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ExEcutivE hEalth

Can the development of ‘physical intelligence’ lead to better 
managers and better leaders? Experts Steven P. MacGregor, 

Sergi Bayod and Francesc Guim give their view

and pErformancE
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Physical fitness is represented 
in two of the five elements of the 
SEP model in which each element 
challenges the orthodoxy of an 
executive life and provides guidance 
to a new way of working. 

In the move element, we examine 
how to cultivate more incidental 
movement in a sedentary life where 
professional success is often char-
acterised by being ensconced in an 
office behind a large desk. It is not 
about finding time separate from 
work to move, rather how to integrate 
more dynamism within typical work 
practices that will improve both 
health and managerial performance.  

In the train element, which does 
consider dedicated physical exercise 
separate from work, we consider how 
to legitimise and then integrate athletic 
training in a busy professional life. In 
other work,1, 3 we have detailed the 
business advantages gained by behaviour 
change in both of these areas – essen-
tially the what of physical intelligence. 

In this article, we take a step 
back to look at the why, considering 
recent neuroscience research, and 
the managerial mindset necessary 
to get started on the how.

Why we should cultivate 
physical intelligence
We believe there to be a strong business 
case for considering the physical 
dimension as leaders. New behaviour 
which promotes movement and exercise 
may positively affect workplace dynam-
ics, since the work environment will 
better support natural human behaviour 
– simply put, it is a much more natural 
human trait to move and exercise than 
to sit in a chair for 8-10 hours a day. 

Behavioural economics, psychology, 
wellbeing and happiness are all areas 
of study here. The foundations of these 
benefits come from neuroscience and 
we now understand much more on 
the cognitive benefits of exercise.

As we age, the brain ‘suffers’ a 
dynamic process of remodelling, 
which is known as neuroplasticity. 
This term refers to the capacity of 
the brain to change and reorganise 
in response to the environment, for 
example, during the learning process. 

The hippocampus, one of the 
main areas of the brain involved in 
learning and memory processes, has 

t the beginning of a new year 
it is customary to evaluate 
one’s habits and behaviours, 

often defining objectives that will, 
ideally, allow us to become a better 
version of ourselves. Such objectives 
are often concentrated in the physical 
space, perhaps in response to the excess 
of the holiday season, with weight loss 
and general physical fitness typical 
desires by the population at large. 

Although managers may comprise 
this population, we contend that any 
new-year reflection on their leadership 
practice would not extend to their 
physical selves. Yet given our work on 
executive health and performance, we 
believe that the development of physical 
intelligence will lead them to become 
better managers and better leaders.

Whereas topics including 
digital distraction, multitasking, and 
mindfulness have quite rightly received 
due attention recently to augment 
more established areas of study such as 
emotional intelligence, we feel a greater 
analysis of the physical dimension for 
leadership development is lacking. 

Recent research in different fields, 
from cardiology to neuroscience 
and biochemistry, emphasise the 
clear link between the brain and 
the body – deep insight in either of 
these two areas increasingly needs 
careful consideration of the other.

The holistic approach
Our Sustaining Executive Performance 
(SEP) framework1 is an integral, 
holistic model for health in the 
workplace that was first conceived for 
an audience that “are often experts 
in their field, yet can be novices 
in other key areas, including their 
health and fitness, which are critical 
to their sustainable performance”.2 

On a simple level, we distilled 
one of the initial key messages as 
reminding busy professionals that they 
have a body, believing the body to 
be the point of departure for a deep 
consideration of physical and mental 
health that impacted on performance.

Notions of the physical self 
are present in different areas of 
management, from the established 
science on body language over the 
years, to the rapid rise and subsequent 
backlash in the space of embodied 
cognition theory during 2016. 

an important degree of neuroplasticity. 
When these processes are impaired 
in the hippocampus, different 
neurodegenerative illnesses, such 
as Alzheimer’s disease, and also 
psychiatric disorders like schizophrenia 
or severe depression, may result. 

Research shows that aerobic 
exercise (exercise focused on increasing 
our heart rate) is one of the most 
effective lifestyle factors, often proving 
more effective than prescription 
drugs, to boost neuroplasticity in 
the hippocampus, and generally 
improve cognitive performance.4, 5 

These studies show that exercise 
programmes of between 3 and 12 
months improve cognitive status, 
including attention, executive function, 
processing speed, motor functioning and 
memory, not only in healthy young and 
middle-aged adults, but also for older 
cohorts and even in people with mild 
cognitive impairments or dementia. 

A regular exercise routine or 
programme is a key consideration. 
Research shows that the executive 
function benefits accrued from 
exercise will dissipate 48 hours 
after the session. To clarify, executive 
function tasks are those cognitive 
functions including reasoning, problem 
solving and planning, which although 
not exclusive to managers, will 
comprise daily managerial activity. 

Indirect and direct effects
Coming back to the brain plasticity 
mechanisms supported by exercise, 
it is established that the benefits on 
cognition are grouped in indirect 
and direct effects. Regarding indirect 
effects, these are related to an improve-
ment of health status, such as stress 
and sleep, together with a reduction 
of chronic diseases like coronary heart 
diseases and metabolic syndrome. 

Direct effects have been described 
in animal studies (mainly in rodents) 

a

It is a much more 
natural human trait 
to move and exercise 
than to sit in a chair 
for 8-10 hours a day
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which involve a stimulation of three 
distinct processes in the hippocampus: 
neurogenesis, synaptogenesis and 
angiogenesis.4,5,6,7 We consider each of 
these processes now briefly in turn.
`` Neurogenesis refers to the process 
of forming new neurons in the adult 
brain, relating to the dentate gyrus of 
the hippocampus as being one of the 
two brain regions where neurogene-
sis occurs. Studies in rodents showed 
that neurogenesis stimulation by 
exercise leads to an improvement 
of performance on memory tests.
`` Regarding synaptogenesis, this term 
involves the changes that take place 
in the synapses of the neurons, where 
aerobic exercise increases length, 
complexity and spine density in the 
hippocampus. These changes induce 
higher rates of long-term potentiation, 
which refers to a strengthening of 
synaptic connections between neurons, 
boosting improvements in cognition.
`` Finally, angiogenesis or the for-
mation of new capillaries, increases 
cerebral blood flow in the hippocam-
pus, which means a greater supply of 
oxygen and glucose. This increased 
blood flow also stimulates both 
neurogenesis and synaptogenesis.

Memory, general cognitive perfor-
mance as well as increased creativity 

and problem solving that we may infer 
from a greater supply of oxygen and 
glucose are therefore some of the direct 
cerebral benefits gained by exercise.

A view on our biochemistry allows 
us to identify the compounds that 
support hippocampal neuroplasticity 
through aerobic exercise. Brain-derived 
neurotrophic factor (BDNF) is the 
most important protein generated 
by exercise, where higher levels are 
observed in human serum after exercise. 

BDNF also modulates energy me-
tabolism and strengthens the synaptic 
connections between neurons. Vascular 
endothelial derived growth factor 
(VEGF) and insulin growth factor 1 
(IGF-1) are the other main proteins 
generated by exercise which support 
the above hippocampal processes. 

Aerobic exercise, therefore, has 
a key role in the performance of 
our brain. Much of the research has 
considered healthy ageing, with for 
example cognitive reserve considering 
the protective effects against dementia 
and other brain disorders in older 
people who maintained higher levels 
of activity through their lives. 

However, other emerging areas 
including learning efficacy for children 
consider how we may become our 
best selves now through considering 
more of the physical dimension.

How to cultivate physical 
intelligence
In our work with executives we have 
seen many approaches to integrating the 
physical self. A common observation 
is seeing the same drive and compet-
itiveness which has resulted in their 
business success being transferred to the 
athletic arena, for example in tackling 
extreme challenges such as Ironman 
competitions or ultra-marathons. 

While such efforts are admirable, 
we would contend they do not repre-
sent the best strategy for the general 
population and indeed would result in 
non-optimal business performance. The 
British distance runner, Brendan Foster 
was once asked by an awed reporter 
what it felt like to be an Olympian, 
expecting some form of superhuman 
sensation, certainly not the fact that 
Foster was “tired … tired all the time.” 
Taking physical effort to the extreme 
will not allow the balance required 
for us to operate at our best on both 
a physical and intellectual level.

A more recent phenomena regards 
the role of wearable technology and 
tracking. Measurement and tracking 
represent some of the key practices 
in cultivating physical intelligence as 
we detail here, yet some professionals 
tend to suffer from a data obsession. 
Wearable technology companies aim 
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to incentivise the user and lock-in use 
of their products. Gaining a badge 
for 10,000 steps walked in a day is a 
positive feature. But what follows? 
Badges for 15,000, 20,000 and more. 
We’re then encouraged to spend our 
lives collecting badges rather than 
being more mindful of movement and 
relating that to other physical and 
mental factors in our professional day. 

For example, was I more energised 
as a result of walking 10,000 steps? 
Was my decision-making and 
creativity better or worse? The 
causal relationship should therefore 
be the focus, not the data in itself.

Exploit your expertise
This is where we see an opportunity 
for managers to integrate notions of 
the physical self in an effective and 
sustainable manner. Reflection on 
practice and measurement are hall-
marks of good management practice. 

As managers, we are surrounded by a 
menagerie of Key Performance Indi-
cators (KPIs) and metrics – customer 
churn, employee turnover, operational 
capacity, EBITDA (that is, earnings 
before interest, taxes, depreciation and 
amortisation), and countless others 
– in an attempt to increase company 
competitiveness. We are experts in 
examining the processes whereby 
different variables have different 
effects. Athletes too, are experts in this 
process, with a view to maximising 
their personal athletic performance.

We believe that executives can 
exploit their expertise to extend their 
reflections, from the organisational to the 
individual level, and from the conceptual 
to the physical, just like an athlete. 

Clayton Christensen, writing within 
the domain of self-management8 urges 
managers not to “reserve your best 
business thinking for your career”. What 
is the best practice you demonstrate 
every day to optimise business 
performance that you may use to 
optimise your individual performance?

Sport, like many other areas of 

society, has undergone a technological 
revolution, yet one of the most valuable 
tools for an athlete remains the training 
diary. Having a diary where one can 
reflect, add notes on physical and 
mental states, the weather, opponents, 
and of course the quantitative stuff – 
kilometres, seconds, centimetres – is the 
data on which progress and motivation 
is based. This is why tracking can be 
so powerful. Progress is fuel. It is the 
energy for continuing with practice. 

Transferring this to the professional 
domain, a training diary is recom-
mended, or perhaps it is just called an 
executive journal. Studies have shown 
that keeping a journal has major 
mental health benefits for the modern 
day professional. It allows us to be 
more mindful and offers a pause (nor-
mally at the end of the day) to reflect, 
be grateful, and think about where 
we’ve been and where we’re going.

Peter Drucker’s reflections on 
managing oneself9 also included 
notions of tracking. Feedback anal-
ysis, through writing down expected 
outcomes of a decision with the actual 
results over several months was the 
main method advocated in the iden-
tification of strengths. The quantified 
self movement, wearable technology 
and apps may be exploited to augment 
established managerial practices.

New year, new type of 
self-management
Drucker famously said that “we can’t 
manage what we can’t measure”. In a 
long, productive career, the physical 
self can no longer be separate from 
traditional notions of an executive life.

The increasing focus on data 
analytics in the workplace may be 
further leveraged if the individual 
leader exposes their own behaviour 
to the cause and effect relationship. 
Behaviour related to the physical self, 
as evidenced in athletic performance, 
lends itself easily to this relationship.

The Greek philosopher Socrates, 
whom ancient texts showed to be a 
regular proponent of physical exercise, 
said that “the unexamined life is not 
worth living”. At the start of a new 
year we encourage you to examine your 
professional life next to your physical 
self, start moving and exercising, but 
most important of all, start writing 
in that training journal. 
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