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David Rock at UCLA is doing some fascinating work taking the hard data from 
neuroscience and applying it to a leadership context. 

So whilst SCARF itself is simply an acronym to remember, there is nothing 
superficial about the data that sits behind it. Advances in scanning technology are 
revealing a great deal about how the brain actually responds to everyday work 
situations. Knowing about this is more than just interesting - it is starting to move us 
beyond fashionable models of leadership towards a scientific basis for them. Each 
of the SCARF dimensions are known triggers for both threat and reward that cause 
demonstrable brain activity. This matters because in turn, this brain activity shapes 
our behaviour - it will encourage us to move towards the rewards and away from the 
threats.	

The future will inevitably involve change and this brings with it the fundamental 
leadership challenge - what can you do to minimise the threat response that 
change brings and maximise the reward response? 

The brain is designed to scan our surroundings for signs of threat. It’s usually doing 
this behind the scenes and it does so about every 5 seconds. So, for example,  
whenever you participate in a meeting, your body language, tone of voice and the 
words you choose are being processed by every other brain the room.	

This is the science of ‘having an impact’.	
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SCARF 
Minimise threat. Maximise reward. 
Knowing some of the key sources of 
threat and reward provides a powerful 
checklist for thinking about team 
motivation.



In a meeting full of new people, you can be sure that brains are looking for signs of 
social status. Threats to our social status (whether deliberate or through a slip of 
the tongue / forgetting to mention someone) can inhibit cognition, critical thinking, 
creativity and collaboration.	

If people leave the meeting feeling clearer - the increase in certainty will have 
activated the reward circuitry in their brains. It will have felt like a good meeting. 
The opposite is also true - an increase in ambiguity, can leave us feeling irritable, 
angry because the threat circuitry has been activated.	

If the meeting helps us feel we are in more control, that we have choices and 
autonomy - then the brain’s reward system once again gets activated. External 
rewards have been shown to activate different areas of the brain to internal rewards, 
the latter often being more satisfying to people. You don’t need to be a 
neuroscientist to know what happens to people when they have no choice - when 
we’re backed into a corner.	

In a new organisation many people will simply not know each other. In this context 
when you speak at a meeting, the brains in the room will be doing one of two 
things a) scanning harder to see if you are ‘friend or foe’ or b) if they’re tired, lazily 
looking for evidence to support their preconceived, stereotypical ideas. If people 
treat you as a ‘friend’ their brains process what you say using different neural 
networks to if they see you as a ‘foe’. If there is not a positive sense of relatedness, 
their capacity for empathy is reduced - they don’t listen in the way you need them 
to.	

Fairness is a big deal at work and its judged as much by emotions as logic. In 
meetings, people can make sense of decisions they don’t like if the process has 
been transparent, if different views have been heard - but unfairness can trigger 
strong threat reactions. Longer term studies have even linked prolonged 
perceptions of unfairness to a decline in employees physical and mental well being. 
People don’t need to be treated the same - but do seem to thrive when treated 
fairly.	
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SCARF Summary 
!
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At best, being at work can provide huge 
rewards

When things change, being at work can produce 
significant threats

Status feeling important  
feeing better at something than others  
being better off than some others 
feeling valued

being undermined  
others promoted above you 
being ‘taken over’ or integrated into a larger group 
not invited to key meeting

Certainty knowing your role, what’s expected of you 
knowing you’ve got a job 
knowing that someone will deliver  
knowing the processes or rules

uncertainty - more change 
other people influencing events 
conflicting priorities 
not knowing who the ‘go to’ people are 

Autonomy being able to influence the output 
feeling able to control your own destiny 
having a say 
having options

being micro-managed 
being presented with a ‘done deal’ 
new technology and systems 
more collaboration

Relatedness being part of a group that means something 
to you 
having friends at work 
being able to trust those around you 
relating to others

feeling disconnected from others 
not part of the team 
feeling lonely or isolated 
not feeling safe around others 
games playing

Fairness when things are fair 
transparency 
equal treatment 
respect for conventions

others rewarded without knowing why 
people not walking the walk 
your budget cut more than others 
injustice


