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Preface

M


y leadership journey began with an unexpected phone call from deep within CIA Headquarters. The Spymaster—or Deputy Director of Operations (DDO)—runs worldwide clandestine operations and he needed to see me immediately.

The call puzzled me. An uneasy feeling flashed through my mind. Had I done something wrong? I left my desk and dashed down the navy-blue carpet to the DDO’s suite at the end of the corridor.

When I entered the room, the beleaguered Spymaster looked up. At the time, fighting raged in Kosovo and Kashmir, Russian President Yeltsin had named Vladimir Putin Prime Minister, and an errant NATO air strike in Belgrade had killed three Chinese embassy employees.

That was the moment he sprung a question that changed my life:
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“Mike, why is it—when I pull the levers, nothing happens?”

I reeled. Based on our previous discussions, I figured that “levers” meant reward systems, measurements, communication, and other standard management practices, but maybe it was a metaphorical question. I was not prepared to answer this. I was stunned. How could someone in one of the most powerful jobs in the world feel so helpless?

My shock turned to embarrassment. I was his senior advisor, yet my Harvard Business School training, small-business experience, and years at General Electric (GE) had not prepared me for such a fundamental question.

I stammered something about bureaucracy getting in the way. That was partially true. I had seen firsthand how delays, bottlenecks, and conflicting objectives impeded pre-9/11 CIA operations. Yet even as the words left my lips, I knew bureaucracy was not the real cause. My instinct told me there was more to the answer than garden-variety red tape.

We grappled with the issue for close to an hour, but I failed to come up with a satisfactory explanation. As I went about my day, I obsessed over the question. I thought about the data I had collected showing that the CIA contained a mix of highly effective, energized units, alongside units with low morale and poor productivity. If red tape was to blame for the levers not working, it should affect all units equally. What I termed “The Spymaster’s Dilemma” gnawed at me.

Over the two-decade course of my journey, I often doubted if it would all come together—that I could offer a cogent answer. Ten years into my journey I thought the answer was “human nature.” After all, traditional management approaches agonizingly grind against the change resistance inside all of us. Our desire to cling to the status quo is a documented psychological state, an anxiety felt personally and emotionally, as well as one embedded throughout the workplace.1

I continued my research and experimenting for another ten years. I discovered a new and easier way to lead, which bypasses many of the human instincts, cognitive biases, and drives, that managers fruitlessly push against. When I synced leadership actions with human nature, I discovered less painful ways to implement change, spark creativity, and give and get feedback. These easy-to-apply techniques shared one thing in common: they increased certainty in the minds of employees, team members, and subordinates.

Perhaps you are on a similar journey to improve as a leader. If you’re a manager, there’s a good chance you have often thought about leadership, after all, leading—getting others to change—is a major part of your job. Maybe you’ve tried issuing orders—barking at the air—or you’ve balanced threats with rewards.

At this point, you may be hoping to speed up your leadership odyssey. Is there a magic elixir—besides coffee, which only gets us so far—that could fix your managerial problems?

In essence, there is. It resides inside the human mind. And I’ll show you techniques to unleash that potential. No matter where you sit in the management structure, you can use a range of Mental Prompts to harvest the best of human nature, inspire employees, and improve workplace culture.

Best of all, almost all of these techniques can cascade down the organization; they answer the Spymaster’s questions about how you get those levers going. Using my mental prompt techniques and a slew of others will help you lead in a simpler and radically different way.

How? We’ll start by gaining a better understanding of human nature. Most evolutionary psychologists tell us that our minds have not significantly evolved since the Stone Age.2 Even if we are in offices, behind computers, and living in the modern world, our brains are still hardwired for primeval life. In fact, in Part I, we have a prehistoric man come along for the ride.

In 1991, a pair of Alpine hikers made one of the century’s greatest archeological finds—a frozen 5,300-year-old body. The ice remarkably preserved the man, dubbed Ötzi, along with his clothing and equipment. Looking inside Ötzi’s head, we can, using neuroscience and psychology, track the brain wiring that still underlies some of our basic instincts and human drives today.3

Understanding a few brain and behavioral basics will help us develop easier and more effective ways to relate to and lead employees. Let’s go back five millennia and check in with Ötzi.


Introduction

The sun shimmers, and a warm breeze blows across the forest. Spear at the ready, Ötzi stops beside a cluster of bushes.

He squats and runs a finger across a hoofprint, barely visible in the soil. His sheep ran off here, and there were wolves in the area. They have been growing bolder and fiercer, with eyes barely visible in the dark of the woods beyond the fire’s light. These wolves have already taken two sheep from his herd. It wouldn’t be surprising if they now went for one of the younger tribe members.

The bush shakes. Ötzi freezes. He jumps, spear aimed at the stilling leaves. His brain races. Adrenaline surges.

L


et’s pause to examine what is going through Ötzi’s mind.

First, there is the basic human instinct to survive. The basic fight-flight-freeze response pumps us full of adrenaline and hacks into our animal brain, telling us to fight, run, or hide, and overriding higher more complex thoughts. Second, Ötzi’s mind tells him any change can be dangerous.

When change occurs, we tend to assume the worst—this is commonly known as negative bias. Assuming the worst helps us survive. If you assume the worst and prepare for it, your chances of surviving increase. For Ötzi, his lost sheep might not be in that bush. It may be wolves or even another clan waiting to spring an ambush on him. There is no shortage of bad things the brain won’t conjure up.

Facing imminent danger, Ötzi’s brain is on autopilot. There is only the fight-or-flight response, and it happens in a split second. Ötzi is in fight mode, so he is far from creatively planning new methods to handle the threat.

Of course, when watching Ötzi’s struggles and emotions, it’s difficult to relate to a modern office environment. We don’t often find ourselves with only a spear to defend against wild beasts, so what could we possibly learn from Ötzi?

I’ve discovered that the automatic parts of the brain, and how they are wired to react, underly many of the most frustrating work issues. Until we understand this and figure out how to address it, people will remain a puzzle.

We spend most of our waking hours in the workplace. It is a minefield of complexity because it is people-based and full of challenges and opportunities and these challenges perplex leaders, like my CIA boss who complained about the levers not working.
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It’s universal. I’ve heard the same complaints from managers worldwide—resistance to change, low morale, absenteeism, declining productivity, and intra-office politicking flare-ups at the expense of the business or mission.

Most managers receive little to no preparation for their leadership role. How do you get people to cooperate, pulling in the same direction, and doing all the necessary things so that business flourishes? A few managers, like me, get a few years of theory at business school, but much of the theory doesn’t work well in real life. 

In addition, a significant amount of today’s leadership theory consists of hard-to-enact platitudes, or leadership recommendations that take too much time and effort to implement. Take a look at your schedule. You come to work every morning, climb into your cockpit, and all the emergency lights are flashing.

Sitting inside a swirling maelstrom of organizational crises and noise, you barely have time to react, much less lead. As a result, the same old “people problems” persist. Some say that in today’s digitally sped-up world, there is no magic pill to effectively guide and lead others.

Or is there? Could there be a few simple, yet effective brain-friendly approaches and tools, that take us beyond today’s hackneyed leadership advice? A space where we can find more flow, less struggle, and more ease?

The answer is yes. If we pause for a moment to think about human nature and how the mind operates, we can come up with some easy-to-use practices that save time and energize our workers. I’ll show you some compelling techniques in Part III: Simple Solutions.

Step one is to accept that both you and your workforce carry along Ötzi’s brain. Unchanged over thousands of years, our minds are programmed for a context that no longer exists, yet it drives our thoughts, feelings, behavior, and choices in our modern-day lives. It’s a bit like using an MS-DOS operating system to try to drive the latest AI or tech hardware and software. There will be bugs.

And, once we understand this ancient operating system, we’ll have a direct line of sight of what the workarounds can be. But it’s not just bugs. Surprisingly, there are recent neuro-discoveries that uncover several hidden opportunities locked inside Ötzi’s ancient brain that we can capitalize upon as leaders. We’ll take a deep dive into some of these gems of human nature to help you create a more vibrant workplace.

My history as an operative in one of the world’s most renowned intelligence organizations, not to mention my work and research into the human mind and modern management theory, validate these insights. I have tested these concepts in client workspaces. In short, we will see how and why the standard levers do and do not work because of human nature and discover a new set of more effective levers.

This book is divided into three sections and our stone age friend, Ötzi, will stay with us throughout Part I. Part I examines our basic human nature and how it affects us today in the office environment.

Part II reveals brain hiccups and ways our ancient brain fails to fit with the modern workplace. We’ll see how uncertainty blocks progress. As an example, we create negative narratives about our boss to fill in gaps of missing information, just as Ötzi did when he assumed wolves were behind the rustling bushes.

Part III provides solutions—the various Mental Prompts that will help you connect with employees and turn an office in which levers aren’t working, into a flourishing environment with motivated people who not just work productively, but who enjoy their work.

In short, I’ll show you how to apply a few simple-to-use techniques so you can create certainty in the minds of others and build a sound leadership legacy for yourself. The proof will be in the doing. Your doing.

Now…

Grab your proverbial spear so we can sharpen it with new leadership insights because here we go.


PART I
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Primal Foundations


Spies like me and good leaders like you need to understand what makes people tick. To find out, we’ll start by taking a trip up through the snowy Brenner pass to a museum in Bolzano, Italy, which holds the remains of one of our ancestors: the five-thousand-year-old Iceman, discovered frozen in the Alps in 1933 along with his clothing, food, and equipment. This Iceman was one of the top archaeological finds of the last century and can give us a jump start to understanding human nature. Then, we’ll use a simple two-brain model that a Nobel Prize-winning psychologist developed to establish a solid understanding of unconscious instincts that get in our way of dealing with people at work and home.


CHAPTER 1

Survival Instinct

Ötzi looks out over ruined lands. His legs ache from yesterday’s fruitless hunt in the forest below—now nothing more than fallen trees and debris from the floods. He rubs his hands together, the dull pain welling into a sharp one that makes him instinctively reach for the medicinal herb pouch hanging on his side. Will they even do any good today?

He nibbles on a bitter leaf, his spear resting on his shoulder. There is no choice. He doesn’t like the idea, but to survive he must venture into new grounds. Survival requires pushing ahead even when he is tired and sore. Seeking new hunting grounds is filled with risk.

O


ur brains—and those of our ancestors like Ötzi who lived 5,300 years ago—are the same: wired to survive. As we will see, we need to be safe to survive. Think of it this way: The brave (but stupid) person who decided to risk a jump from one cliff face to another didn’t have a chance to survive, let alone procreate. Failing to survive is nature’s cardinal sin. Engrained within all of us is a basic survival instinct with its ancillary rule: Change can be dangerous.

3,300 BC—The Iceman

In 1991, after the discovery of Ötzi’s preserved remains in ice, experts concluded that this iceman was 5,300 years old. The press named the frozen mummy Ötzi after the discovery site in the Ötztal Alps.

[image: Image]



A reconstruction of Ötzi is displayed in the South Tyrol
Museum of Archaeology in Bolzano, Italy.

Just as impressive as Ötzi’s remains are the items he wore and carried, well-preserved because of the specific temperature and humidity. Time takes its toll on cloth, wood, and leather, which is why many archeological sites consist solely of stone tools or pottery shards. In Ötzi’s case, archeologists uncovered 5,300-year-old relics never seen before, including clothing, equipment, the contents of his stomach, and secrets buried in his DNA.1

Even before this stunning find, most evolutionary psychologists knew a simple yet mind-blowing fact: Our minds have not evolved since Ötzi’s time so we respond to threats and rewards just as he did.

The requirements for survival were a lot simpler, more direct, and easier to understand back then. Most threats were clear dangers that could be run from, hidden from, or fought off. But these days we cannot run from that work report, fight the photocopier machine, or hide from the sound of an office fire drill. And yet our brains have not caught up. And it is this constant conflict between a system that worked thousands of years ago, and the vastly diverse complexities of a modern world that sits at the root of a lot of our workplace people-based challenges.

This also brings up some interesting questions. Did Ötzi’s brain cling to the status quo? Did he resist change like your employees sometimes do? If Ötzi automatically resisted change, how could civilization advance? We’ll answer that question in Part III from some fascinating neuroscience discoveries in the early 2000s.

In addition, what parts of Ötzi’s brain programming no longer work in a modern world? And what brain mechanisms might allow us to change and work with rather than against our age-old, basic programming?

Knowing that Ötzi’s 5,300-year-old brain is essentially the same as ours today helps us answer these questions and understand why the Spymaster’s management levers, such as tossing money at employees to change their behaviors, so often fail.

To better explore Ötzi’s mind—and ours—we are going to need help. One expert in this field, Dr. Rebecca Gotlieb, a human developmental psychologist, and educational neuroscientist, has explored this issue. Gotlieb said, “The common ways all humanity thinks, feels, and acts, are located squarely inside our heads. Our thoughts and feelings are the product of our bodies, brains, minds, and cultural contexts.”2

Our Primal Brains—Then and Now

The brain is not a computer. People love using this comparison, and it’s hugely misleading. Nor are our brains recording devices. They are not coldly logical like machines, and they are not even that reliable. We just like to think they are.

This three-pound, or 1.6-kilogram, lump of fatty tissue, electrochemicals, salts, and liquids, is in fact, a survival machine. It is an incredibly amazing, highly adaptable, and responsive device that will do just about anything to make sure you are physically, emotionally, and mentally okay.

But here’s a paradox. It does not always do what is sensible, right, or logical. It does not mean that in the medium term or long term, the actions and reactions of the brain will be in your best interests. The mind often does not consider the bigger picture—and it often doesn’t know the bigger picture! It focuses on the immediate threat and how to best make it go away. Some examples of this can be found in common behaviors we see all the time, such as people remembering events very differently, or altering facts so that the thoughts they are having are less stressful for them.

There is way more to it than this, of course. And we will get into all of that later, such as how we filter facts, react automatically, and so on. But for now, we simply need to understand that the brain—the sum of our thoughts and our “mind”—is not infallible. And it is to a large degree driven by instinctual and unconscious programs. We first need to understand some of the brain’s automatic functions and how they affect us every day in the workplace.

Why Haven’t Our Brains Changed?

As I pointed out, evolutionary psychologists maintain that our brains haven’t changed much over the past fifty thousand years. But why not?

It’s best to get this question out of the way early. The CAT scans, MRIs, and archeological data are all in. We have no fossilized brains to examine because sadly brains don’t preserve that well, but we can deduce a lot from skull shapes, sizes, and the insides of ancient skulls. We have brain imprints (endocasts) on the insides of skulls to work from as well. These give us details about brain volume and the sizes of major cerebral areas.

We also know that evolution generally occurs gradually—so while fifty thousand years seems like a long time, it is a mere blip on the screen in terms of actual physical evolutionary changes.

We see quite marked changes from two million years up until around fifty thousand years ago, and then human brain evolution slowed down. We can confidently say that not a lot has changed since then brain-wise. What has changed since then is our world, which is far more social, fast-paced, and technological.

As pointed out earlier, that means our brains are wired for certain conditions, but our surroundings and lives no longer match these conditions. We have Stone Age-wired brains in a twenty-first-century world. This is also known as an evolutionary mismatch, and it is important to understand and appreciate if you want to successfully lead people.

Wired for Survival

If you assume that Ötzi is your great-something-grandfather from more than two hundred generations ago, you owe your life to his survival instinct. Had Ötzi been reckless in his world of harsh prehistoric conditions, he would have perished long before meeting your alluring great-something-grandmother, and you wouldn’t be here. None of us would.

At five feet, three inches (1.6 meters) tall, Ötzi was physically tough, but he likely fretted over aches and pains at the ripe old age—in tough, prehistoric times—of forty-five. When examined, his hips, shoulders, spine, and knees exhibited extensive wear and tear. Evidence also shows he had suffered several broken bones, including his ribs and nose, and his lungs were blackened from smoky fires.

The poor fellow also suffered from arthritis, hardening of the arteries, an irritating intestinal parasite called whipworm, and the world’s earliest recorded case of Lyme disease. If this wasn’t enough, his DNA indicates that he was probably lactose intolerant.

He likely itched and scratched a great deal, too; scientists discovered his body and clothes carried prehistoric fleas and lice. And you think you have medical problems!

Despite all the aches and pains, Ötzi had considerable will to live—a survival instinct to get him through dangerous times—and this was important because he had many things to fear. A broken bone from a climb or hunting accident could mean death or permanent disability, and even a nick from chipping a piece of flint could cause mortal infection. There was also the constant threat of attack from that worrisome tribe next door.

Dangers abounded, so he carried a small kit of medicinal plants and mushrooms. He also had two hide strips threaded with birch fungus, which, as recently as the last century, was used as an antibiotic.

You may be wondering, Why does this matter? What does Ötzi’s list of medical conditions and how he lived have to do with me?

Much like you or me, Ötzi performed some of these actions to survive. He carried a medical kit, so some of his behavior came from a conscious choice to prevail. But much of what he did—and so much of what we do today—was the human mind on autopilot. All these behaviors, conscious and unconscious, intermingle inside us, pushing us without our realizing it.

Neural and behavioral traits that increase the chance of survival are more likely to be genetically passed on to future generations. This creates a process where undesirable or unhelpful (survival-wise) traits are more likely to fade out over time, while the ones that ensure the continuation of the species carry on strongly.

The brain is a physical system, and its pathways to process information are fine-tuned from natural selection. Our brains evolved to the point that survival and reproduction were almost assured. Since then, although our cognitive capacity has not significantly changed, our social, cultural, and technological context has continued to evolve in other ways. Nevertheless, the primal brain base remains a deciding factor.

Fight-Flight-Freeze

This is our hardwired natural reaction to danger (real or perceived). Physical and hormonal changes occur automatically when we think we may be threatened.

Many of our fear reactions these days are to perceived danger—i.e., something that is not going to kill us. In this moment you are alive and surviving, but sadly, your brain doesn’t seem to know the difference. For example, you may recall the spike of fear I had when I was summoned to the Spymaster’s office without knowing the topic—Have I done something wrong? The minute you or I unconsciously think, Oh no, I am in danger, that automatic system kicks in.
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That system operated straightforwardly back in the Stone Age. Something or someone was trying to kill and/or eat you, or there was some form of natural threat, like illness, cold, fire, accidents, hunger, or thirst.

You either needed to fight off the danger, run away, or hide. For all these actions, a specific set of physical things need to happen. Even standing very still so that saber-tooth didn’t see you would require a high level of focus and energy. 

So, a fight-flight-freeze reaction set off a chain reaction of increased heart rate, sugars released into your system, increased breathing rate, and oxygen flow to major muscles (and away from less immediately useful stuff like your digestive tract). Perception of pain dropped, and hearing and vision sharpened. Anyone who has been in combat has experienced this.

This all helped you react fast to run, fight off danger, or hide. What is more, higher-level thought and problem-solving got shut down—as the brain firmly believed this is not the time to be reflecting, creating, or any of that. It was time for action.

Fast forward to today’s world. The number of potential dangers has vastly increased and changed. A rude email or a post on social media creates a perception of threat and the brain says, “Hey, I got a program for that,” and pulls out the fight-flight-freeze response.

The problem is that most modern-day things are not going to kill us, but our brains don’t get this. Not really. Once the fight-flight-freeze response is triggered the program activates just the same way as thousands of years ago. But we aren’t in direct or real danger from Dave in accounting who just sent that crappy email. We can’t get up from our desks and run off into the distance or hit Dave with a club (even if we might want to). We can sit very still, yet… the email will stay there. It won’t have moved on looking for a fresh kill. It just stares at us.

But we are still flooded with the chemicals, sugars, hormones, adrenaline, cortisol, and so on, that prompted the fight-flight-freeze response. They now have nowhere to go. Considering that we may get triggered many times in one day, slowly, over time, our nervous systems get a little fried.

In toxic work environments, we develop hyperreactivity, an oversensitivity to the slightest stimulus. We develop chronic anxiety and stress. We may end up with panic attacks. Our digestion suffers. We put on weight. We develop chronic high blood pressure. Our creativity, problem-solving, and more reflective, long-term thought processes are permanently shoved to the back.

Perceived Danger in the Workplace

How do we see our hardwired fear reactions and primitive survival instincts play out for us in the office? There is no denying that they do. To sum this up, let’s do a straight-up comparison to see what some of the issues might be:


		

				Ötzi’s World

				Modern Workplace

		

		
				Strong tribal/social support systems to ensure survival as a group.

				
Lack of trust in the workplace social support system.

Continuous stress with respect to psychological safety.


		

		
				
Predictable environment. Understandable and “known” dangers.

Anything out of place was treated as a potential danger and a survival threat. It often was.


				
Unpredictable environment, constantly changing. Unpredictable events, mistakes, and many unknowns.

Changes may or may not be a threat, but the brain automatically reacts to newness and change as danger.


		

		
				The social group is small and intimately known—mainly the same people all the time.

				A stream of strangers and near strangers keeps our brains on high alert.

		

		
				A natural environment—meadows, forests, and streams—soothing and familiar.

				An artificial, busy environment loaded with sounds, sights, lights, noises, and other attention-grabbing input. Keeps the brain on high alert.

		

		
				Learned survival methods that can be consistently applied again and again.

				As small mistakes are made in our world, we add new control mechanisms, such as new rules, steps, policies, and measurements.

		

		
				Face-to-face contact, ability to watch body language and study facial gestures.

				Impersonal technologies—emails, social media, and virtual work.

		

		
				Only “on” when outside the safe spaces.

				Always “on”—texts, messages, and late-night calls.

		

		
				Purposeful actions—from hunting, cooking, and teaching to cave art and other creativity as expression and teaching tools.

				
Busy work (many emails and meetings) eliminates opportunities for reflection.

Actions are not always linked to meaning or purpose.


		

	


In comparing Ötzi’s environment to our own, it is not difficult to see why we are often faced with dysfunctional workplaces and teams. In our earlier discussion of fight-flight-freeze, the uncertainty of what was behind rustling bushes spiked fear in Ötzi’s mind, just as the Spymaster summoning me, without telling me why, did in mine. What’s this about? Am I being called because I’ve done something wrong?

In the Ötzi scenario, his position has become ambiguous and unpredictable. This creates a dilemma because his mind seeks predictability and control to feel safe.

Because of the uncertainty in his workplace, Ötzi will react in the familiar ways modern employees do:


		Experience stress, leading to burnout, illness, and poor decision-making 

		Lack initiative or perform erratically

		React negatively to feedback

		Squabble

		Experience fluctuating motivation

		Resist change



We all prefer the familiar to the unknown. We like our comfort zones. Uncertainty drives our minds to distraction, and this often frustrates leaders who are “pulling the levers” to implement change.
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This is why many people stick with a toxic boss or stay in a bad work environment—even if they could easily make a lateral transfer to get a better boss. Their mind incorrectly signals that their bad situation is familiar and the status quo is safer than change.

By now we are likely having little aha moments, “So that’s why I have IBS and that muffin top!” 

We’re realizing the importance of understanding the triggers of fear, how it stifles the creative thinking essential for success in modern organizations, and the necessity of implementing clever management methods that empower rather than regress our teams to primitive instincts.

Now that we know more about Ötzi, how he lived, and his basic survival instincts that still run through us, we will explore more deeply each element, starting with arguably, the most important: the auto-brain and its effects on leadership.
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