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The neuroscience of leadership 
Change your mindset… transform your performance 
Presented by Tom Flatau    www.team-working.com 
© Teamworking International 2018, all rights reserved
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The brain is a social organ

X

What’s their passion? 
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Brain Rule: 
The brain  
is a social 
organ 

The collaborative brain
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Ventral 
Striatum

Dopamine 
reward system

©
 Te

am
w

or
kin

g I
nt

er
na

tio
na

l L
td

 2
02

1

The workplace mask
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Be strong and objective 
Everything’s under control 
Don't show weaknesses 
I can handle what ever’s thrown at me

had a good 
weekend?

yes thanks, 
and you?
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Image maintenance
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Prefrontal 
Cortex

Amygdala
Ventral 

Striatum

Dopamine 
reward system

Threat & 
safety 

Emotional 
regulation
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How far do emotions influence performance?

Institute of Practitioners in Advertising
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What are emotions for?

14

friend or foe? freeze, fight, flight

Survival 
Fast, automatic 

Gut-feel, emotions

Thinking 
Slow, analytical 

Very energy hungry!

conscious

non-
conscious

five times more powerful
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Emotion takes control

X

Freeze: Don’t speak up when you should 
Flee: Back off when you should challenge 
Fight: Argue to win instead of understand

What are the unintended consequences of these behaviours? 
• For the individual? 
• For teams? 
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minimise danger  maximise reward

16

Brain

Scanning for 
threat

Dopamine 
Oxytocin

threat response

reward response 

Cortisol 
Adrenaline

Defend: 
Tunnel vision 

Win-lose 
Self-focused

Discover: 
Innovative 

Solution-focus 
Collaborative

Q: What leadership behaviours 
• increase threat - and reduce engagement 
• increase reward - and increase engagement
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Social pain
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Source: Eisenberger, Lieberman and Williams, Science 2003

Dissipates when danger is over

Lingers, we ruminate
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1. Your intelligence is something very basic about you that you can’t change very much 

2. You can learn new things but you can’t really change how intelligent or talented you are 

3. Some people are natural leaders, others just don’t have the right personality 

4. No matter what kind of person you are you can always change substantially

Mindset quiz

18

Dr Carol Dweck
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Fixed mindset creates limiting beliefs

20

Whether you believe you can or you 
can’t, you are probably right 
Henry Ford
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Fact or belief?

21

Q What limiting beliefs  are holding you back?
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Growth mindset - the science 

22
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There are more possible neuronal connections than atoms in the universe! 
Our brain makes hundreds of new connections every second! - So no two brains can be alike

The connection machine

23

What does this 
say about 
telling?
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One neuron connecting with over 15,000 neurons 
Multiply this by 86 billion!

Adapting to change - the brain’s design principle

24

Neurons  
connect to    
map new skills, 
knowledge and 
emotion. 

In the 
hippocampus 
connections are 
replaced every 
week!

Dr. Gyorgy Buzsaki, NYU Neuroscience Institute
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Changing your brain!

26

Solution focus

Positive reinforcement 

Questions

Being conscious

Its hard to dismantle old wiring

Stretch

Telling

Focus on problem

Autopilot
Comfort zone

Criticism 

Autonomy
Micro-manage

But easy to create new wiring


