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FOREWORD


Some books are beautifully timed, others miss their moment by being too late to market or too far ahead. This book is the right book at the right moment. The idea of successful behaviour change is the sine qua non of learning and development. We have always known that; however, it has taken a global pandemic to create a sense of urgency about making learning and development more efficient and more effective. If that is your task, take this book with you on the journey.


Using a mixture of psychology, neuroscience and cognitive science research with learning and development insights, Celine Mullins (joined by Cognitive Neuroscientist Richard Roche), has created a simple, straight forward and eminently useful volume. It outlines seven fundamental steps to better learning and permanent habit change. These range from building clarity to understanding memory and making things memorable. But what I liked most was the section on feeling awareness (HOW). What Celine clearly demonstrates is that successful behaviour change requires both psychological safety and a sense of meaningful engagement with the learning in question. Every person working in learning and development should, at the least, read this section to understand a fundamental part of how learning works in our brain.


This book is about 100 pages long, yet it is packed full of practical, insightful and evidence-based steps to create better learning that will change people’s learning behaviour forever. There is nothing more important, right now, than trying to understand the learners you want to influence and the most efficient and effective ways of doing this.


This is a sharp, well-researched practical book that will resonate with everybody. I learned a lot reading it, and I am sure that you will too. If I have to pick just one sentence from the book that sums up why I think it is so useful it is this: “Engaging as much of the brain and body as we possibly can, will assist long-term change”. That is an excellent mantra and something we should probably write on a piece of paper and tape it above our desk because science now shows us that learning and habit change is a full body experience. I highly recommend this book.




Nigel Paine, Change-Focused Leader: Leadership, Innovation, Learning & Technology


Leadership & Learning Consultant (nigelpaine.com) and Academic Director of Penn CLO Doctoral Program at the University of Pennsylvania. Professorship from Napier University in Edinburgh, Fellow of the CIPD, LPI, the RSA and a Masie Learning Fellow in the USA. Author of eight books, including The Learning Challenge: Dealing with Technology, Innovation and Change in Learning and Development; Building Leadership Development Programmes: Zero-Cost to High-Investment Programmes that Work; Workplace Learning: How to Build a Culture of Continuous Employee Development (all published by Kogan Page). Presenter of a monthly TV programme (Learning Now TV), and co-host of a weekly podcast (with Martin Couzins) called From Scratch.












A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR




We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.


Aristotle1





Are you making the most of your learning potential?
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During my time working as a facilitator of learning and growth, I have had the opportunity to observe how we behave as individuals, teams and organisations. Cognitive science, psychology and neuroscience have taught us a lot about the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of our behaviour as humans. Only the smartest organisations and educational institutions have taken what is applicable from these schools of theory and research and have applied it to how we learn and change behaviours. And this is a work in progress for everyone involved.


If like me, and many others I know, you have read books, listened to podcasts, attended workshops and webinars, and thereafter made few changes in your behaviour, then welcome to the club. There are many reasons for not making the planned changes that might surprise you – and they are covered in this book. Time and time again, in recent years I see the difference that knowing this information makes to a person’s commitment to change and to their own long-term behavioural change.


Depending on your own experience, reading this book will help you to see learning from new or different perspectives. Awareness of the concepts in this book will help you to open up to learning new things and enable you to maintain the elements that make long-term behavioural change possible.


How do I know this works?


With my clients over the years, I have learned by observing what is effective and what is not in creating change. People who have taken on this information have made long-term behavioural change, while those who have not often have not had the same success.


This book is the second in the MAXIMISING BRAIN POTENTIAL series. This series is as much as possible based on the most up-to-date scientific research combined with my experience of working in the area of change as to how our brain and body potential can be maximised for habit change, learning, productivity and health.


Please note, I am neither a neuroscientist, nor a cognitive scientist. I am a psychologist and coach. The focus for me in writing these books is to pull useful information together into digestible chunks. Therefore, at times, I will leave out granular details about the brain and details from research (including many articles and books I have read) that would get in the way of applying the findings in practical ways.


The other books in the series include OUR LEARNING BRAIN: How to Teach Your Brain to Learn New Habits and CHANGE BEGINS HERE: Building The Foundations For Learning & Habit Change. These books introduce additional concepts and also probe deeper into some of the topics discussed in this book.


Similar to the current wave of just-in-time learning, where learning is available on-demand, and can be accessed when the learner needs it, the MAXIMISING BRAIN POTENTIAL series of books is just-what-you-need-to-know-to-make learning-easier in adulthood.


I know this text will be useful for you, whether you want to make a change in your own life, or you are involved in helping others learn and make change.


If you would like more support applying this information in your organisation, we also provide workshops on these topics, and have an online course available. Contact info@adaptastraining.com for information.


Dr. Celine Mullins, Adaptas
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WHY READ THIS BOOK?


It will help you to use your brain and body more effectively when learning new skills by offering simple and practical tips.


It will support you in breaking old habits and creating new ones.


It will give you useful insights into organisational learning and development-related topics that you can easily put into context whether you are in a Learning & Development, Talent Management or Change Management position, or a manager and leader of people who needs to motivate your staff to learn and perform.


It will offer you useful, practical recommendations based on our experience at Adaptas in combination with findings from decades of research in cognitive science, neuropsychology and more.









INTRODUCTION


Have you ever attended a learning event, in person or online, where you have taken lots of written notes and made many mental notes? Then soon after you realise you have forgotten most of the advice, tools and techniques?


We’ve all been there. Many of us have tried to implement the information, tips, and techniques provided by the trainers, speakers or facilitators. Indeed, over recent years, organisations have invested significantly in learning and development. But for some reason, much of the learning doesn’t stick.


Why is that?


When we were children, our brains were like sponges, soaking up new learning quite easily. But as adults a lot more effort is required to embed new learning and change old habits. We have to overcome the old habits, assumptions, and beliefs. When we learn something new, a signal travels along a nerve. It reaches a gap (synapse) and can go one of many ways. Will it go the old route or one of the many new routes it could take? In order to create new pathways that last, we need to use the same path again and again. As we do, the brain rebuilds itself to make the signal stronger and therefore easier to embed. In a nutshell, the consolidation of new neural pathways takes much longer than the duration of our initial motivation to make the change in the first place.


Take two people in management roles at the same organisation who attended a leadership development programme: Catherine and Jim. One of the modules was focused on communication topics such as communicating for impact, and improving performance appraisal and difficult conversations.


Jim was keen to try a few of the tips that he had taken from this module. He had experienced, during the roleplay sessions, the differences that could be made by asking more open questions and listening more and thus creating real two-way communication. On returning to work, he attempted to have a difficult conversation that he’d been putting off for ages. The new approach didn’t work well for him with his colleague. This was partly because Jim tried to change his entire approach. His colleague recognised Jim wasn’t being authentically ‘Jim’. Both parties felt uncomfortable. After this, Jim stopped attempting to implement or practice any elements of the new approach he had learned on the course for fear of messing up again. He reverted to what he had always done and later told me it was ‘too hard to teach an old dog new tricks’.


Catherine was also keen to try out some of the tips from this module. Communication was something she knew she needed to work on. She believed she wasn’t being assertive enough and that some of her team were taking advantage of this. She was very clear at the outset of the programme that this was something she wanted and needed to work on. On returning to work, she shared with some trusted colleagues the changes she wished to make and asked some of them to hold her accountable to these changes. She scheduled daily learning actions to change and improve her communication, focusing on changing one little thing at a time when she had conversations with colleagues. She tried a few things differently early on and made some quick wins. She focused on improving one element of communication at a time so that over time the changes would compound. She learnt from the outcomes and took all feedback graciously from her colleagues. She stuck with the process and ultimately made many improvements that lasted. Within six months her efforts were recognised with a promotion.


What was it that enabled Catherine’s development and success compared to Jim’s?


Catherine approached her learning and the application of her learning consciously. She made everything as tangible as she could so that she could take action, get feedback on that action, and repeat quickly. She didn’t leave her learning and habit change to chance. If she noticed she wasn’t taking action, she re-visited the elements that might be stopping her. And she did everything she could to involve others in the process.


Over the years, my experiences with Catherine and countless other people regarding how they make and successfully embed their learning – combined with evidence from cognitive science, neuroscience and psychology – have taught me that:




Approaching habit change and learning with conscious choice and awareness yields results quicker. We’ve got to use our brain and bodies effectively rather than letting them use us!


There are seven main steps that can be revisited over and over in the process of change and learning in order to embed long-term change. Learning and habit change is a process, not a once-off event. Taking the information in and hoping it will stick is not enough.


If we want to embed the learning, the environment and culture we put in place needs to enable the process.





These three concepts are threaded throughout the book, which is divided in to two parts. Part I addresses how building conscious choice and awareness yields results. Part II focuses on how we build long-term behavioural change consciously via the seven steps and also how we can use these seven steps to create a personal culture of learning and a culture of learning for others.


Let me take you through these three main concepts very briefly now before we move on.


Building Conscious Choice and Awareness Yields Results




We cannot change what we are not aware of, and once we are aware, we cannot help but change.


Sheryl Sandberg2





These days, when I start working with a new person, group or team, I can usually tell very quickly who among them will make changes in how they operate. I have seen numerous people welcome the concepts discussed in this book and also in Book 1 of this series: Our Learning Brain. I have observed people make conscious choices, and take deliberate action towards the change they want to make. They follow the steps and the exercises set to build awareness of their actions, rather than leave it to chance.


Part I will explain why approaching habit change and learning with conscious choice and awareness yields results quicker than simply placing all your hope in the desire to make change and letting your automatic nature take its course.


Long-Term Behavioural Change: A Seven Step Process




Learning is a process, not an event.


Elliott Masie3





Too often learning is treated as an event, whether it is a topic delivered by a speaker, facilitator or an online modular course. New information often takes months to embed and become behavioural change. It must be a process, not an event. Too often though, people are not given, or do not find the tools to help this information embed.


Over the years, I have explored what processes can help people make their behavioural change ‘stick’ long-term. Through this work, I have developed a sequence of seven steps that can counteract old patterning and help develop learning and habit change. As I tested out these steps, I realised that they could be used when we are initially working out what we want to do differently. And once we have the ball rolling, we need to continue to use these steps until the change sticks.


If these seven steps are followed consecutively, simultaneously and continuously, they will help neural changes to take place in your brain, helping you to form new habits and enabling the learning to stick long-term. Part II will take you through the steps and the science behind these steps so that you can understand the ‘what’, ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of the change you want to make.


Learning Requires Creating A Culture of Learning




Continuous learning leads to continuous improvement. Commit yourself to advancing your knowledge, skills, and expertise. The business environment is quickly changing, and your understanding of the leading practices, thinking, and emerging tools will help you manage for better results. Be a lifelong student.


Pamela Gill Alabaster4





In some of the most progressive organisations globally, a learning culture has been successfully created. In these cultures, it is recognised that every opportunity should be given to learning and mastering new skills and to encouraging a growth mindset. However, in many organisations, learning is often still isolated from the work itself. With the greatest intentions, people can’t always find time outside of role responsibilities to prioritise focus toward this, even though it’s as important as the work itself. Research recently conducted at LinkedIn5 found that employees who spend time at work learning are 47% less likely to be stressed, 39% more likely to feel productive and successful, 23% more ready to take on additional responsibilities, and 21% more likely to feel confident and happy. Creating this culture of learning requires role-modelling and encouragement of learning from top-down in the organisation, as well as openness to failure and feedback at all levels. Creating an organisation-wide culture of learning is beyond the scope of this book. For this, I highly recommend reading Nigel Paine’s book Workplace Learning: How to Build a Culture of Continuous Employee Development.


Throughout Part II of this book, however, there is a script of questions that you can use in your process of learning something new and in changing habits. This will help you to create a personal culture of learning. And if you are managing others, I invite you to use these topics and questions with your colleagues to help them to prioritise learning and to embed their learning and habit change over time. Thus, you will create a culture of learning within your own team.
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