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Leadershipand the Brain
A New Tool for Agility

In this second article in our series ‘Leadership and the Brain’, Amrop
guest writer, neuroscientist Dr. Tara Swart, introduces her new tool for
Leadership Agility. As the demands upon leaders reach dizzying levels,
this science-based, compelling and simple platform will help senior
executives understand and enhance their performance - and that of their
entourage.

The Brain Agility Tool is founded on a simple truth: it is possible to change well into adulthood, under the
right conditions. An instrument to help you integrate these conditions in every day life, the ‘Brain Agility
Tool’ is based on utilizing six different parts of your brain. Its purpose is to assist you in improving the
flexibility of your decision-making, your risk-taking, and your general leadership ability.

The tool is free of judgement. It involves honing your strengths, whilst remaining aware of your
development areas. It also invites you to understand that your key stakeholders, clients, direct reports or
family members may have various differing approaches to you.

Every instrument is only as good as its user. Therefore, before taking a tour of the tool, we will take a tour
of the brain, starting with a modern myth. Most people know that the brain is divided into two
hemispheres. Yet the ‘left brain/right brain’ paradigm has assumed an almost iconic status in executive
dialogues, training and coaching. According to this, the ‘left brain’ correlates to logical, rational, analytical
thinking, and the ‘right brain’ to more creative, intuitive thinking.

Perhaps less well-known is the fact that this paradigm, like all icons, is an over-simplification. It is probably
true that most people tend to think predominantly in one way, deliberately referring to the other way as
required. It is also true that 80-90% of right-handed people have a dominant left hemisphere, whereas the
population of left-handers is evenly distributed between left and right hemisphere dominance.

If the ‘left brain right brain’ paradigm is only the beginning of the story, are you ready for the next chapter?
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The Ride of Your Life

Increasmgly | hear leaders Scientists now believe that the most under-rated axis is

saying that they regret actually that of the brain-body dimension. To understand
looking back and realizing this, let’s take a tour of the Central Nervous System.

i[hat_ t_hey lgn_ored their We start with the brain stem, and as we look down we can
intuition or sixth sense - see how this lengthens out into the spinal cord, which in
favorizi ng ‘logical thin king’ turn gives rise to the branches of nerves that spread out into
over ‘gut fee“ng'. the body and bring back information from the outside

world. Looking back up to the brain stem we meet our

neural ancestors - the deep, older circuitry of the Limbic

system. This is the seat of our emotions. Wrapped around it
is the folded blanket of the modern, logical cortex. Humans have developed this cortex far more than
other animals, including apes and monkeys, as it is involved in planning and articulated speech. Because
speech is a great short cut to help others understand us, we tend to take more notice of what we are
saying than of non-verbal signals such as nervous laughter, blushing, flinching or butterflies in the stomach.
And here we pause for the first good news item. If you practice sport or yoga, you are more likely to be in
touch with signals from your body (‘interoception’) than if you do not. This is a particularly important
message for men! Whilst neurological differences between the sexes are insignificant, males tend to have a
smaller range of vocabulary for emotional language, and information crosses between the left and right
hemispheres more slowly. Still, this is changing with time, education, and changes in social expectation.

Speeding back down the body to the gut, we find an inordinately large nerve supply connecting this to the
Limbic system and the Basal ganglia wrapped around the brain stem. Now we are sitting on the bank of a
super-highway watching the traffic speeding between gut, Basal ganglia and Limbic system. Because the
Limbic system is the older, deeper seat of our emotions, ‘gut feeling’ is derived from data that may be
based more on our life experiences than on the data we use every day and keep front of mind. Increasingly
| hear leaders saying that they regret looking back and realizing that they ignored their intuition or sixth
sense — favorizing ‘logical thinking” over ‘gut feeling’.

The Agile Brain.On the following page | present the Brain Agility Tool. As set out in my introduction, this
is based on utilizing six different brain areas to improve the flexibility of your decision-making, risk-taking,
and general leadership ability. It involves building on your strengths, whilst remaining aware of your
development areas, realizing that members of your entourage may have their own approaches. Your brain
agility — your ability to switch between these areas - will increase with practice as you establish or
reinforce your brain pathways. Thanks to ‘neuroplasticity’ (the ability of the brain to change itself), we can
develop in unused areas well into advanced adulthood.
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The Brain Agility Tool

Motivation: our basic drives: sleep/wake,
hunger/thirst and sex originate in the
Reticular formation and involve the Basal

@ ganglia. This tool describes motivation as
your values, your integrity, and legacy. Try

to put yourself in the shoes of others —

what is their raison d’étre? Which factors

AGILE
BRAIN motivate and de-motivate you, and
others? How can greater awareness of
your motivational fabric help you work
better with your team? How can better
self-knowledge help you achieve purpose
and meaning?

© Tara Swart

Creativity: relates to versatility, adaptability and vision. Use drawing instead of writing, a mind map
instead of a to-do list. Use coloured pens — preferably at least four (not including blue or black), and avoid
stick men, letters or numbers.

Emotions:refer to emotional intelligence — empathy and trust. Basic emotions such as fear and love are
deeply seated in the limbic system — specifically the amygdalae. Keep a journal of your feelings or check in
on your emotional state at least four times a day to raise your awareness. Try to listen out for whether
people around you have a greater tendency to say “I feel” or “| think.’

Gut instinct: is about intuition, judgement and decisiveness. Look out for signs or stories in life that guide
your ‘sixth sense’. This develops with experience and wisdom, and there are no short-cuts to gaining that!

Physicality: relates to movement and this relies on the Basal ganglia system at the base of the brain,
around the brain stem. Physical feelings include your energy, resilience, and ability to truly listen. Are you
tired? Jet-lagged? Did you have breakfast? These factors can all affect your quality of thought. Pay
attention to signals like nervous laughter, sweating, blushing, flinching, or butterflies in your stomach. Try
listening to people to really understand their point of view, giving good eye contact, rather than
interrupting with a clever question.

Logic:equates to competencies, the scope and scale of your technical skill, and thoughts. Write notes or a
to-do list by yourself and read it out loud. Now you are using the part of brain that produces the written
word and articulates speech, as well as the part that hears your own voice through your ears and into your
temporal lobe. This reinforces the message for your brain.
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