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NEUROSCIENCE SUPPORTS 
OUR NEED TO GROUP AND CONTRIBUTE 

Natalie King, PhD, The Liautaud Institute, University of Illinois at Chicago 

"Neuroscience appears to evidence a biological need to Group and Contribute, evidenced by the four chemicals it
produces which are triggered when achieved. This discovery provided the biological support for the continued 
development of  training platforms that enhance our ability to achieve these needs".  

SUMMARY: This research appears to evidence we are biologically rewarded, to connect (group) with others*. 
We need to 'group' for safety, education, contribution, recognition, identity, friendship and intimacy. Any sustained 
environment that maximizes our connection to each other, creates a biologically rewarded, deep sense of well being. 
In addition, we appear to be biologically driven to contribute--to end our day feeling good about ourselves. Both 
accomplishments trigger these chemicals: 

ENDORPHINS: Endorphins produce a chemical “high” when humans accomplish goals that 
serve their need to improve, or achieve anything that betters their wellbeing.  

Endorphins reward our self-achievements, our need to contribute. Endorphins are 
intended to provide enough “highs” to encourage its repetition.   

SEROTONIN: Serotonin is triggered from centers located throughout the body and brain.  It 
becomes activated with any activity that contributes to feelings of wellbeing. It's the reason you 
feel great upon completing a difficult task, or ending a day of accomplishment. Positive, highly 
supportive work environments trigger serotonin to continually reward the body's need to 
perform, to operate at a higher level, and to maximize performance.  

It’s biological – we're wired to contribute the most we can. 

Serotonin releases with physical touch or hugs, when we're complimented or encouraged, when we feel safe 
or protected. Its “high” is biologically designed to reward a highly supportive environment, which 
incentivizes us to contribute more. Serotonin helps us all become relaxed, self-assured and more productive in 
rewarding environments absent of conflict or competition.   

DOPAMINE: Dopamine controls the brain’s reward and pleasure centers. It feeds us the 
highs when we're in the “zone.” Dopamine triggers a constant balance of serotonin and 
endorphins to reward the habits that create a high level of contribution when you're at your most 
productive state physically or creatively. It's meant to reward good habits, via its reward of 
“good feelings,” to incentivize us to continue doing what we're doing well. 

Dopamine triggers its chemicals in proportion to the degree we feel valued, recognized, listened to, 
appreciated and trusted.  

OXYTOCIN: Often is referred to as the “trust” or "group" hormone, designed to reward our 
biological need to group with others. Oxytocin triggers with any positive act that connects 
one to another.  
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INSTITUTE RESEARCH INITIATIVES BUILD ON THE 
HUMAN BIOLOGICAL NEED TO ‘GROUP’ AND 

‘CONTRIBUTE’ 
Institute researchers have culled evidence from multiple, independent research studies, conducted at 
universities across the country. That review led us to conclude the following:  

1. Humans are genetically constructed to be immediately rewarded with good feelings for any conscious
effort that increases the quality of our relationships with others, or the groups to which we belong.

2. Humans are likewise rewarded when we successfully conclude any contributive task or contribution
that positively affects others or ourselves.

Perhaps humans are designed to feel good when they ‘group’ and ‘contribute’ because doing so enhances the 
wellness of their minds and bodies. The ultimate evidence is the impact that grouping and contribution has on 
increasing our overall happiness and longevity. From a social science view, repeated evidence correlates 
overall happiness to prolonged lives[1][2][3][4]. Supporting that social observation, behavioral scientists 
correlate high levels of social support and perceived individual meaningful contribution with a stronger 
immune system, which ultimately results in increased resistance to sickness and disease[5][6]. This evidence 
indicates that, on average, our lives are prolonged in proportion to the quality of our relationships, and the 
well-being derived from the contributions we make.  

These findings led to the Institute to direct its current research to investigate: 

1. How quickly can groups adapt habits that increase their connection and relationship to each other?
2. To what degree can we allocate resources and authority to these deeply connected groups to enhance

their interest and ability to contribute?

[1] Veenhoven, R. (2008). Healthy happiness: effects of happiness on physical health and the consequences for
preventive health care. Journal of Happiness Studies, 9(3), 449-469.

[2] Diener, E., & Chan, M. Y. (2010). Happy people live longer: Subjective well-being contributes to health and
longevity. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-being, 3(1), 1-43.

[3] Ryff, C. D. & Singer, B. H. (1998). The contours of positive human health. Psychological Inquiry, 9, 1-28.

[4] Ryff, C. D., & Singer, B. H. (2004). Positive health: Connecting well-being with biology. Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London, Series B: Biological Sciences, 359, 1383-1394

[5] Fredrickson, B. L., Grewen, K. B., Coffey, K. A., Algoe, S. B., Firestine, A. M., Arevalo, J. M. G., Ma, J., &
Cole, S. W. (2013). A functional genomic perspective on human well-being. Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences, 110(3), 13684-13689.

[6] Cole, S. W., Hawkley, L. C., Arevalo, J. M., Sung, C. Y., Rose, R. M., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2007). Social
regulation of gene expression in human leukocytes. Genome Biology, 8(9), R189.
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RESEARCH  SUPPORTIVE OF OUR FINDINGS 
Dr. Ryan, Dr. Deci – University of Rochester  
Ryan and Deci (2000) identified three universal psychological needs:  the need to exercise competence; 
the need to be accepted and supported by the groups in which one belongs; and the need for sufficient 
autonomy and authority to remove restrictions affecting one’s performance1. 
SUMMARY: People gravitate towards careers where their best skills and strengths are utilized, 
recognized and appreciated,  by the caring group or team of coworkers. 

Dr. Wrzesniewski, Dr. McCauley, Dr. Rozin, Dr. Schwartz – Yale University, Bryn Mawr College, 
University of Pennsylvania, Swarthmore College 
Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) identified that individuals who regard their daily tasks at work to be 
pleasurable, engaging, and meaningful rather than as a means for financial reward or career advancement 
tend to experience less frequent turnover, less frequent absence days, and higher income – positive 
outcomes that benefit both the employers and the employees2. 
SUMMARY: When a job makes employees feel as though they’re doing something meaningful each 
day at work, it fosters a self-sustaining productivity that nourishes both employee, the team, and the 
Company. 

Dr. Bandura - Stanford University 
Agency (i.e., contribution) is the personal sense of ownership that one feels after accomplishing 
something. It lies at the center of intentional, voluntary, and purpose-driven action. According to Bandura 
(2006), agency describes any kind of self-generated motivation to act on your environment – “the 
proactive desire to create, manipulate, influence, and transform the environment that one is in so to 
improve it in some way” (p. 372)3. It is the need for agency that sets humans apart from other species as 
“contributors to their life circumstances, not just products of them” (p. 164)4. 
SUMMARY: Any time that we direct our effort towards accomplishing a task –  within the context of a 
job or otherwise –  we are tapping into our natural need to intentionally influence our life 
circumstances in the direction we consciously chose. 

Dr. Fredrickson - University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 
“…[T]he essential nutrient that your cells crave…[is] true positivity-charged connection with other living 
beings…[it] is a product of human evolution…From birth, [the human] body [knows] how to seek 
[connection] out, to stoke it, and to gain pleasure and sustenance from it…By nature’s design, [the] body 
is equipped to…create nourishing micro-moments of [positive connection], not just with mates and kin, 
but perhaps most consequentially, with those outside of [a] family circle.”5 
SUMMARY: Humans have a biological need to forge meaningful connections with those whom they 
interact with on a daily basis, including those who they encounter in their workplace. 

1	  Ryan,	  R.	  M.	  &	  Deci,	  E.	  L.	  (2000).	  Self-‐determination	  theory	  and	  the	  facilitation	  of	  intrinsic	  motivation,	  
social	  development,	  and	  well-‐being.	  American	  Psychologist,	  55(1),	  68-‐78.	  
2	  Wrzesniewski,	  A.,	  McCauley,	  C.,	  Rozin,	  P.,	  &	  Schwartz,	  B.	  (1997).	  Jobs,	  careers,	  and	  callings:	  People’s	  
relations	  to	  their	  work.	  Journal	  of	  Research	  In	  Personality,	  31,	  21-‐33.	  
3	  Reeve,	  J.,	  &	  Lee,	  W.	  (2012).	  Neuroscience	  and	  human	  motivation.	  In	  R.	  M.	  Ryan	  (Ed.),	  The	  Oxford	  
handbook	  of	  motivation	  (pp.	  365-‐380).	  New	  York,	  NY:	  Oxford	  University	  Press.	  
4	  Bandura,	  A.	  (2006).	  Toward	  a	  psychology	  of	  human	  agency.	  Perspectives	  on	  Psychological	  Science,	  1(2),	  
164-‐180.	  
5	  Fredrickson,	  B.	  L.	  (2013).	  Love	  2.0:	  How	  our	  supreme	  emotion	  affects	  everything	  we	  feel,	  think,	  do,	  and	  
become.	  New	  York,	  NY:	  Penguin	  Group.	  
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Dr. Fisher, Dr. Shapiro – Harvard University 
Fisher and Shapiro (2005) identified several universal human needs: to be appreciated, treated as a 
colleague, acknowledged for our views, allowed to make autonomous decisions, publicly recognized for 
our accomplishments, and engaged in activities that use our best strengths to a degree sufficient enough to 
convince us that we can make a difference. When these needs are satisfied, we become happier, prouder, 
safer, more hopeful for our future, and more connected to the source of these acknowledgements6. 
SUMMARY: Empowering teams to make policy decisions affecting their work, feeds engagement, and 
makes these teams even more  committed to maximizing their contribution. 

Dr. Harter, Dr. Schmidt, Dr. Hayes, Dr. Littman-Ovadia, Dr. Steger – The Gallup Organization, 
University of Iowa, Up for Grabs LLP, Ariel University, Colorado State University 
Littman-Ovadia and Steger demonstrated that people who are able to utilize their signature talents and 
skills more often in their work were more likely to experience meaning in their work and greater job 
satisfaction 7 . Employee satisfaction-engagement, in turn, is consistently predictive of a range of 
advantageous business outcomes – as determined in a meta-analysis study based on 7,939 business units 
in 36 companies conducted by Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes8. 
SUMMARY: Any environment that allows employees to maximize their personal strengths, makes each 
each day a better opportunity for them  to make  a meaningful contribution.  They feel better about 
themselves in the short term, and benefit the company in the long term. 

Dr. Heaphy, Dr. Dutton – Boston University, University of Michigan 
In a review of past research investigating the physiological effects of having positive interactions in the 
workplace, Heaphy (Boston University) and Dutton (University of Michigan) found that positive social 
interactions in the workplace confer both immediate and lasting beneficial impacts on the cardiovascular 
system9: three studies demonstrated that workers with higher perceived social support (i.e., high-quality 
relationships with coworkers, good working environment, and strong group cohesion) tended to have a 
lower heart rate during the day, evening, and sleep10. 
SUMMARY: When employees feel connected to their co-workers and superiors, less of a demand is 
placed on their cardiovascular system not only during the workday, but also outside of work and 
during resting times –  a health benefit that is of interest to companies that are committed to developing 
and retaining  employees with a clearly identified need to contribute.  

6	  Fisher,	  R.	  &	  Shapiro,	  D.	  (2005).	  Beyond	  reason:	  Using	  emotions	  as	  you	  negotiate.	  New	  York,	  NY:	  Viking	  
Press.	  
7	  Littman-‐Ovadia,	  H.,	  &	  Steger,	  M.	  F.	  (2010).	  Character	  strengths	  and	  well-‐being	  among	  volunteers	  and	  
employees:	  Towards	  an	  integrative	  model.	  Journal	  of	  Positive	  Psychology,	  5,	  419-‐430.	  
8	  Harter,	  J.	  K.,	  Schmidt,	  F.	  L.,	  &	  Hayes,	  T.	  L.	  (2002).	  Business-‐unit-‐level	  relationship	  between	  employee	  
satisfaction,	  employee	  engagement,	  and	  business	  outcomes:	  A	  meta-‐analysis.	  Journal	  of	  Applied	  
Psychology,	  87(2),	  268-‐279.	  
9	  Heaphy,	  E.,	  &	  Dutton,	  J.	  E.	  (2008).	  Positive	  social	  interactions	  and	  the	  human	  body	  at	  work:	  Linking	  
organizations	  and	  physiology.	  Academy	  of	  Management	  Review,	  33(1),	  137-‐162.	  
10	  Evans,	  O.,	  &	  Steptoe,	  A.	  (2001).	  Social	  support	  at	  work,	  heart	  rate,	  and	  cortisol:	  A	  self-‐monitoring	  
study.	  Journal	  of	  Occupational	  Health	  Psychology,	  6(4),	  361-‐370.	  
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