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Authenticity. It’s a word that’s often bounced around by organisations. But what does it even mean to say that you are being authentic? As a person. Or as an organisation.  
I recently tailored a keynote for an organisation that wanted me to help their leaders be authentic. They shared with me that they’ve been working hard on trying to help their staff feel more connected and valued during the pandemic.  
But there was a problem. 
And this was that the leaders in the organisation started to worry that all the things they’ve been doing - personal check-ins, various organised fun activities, giving praise - were starting to seem inauthentic. What if all their well-intentioned efforts were beginning to backfire? 
So, in this situation, how can you stop inauthenticity creeping in? How can you make sure that your people feel genuinely valued?  
At Synaptic Potential, we usually share tips with a neuroscientific underpinning. There are lots to choose from to help people feel like their actions and behaviour are real and authentic. And that they are perceived by others that way. For example, before you are about to do a check-in with a team member, imagine the person is someone you care deeply about. This can release chemicals in your brain that help you be more empathetic and puts you in the mindset that you genuinely care about their personal concerns and triumphs. Try it next time you have a one-to-one conversation with someone in your team and see how it works for you.  
But what actually is authenticity?  
One problem when it comes to authenticity is that there isn’t an agreed definition. At a basic level, when you look in a dictionary, authenticity is associated with words such as real, genuine, true or accurate.  
But the important question is, how does that translate into actual behaviours?  
Is it to do with acting in a true way to yourself and what you think and feel? Maybe. But what about the fact that our thoughts and feelings shift throughout the day depending on our mood? Are we being more authentic when we say what we think when in a bad mood or less?  
Perhaps the answer is that authenticity goes deeper than just our day to day mental fluctuations. Perhaps being authentic taps into our core beliefs and personal values. But even then, the person you are today isn’t necessarily the same as who you’ll be tomorrow. And the person you are at home is likely to be slightly different to your persona at work. So, which one counts the most when it comes to your “true self”? 
The other problem that science has revealed is that people tend to associate positive and socially desirable behaviours with authenticity rather than negative ones. In fact, when you ask people how they would describe being authentic, most people, regardless of their personality, associate being authentic with feelings of being content, calm, loving, enthusiastic, free, competent, mindful of the present moment and open to new experiences. On the flip side, people feel less authentic when they are feeling socially isolated or think they have fallen short of the standard of others. In other words, evidence suggests that our perceptions of our authenticity are less about who we truly are and more about social evaluations and acting in a way that we want to be seen. 
It sounds a bit inauthentic. 
It starts with knowing ourselves.  
So, where does this all leave us?  
Well, authenticity starts with knowing ourselves - being self-aware and also by understanding others. Only then can you start feeling that you are acting with authenticity and reap the benefits of being authentic towards others.  
So what are those benefits? Well, much of the value of authenticity comes from the fact that it helps to build trust. The bottom line is that if people don’t perceive you as genuine then you are hard to trust.  
So how can you let people know they can trust you when you are trying something new?  
To us at SP, it comes down to framing. How you frame things can give permission to be trying new things, perhaps outside of your comfort zone or even your strongest character traits.  
Whenever we train people, be it in behavioural change strategies or leadership tools, we always encourage people to frame what they are trying with people for transparency. If people are used to one version of you and are now experimenting with a different version (for good intentions), you can call out the fear and uncertainty they might feel. Something that their anterior cingulate cortex might be alerting them to.  
Then they can relax, enjoy the praise. 
And you can build that trust and connection.   
Thanks for reading this edition of the BrainUP newsletter; I hope you enjoyed the topic this week. Here are some ways to learn about insights and applications of neuroscience in business and your life: 
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