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Why These Books?
Good leadership can build a strong healthy organization. Bad
leadership will destroy a strong healthy organization. I know this
because I’ve lived it.
My focus is on the intersection of three fundamental areas:
Leadership, Engagement and Selection. We approach each area
in an easy and fun to read, Brain‐Friendly way.
Too many leadership books are brain damage waiting to
happen.
If you enjoy this book and find it useful, watch for the link for
the next book in the series: Leadership Competencies – A Brain‐
Friendly Guide.
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Introduction
Who’s this book for?
If you answer “yes” to all of these:
 Are you in a leadership position?
 Do you want to be a better leader?
 Do you prefer a comic book to dry, dull, technical
book?
This book is for you.

Who should probably back away from this
book?
If you answer “yes” to any one of these:
 Are you so self- absorbed you take credit for your
team's successes?
 Do you believe that your team members couldn’t
do their jobs without you?
 Are most of your people speed bumps with clothes
on.
This book is not for you!
This is NOT a reference book.
Leadership – A Brain‐Friendly guide is a
designed for learning, not an encyclopedia
of facts and mumbo jumbo. .
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It has become very apparent that the skills and
expectations of leaders have evolved and leadership
skills are far more important than ever. Each
generation brings something new to the party and
leaders need the skills to engage them.
There is far better access to information than
ever and employees are more aware of potential
employers and their cultures. They don’t just want a
job and are very aware of the potential experiences
they could have, skills they could develop and the
lifestyle they could have as a result.
How do you rate your leadership skills?
Are you really a great leader?
Do you want to be a great leader?
I have some questions for you:
Rating yourself:

Below Average
Average
Above Average

How smart are you?
How are your driving skills?
How are your people skills?
More than likely you answered something to
the effect of ‘above average' on each of these
questions.
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• 87% of Master of Business Administration students
at Stanford University rated their academic
performance as above the median.1
• 93 percent of Americans believe they are above
average drivers.2
• 90 percent of faculty members rate themselves as
above-average teachers, and 68 percent rate
themselves among the top quartile.3
Illusory superiority is a cognitive bias where
individuals overestimate their own qualities and
abilities, compared to others.
Overall, we are overconfident in our abilities.
Most of us believe we are smarter, more dependable
and just plain better than others.
Get real; that viewpoint is delusional. We
cannot all be superior and
extraordinary.
Leaders with this rosy
vision of themselves often lack
self-awareness, which could lead
to a significant disconnect in the
workplace and failure.
A lack of self-awareness
could mean you are out of touch
with how your emotions affect
your behavior, particularly toward
8

other people in the workplace. One key aspect of
emotional intelligence is emotional awareness.
You may inadvertently antagonize people
without realizing what you are doing. A lack of
emotional awareness might result in over or under
emphasizing important concerns and could ultimately
derail your career.
The problems is that it is almost impossible to
see ourselves objectively and it requires being open
to what others might say about our actions and
behaviors.
Seeking feedback from peers, subordinates
and supervisors is a recommended and invaluable in
today's workplace. Feedback will give you insights
into your interaction, communication skills, leadership
skills and much more.
The challenge most of us face is that we don’t
like and usually reject feedback that doesn’t fit our
belief system. Neuroscience has shown that part of
the brain actually shuts down when we get
information contrary to our beliefs and happily lights
up when information supporting our belief system is
presented.
If you understand this about yourself, then you
can see how others are going to react when you as a
leader fail to take these very principles into account in
your interactions. It can create a mess.
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Leaders make a difference. What kind of
difference will you make? Positive or negative?
Leadership begins with you, your belief in
yourself and your ability to be open and continue to
learn and grow as you help others learn and grow.
Only credible leaders that are trusted and
insightful can earn the commitment of their people.
Only commitment of your people can lead to a great
organization.
Finally, leadership is about character and
realizing that a position of leadership is not about the
leader or the leader’s ego. Rather it is their focus on
their people, the organization and the community they
are a part of.
It is about building up their team members
rather than tearing them down. Helping their teams
grow and become more effective, and that takes
effort, energy and focus every day.

1 Svenson, Ola (February 1981). "Are We All Less Risky and More Skillful Than
Our Fellow Drivers?" (PDF). Acta Psychologica. 47 (2): 143–148.
doi:10.1016/0001‐6918(81)90005‐6.
2 Svenson, Ola (February 1981). "Are We All Less Risky and More Skillful Than
Our Fellow Drivers?" (PDF). Acta Psychologica. 47 (2): 143–148.
doi:10.1016/0001‐6918(81)90005‐6.
3 K. Patricia Cross Not can, but will college teaching be improved?
(Spring 1977)
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1
Under Leadership Epidemic
There appears to be an epidemic of under-leadership
in the workplace.
For some reason, too many leaders,
managers, and supervisors aren't leading.
The trend for many managers is to take a
hands-off approach to leadership. And they think they
are supposed to approach leadership in a hands-off
manner.
So they are hands-off and then something
goes wrong. The problem is, if you are a hands-off,
leader things will definitely go wrong.
Here's the challenge – Way too many
individuals when promoted are ill prepared to be
leaders.
They don't know how to hold people
accountable, manage performance, deal with conflict,
or they don't want to.
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I hate to say this ... but in some cases, they
aren't helped by outdated and ineffective human
resource processes.
Additional Insights:
1. Take time to be a leader. I've heard senior leaders
say: "Talk to my employees? I don't have time to talk
to my employees."
2. Learn the key skills and get effective tools for hiring
and coaching employees.
3. Millennials need leadership, coaching and purpose
feed their need or turn them over.
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2
Be a Leader Instead of the Boss
One leadership competency is to know how each
person on your team must perform, or you risk failure.
THE SECRET IS: Everyone must know his or
her own roll they must have the skills and know them
well. Until they know themselves, they can't perform
well.
THE LEADERSHIP SECRET IS: To be able to
extract excellence from people's performance.
Too often people don't live up to their potential,
don't do their best, or they make mistakes. This is
where leadership can make a difference, or let it
break down and continue with less than stellar
performance.
THE LEADERSHIP REALITY IS: If you're a
leader, you can't blame the players for poor
performance. You have to be a teacher, a conductor,
a coach, and a cheerleader.
Additional Insights:
1. Most people want to excel in their work. Help them
become Masters at what and how they do their jobs.
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2. Most people want autonomy and latitude to do the
work their way, to find better ways of doing their jobs.
Liberate them.
3. Most people want to see the purpose in their work.
Show them.
4. Engage them in bringing their whole selves to their
work.
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3
Leadership Focus
Leadership is a vast topic and not easily developed
without effort on your part.
One aspect of effective leadership is to stay
focused on desired outcomes and not getting too
married to the methods used to achieve those
outcomes.
Effective leaders provide this 'outcomes focus'
for their organization by emphasizing the mission,
vision, values, and strategic goals of their
organization and at the same time they are building
the capacity of their organizations to achieve them.
This capacity building of their team members,
emphasizes the need to be flexible, creative and
innovative and avoid becoming fossilized through
building bureaucratic structures with burdensome
policies and procedures.
It means letting go of how things get done, but
not of the outcomes.
Additional Insights:
1. Have a clear vivid vision for your organization.
2. A great vision is like a mantra - a few keywords that
inspire and provide direction to your people.
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I remember early in my career I had a boss that just
said "Hurry every chance you get" and I lived it.
3. Communicate, communicate, and communicate in
a real, sincere, and honest manner.
4. Get the barriers to performance out of the way.
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4
Lessons from Leadership
Vision and Purpose
I’d like to share an old story to illustrate the leadership
competency of creating vision and purpose.
A medieval traveler, wandering through a city,
came across a huge construction project. Near his
path, he sees three stone masons, hard at work with
their hammers and chisels.
“What are you doing?” asks the traveler.
“Breaking stones,” grunts the first.
“Making a wall,” says the second.
“Building a cathedral!” proclaims the third.
Each response tells us something about the
men who responded, but it tells us even more about
the leaders who led them.
When leaders create a compelling purpose and
vision, something almost magical happens.
You bring out the best in your people. Which is
the best stonemason? The third, and he has every
reason to become better, the better he cuts those
stones, the stronger his cathedral. The quicker he
cuts them, the quicker it's built.
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The third also enjoys the work more, because
the clarity of the goal, gives him meaning and
value. He enjoys the work because the end is
compelling and captivating.
Additional Insights:
1. What stories in your organization illustrate your
vision?
2. What stories illustrate the opposite of your vision?
3. How do you instill your desired vision into reality?
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5
Creating a Vision for Change
Wrapping up this series on leadership and change
leaders must recognize people's needs during the
change process and be engaged in keeping them
focused on the vision.
It's not enough to introduce a vision once or
twice and expect others to internalize it.
To keep people focused on a major change
regularly bring the vision for change into their
consciousness every day, so that over time the new
vision becomes part of them.
The constant focus on a specific mental
experience keeps the brain's relevant circuitry open
which, over time, leads to buy-in.
People who focus on a specific task can teach
themselves to think differently over time.
Keep your vision message simple and
repeatable. Microsoft created a vision around three
overarching ideas that simply said: Create Clarity,
Generate Energy, Deliver Success.
Not only is this vision simple and repeatable it
has spread across Microsoft like a wildfire in a wild
storm, but their vision of how to communicate,
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innovate and focus on the success of the company
and the customers
Additional Insights:
1. Avoid initiatives of the moment syndrome, so that
change isn't viewed as something that will go away
with the next idea.
2. Include an aspect of your vision in all of your
communications.
3. You are the role model, model your vision.
4. Keep your vision message simple and repeatable.
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6
Dealing with the Uncertainty of Change
Current neuroscience research says that people
crave certainty.
When people are in a familiar situation, they
tend to switch their brains to autopilot.
But the moment uncertainty enters the picture our brains flash a danger message, switching our full
attention to one thing, people fear the unknown.
Fear of uncertainty is why people crave
certainty. Uncertainty creates tension, requires focus
and mental energy, it impacts performance and
disengages people. In the face of significant
uncertainty, people tend to panic and make bad
decisions.
So what to do? - During change,
First, leaders must create the perception of
certainty and reduce ambiguity.
Second, give specifics of the change.
Third, break complex down change into small
steps.
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Additional Insights:
1. In the absence of certainty, people fill in the gaps to
create a faux certainty in their mind, good, bad, or
indifferent.
2. Regular open communication whether good
news or bad news, be a straight shooter with people
and if you don't know say so.
3. Recognize and reward questions, simply thanking
people for their questions and giving honest answers,
helps develop trust and tolerance for change.
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7
Employee Engagement versus
Employee Satisfaction
Let's be honest. The terms employee engagement
and employee satisfaction are NOT interchangeable.
Who cares? Leaders should. Employees can
be quite satisfied with their job, your company and
their place in it and still not be engaging in "work."
Think about it. Have you ever had an employee
or colleague who was perfectly satisfied to show up at
work every day collect a paycheck and do precious
little work?
We all know employees who are satisfied with
being left alone in their mediocrity.
Engaged employees are passionate and alive
with the desire to perform well and do so in alignment
with your strategic objectives.
These employees are the reason you need to
create an environment where they become engaged
for the long-term.
Additional Insights:
1. Engaging employees requires leadership.
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2. Leadership takes time and thought.
3. Engaging employees takes one-on-one face time,
establishing expectations, and having employees
gather verifiable examples of how they added value.

24

8
Leading with the Brain in Mind
I've recently been interested in Neuroscience
research into how people react to changes in their
environment, status, and self-image. This reaction is
important for leaders because, how leaders go about
implementing change in an organization usually
doesn't go well.
When people feel betrayed, unrecognized, or
unvalued, they have a neural response that is as
negative as a smack upside the head. In fact, the
same part of the brain that lights up when smacked
upside the head lights up when experiencing feelings
of threats or rejection.
On the surface employees may seem to go
along or "suck it up.” But in reality, they begin to limit
their commitment and engagement.
Neuroscientist Evian Gordon refers to this as
the minimize danger and maximizes reward response.
Threats to our wellbeing are much more intense and
longer-lasting than reward responses.
Additional Insights:
1. If you want employees to help you in a change
process help them become engaged.
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2. Recognize efforts to help the change process
succeed even failures.
3. Remove barriers to success.
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9
Neuroscience and Leadership Independence
Research has shown that when confronted by a
stressful situation ... one factor that determines our
effectiveness in dealing with it ...is the amount of
control we have in dealing with it.
For instance - Micromanagement can easily
create a threat response because we lack
independence or the autonomy to deal with the
challenge.
When an employee feels a lack of control in a
situation, it creates uncertainty and stress. On the flip
side, greater autonomy increases the feeling of
certainty and reduces stress.
Leaders who want to improve performance
reduce uncertainty by supporting their people's need
for Independence.
So how to do that? Provide people with options
or allow them to organize their assignments and
projects.
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10
How Status Affects People
In just being human, we are constantly aware of how
events and interactions either diminish or enhance
our status.
When we consider the laws of survival, we are
programmed to care about status, why? Our survival
may depend on it.
Think about it, when you hear the phrase "may
I give you some advice?" do you get warm and fuzzy
or feel a bit defensive. Why?
Because the preception is that the person who
bring you this advice is claiming a position of
superiority.
Yet, when you receive praise, you feel an
increase in our status.
When it comes to implementing change - keep
the perception of status in mind.
Additional Insights:
1. The perception of status increases when people
learn new skills, recognize and reward learning new
skills.
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2. Pitting people against each other creating winners
and losers creates more losers than winners.
3. Get team member to compete against themselves
and be transparent about the progress.
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11
Relationships Affect
Engagement and Performance
Another key to effective performance management is
"relationships." People need to feel like they belong
and are cared about, by their leaders and peers.
An important part of workplace performance is
collaboration and healthy relationships. For such
relationships to form, the human brain requires
feelings of trust and empathy as part of a social
group.
When people make a strong connection and
perceive that others are "just like us" they become
linked, and fear of threat diminishes.
Often the human threat response is aroused
when people feel cut off from social interaction.
Loneliness and isolation are profoundly stressful. So
what?
Leaders who strive for inclusion and minimizing
situations where people feel rejection, improve
performance.
Additional Insights:
1. When sharing information speak plainly, avoid
double speak and jargon
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2. Help your employees make informed decisions with
a clear message.
3. Think about the perception of fairness as you make
decisions. That may require stepping back and taking
a second look.
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12
Trust in the Workplace
The world isn't fair, but leaders shouldn't make
matters worse by ignoring the need for "Trust" in the
workplace.
When a perception that an event or decision
isn't fair, it generates a response of hostility, anger,
and distrust.
Throughout history, the need for trust and
fairness has been so strong that some people are
willing to fight and die for causes of fairness they
believe in. We have also seen people commit
themselves to an organization they recognize as
being trustworthy and fair.
While working for a healthcare company that
had an ugly product issue, meaning a product recall, I
was proud of the way leadership stepped up to make
things right for customers and employees.
Additional Insights:
1. Avoid playing favorites.
2. Maintain transparency by sharing information
promptly.
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3. Help your employees see fairness when you make
mistakes, use a bit of humor. Self-deprecating humor
usually works pretty well in building trust.
4. Consider different personality types and how they
see the world.
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13
Programming for Change
Wrapping up this series on leadership and change
leaders must recognize people’s needs during the
change process and be engaged in keeping them
focused on the vision.
It’s not enough to introduce a vision once or
twice and expect others to internalize it. Just because
you get tired of repeating it, doesn’t mean others have
internalized it yet
To keep people focused on a major change,
regularly bring the vision for change into their
consciousness every day, so that over time the new
vision becomes part of them.
The constant focus on a specific mental
experience keeps the brain's relevant circuitry open
which, over time, leads to buy-in.
People who focus on a specific task over time
can teach themselves to think differently over time.
Additional Insights:
1. Avoid initiatives of the moment syndrome, so that
your employees don’t perceive the change as
something that will go away with the next idea.
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2. Include an aspect of your vision in all of your
communications.
3. You are the role model. Model your vision.
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14
Improving Employee Performance
Leaders have asked me, “How can I improve
employee performance?”
First - what you mean by performance? Do
you mean they do a better job at guessing what you
want?
Or do you mean delivering performance that
matches a clear, written set of expectations?
So to start, establish realistic performance
expectations - with outcomes
Employees often complain that they don't know
what is their leaders expect of them.
Plus their bosses don't spend much one-onone time talking to them.
Many managers say they don't have time to
establish clear expectations let alone prepare for and
talk with each employee.
But what if you could do both - with little or no stress?
Additional Insights:
1. Performance expectations are most effective if
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they are outcome based. In other words, explaining
what is expected and why.
2. Schedule regular bi-monthly or at least monthly
meeting times with each team member.
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15
Eliminate Fake Work
The first step in improving performance is to eliminate
fake work, which is a real problem dwelling in almost
every organization.
Did you know that 73% of workers say leaders
are not translating their organizations' strategies and
goals into specific work tasks they can execute?
Create a clear strategy that shows clear intent.
Ensure that every employee is aligned with the
strategy, so they are prioritizing work tasks through
the lens of the team.
Execute on the strategy by ensuring that every
person understands how to turn the strategy into
action every day.
We all hate Fake Work and our pride hinges on
our ability to contribute and feel valued. Leaders are
responsible for creating the alignment between
strategy and what and how people can contribute.
Additional Insights:
1) Alignment is a collaborative process that helps
build teams by establishing common purpose, focus,
and clear direction.
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2) Do not assume that your people have heard about
your strategy, let alone understand it.
3) Have your employees create priorities for the team
and hold each other accountable.
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16
Three Barriers to Traditional Performance
Management Success
To help understand part of why leader's struggle with
performance appraisal along with management and
development here are three insights and
neuroscience brain research.
The first reason is objectivity bias. Ever
notice employees bad mouthing their boss. That
comes about because the employee thinks he or she
is objective and the boss isn't.
The second is called confirmation bias. In the
performance management process, employees want
feedback that confirms their self-perceptions, and
they ignore, are offended, or reject feedback that
doesn't fit their paradigm.
The third is called threat response. Threat
response is where the employee responds negatively
when they receive feedback that threatens their selfperceptions. The result is often outward acceptance
or compliance, but inwardly a pullback of
engagement.
Additional Insights:
1. Don't challenge their objectivity, work toward
specifics related to their behavior.
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2. Think about the components of a verifiable
behavioral example. First find out what their
Challenge was? What Action did they take? What
Result did they get?
3. One challenge leader’s face is that recognizing
effort over talent. Effort generates results talent helps,
but recognizing the effort they put into achieving
results primes people toward generating more results
through effort.
4. Stop giving direct unsolicited feedback.
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17
Coaching to Change Performance
I want to get you thinking about trying to change
people's worldviews and performance. Don't do it.
It's kind of like trying to teach a pig to sing. It
isn't going to work and you're going to make the pig
mad.
The key is to help people conclude that "they"
want to change.
One way of doing that is to establish outcomebased performance expectations and having your
employee’s document events when they
demonstrated those expectations.
Then review those examples on a regular basis
in one-on-one conversations and have them rate
themselves on the results and their actions.
Additional Insights:
Getting someone to understand how their worldviews
and behaviors are inhibiting performance requires two
things:
1. Clear outcome-based performance expectations.
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2. When the employee sees that the actions fail to
meet expectations, they will either want to change or
decide the job isn't for them.
3. Make your team members responsible for
gathering verifiable examples of how they
demonstrate each performance expectation.

Want your free copy of:
Leadership Competencies
A Brain‐Friendly Guide?
http://actioninsight.com/book-offer/
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18
Is Pay Really Linked to Performance?
Let's be Frank and Ernest, I'll be Frank, and you be
Ernest. In reality, performance seldom determines
pay.
We all know that most employers base pay
rates primarily on what the market requires and most
jobs are slotted in a pay range before an employee is
hired.
Then depending on what quartile they are in,
there's a formula for determining a raise.
Raises are then determined by the boss,
largely as a result of the budget.
The performance review is simply the place
where the boss comes up with a story to justify
the pay increase.
When an employee is disappointed, the boss
offers to help the employee work to get a better raise
next time.
So what's the alternative?
Additional Insights:
1. Stop trying to fake the linkage between true
performance and pay. After all isn't it a facade to say
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a one or two percent difference between an average
performer’s rise and a great performer’s rise really
links to performance?
2. How about spending time on a regular basis talking
with your employees.
3. How about having your people document HOW
they do WHAT they do and make that part of your
conversation.
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19
Two Performance Review Agendas
When it comes to Performance Reviews, we
have two people and two agendas.
Let's start with the obvious: The agendas held
by the two participants in a performance review are
like ships passing in the night.
Some bosses want to discuss where
performance needs to be improved, while the
subordinate is more interested in such issues as
compensation, and career advancement.
The boss is thinking about missed
opportunities and skill limitations and the employee
wants to protect their self-image.
The result is a discussion that creates
problems that carry over to their everyday
relationship.
So my question is, do you want to improve
employee performance or decide pay? You can't
have both.
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Additional Insights:
1. Often HR requires performance reviews as "legal
backup" of poor performance, yet we often find that
past reviews have been good if not outstanding. Oh
Well! Inflated ratings and lack of specifics don’t
provide good documentation.
2. If you want to document poor employee
performance why document all employees?
Document the poor performing employees.
3. In a straight-talk relationship, both boss and
subordinate have the opportunity to learn.
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One Key to Improving Employee
Performance
Performance Management Coaching is being turned
on its head by Neuroscience, a new science made
possible by fMRI machines and other similar
technology that allows us to see people's brain
activity.
There is an old saying "I think therefore I am"
which is only partly true. It turns out people are quite
emotional creatures with our paradigms about
ourselves and the world.
When we are faced with a difference between
what we believe and outside evidence to the contrary,
we have cognitive dissonance which is
uncomfortable. Dissonance requires us to justify or
reconcile our past beliefs, and behavior. You have
heard the saying "My mind is made up don't confuse
me with facts."
Hence people act emotionally, then think to
rationalize their decisions or actions after the fact.
The human brain can behave like a two-year-old: Tell
it what to do, and it automatically pushes back. Yet
when people solve a problem themselves, the brain
releases a rush of neurotransmitters like adrenaline.
There-in lies the secret to Performance Management.
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Another Key to Improving Employee
Performance
If you want to improve employee or leader
performance? Regular weekly performance
management coaching sessions are a must.
In one study, a researcher was asked to
conduct team building with a pair of recently merged
departments.
In this study pre and post assessments were
conducted with the teams. As expected the preassessment showed low scores, then after a team
building intervention the scores shot up. The
researcher suggested that the team members meet
with their manager on a weekly basis. One of the
departments agreed, and the other didn't.
Six months later the teams were reassessed,
and the team meeting with their manager continued to
improve, and the other dropped to pre-team building
levels.
Additional Insights:
1. Establish regular one-on-one meetings with each
employee or leader. Once a week, every other week,
or no less than once a month.
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2. The frequency of the meeting should depend on
the skill and performance of the employee or leader.
3. Start with a discussion on specific expectations
both behavioral and technical. Make the expectations
outcome based.
4. Employees who have weekly one-on-one meetings
with their bosses are more engaged and productive.
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