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The
Neuroscience of 

Leadership
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We are 
human!

And humans are hopeless!
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Incessant warfare, assorted environmental 
calamities, myriad financial crises, 

crime, terrorism and other social 
ills remind us that our 

knowledge of how to design 
and manage human systems is 

grossly inadequate
(Gary Jacobs, human-centred economics)
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SOCIALLY
SOPHISTICATED

WORLD

PRIMITIVE BRAIN
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INACCURATE ASSUMPTIONS

UNFAIR JUDGEMENTS

MISINTERPRETATION

DEFENSIVE BEHAVIOUR
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Normal 
human 

behaviour, 
just not 
useful!
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Your Unfair Advantage

Diagnose

Respond

React Re
w

ire

Influence

Action

Shutdown
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Substance Leadership The 
Methodology

Substance Leadership 
is the mastery of

being an 
effective ‘primitive’ 

human being in a 
socially sophisticated 

world   
Leaders (and self-leaders) of substance can do three things…

Understand and diagnose human behaviour – then prescribe useful responses

Influence human behaviour using brain-based conversation skills

Engage in exceptional human behaviour – having mastered self-regulation and emotional agility and 
understanding the difference between intention and impact
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Outcomes are 
important, but 

HOW those outcomes 
are achieved is 

MORE important.
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You can’t work 
with humans if you 
don’t know how 
they work!

2
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To lead 
humans, you 

need to 
BE a Leading 

Human…

Requires a 
shift in mindset 

and skillset

12



11/14/22

7

Project Managers
do this

Operate with a full mind Attention in Attention out

Tell and instruct Ask and enable

Work on assumption Practice humble curiosity

Rely on technical 
knowledge

Know how to work 
with  and motivate humans

Coffee mate Coach

Get distracted by ‘interesting’ Focus on useful

React (primitive brain)

Believe… ‘THEY need to 
change’! Test…’Do I need to change?’

Diagnose (self-actualised brain)

BETTER DECISIONS

ACCOUNTABILITY

TRUTH

LEVERAGE

RESPECT

PRODUCTIVITY

INFLUENCE

SELF-LEADERSHIP

Leading Humans
do this… …and get this…
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SHOW UP differently
LISTEN differently
ENGAGE differently
THINK differently
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The brains primary 
focus is to 
minimise threat and
maximise reward!
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Reward
SOLUTION

TRUST
CLARITY

THREAT
PROBLEM

STRESS
OVERWHELM

TRIGGERS

• Excitement
•Confidence
• Happiness
• Engagement
• Admiration
•Motivation

•Open-minded
• Able to focus
•Curious
•Grey is OK
•Optimistic
• Embrace ideas
•Can learn and 

communicate

EMOTION/ FEELING BEHAVIOURS

• Anger
• Anxiety
• Frustration
• Fear
• Sadness
• Jealousy

• React / defend
•Generalise
• Judge/ Assume
• Narrow focus
• Pessimistic
• Push back
•Can’t learn or 

articulate

EMOTION/ FEELING BEHAVIOURS

The Brains Organising Principle

17

MANAGE BRAIN STATE

THREAT
Protect

Reward
Connect
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Ideas not considered
Feeling incompetent

THREAT

Inconsistency
Inequitable treatment

Shifting goal posts
Change

Being told what to do
Being over-ruled

Boss isn’t really listening
Isolation or politics

Their thinking and ideas
Positive feedback

Reward

Transparency
Involvement

Reassurance
Change in small bites

Decision-maker
Having options

Boss understand me
Good work relationships

Status

Predictability

Independence

Relatedness

Equity
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The things that least 
trigger you could 
be the things you 
trigger most in 
others!
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Powerful 
questions
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Identifying Interference

POTENTIAL INTERFERENCE
PERFORMANCE equals

minus
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Tell me more about ….
What do you mean by …
What else ….
What do you want to have happen?
What has to happen for that to 
happen?

39

Favourite Five
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Where is your thinking at now?

What do you need to explore / think 
through / figure out / do next?

39

Rapid Reset
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What’s your/our new thinking? 
(CLARITY)
What are your/our next steps? 
(ACTION)

How we will you/we make sure that 
happens? (ACCOUNTABILITY)

39

TRIFECTA
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www.leadinghumans.com.au
LinkedIn – Michelle Loch

Flipboard – Michelle Loch

Want more…
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http://www.leadinghumans.com.au/

