that they 
are a “them” and we exclude them. This goes on under the radar of our 
conscious awareness, and all of it directly impacts our behavior.

From an evolutionary standpoint, our brains are not positioned well 
for inclusion. The impulses that were once the hallmarks of our surviv-
ability are now getting in the way of our ability to respectfully engage 
with others who don’t share our same life experiences, beliefs, attitudes, 
motivations and desires. This is what Greene calls “the tragedy of com-
monsense morality.” We are learning that the brain’s base instincts are 
fundamentally out of line with the needs of our current work places 
- and our world. By relying on a brain that gives us information about 
others that in the majority of cases is not helpful, our opportunity to 
successfully operate in the new world of increasing diversity is at risk. 
Dr. Greene acknowledges this, and goes on to say that in order to live 
peacefully with others whose beliefs and values may be threatening to 
our own, we have to learn to override what our base instincts may be 
telling us, and that this process can feel counter-intuitive to the brain.4
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Neuroscience findings also reveal some very good news. Namely, that we 
can intentionally influence the brain’s capacity to be more inclusive. We 
can learn and practice brain-based strategies and tools that strengthen 
the social brain’s built-in circuitry for empathy and understanding, and 
practice these capacities with others who are not like us. We can learn 
brain skills that support the social brain’s inherent capacities for compas-
sion, care and collaboration, and extend these towards others in ways 
that support building respectful and inclusive relationships across differ-
ences, even when those differences cause us discomfort. To do this, it is 
helpful to have a better understanding of both new neuroscience findings 
underlying our biases and new findings about the circuitry of the social 
brain. Understanding these findings will help us more successfully chal-
lenge the brain’s counter-intuitive stance towards inclusion and develop 
more positive relationships across differences.

Base Instincts: “Us vs. Them”

The “Us” Bias

Dr. Srini Pillay, a Harvard Medical and Business School Professor, suggests 
that working across differences is a “biological challenge,” and that this 
biological challenge is rooted in the brain’s preference for similarities. 
According to Dr. Pillay, “we are wired to recognize and process familiar 
people and situations from a young age,” and he cites research dem-
onstrating that young children recognize faces of their own race more 
quickly than those of different races. The brain’s bias towards familiar fac-
es also extends into adulthood. For adults, it takes only 200 milliseconds 
to unconsciously register whether a face is familiar or not, and recent 
research shows us that we process familiar faces with almost double the 
efficiency than unfamiliar faces. The brain clearly responds more quickly 
to those it recognizes as more familiar. It is wired to make this determi-
nation entirely on its own, with no conscious participation on our part.5 

Dr. Jennifer Gutsell of the Social Interaction and Motivation Lab at Brandeis 
University has studied “motor resonance” in the brain. Motor resonance 
occurs when we watch another person’s actions and it produces very 
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