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Executive Development

People as Brands,
Brands as People
Implications for Leaders from the Brain and Behavioural Sciences
By Aoife Lyons
and Shane O’Mara

People and brands are judged by the same brain system that assesses
warmth and competence. We tease out the implications of these
findings for leaders – how they are judged by others, and how they can
work with these judgements to perform better as leaders.

Y

ou are meeting, for the first time, the new CEO and leader of your
company, who has promised (perhaps ominously) to ‘shake things up’.
Or perhaps you are meeting a new colleague for the first time and while
they seem bright, do you wonder if they really after your job? Your car,
which the manufacturer claimed was environmentally friendly, is recalled.
Do you trust this manufacturer again? Your daughter brings home a new beau. What do
you think of this young man? Is he respectful of her, of you, of your home? You sit down
in your airplane seat, do you talk to the person sitting next to you, or want to ignore them
for the flight? You are walking down a dark alley at night, and you see someone walking
toward you. As you look at their face, do you decide to turn back? Or ask yourself who
you know that you would recommend for a job but not want to invite to a party? Or a fun
party companion whom you wouldn’t recommend for a job?
These are all examples of the daily snap decisions we make about other people – decisions
that are made quickly and easily and instantly – on the basis of very little information. Do
we like them? Do we avoid them? Are they a threat? There is too much information that
could go into making these snap judgments – but we do judge others quickly, effortlessly
and without trouble. What is the brain doing in all of the above situations? The short answer
is that we are ‘cognitive misers’, and we use well-honed brain mechanisms to make these
snap judgements about others. As we will explain below, the brain relies heavily and
predictably on judging people according to their perceived warmth and competence. This
predictive framework from the brain and behavioural sciences also explains why we so
quickly and immediately judge and rank people into differing social statuses.
Remarkably, this ‘person-judging’ brain network also judges brands in much the same
way as it judges people. In other words, the brain judges people and brands using the
same brain areas and according to the same dimensions of warmth and competence. This
model can be extended to leaders. Leaders are judged as both persons and as brands.
Being judged as both a person and as a brand has profound implications for how leaders
should manage and present themselves within the groups and organizations they lead.
This is especially the case when the organizations are so large that there is little or no
possibility of personally meeting and interacting with each member of the organization.
This is as true of large MNCs as it is of other large organizations (political parties, the
military, or educational institutions). Those who would be leaders are not exempt, either –
they are judged similarly, and this judgement will affect their leadership chances.
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Why does leadership emerge in
groups and organizations?
Leadership emerges because it solves certain problems for groups and organizations.
These groups could be school children on the playground, families, social friendship
circles, government and of course businesses. Leadership solves diverse problems for
these diverse groups. These problems include resource allocation, direction of movement,
co-operation, conflict mediation, and between-group interactions. Leaders in human
societies and organizations emerge in a variety of ways, from power grabs or boardroom
coups, to mutually-agreed, democratic processes, to structured appointment processes.
Some leaders lead by combining the loyalty and trust of the group (think Warren Buffet).
Others may lead through intimidation, fear and suppression of dissent (on a grand scale,
think Hitler, Stalin). Leaders are tasked with resolving the problems experienced by
groups, and they provide a singular focus for the organization as a result. However the
leader emerges, other people inside and outside the organization will judge the leader,
and they will do so rapidly and in predictable ways. Thus, newly emergent leaders need
to actively manage how they present themselves to others. The key question, though, is
how they manage their self-presentation, and how others perceive this self-presentation.
24 | Developing Leaders Issue 22: 2016

Executive Development

Being judged as both a person and as a brand has
profound implications for how leaders should manage
and present themselves within the groups and
organizations they lead

How do we judge others?
We have a predictive framework from the behavioural and brain sciences which explains
how we judge other people – and how they judge us. We make person judgements on the
basis of two simple processes. First, a snap judgement of how cold or warm we feel toward
the person. Does this person elicit feelings of kindness, affection, admiration? The feeling
of cold or warmth that another elicits is intuitively easy to understand – to label someone
as ‘very cold’ is to condemn them. It suggests they are devoid of emotions, that they are
selfish, and probably untrustworthy in some core respect. Second, a snap judgement of
the competence or incompetence of the person. Competence is less intuitively obvious,
but refers to the judgement that the person is capable of acting on their wishes and
desires – and further, whether they mean us harm or not.
We then combine these judgements quickly. These rapidly-formed composite judgements
(Cold/Warmth and Incompetence/Competence) reliably and rapidly elicit particular
emotions, and these emotions in turn directly and indirectly drive our behaviour toward
the other person. The composite judgements we make reliably activate particular brain
areas, especially a brain network centered along the midline of the brain. This midline
network is activated when we make judgements about the warmth and competence of
other people. For example, we might judge someone as warm but incompetent. Picture
an elderly grandmother who might elicit feelings of warm, but we might not trust her to
still drive a car. She likely elicits feelings of pity in us. We might, by contrast, judge as
warm and competent or cold and incompetent an Olympic athlete (depending on whether
their victories arose fairly or from cheating). They may elicit feelings of admiration (or
of contempt, if they are drug cheats). Someone who is cold but competent might be a
business tycoon. We might want what that person has (envy) but would not want to bring
them home for dinner. As we discuss below, this midline brain network is also activated
when we make judgements about brands. When we judge brands, we also have activations
in the same areas of the brain that are activated when we judge people – as far as the
brain is concerned, ‘brands are people too’ (at least to a point).
The composite judgements we make reliably activate the midline brain areas – with
one reliable and important exception. People judged to be cold and incompetent do
not activate the brain areas associated with our perception of emotions and people.
Instead, brain regions associated with the experience of disgust are activated (the insular
cortex), and these cold/incompetent people are judged as something less than human.
Any member of a socially-judged outgroup will fulfil this role, and elicit these responses.
Brands that reliably elicit contempt because of their seeming incompetence and lack of
warmth should act similarly in driving activity in the insular cortex too.
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Leaders are judged
both by their personal
qualities, and their
brand qualities, again
according to the
warmth/competence
matrix

Judging Brands - The Brand Perception Matrix
Understanding how we judge others based on the warmth/competence matrix helps us
better understand how we perceive brands. Why do we have a certain sense of loyalty,
admiration and even forgiveness of certain brands? This is largely due to whether we
judge that brand as warm and competent. As the same brain areas are involved in the
perception of both people and brands, we make the case that as far as the brain is
concerned, ‘brands are people’ too. Brands that have gained our trust, for example
Johnson & Johnson, can often make mistakes and not lose our loyalty. During the Tylenol
scandal in the 1980’s in the United States, J&J were able to bounce back in part because
of the public perception of the company as being warm and competent. The company also
quickly owned up to its mistakes and made public efforts to correct its product and public
image. J&J also projected a sense of active and competent leadership while dealing
with these problems – something that eluded BP during the response to the Deepwater
Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. The signal failure of BP company leadership led to
the widespread perception of incompetence and a lack of caring on the part of BP.

Judging Leaders - The Leadership Perception Matrix
As stated previously, leaders emerge in a variety of ways: democratically, by being appointed,
by inheriting power, by seizing power in a coup or in myriad other ways. However they
emerge, leaders will be judged quickly both as persons and by the brand they represent.
Leaders who are adjudged as cold and incompetent by their followers are not long for their
role. There is a huge rollcall of such leaders – think of the rapid turnover of the leaders of
many financial institutions over the past few years! Leaders who are adjudged as warm and
competent, or somewhat cold and competent will, all other things being equal, last in their
role. Leaders who are warm and somewhat incompetent – especially if they have never made
a major issue of their competence to begin with – are likely to survive, at least for a while.
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Leaders need to be able to reliably judge what it is that others think about them, in order
to gauge their current standing as leaders. Leaders who trade principally from an aura of
competence will find they can never, or at least very rarely, allow that aura to fade. They
cannot allow themselves to be judged as less than competent. Leaders who trade principally
from an aura of warmth are given much more slack. Why the contrast? It arises because
warmth is the primary, and competence the secondary, judgement. When a problem arises –
like the Deepwater Horizon oil spill or Tylenol – the good leader is able to get ahead of the
problem, and can read the public mood, and the mood beyond their friends in the boardroom
properly. A poor leader does neither, and will fail, and will not last. Finally, leaders need to
be authentic when they present themselves: people are very good at quickly judging fake
warmth exuded via fake smiles or over-familiarity with relative strangers.

Summary
The qualities of both people and brands are judged according to two dimensions – first
their warmth, and then their competence. These judgements are made by the same brain
areas, giving rise to the idea that ‘brands are people’, insofar as the brain is concerned.
Leaders emerge in groups and organizations because they allow groups and organizations
to solve problems that cannot be solved in other ways. Leaders are judged both by their
personal qualities, and their brand qualities, again according to the warmth/competence
matrix. They need to be very self-conscious about how they both present themselves to
their groups and organizations, and need to be able to read how they are judged beyond
their own normal group context.

Take-Away Lessons
•
•
•
•
•

We judge people first on their warmth and then on their competence, in a few seconds.
Leaders are judged as persons and as brands.
We judge brands based on their warmth and competence.
Leaders face a double judgement – as a person and as a brand.
Good leaders are able to read the likely responses of the larger public, share-holders
and others beyond the boardroom – and act appropriately.
Aoife Lyons is Director of International Educational Initiatives at Alltech, Inc,
and an adjunct professor in both the Smurfit Business School at University
College Dublin and in the Faculty of Science and Health at Dublin City
University.
Shane O’Mara is Professor of Experimental Brain Research at Trinity College
Dublin, and is currently the Director of the Trinity College Institute of
Neuroscience.
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