
Let me tell you something about the organ sitting inside 
your client’s skull.

It weighs roughly three pounds. It consumes about 20%  
of your body’s total energy while accounting for only 2%  
of your mass.1 And for approximately 300,000 years—the  
vast majority of our species’ existence on this planet—it 
was not thinking about bond duration or sequence-of-
returns risk.

It was thinking about whether that rustling in the tall  
grass was a predator. 
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What does this mean for you? 

When your client walks into your office 
feeling uneasy about the markets, the  
part of their brain doing the loudest talking 
is not the prefrontal cortex—the seat of 
planning, reason, and long-term thinking. 
That’s been overruled. 

What’s running the show is a pair of 
almond-shaped clusters deep in the brain’s 

temporal lobes called the amygdala.  
It doesn’t care about your projected  
10-year return. It cares about threats. It is 
exceptionally good at detecting them and 
reluctant to stand down.

The conversation you think you’re  
having is financial. The one actually 
happening is neurological.

¹ Balasubramanian, V. (2021).

Jason Chura CFP®, 
ChFC®, MBA
Head of Voya Global 
Consulting

Your client is sitting across from you. So is 300,000 years of survival wiring—and it’s not 
evaluating your recommendation, it’s scanning for threat. Here’s what it takes to change that.
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People’s beliefs are loosely 
held. They can be updated with 
new information. Your client can 
revise their view on inflation, 
interest rate trajectories, and the 
merits of active versus passive 
management. Brains do that. That 
is, in fact, what brains are for.

Identity is different. It’s how  
the organism locates itself in 
relation to the social group— 
and social belonging was, for 
nearly all of human history, a 
survival mechanism. 

When you suggest a change 
that your client interprets as a 
threat to who they are (a prudent 
person, an independent thinker, 
someone who doesn’t make 
reckless decisions), the brain 
responds with resistance, not 
curiosity. That’s not a personality 
quirk; it’s a defense system 
doing exactly what it was built 
to do.

When you hear, “I don’t think I 
want to make changes right now,” 
consider this: that’s probably not 

about the portfolio. It’s about 
identity protection. 

The rational response is not 
a better argument. It’s making 
it safe for your client to move 
without feeling like they’re 
abandoning something essential 
about themselves. Grant them 
that permission. Frame change 
as consistent with who they 
already are. The strategy doesn’t 
need to change—just the story 
around it.

Safety is personal

Homo sapiens is, at the species level, deeply social. The specific identity 
need driving any given individual—the craving that sits beneath every 
question, every objection, every moment of hesitation—varies considerably.

Research tracking the neural precursors of successful communication  
suggests that perspective-taking—genuinely considering what another person 
values—activates the part of the brain responsible for understanding other 
people—and the more active it is, the more likely your message gets through.3  

Scripted approaches fail because they assume neurological uniformity that 
does not exist. When you train yourself to listen for the underlying signal—
what is this person actually needing to feel safe right now—you stop sounding 
like you’re reciting from a playbook and start sounding like someone who 
actually heard them.

² Burklund et al. (2014); Kircanski et al. (2012).
3 Falk et al., 2012. 

Identity is not belief. Treat it accordingly

The physiology of unacknowledged fear

Neuroscientists at UCLA demonstrated something counterintuitive: when people name a negative emotion—
fear, anxiety, shame—activity in the amygdala measurably decreases. The act of labeling is not merely 
poetic; it’s regulatory and biological.2 

When your client says, “I just feel like something bad is going to happen,” and you respond with “Well, 
historically, markets have recovered from every downturn,” you’re asking the prefrontal cortex to override  
a system it currently has no authority over. 

The amygdala hasn’t been addressed. It’s still at the controls.

Saying something as plain as “A lot of people are feeling genuinely unsettled right now. That makes 
complete sense given what we’re seeing” is not surrendering to irrationality. It’s a neurologically sound 
intervention. You are signaling safety to a system designed to scan for danger. Once that system quiets, 
the prefrontal cortex—the part of the brain that can actually evaluate a 60/40 portfolio—comes back online.
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Among the most replicated findings in social 
psychology—cited more than 21,000 times—is the 
establishment of belonging as a fundamental human 
drive, as basic as hunger or shelter.4 What varies is 
how that need expresses itself in the person sitting 
across from you.

Some of your clients express the belonging need 
directly. They want to know they’re part of a thoughtful, 
shared process. Language like “we” and “together” 
signals inclusion and reduces threat response. Use it.

Others express it through autonomy. Telling them 
what other investors are doing reads, to their 
nervous system, as social pressure—a mild threat to 
their sense of independent judgment. They want to 
feel the decision is theirs. Let them have it.

Still others need to understand why before they  
can move. Their brain doesn’t register a decision 
as safe until it has been examined from multiple 
angles. Calling it skepticism misses the point. Give 
them the data, walk them through the logic, and 
treat them as a thinking partner. The moment you 
say, “just trust me,” you’ve lost them.

Some clients are operating from a posture of self-
protection. Their primary concern isn’t growth, but 

the prevention of loss. Market opportunity may read 
as threat. Reassurance is the job. Name the risk,  
show them the protection built into the plan, and 
move slowly. Only advance when they signal comfort.

And some need to feel recognized as capable 
and discerning—not in a shallow sense, but 
because belonging, for them, is tied to their 
standing in a group they respect. What they need 
from you is acknowledgment that their judgment 
contributed to their outcome. Say so.

These five profiles aren’t mutually exclusive. 
Everyone expresses belonging either directly 
(through connection, shared process, “we” 
language) or indirectly (through the need for 
recognition or significance).

Some clients also carry a second primary identity, 
and in the right moment, that need will surface 
and take over. The client who responds warmly to 
“we” and “together” may shift once numbers enter 
the conversation—becoming more precise, more 
animated, less interested in the shared process 
than in getting to the right answer. Watch for the 
gear change. When it happens, what the client 
needs from you has changed, too.

Labeling emotion works better than reframing it alone

You’ve probably been trained to reframe—to help clients see 
why their anxiety isn’t justified. Research suggests that’s the 
wrong sequence, especially early in a conversation.

Reframing says, “Here’s a better way to think about this.” 

Labeling says, “Here’s what this feels like.”

When you label first (“This feels like a moment where 
trusting any outcome is genuinely difficult”), you activate 
the right ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, triggering emotion 
regulation without requiring your client to consciously 
intend to regulate anything.5 Affect labeling works 
incidentally—the person doesn’t need to decide to feel 
better. Having the emotion named does the work. 

Both labeling and reappraisal reduce amygdala activity at the 
neural level, but labeling produces more durable reductions in 
physiological fear response over time.6 The amygdala quiets. 
Now—and only now—is reframing available to you. 

Clarity does more than conviction

You might operate under the assumption 
that confidence and conviction are what 
move people toward decisions. The data 
does not fully support this.

What actually precedes follow-through is 
a measurable decrease in physiological 
fear response—a reduction in the 
biological markers of threat activation 
that show up in skin conductance and 
neural activity,⁷ not just a shift in how 
clients describe how they feel. Clients 
who have had the chance to label their 
experience carry less of that activation 
into the decision itself.

Your clients are more likely to act after 
they feel understood, respected, and 
settled enough to weigh an alternative.

4 Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). 
5 Burkland et al., 2014.
6 Kircanski et al., 2012.
7 Kircanski et al., 2012; Memarian et al., 2017.

One need, five expressions



What the science asks of you

When you put this all together, what you get is a fairly specific sequence:

The remarkable thing—and I do find it remarkable—is that when you operate this way, you are not 
manipulating anyone. You are working with the brain rather than against it.

Three hundred thousand years of evolution built that organ to keep people safe. 

Your job, as it turns out, is to be part of how it learns that it is.
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Acknowledge 
what’s emotionally 
true before 
explaining what’s 
strategically sound

Protect identity 
before suggesting 
that anything 
needs to change

Match your 
language to what 
your client needs 
psychologically, 
not to their age  
or account size

Offer permission, 
not conviction


