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“Do You Know What Your Problem Is? How Insurance 

Leaders Can Apply Advances In Neuropsychology” 

 

New White Paper Helps Insurance Leaders  

Apply Advances In Neuropsychology 

By Henry DeVries, MBA; John M. O’Brien, PhD; and Steve Swavely, PhD 

Abstract 

Discoveries in neuropsychology prove that emotions, rather than logic, primarily drive 

decision-making.  Advances in neuroscience have identified multiple important variables 

that leaders in the insurance industry can leverage to impact and influence. This white 

paper is designed for professionals across the insurance industry, including senior 

executives, claims professionals, risk modelers, and service providers. The intended 

readers include insurance company leaders, reinsurance professionals, brokers, and 

vendors who are looking to stay informed on industry trends and discover new science-

based approaches.  The authors are former insurance industry executive and 

sociologist Henry DeVries, MBA; psychologist John M. O’Brien, PhD; and psychologist 

Steve Swavely, PhD. 

Findings: How To Reach The Decision Center Of The Brain 

This white paper poses the question: In these uncertain times, how can insurance 

industry leaders persuade the emotional part of a person’s brain?  

Discoveries in neuropsychology prove that emotions, rather than logic, primarily drive 

decision-making.  Advances in neuroscience have identified multiple important variables 

that leaders in the insurance industry can leverage to impact and influence 



2 | P a g e  
 

These are emotional times, and to connect with people and become influential, you 

need to be a skilled storyteller with a strong understanding of neuroscience and 

psychology.  

The research states that there is one hidden asset that will set insurance leaders apart, 

something nobody else is offering: their defining problem-solving stories. 

Seven Levers Leaders Can Use To Self-Motivate Others 

Discoveries in the brain science of neuropsychology reveal the best way for leaders 

to motivate prospective clients, business partners, and employees is to get them to 

motivate themselves. 

That’s the advice from neuropsychologist Swavely in his book, Ignite Your 

Leadership: The Power Of Neuropsychology To Optimize Team Performance. 

Swavely says almost every business owner and leader wonders, “What’s the best 

ways for me to motivate my team?” 

“Science has clearly shown you can’t motivate anyone except yourself,” says 

Swavely. “Motivation is an internal state that only individuals can influence for 

themselves.” 

The better question is: “How do I engineer an environment that prompts clients to 

self-motivate?” 

“Self-motivation as opposed to motivation is a subtle but important distinction,” says 

Swavely. “As a leader, you can’t directly affect the motivation of anyone on your 

team. That power is totally outside your control. What you can control is the creation 

of an engaging environment in which your team will motivate themselves.” 

https://amzn.to/42Urwp4
https://amzn.to/42Urwp4
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Neuropsychology teaches that wired into everyone’s brain is a primitive survival 

decision and related behavior of approach or avoidance. When leveraged properly, 

this hard wiring has great power to build an optimally performing team. If 

mismanaged, it can also be the root cause of a poorly performing team.  

Workplace success is all about the work environment created by the team leader. 

Swavely is the founder and president of Evolution Leadership Coaching. He also 

serves as an advisory board member for the Truist Leadership Institute. 

“My approach to helping leaders motivate their team leverages this knowledge and 

utilizes the engineering of seven environmental variables that influence what 

neuropsychologists call motivational brain networks,” says Swavely. 

The human brain has many motivational brain networks that create the brain’s 

motivational system.  

“Seven beliefs are particularly effective in increasing motivation in the work setting,” 

says Swavely. “Think of each of them as a lever leaders can use to engineer the 

optimal work environment.” 

Here are the seven belief levers a leader can use to inspire positive self-motivation:  

Social Acceptance. A belief that one is accepted by and has positive relationships 

with those they work with, especially the leader. 

 

Social Equity. A belief that one is treated fairly and equitably by those they work with, 

especially the leader. 

Social Appreciation. A belief that one is appreciated and viewed as an important 

contributor by those they work with, especially the leader. 

https://evolutionleadershipcoaching.com/
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Role Certainty. A belief that one has clarity about what success in their role looks like 

and the rewards that success will bring. 

Role Autonomy. A belief that one has an appropriate amount of control to complete the 

tasks of their role in a way they think best. 

Role Fit. A belief that one’s skills are a great match for the challenges of their role—

being neither overqualified nor underqualified. 

Role Purpose. A belief that one’s work role supports a larger purpose. 

“Leaders have great control over these levers that either create an environment that 

facilitates team motivation and engagement or discourages it,” says Swavely. “However, 

most leaders create their team’s working environment unconsciously and unintentionally 

versus a conscious and intentional way. They don’t even know the seven levers exist.” 

Everyone has these motivational brain networks, yet few are aware of them because 

they function in the brain as antivirus software does in a computer. They’re running in 

the background, outside our awareness, scanning the environment for potential threats 

to avoid.  

However, unlike a computer’s antivirus software, these networks are also scanning the 

environment for potential reward opportunities to approach. 

“I classify three of the seven networks as social,” says Swavely. “These are focused 

primarily on human system factors related to the need for affiliation and approval. The 

other four I classify as primarily role related, focused on technical and operational 

system factors related to the need for successful role completion and achievement. This 

distinction can provide important clues about where to focus improvement efforts.” 

Before founding Evolution Leadership Coaching, Swavely also served as the director of 

client solutions during his tenure there. 

Five Steps To Persuade Despite Incivility 

Hate and divisiveness have become more prevalent in our places of work. How rude. 
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“It’s as if rudeness and incivility are following in COVID-19’s wake, like a new pandemic 

plaguing human interactions worldwide,” says John O’Brien, PhD, whose book,  

Rudeness Rehab: Reclaiming Civility in the Workplace and Your Home Space (2025, 

Indie Books International), is a testament to his commitment to studying human 

behaviors that affect all of us.  

O’Brien notes that insurance leaders face a challenging world. Hate and divisiveness 

have become more prevalent in our places of work.  

“It’s as if rudeness and incivility are following in COVID-19’s wake, like a new pandemic 

plaguing human interactions worldwide,” says John O’Brien, PhD, whose book,  

Rudeness Rehab: Reclaiming Civility in the Workplace and Your Home Space is a 

testament to his commitment to studying human behaviors that affect all of us.  

O’Brien contends that wherever there is anger and stress, incivility and just plain 

rudeness follow in societal interactions.  

“I’ve found the connection between stress and incivility true in my life, even before the 

pandemic,” says O’Brien a professional speaker and licensed psychologist in private 

practice since 1998. 

O’Brien has served as an adjunct faculty member at the University of Maine at Augusta 

since 2000 and has over three decades of experience as a psychotherapist, consultant, 

and executive coach. 

According to O’Brien, people can identify how violent or aggressive behavior hurts those 

involved and even those who witness it. But what about the more subtle negative 

behaviors of rudeness and incivility?  

“While our culture in the United States has become much more aware of the concept of 

bullying and has put consequences in place for those who engage in this type of 

aggressive behavior,” O’Brien states, “most of us are less aware of the more subtle but 

nonetheless toxic behavior that is incivility.” 

The book cites the fact that throughout a lifetime, about 50 percent of Americans will 

experience a mental health disorder.  

https://amzn.to/47i0Hwl
http://www.indiebooksintl.com/
https://amzn.to/47i0Hwl
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“When people are experiencing a mental health crisis of some kind, their thinking will be 

affected,” reports O’Brien, “sometimes in subtle ways and sometimes in very serious 

ways.”  

The person may distort their behavior or the behavior of others, which can lead the 

person to be more reactive or uncivil in ways that shock or surprise those around them.  

And even those without a diagnosable mental health disorder can be emotionally 

reactive and engage in rude behavior due to poorly managed stress. Americans are 

experiencing some of the highest stress levels ever recorded, fueling the pandemic of 

incivility.  

A key step toward regaining civility is to listen to what other people say without reacting 

emotionally, even if you don’t agree with them. This requires effort to avoid 

miscommunication and to clarify misunderstandings when they happen. 

O’Brien says, “It’s taken years of effort to work on myself and develop self-awareness to 

change my autopilot tendencies toward incivility (and I remain a work in progress). My 

hope is that this book can help to begin to shift our dialogue back to one with greater 

levels of respect.” 

Workplace leaders need to be especially mindful of combating incivility. O’Brien offers 

five steps to combat rudeness in the workplace: 

1.    Be more conscious of the negative impact of rudeness and incivility. Work to 

understand these behaviors and how they manifest in your workplace, especially when 

the leader is not around.  

2.     Recognize that incivility is behavior that is often unintentional but 
nonetheless offensive and induces stress in other people. The intent of a behavior 

may be very different from the perceived impact of the same behavior. 

3.     Understand that stress associated with uncivil behavior can create health 
risks. This includes illness in both the short-and long-term. 

4.     Watch what you say and how you say it. Work to understand how you come 

across to others.  
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5.     Have a greater focus and awareness of the benefits of civility. Those who 

focus on being more civil in their interactions experience greater health and wellness for 

themselves and those with whom they interact. 

O’Brien believes that the health benefits of reduced rudeness and less incivility would 

include lower rates of depression, anxiety, addiction, and diabetes. Other health benefits 

could be better overall health outcomes, better home lives with fewer divorces, healthier 

work environments with better employee retention and increased life expectancy. 

“These may be lofty goals, but they are within reach of everyone who is mindful of their 

tendency to be rude and exhibit uncivil behavior toward others,” says O’Brien. “Being 

civil is about treating others, and yourself, with respect.” 

O’Brien provides professional speaking on a variety of topics related to effective stress 

management with a special emphasis on civility. Additionally, he coaches and consults 

to individuals and groups across various professions, including health care, law, and 

financial services. 

He is an International Coaching Federation Associate Certified Coach (ICF ACC) and 

National Board-Certified Health and Wellness Coach through the National Board for 

Health & Wellness Coaching. 

O’Brien, PhD is a neuropsychology expert, bestselling author, licensed psychologist, 

professional speaker, and executive coach in Portland, Maine. He is a founder of Mental 

Health Associates of Maine and Activate Success. John serves as an adjunct professor 

at the University of Maine at Augusta, teaching courses in psychology, trauma, and 

addiction-related topics. John equips people with tangible skills and concrete tools that 

empower them to swiftly reduce stress levels and enhance wellness. 
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Do You Know What Your Problem Is? 

it pays to know how humans are hardwired for stories. 

“Your stories matter” is the message of the book Persuade With a Story! by persuasion 

expert Henry DeVries. If you want a person to think it over, give them lots of facts and 

figures. If you want people to decide to do what you recommend, tell them the right 

story. Storytelling helps persuade on an emotional level.  

In the last decade DeVries has authored, ghostwritten, and published more than 300 

books for business. He is the CEO of Indie Books International. Formerly, DeVries was 

the president of an award-winning Ad Age 500 marketing agency and assistant dean for 

continuing education at the University of California San Diego 

In his research, he has documented proven pragmatic strategies that can double sales 

results and achieve marketing returns of 400% to 2,000%. In workshops and keynote 

speeches, he shares these strategies with thousands of business leaders each year. 

“Now any business leader or financial advisor can easily use proven techniques of 

telling a great story employed by Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and Wall Street,” says 

DeVries. 

To be persuasive, these stories must be true case studies; however, they must be told in 

a certain way. Here is a quick overview of the “DeVries Heroic Six-Step Storytelling 

Formula” from the book: 

One. Start with a main character. Every story starts with the name of a character 

who wants something. This is your client. Make your main characters likable so the 

listeners will root for them. To make them likable, describe some of their good qualities 

or attributes. Generally, three attributes work best: “Marie was smart, tough, and fair” or 

“Johan was hardworking, caring and passionate.”  

Two.  Have a nemesis character. Stories need conflict to be interesting. What person, 

institution, or condition stands in the character’s way? The villain in the story might be a 

challenge in the business environment, such as the recession of 2008 or the Affordable 

Care Act (the government is always a classic nemesis character). 

https://amzn.to/43rG4N1
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Three.  Bring in a mentor character. Heroes need help on their journey. They need to 

work with a wise person. This is where you come in. Be the voice of wisdom and 

experience. The hero does not succeed alone, they succeed because of the help you 

provided. 

Four.  Know what story you are telling. Human brains are programmed to relate to 

one of eight great meta stories. These are: monster, underdog, comedy, tragedy, 

mystery, quest, rebirth, and escape. If the story is about overcoming a huge problem, 

that is a monster problem story. If the company was like a David that overcame an 

industry Goliath, that is an underdog story. 

Five.  Have the hero succeed.  Typically the main character needs to succeed, with 

one exception: tragedy. The tragic story is told as a cautionary tale. Great for teaching 

lessons, but not great for attracting clients.  Have the hero go from mess to success (it 

was a struggle, and they couldn’t have done it without you). 

Six.  Give the listeners the moral of the story. Take a cue from Aesop, the man who 

gave us fables like The Tortoise and the Hare (the moral: slow and steady wins the 

race). Don’t count on the listeners to get the message. The storyteller’s final job is to tell 

them what the story means. 

“Nothing is as persuasive as storytelling with a purpose,” says DeVries.  “The right 

stories can work wonders whether you are using them in a one-to-one meeting, in a 

presentation that is one-to-several, or in a speech or publicity that is one-to-many. Start 

today to build an inventory of persuasive stories.” 

According to research conducted by DeVries, here are seven perfect opportunities to 

persuade with a story: 

 

1. During an Initial Call to Get a Meeting 

2. To Close a Client During a Meeting 

3. On a Website 

4. In Collateral Material 

5. During a New Business Presentation 
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6. During a Speech or Media Interview 

7. To Train Employees on Core Values 

 

“After you build an inventory of stories that demonstrate how you take clients from mess 

to success, you are then ready to deploy,” says DeVries. “In storytelling, context is 

critical. Never randomly tell stories, but instead use stories at the right strategic times.” 

The most persuasive stories start with an understanding of what the person you are 

talking to considers their biggest problem that you might help solve. 

People are interested in what’s in for me. To help audiences remember, DeVries often 

shares with his audiences the following anecdote: 

 

In her book Assassination Vacation, Sarah Vowell records her personal 

pilgrimage to various locations in the United States that are linked to the 

assassinations of Abraham Lincoln, William McKinley, and James Garfield. 

In addition to writing seven non-fiction history books, she was the voice of Violet 

Parr in the 2004 animated film The Incredibles and its 2018 sequel. 

In Assassination Vacation, Vowell told the story of Charles Guiteau, the assassin 

of President James A. Garfield. 

Guiteau was a member of the Oneida Community, a 19th-century American 

utopian commune that focused on achieving human perfection.  

Despite joining the commune in 1860, Guiteau's time at Oneida was a complete 

failure. He was extremely unpopular, earning the nickname "Charles Git-out" 

from other members.  

The Oneida Community practiced a system of "complex marriage," a form of free 

love. However, Guiteau found his prospects limited as women in the community 

were uninterested in him. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Violet_Parr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Violet_Parr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Incredibles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incredibles_2
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In the community's evening group MutualCriticism sessions, Guiteau was 

frequently called egotistical and conceited.  

To quote Vowell: “Mutual Criticism required a member of the group to stand up in 

front of everybody and listen to the enumeration of his or her faults. The bright 

side of being that night’s subject for criticism was the rare treat at Oneida of 

being the center of attention.  

The downside was that everyone you knew and loved was allowed, even 

encouraged, to look into your eyes and ask, “You know what your problem is?” 

First, learn what their problem is. You do this by the art of gentle questioning.  Try 

asking the questions, “What are your goals? What does success look like for you?” 

Then tell the appropriate story of someone you helped go from problem to solution.   
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