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      We each get one life. One stretch of time to make it count. For most of us, a staggering 90,000 hours or more of that precious life will be spent at work. And for better or worse, leaders can shape whether those hours feel miserable or meaningful.

     
        He greeted me in the lobby and thanked me for coming. I followed him to his corner office with a breathtaking view of the city. The sun was shining, and the streets were busy on this Tuesday afternoon.

        After he closed his door and took his seat behind a large mahogany desk, I asked him, “What makes you think you want to work with a leadership coach?”

        He didn’t answer immediately.

        I gazed at the photos behind his desk of Himalayan hikes, grizzly bear hunts, trout fishing in remote Alaska. He looked like a man who had lived fully.

        Finally, he spoke.

        “My friend and colleague died last week. One of our vice presidents. Brain cancer.”

        He swallowed, cleared his throat, and continued.

        “At his funeral, person after person talked about how he impacted their lives.”

        I held the silence.

        Then he looked at me like someone seeing himself clearly for the first time.

        “I realized no one would ever say those things about me.”

   
      

      Being a leader worth following isn’t just about what you achieve but how you achieve it. It’s about multiplying and scaling human potential. It’s about impact. Legacy.

      And it starts with the brain.

      Your brain isn’t just part of the story. It is the story. It determines every reaction, every decision, every relationship.

      In this book, you will learn the CRANIUM methodology, 7 brain-based strategies that connect how people learn best with how leaders lead best. This book removes the guesswork on how to become a leader worth following and create a high-performance culture by leading the way your brain is wired to succeed.

      When you lead the CRANIUM way, you do more than get results. You change lives, starting with your own.

      Becoming a leader worth following starts here: with the brain, the science, and proven strategies. Your brain is the compass that points the way.

      How did I get here?

      I wanted to become a college English teacher. That is, until I became a college English teacher. My disillusionment is captured by a meme I once read that said, “Somewhere in hell, people are grading 5-paragraph essays for all of eternity.”

      Amid my despair, the brilliant Dr. Sherry Nabors, a dear friend and mentor, asked if I could help her create a workplace education program for a major communications manufacturing company. At the time, providing courses in reading, writing, and math to hourly employees was a new concept. Without hesitation, I said, “Yes!”

      I hadn’t been in the role for more than a few days when she showed up, a mid-50s, tough, no-nonsense woman. Frankly, she scared me. She walked into my cubicle without knocking, planted herself in the chair across from me, and confidently stated, “Out on that floor, I’ve got a reputation. I’m known as a bad girl.” I heard knuckles cracking and my heart racing. I didn’t know whether to smile, to run, or to take notes.

      Then she did something I least expected: she started to cry. The armor cracked, revealing not just emotion, but a lifetime of struggle and intense fear of the future. Learning had always been hard for her, leading to feelings of insecurity, shame, and failure. She feared losing her job as the company was implementing self-directed work teams, and her sister, who had always worked beside her, was transferring to a different location. At home, the stress was almost unbearable as she was the sole caregiver for her aging father, trying to make sense of medical bills and doctor reports. She felt unsafe disclosing these challenges to anyone in the company, though she had worked there for over 25 years.

      As she shared, I thought of all the students and all the classes I had taught. While teaching college, I felt I had confidence and command of the subject. My students seemed to be engaged and showed improvement. I received positive evaluations, and people frequently requested my class. But as I looked into the tear-filled eyes of this beautiful woman who was terrified of the future and trusting me with her story, I faced something much different, much more sacred and fragile. The stakes were higher. I could not fail her. I could not let her fail herself.

      When she concluded, we sat there for some time in silence. I cleared my throat and said,

      “I have no idea how to help you. But I promise, I’ll try.”

      We hadn’t been working together for very long when I had this overwhelming urge to unscrew the lid, look at her brain, and ask, “What is going on in there?” I knew I could help her if I had the answer to that question. I could also help the other workers who had come forward after they learned she had asked for help. The company had many “left behind” learners who now had renewed hope, hope that, in many ways, was directed towards me.

      I was plagued with questions. “Why was learning so hard for them?” “Why weren’t the tried-and-true methods of teaching working?” And most importantly, “How does the brain learn?”

      I began seeking answers, searching for solutions, changing majors, annoying professors with unrelenting questions, and conducting personal research. Luckily, I was on the cusp of an explosion of information about the brain. Little did I know at the time that U.S. President George H.W. Bush would declare 1990-2000 the “Decade of the Brain.”

      During this time in history, new technologies allowed scientists to observe the brain while its owner was still alive. We also had new communication pathways via the Internet to get this information to practitioners in almost real time. The findings in neuroscience quickly moved beyond the boundaries of medicine to advance fields such as economics, marketing, and education.

      I had a front-row seat to game-changing discoveries and to a rapidly developing field called “brain-based” learning. I learned that the way to optimal performance is by aligning with how the brain learns. We can work with the brain and create extraordinary returns, or we can work against the brain and create extraordinary costs. In many ways, we discovered the Rosetta Stone to human performance.

      At first, I applied these findings to improving the workplace education program. But the more I experimented, the more I realized this wasn’t just about learning to read or write. This was about unlocking how people think, decide, create, and connect. Leaders needed to know this information. What began in the classroom quickly spilled into the conference room. These same brain-based strategies that guide how the brain learns hold the power to elevate decision-making, spark innovation, strengthen resilience, improve communication, reduce conflict, and build cultures where people and business performance thrive.

      So, Sherry and I expanded the vision of the workplace education program to equip others, specifically leaders, with information about brain-based learning and practical ways to apply it. We witnessed improved relationships between the union and management, a safer place to be vulnerable and share concerns, higher trust, improved retention, and a successful move to self-directed work teams.

      My focus for the last 30 years has been equipping leaders and teams to lead, learn, and live the way the brain works best using the CRANIUM methodology. Since 2001, my team and I have witnessed unforgettable results with individual leaders, teams, and organizations. We have been extremely blessed to support leaders at every level across multiple industries to celebrate wins such as increased retention, higher engagement, restored relationships, smooth transitions, and lucrative innovations. We’ve partnered with hospitals as they moved from the lowest-performing in the system to the highest-performing. We’ve assisted companies in developing a pipeline of leadership talent, coached struggling leaders who became beloved, high-performing CEOs, and provided ongoing support for teams and individual contributors as they navigated uncertainty, conflict, and pressures in an ever-changing world.

      Though we are grateful for every success, the work is just beginning. The stakes are high in a truly complex and uncertain world. Information moves at the speed of a click. Change is constant. Competition is relentless. And despite all of our advances in technology designed to forge connections, we’re more disconnected than ever, from ourselves, from each other, and from a shared sense of purpose.

      Most workplaces embrace ergonomics to prevent physical injury and reduce strain on the body. But few apply the disciplines of neuroscience and psychology to protect the brain, the very organ that drives every thought, decision, emotion, and action.

      We safeguard the body with posture-friendly chairs and anti-fatigue mats, yet we often ignore cultures that cause burnout, low trust, cognitive overload, and disengagement.

      For example:

      
        
          	
        85% of workers experienced symptoms of burnout due to work-related stress, with nearly half (47%) taking time off for mental health reasons.⁠1
      

      	
        In 2024, anxiety became the top mental health concern among American workers, surpassing depression and stress.⁠2
      

      	
        In 2024 , only 23% of employees globally were engaged in their work,⁠3 the lowest scores in 10 years.⁠4
      

      	
        Employees’ trust in business leaders fell from 80% in 2022 to 69% in 2024.⁠5
      

      	
        Only 26% of employees strongly agree that their workplace is psychologically safe, meaning they feel comfortable sharing concerns and mistakes without fear of embarrassment or retribution.⁠6
      

      

      

      Most of our workplace cultures are not brain-friendly; they are brain-antagonistic. We can do better.

      In 2002, Daniel Goleman, Annie McKee, and Richard Boyatzis stated in Primal Leadership: Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence that culture or “emotional climate” drives performance. And when surveyed, employees traced culture back to the actions of one person: their leader.⁠7

      Since then, thousands of studies have reinforced these truths: Culture drives results. Leaders drive culture.

      WHAT KIND OF LEADER IS TRULY WORTH FOLLOWING?

      And what kind of culture does a leader create that’s truly worth someone investing 90,000 working hours—their talent, their loyalty, and their life?

      The answer isn’t guesswork.

      It’s grounded in science and validated by real voices who answered one defining question: “What makes a leader worth following?”

      In the pages ahead, you won’t just learn theory. You’ll learn the CRANIUM methodology, seven proven brain-based strategies.

      For each strategy, we’ll explore:

      
        
          	
        Why it matters to the brain.
      

      	
        What kind of culture it creates.
      

      	
        How you can bring it to life through tangible, practical actions.
      

      

      

      HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

      This isn’t just a book; it’s a toolbox for real change. Everything in this book comes straight from the field: insights, actions, and tools we’ve tested with leaders across industries.

      MAKE IT YOURS

      
        
          	
        Read it solo or with your team to multiply impact and accountability.
      

      	
        Jump to what you need or read start to finish.
      

      	
        Play, don’t perform. Stay curious, experiment, and notice what works.
      

      	
        Take action. Each chapter includes practical tools. Try them. Tweak them. Keep what sticks.
      

      

      

      YOU’RE IN THE RIGHT PLACE IF…

      
        
          	
        You want practical tools that work, not just theory that collects dust.
      

      	
        You’re working hard but not getting the results you really want.
      

      	
        You’re new to leadership and want to avoid common traps.
      

      	
        You feel stuck in “the way it’s always been done” and want a smarter way forward.
      

      	
        You care deeply about building a culture where people feel safe, inspired, and fully alive.
      

      	
        You know leadership starts with you, and you’re ready to grow so others can, too.
      

      	
        You want your influence to matter and to change lives.
      

      	
        You see leadership as a sacred responsibility.
      

      	
        You’re ready to accelerate human potential, starting with your own.
      

      

      

      Our world needs more leaders worth following. Thank you for being here. Let’s get started!

      
      HIGH-PERFORMANCE LEADERSHIP STARTS HERE!

      Take the CRANIUM Survey and instantly access your personalized CRANIUM Dashboard, a powerful snapshot of how you’re applying the 7 brain-based strategies and where breakthrough is only one insight away.

      
        
        Go to yellingroup.com/highperformanceleadership.
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      ACCESS OVER 30+ FREE BONUS TOOLS

      Throughout this book, you’ll see “Navigate to Resource” boxes—your gateway to exclusive tools that bring the CRANIUM strategies to life.

      
        
        To access your free resources, go to yellingroup.com/highperformanceleadership.

      

      

      Everything you need is just a click away.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE CHALLENGE STRATEGY

          

          DECREASE THREAT. INCREASE TRUST.
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      BIG IDEA
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      Threat kills, steals, and destroys.

      With every decision, we choose to create a culture of threat or a culture of challenge.

      BREAKTHROUGH BELIEFS

      Threat to the brain is threat to the brain.

      Your current rules are creating your current results.

      You can be right, or you can be rich.
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      REAL LEADERS. REAL LIFE.

    
      Unrelenting stress and overwhelm.


      Fatima sits in her office with the door closed, breathing deeply and praying for just 15 minutes of peace with no interruptions, demands, problems, or complaints. She closes her computer and puts her head in her hands. With her heart racing and jaw clenched, she feels the stress crawling up her back and into her shoulders. She questions past decisions, wonders how she got here, and has little hope that things will change. She would rather be under a blanket in a dark room than face another meeting with no clear direction or purpose.

      Fatima is a VP in an industry struggling to keep up in a demanding, competitive economy. While her budget and staff have decreased for the last several years, the demands and expectations on her and her team have exponentially increased. She lacks the support she needs to get the job done, but it isn’t exactly clear what success would look like even if she had adequate time and resources. She feels like she is drowning in unmet expectations and unrealistic demands.

      A workplace once known for innovation, a sense of pride, and community is now a place where people pass each other by in the halls, distracted and disengaged. Departments are suspicious of one another, competing for recognition and a greater slice of the budget. More conversations are spent around “what could happen” than “what is happening.” Meetings are pointless. Promotion seems to be based on favoritism rather than merit.

      Then there is Fatima’s personal life. While she longs for a home filled with contentment and peace, she lives in one brimming with pressure. She and her husband work long hours to provide for their four children, all in or nearing their their teenage years.

      The spoken and unspoken demands of their “wannabe” affluent community—private schools, club sports, luxury cars—consume their time and divert their income from essential investments, such as college savings. If she’s honest, the last time Fatima and her husband had meaningful time alone was years ago at a weekend getaway. Both are lost in the abyss of “appearance” and “doing.”

     
      
       
         
          [image: You’re Wired for Challenge]
        

      

       YOU’RE WIRED FOR CHALLENGE

      Why your brain thrives on the Challenge Strategy


      A culture of threat is toxic—toxic to ideas, results, performance, personal health, relationships, potential, and possibilities.

      The most important message I want to share about the brain is simple: actively minimize threat to achieve the brain’s highest performance.

      Negative threat impairs the brain and interferes with being our best selves, living our best lives, and achieving all that we can achieve.

      We must minimize threat if we seek to create high-performing cultures for ourselves and those we lead and care about, cultures where results come naturally, and cultures where all reach their fullest potential.

      What is the most significant “difference that makes the difference” between a threat environment and a challenge environment?

      Intentionality.

      Challenge environments are created by design. Threat environments happen by default.

      A threat environment “just happens,” with leaders and influencers giving little thought or resources to building and maintaining the desired culture or course-correcting when there are signs that the culture is sick. A challenge environment happens “on purpose,” with leaders and influencers making deliberate decisions to shape the desired culture and investing resources and attention into ensuring the culture stays a priority.

      A threat environment results when culture is viewed as a “nice to have.” A challenge environment results when culture is embraced as a non-negotiable “must have.”

      Let’s take a closer look at your brain and threat. By understanding how threat impacts the brain, we discover why it is virtually impossible to achieve high performance under threat.

      To be clear, the threat we are talking about here is negative threat. Some threat is motivating and essential. For example, in the same way the threat of being eaten by a lion motivates us to run or hide, the threat of failing a class or giving a crappy presentation to the executive team motivates us to prepare and not procrastinate.

      Negative threat, the kind that debilitates rather than motivates, typically meets at least three criteria:

      
        
          	
        Confusion: We have more confusion than clarity.
      

      	
        Control: We feel we have little agency, control over or say in the situation.
      

      	
        Consequences: We anticipate a negative consequence.
      

      

      

      
      Think of a time recently when you perceived an event as a negative threat?

      
        
          	
        What created confusion?
      

      	
        In what way(s) did you feel the event was out of your control? Or that you had little to no choice or say in what was happening?
      

      	
        What negative consequence were you expecting or dreading?
      

      

      

     

      
        
        The pandemic of 2020 presented the perfect conditions for negative threat.

        Confusion: Almost overnight, we faced immense, unprecedented confusion in almost every area of our lives. Uncertainty surrounded our individual health, our families’ health, our economy, our businesses, our children’s education, and so forth.

        Control: We had little choice or voice in how to respond. Masks were mandated, offices, schools, and privately-owned businesses were closed, and major events were cancelled.

        Consequences: We saw the number of COVID-19 cases escalate, people were suffering, and many of us lost loved ones.

      

      

      When threat is perceived as negative threat, it has a debilitating impact on our brain to produce the kinds of results we desire for high performance.

      Your brain is a treasure. Knowing a few key discoveries about how the brain learns and processes information and events is transformational.

      The brain (not technology with a power cord and a data plan) fuels us to be our best selves and live our best lives. Therefore, we need to know a few essential truths about how it works best.
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      3 BIG DEALS
      
      Let’s start with what I call the 3 Big Deals. Granted, we have a long way to go in understanding the mysterious equipment we all carry around between our ears, and each person’s brain is unique and constantly changing. However, there are a few functional, almost universal, facts that, when applied, can dramatically change the results in every area of our lives.

      
      
        Big Deal #1: Your Prefrontal Cortex is Priceless

    
      Big Deal #1 relates to a part of the brain called the prefrontal cortex (or PFC), located at the anterior (front) part of the frontal lobe.

      This area of the brain influences functions that are critical to achieving the results we want as high-performing leaders and individuals striving to live our best lives. Some people reference the PFC as the brain’s CEO, “the lobe of leadership,” or our “Jiminy Cricket.” Let’s take a closer look.

      The PFC has a direct impact on activities essential to high performance, such as:

      
        
          	
        Creativity
      

      	
        Innovation
      

      	
        Problem solving
      

      	
        Planning
      

      	
        Articulating thoughts
      

      	
        Empathy
      

      	
        Collaboration
      

      	
        Adaptability
      

      	
        Goal setting
      

      	
        Goal achievement
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        Navigate to Resource

        3 Big Deals: Video and PDF

      

      

      The PFC fuels proactive functions such as planning, thinking through consequences, impulse control, and strategic thinking.

      Increased activity in the prefrontal cortex also initiates a flood of motivating chemicals in our brain, including dopamine, adrenaline, epinephrine, and norepinephrine. These chemicals facilitate mood stabilization, focus, motivation, the ability to learn and assimilate new information, and the energy to keep doing more of the above.

      In recent years, extensive research into the prefrontal cortex has revealed even more astonishing benefits regarding decision-making, impulse control, and self-regulation. When activity in the PFC increases, so too does multiple forms of self-control.

          

        Motor self-control

      
      Motor self-control is the ability to regulate physical actions, movements, or responses. Think of the childhood game, Simon Says. The rules are not complicated; you can move only when someone says, “Simon says.” In the same way the PFC assists in winning this game, it also assists when we, under pressure, may need to watch our words, manage our emotions, or resist the urge to throw a punch (yes, it happens).

            

        Financial self-control

   
      The PFC also heavily influences financial self-control. If you’ve ever made an impulse buy, you know exactly what I’m talking about. Ever got “new stuff” fever? That urge to acquire a new purse, a new house, or the latest gadget? I have three iPads, none of which are being used. Financial self-control is seeing the new car, smelling the new car, envisioning how sophisticated you will look driving the car, and then remembering you can’t afford the new car! In the world of leadership results, financial self-control may look like saving to build economic strength for the future or cutting costs even if the decision isn’t popular or convenient.

            

        Emotional self-control

     
      The prefrontal cortex is also involved in the regulation of emotional self-control. It’s the ability to manage your emotions, especially in emotionally charged situations. If you’ve ever attended a child’s sporting event, or better yet, been a parent attending your child’s sporting event, then you fully understand what emotional self-control does and does not look like. In leadership, it may be refraining from raising your voice, throwing things (yes, that happens, too), or making damaging accusations.

      In addition to regulating emotions, the PFC is also involved in self-regulation, which is the ability to stay motivated and disciplined. Several years ago, my sister and I were inspired by our friends running long distances and wearing cool running swag from the races they participated in. The idea to join them sounded great at 9 p.m., but we were much less enthusiastic when the alarm went off at a rainy, cold 5:30 a.m.

      Self-regulation in leadership may involve maintaining a positive mindset, staying committed to a project long after the novelty has worn off, or remaining loyal to one’s values.

            

        Cognitive self-control

      
      Cognitive self-control is the ability to control your thoughts. When the PFC is engaged, you can better discern rational and irrational, helpful and unhelpful thoughts. We will dig deeper into the power and deception of thoughts later. For now, remember that your thoughts can (and often) lie, and you don’t have to believe and accept every thought you have. Just because it ‘feels’ real doesn’t make it real.

      Thoughts are like family members: they are familiar, but when they visit, we don’t have to make their room and stay so comfortable that they never want to leave!

            

        Perspective self-control

     
      As if the previous four types of self-control were not reason enough to protect activity in the PFC, there is also evidence that this magical place in our brains controls our ability to have perspective. Perspective derives from Latin roots: per (meaning “through”) and spect (meaning “to see”). Perspective means “to see through,” to have the capacity see a situation through someone else’s point of view. Let that sink in for a moment.

      Think about the critical ability to take another’s perspective or shift perspective, especially in reducing threat, building trust, and promoting inclusion and innovation. Imagine how many conflicts could be avoided or resolved if we could genuinely see through the other person’s reality. Picture for a moment how communication and innovation could improve if we fully appreciate the perspectives and experiences of others.

      Without perspective self-control, there is no collaboration, we limit the possibilities that come from diverse thinking, and no one feels valued and heard.

      Here’s the problem.

      The prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain essential to achieving high-performance results, is fragile. It is highly susceptible to disease and vulnerable to injury. The brain has the consistency of an egg yolk and is housed in a very bony structure, making the slightest head injury a serious injury. The PFC is also particularly sensitive to emotional hijackings, those strong emotional events triggered by negative stress and threat.

      This leads to Big Deal #2.

      

      Big Deal #2: Threat to the Brain is Threat to the Brain

      Using the metaphor of a city, the PFC is like the brain’s city council, while the brain stem area is more like the city’s police department. Like the PFC, the brain stem system is proactive and stimulates important chemicals with one singular focus: to protect us and keep us safe. Sometimes, it helps us achieve our goals, and sometimes, it hinders us. The key is for us to better understand how threat impacts the brain and acquire more tools to manage it mindfully.

      Your brain simply responds to threat. Any threat. All threat. Regardless of whether it is physical, like a poisonous snake, or psychological, like a poisonous boss, coworker, or spouse.

      Negative threat limits access to those sophisticated PFC functions. It also triggers a surge in protective, stress chemicals such as cortisol that can negatively impact our sleep, immune system, ability to see options, and make informed decisions.

      When threat enters the scene, the priceless functions of the PFC become much harder to access. If we want high-performance results, such as opportunities, inclusion, growth, and self-control, why would we allow threat to take hold and thrive? Even worse, why would we create threat? Threat chokes the part of the brain that fuels high-performance.

      The greatest one thing leaders who strive to be high-performing and worth following can do is decrease threat.

      
      Recall a few moments from your life:

      
        
          	
        When was the last time you were in a large group and were unexpectedly called upon to answer a complicated (or controversial) question or report on a project? How articulate were you?
      
        	
        Chances are, you scrambled for your thoughts or had the infamous “deer in the headlights” look. Why does that happen? What can we do about it?
      

      

      

      	
        When was the last time you were reeling in anger because of someone else’s actions? How adept were you at truly seeing the situation from the other person’s perspective?
      
        	
        Chances are, you became overly committed to being right and defending your position. Why does this happen? How can we become more aware in the moment?
      

      

      

      	
        When was the last time you were creative, innovative, energized, and lost in the moment where time and space seemed to disappear?
      
        	
        Chances are, you were in what Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi named “in flow.”1 This statement often occurs when we engage in something we love in an environment conducive to our best operating style. Why does this happen? How can we create more moments like this?
      

      

      

      

      

     


     
        Big Deal #3: Emotions Run the Show

      
      We will explore this further later, but for now, I’d like you to accept that we are not thinking beings who happen to have emotions. Rather, we are emotional beings who happen to think.

      We are more emotional than logical. Emotion is involved in everything we do.

      Information and experiences are processed first through the emotional center of the brain, commonly referred to as the limbic system. This emotional center decides to consult with the prefrontal cortex and/or the threat part of the brain.

      Let’s say your team has worked remotely, and you are the lucky messenger who must tell them they are required to return to the office. This information is hitting the team’s emotional center first. Their brains are frantically processing the emotions while trying to take in the facts and manage threat (confusion, choice, and control). So, as leaders, we want to be very intentional about how we introduce change. (More on that in later chapters.)

      Or, let’s say you are a patient who has just received disturbing, unexpected news about your health. An informed physician knows that your brain is not absorbing or remembering anything that follows the sharing of the diagnosis.

      We may think we are making logical decisions. In reality, we are making emotional decisions and justifying them with logic.
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      THE CHALLENGE STRATEGY IN PRACTICE

      What a Challenge culture looks like


      The Challenge Strategy is about intentionally increasing activity in the PFC by reducing negative threat and engaging emotions that fuel purpose and passion. It is about aligning with how the brain works best, reducing threat, and creating an environment that promotes PFC activity.

      Unlike threat, challenge puts the brain in a flow state, creates enthusiasm and engagement, and reduces resistance. It allows us to easily access the sophisticated abilities and results we want for ourselves, those we influence, and those we lead.

      Increasing activity in the PFC stimulates motivating chemicals, allowing us to focus, learn, and perform optimally. We “turn on” the priceless functions essential to high-performance leadership, such as speech, willpower, creativity, adaptability, empathy, perspective-taking, and planning.

      We must seek ways to reduce the interference of threat and increase challenge in the environment if we want outcomes and results that involve being our best self, bringing out the best in others, expressing creativity and innovation, performing to our fullest potential, intelligently communicating, collaborating, and embracing change. Doesn’t that sound like the kind of results we want in our workplaces, teams, schools, homes, relationships, and world?

      Challenge gives us an advantage. Let’s contrast two cultures—one where threat dominated and one where the Challenge Strategy was actively at work. Notice the differences each presents in terms of measurable results.

      

      
        A culture of threat

      
      Early in my career, I experienced firsthand the toxicity of an unhealthy culture, marked by egos, posturing, and division. Me against you. You against me. Us against them.

      The union leadership would not, under any conditions, agree with the company leadership. Management lorded over the employees. Employees could not attend professional development classes on “company” time. I once asked for paper clips, and I was given two. One morning, Jim, my supervisor, asked if we needed any supplies in the learning center. I replied that we needed paper clips. That afternoon, he stopped by and placed two on my desk. Sounds like a light-hearted practical joke, right? Not at all. He was completely serious.

      Several months later, I experienced a more pronounced example of this threat culture with Jim’s boss, Andy. Funny how culture starts at the top. Our team, including Jim, was invited to a national conference in Miami, Florida to receive an award for the training program we had built.

      Andy told Jim to take the team out for a celebration dinner on the eve of the awards ceremony. Jim covered the meal with the expectation of reimbursement. We racked up an impressive tab. It was a considerable expense for a middle manager and sole income provider for a large family.

      The following evening, our team, Jim, and Andy sat together at the awards ceremony. Before awards were announced, we enjoyed dinner and cheesecake for dessert. The cheesecake looked so delicious that Jim asked for two pieces, which the waiter placed in front of Jim’s plate.

      Jim was full after he finished his meal and the first piece of cheesecake. He offered his second piece to others at the table. There were no takers.

      All was peaceful until Andy firmly stated: “Jim, you WILL eat that second piece of cheesecake.”

      Our initial genuine laughter died down to silence when we realized Andy was serious.

      Andy stood up, stared down at Jim, and said: “You WILL eat every bite of that cheesecake, or I will not approve the reimbursement for last night’s dinner.”

      Our team sat in complete silence as we watched our boss demoralized. He forcibly ate every bite of the second piece of cheesecake. Our heads dropped dogs, and we empathized with our boss, who had been reduced to a 6-year-old not allowed to leave the table until every pea on his plate was eaten. Embarrassed. Belittled. Humiliated.

      In that moment, the voice in my head became very loud and clear: “Dysfunctional! Unhealthy! Toxic! Abort!” I was determined to leave that job just as fast as I could.

      From office supplies to management styles, this was a culture of threat. Leaders became bigger by making others smaller. The scarcity mentality (there is not a big enough pie for everyone to have a piece—pardon the pun) ruled. People were driven by fear, and the results proved it.

      Talented and high performers—including me—left as quickly as we could find another opportunity. All feared attempting anything involving risk or demonstrating initiative for fear of failure or reprimand. Few dared to say what they really felt. Most privately shared their frustrations and resentments for hours on end inside and outside the company. We took that stress and heaviness home with us and passed it on to our families. Meetings were a waste of time, productivity suffered, and the company was not positioned to meet the rapidly changing demands of the communication field in the early 1990s.

      Today, the parking lot is empty, and weeds grow through the concrete cracks. If I were to tell you the company’s name, most of you would go back in the archives of your mind and say, “Yeah, I remember them.”

      

      
        A culture with the Challenge Strategy advantage

     
      In contrast, my next career adventure led me to a defense manufacturing organization with assembly lines, safety glasses, hard hats, and 24/7 operations. Here, employees at all levels and on all shifts were encouraged to attend personal and professional development classes all on company time, regardless of whether the topic was directly tied to their current job. Employees who aspired to move into a leadership role were encouraged to take leadership classes.

      People were trusted. Novel idea.

      The internet as we know it today had only recently became available when I accepted this job. Most companies at the time had restrictive policies concerning internet use. The internet was available on a “need to use only” basis. Most companies during that time were suspicious of internet use, limiting access to senior levels. It was not accessible to the hourly employee for fear of hindering productivity or being used for nefarious purposes.

      This company’s approach was very different. They trusted their employees and urged them to explore and learn about the internet and how it held information they could use on and off the job. They knew technology was the future. They believed that the skills employees at all levels had with accessing information, the greater the likelihood they would use it to become more efficient, innovative, and productive in their positions and careers.

      It was a culture that encouraged collaboration, celebrated accomplishments (large and small), and recognized individuals and teams for outstanding contributions. Managers coached and served rather than bossed. Leaders were promoted based on their teams’ results, growth, and performance rather than tenure. Ideas were exchanged, challenging issues were placed front and center to address directly, and every performer had an equal opportunity to grow and develop professionally.

      In this culture, leaders became greater by developing (rather than belittling) other leaders. The abundance mentality prevailed over scarcity mentality. The organization operated with the fundamental belief that the pie was big enough for everyone to have a piece. It was collaboration over competition.

      People were rewarded and recognized for growing, taking risks, embracing innovation, and demonstrating initiative. They felt safe to express their ideas and opinions. Talent flocked to interviews; high performers stayed and brought their high-performing friends. Productivity was high, and mistakes were truly viewed as learning moments. This company thrives all these years later, surviving mergers, technological advances, and economic ebb and flow.

      These two contrasting cultures experienced very different results. Their results demonstrate that there is no positive, meaningful return in allowing or creating a threat environment characterized by fear, stress, and overwhelm.

      The greatest one thing leaders can do is identify and recognize threat. As Dr. John powerfully explains in his book, Brain Rules: 12 Principles for Surviving and Thriving at Work, Home, and School, threat is as crippling to the brain as arthritis is to the body.2 If someone has arthritis internally, there are external, visible physical signs. You may see twisted backs, gnarled fingers, or slow movements. Similarly, if a team, organization or individual has internal threat, there are observable, external signs. We just have to pay attention to what they are.

      In cultures where leaders ignore the Challenge Strategy, a few observable signs are:

      
        
          	
        Honest feedback is rare. Team members may play “nice,” but there is no genuine, transparent sharing of thoughts, concerns, and ideas.
      

      	
        Negative behavior patterns persist, continue to grow, and spread to others. They are often ignored and never directly addressed or reprimanded, at least not with the person engaging in the negative behavior.
      

      	
        More discussion occurs after the meeting than during it.
      

      	
        Promotions are based on outcomes, regardless of how those outcomes are achieved.
      

      	
        An “us” against “them” mentality prevails.
      

      	
        High-potential talent treats the role as a stepping stone.
      

      	
        Goals and objectives are time-consuming, obligatory exercises with little meaning or impact.
      

      	
        Turnover is high and engagement is low.
      

      	
        Recruiting is costly because the brand fails to attract top talent.
      

      	
        Morale is low due to defeat, helplessness, and apathy.
      

      	
        A deafening silence follows when questions are solicited.
      

      

      

      In contrast, a high-challenge environment carries a different energy and produces very different observable signs. A challenge culture recognizes and purposefully minimizes threats to create a safe environment, both psychologically and physically. It’s a culture where all involved make a concerted, continual effort to learn, grow, and increase trust.

      In cultures where leaders embrace the Challenge Strategy, a few observable signs are:

      
        
          	
        A “one-team” mindset that is lived out through collaboration and sharing insight, ideas, and information.
      

      	
        People feel valued, heard, and have a genuine sense of belonging.
      

      	
        Team members are empowered, energized, and take pride in being part of the team.
      

      	
        Each person brings their best self and their best brain to the task.
      

      	
        Tough problems and tough conversations are faced head-on, sooner rather than later, and handled with courage and consideration.
      

      	
        Goals and objectives are meaningful and lead to real, impactful results.
      

      	
        People laugh.
      

      	
        Colleagues know each other beyond their work roles.
      

      	
        Work is fulfilling and purposeful.
      

      	
        Morale and engagement are high, resulting in genuine commitment and loyalty.
      

      	
        Setbacks are viewed as valuable learning opportunities.
      

      

      

      The Challenge Strategy builds a culture of trust and empowerment. Creating and maintaining a challenge culture requires leaders who identify and adopt beliefs and actions that foster an environment that activates the PFC, leaders who promote learning, experimentation, creation, communication, development, and growth.
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          [image: Be a Leader Worth Following]
        

      

      BE A LEADER WORTH FOLLOWING

      How to live out the Challenge Strategy


      High-performance leaders actively identify and reduce threats.

      We’ve established the negative consequences of negative threat. Challenge is the opposite of threat. While challenge turns up the activity in the PFC, threat turns it down—way down.

      Think about the last time you were under physical threat (or thought you were). Maybe a person in a dark parking lot made you feel uncomfortable. Perhaps a stick on the ground looked like a snake. Perhaps the airplane dropped suddenly due to turbulence. Possibly you heard your child scream. You most likely didn’t pause and consciously evaluate whether the threat was physical, emotional, or psychological—real or perceived—and adjust your response accordingly. Instead, your heart rate likely increased, your jaw clenched, you had a knee-jerk reaction, and you may have used colorful language.

      A few years ago, I traveled to Boston to facilitate a workshop. I’m from Texas, which is an important detail in this story. We rarely see freezing temperatures. In Boston, it was the middle of winter. Around 3 a.m., the fire alarm in my hotel went off. I came out of a dead sleep (something I’m famous for) and reacted the way any sane person from Texas would—I ran outside into three feet of snow with no coat and no shoes.

      The wait for the fire truck was miserable and a bit embarrassing. I wasn’t the only person standing out in the cold, unprepared. (There must have been other Texans in the hotel that night.) But most had the forethought to grab shoes and a coat; a few overachievers even had hats and gloves.

      We’ll return to that story later. For now, it demonstrates some important points we can’t afford to forget about negative threat.

      

     
        Our brains simply react to threat.

     
      In that situation, my brain didn’t pause to evaluate the kind of threat I was facing. I simply reacted in the same way I would if a ball flew at my head, a car swerved into my lane, or a boss screamed at me in a meeting.

      Reacting to threats can cause us to “lose” our ability to exercise higher-order, thoughtful, critical thinking skills.

      We lose the ability to take a different perspective, demonstrate empathy, see options, or assume good intent. Instead, we get stuck, controlling, and overly committed to being right. We become defensive, narrow-minded, and paranoid.

      So, what are the most common conditions that trigger the fire alarm for threat at work?

      Over the last 30 years, I’ve identified ten. My list of the top 10 threats lurking in the workplace includes those I have most frequently observed, coached on, and developed learning solutions for.

      The potential for these threats exist in all industries. Where people are, they are.

      See which ones you identify with and strategies you can use to prevent and minimize the negative results they produce.

      

      
        How High-Challenge Cultures Address the Top 10 Threats

     
        Threat #10: Lack of meaning

     
      Meaning matters.

      It matters at all ages and in all situations. In high-threat cultures, people work for a paycheck, while in high-challenge cultures, people work for a purpose.

      One of the most frequently cited drivers of engagement is “meaningful purpose.” This is especially true in the post-COVID world. People are motivated by making progress and contributing to something greater than themselves. They want to connect the dots between their daily work and the organization’s overall mission.

      One surprising discovery is how often leaders in organizations with noble missions, such as nonprofits and healthcare, overlook the importance of purpose and meaning. These leaders assume or take for granted that their teams know the importance of their daily efforts. For example, we’ve witnessed healthcare and non-profit staff no longer see the meaning or value of their work, despite being on the front lines with patients and interacting with the homeless and hungry.

      I believe it’s even more important to emphasize meaning in professions requiring high levels of empathy and regulation. When purpose gets lost, apathy and burnout take over.

      We find that leaders in organizations with less inspirational products and services often do a better job of connecting the work to a higher purpose. They are more intentional about connecting the day-to-day doing with the bigger why.

      Rather than a lack of meaning, challenge cultures are vision-

      driven. Leaders strive to ensure everyone knows the greater impact and purpose of their daily tasks. There is a clear and compelling “why” that unites the team and the organization. They care about purpose and passion as much as pay.

      
      
        
          	
        What is your company’s purpose?
      

      	
        What about the company’s purpose is important to you? to your team members?
      

      	
        How do you explicitly connect the daily doing to the mission, vision, and purpose?
      

      

      

     

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        Have a compelling mission, vision, or purpose statement.
      

      	
        Define clear organizational values and/or beliefs.
      

      	
        Connect changes, requests, decisions, and tasks to the bigger why.
      

      	
        Add the phrase—and here’s why—to requests and
      

      	
        changes.
      

      	
        Communicate regularly how work impacts the team, the organization, the customer, the patient, the community, the world, the company’s future, etc.
      

      	
        Do not assume people see the connection between their daily tasks and the bigger impact they have.
      

      

      

      

        Threat #9: Favoritism

   
      Favoritism and bias, or the perception thereof, have a debilitating impact on brain performance at any age.

      My daughter played select or “club” softball from age 9 through college. Fastpitch is a wildly popular and sometimes cut-throat sport in our part of the world. I feel like we sold our souls to the softball gods for several years and am often surprised at how easily it was to get sucked into the competition and the comparing. All those years, I packed the cooler, loaded the car, and spent most weekends sitting behind the cage in a folding chair with the rest of the crazy softball moms.

      But crazier than the softball moms were the softball dads. These were dads who thought that just because their daughters had the ability and desire to play ball, they had the ability and right to be coaches, a phenomenon called “daddy ball.”

      When tryouts rolled around and these guys posted “all positions open,” they told a partial truth. They meant that all positions were open except those earmarked for their daughters. That favoritism and bias diminished the enthusiasm of the other players, hindered coaches from making objective decisions, and ultimately, held the team back from performing at its best.

      The same result happens in our schools, homes, and workplaces when favoritism and bias are unchecked. This behavior shows up in multiple forms, such as who gets assigned to certain projects and who doesn’t, who receives special privileges and who doesn’t, and who is considered for specific positions and who isn’t.

      The impact of favoritism in the workplace is the same as I witnessed on the softball field. The enthusiasm of the players, especially the talented players, is diminished. Loyalty fades. The leaders’ decisions aren’t objective or effective. The team will never achieve its best.

      Rather than favoritism, challenge cultures offer a fair chance to anyone willing to put forth the effort, aspire to level-up performance, and get the work done. Leaders recognize everyone has bias and seek feedback to mitigate their bias. Rewards and opportunities are based on performance.

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        Establish a fair and equitable process with objective criteria for hiring, promoting, and giving opportunities.
      

      	
        Recognize that we all have blind spots and biases. Seek feedback from others to help you see what you aren’t seeing.
      

      	
        Remember silence is not silent. When tasks are delegated for example, explain to the person why he or she was or was not chosen for the project.
      

      	
        Be as transparent as possible in decision-making.
      

      	
        Avoid over-socializing with only one person or group.
      

      	
        Self-reflect. Are there multiple perspectives and backgrounds represented on project teams and in meetings? Or, does everyone think, act, and look like you?
      

      

      

      
      
        
          	
        When have you experienced or observed favoritism and bias?
      

      	
        What was the immediate and long-term impact?
      

      	
        Where might someone on your team perceive a decision or action as favoritism?
      

      

      

     

      

        Threat #8: Micromanaging

   
      The need to control is pervasive and exists at birth.

      I was once given powerful advice: You can have control or you can have growth, but you can’t have both in equal proportion at the same time. Read that again. And again.

      Leaders who micromanage create hard. They stunt their own growth and the growth of everyone around them.

      A client of mine had a boss who asked her to take minutes in meetings, only to rewrite them before distributing them to the team. The meaning my client gave to this repeated behavior was “she doesn’t trust me and doesn’t have confidence in my ability.” In reality, the boss lacked confidence and trust in herself.

      Micromanaging frequently occurs because a person needs to control. And, people often feel the need to control when they are insecure and under threat. Ironically, we believe that micromanagers have an overwhelming confidence in their own abilities and display a superior arrogance towards everyone else. On closer reflection, however, our need to control situations, people, and outcomes is always rooted not in confidence but in fear—fear of the unknown, fear of the future, fear in our ability, fear of not being needed, etc.

      One of the best movie scenes that captures true growth and learning is in Apollo 13.⁠1 The engineers realize the astronauts are slowly being poisoned by carbon monoxide gas. The lead engineer upends a box of random items the astronauts have at their disposal onto a table and gives straightforward instructions to the team. It’s a literal square peg-in-a-round-hole problem.

      With clarity on what winning looked like, the engineering team dove right in without guidance from any one person. No micromanagement was necessary. NASA’s senior leadership wasn’t concerned with charts, graphs, or reports. They never asked for a slide deck or spreadsheet. The team was clear on success, the available resources, and their expertise. Leadership gave them full autonomy to get the job done, and they did.

      In a high-threat culture, leadership is suspect of others’ capabilities. They delegate tasks rather than authority. In a high-challenge culture, leadership trusts that they have hired capable, resourceful professionals. They mindfully give the freedom and authority needed for the task. In turn, they grow themselves, those around them, and their results.

      Rather than micromanaging, challenge cultures honor input and seek ways for people to have a choice and a voice. Leaders in these cultures are coachable and committed to learn. There is no “my way or the highway,” but rather, a desire to co-create “our way.” Leaders invest in building their team and empower team members to make decisions. Being rich in results is more important than being right.

      
      
        
          	
        When have you been micromanaged?
      

      	
        What was the immediate and long-term impact?
      

      	
        Under what circumstances do you tend to micromanage?
      

      

      

     

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        List those situations where you can come across as
      

      	
        micromanaging.
      

      	
        Identify what those situations have in common.
      

      	
        Write down your beliefs about asking for help.
      

      	
        Improve your delegation skills.
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        Navigate to Resource

        The Ultimate Checklist for Effective Delegation: Course and PDF

      

      

      

        Threat #7: Humiliation

    
      Humility and humiliation are opposite experiences. Interestingly, though, they are derived from the same word “humus”, which means earth or ground.

      Humility keeps you steady on the ground. Humiliation knocks you right to the ground.

      Humiliation is the act of degrading, disgracing, devaluing, and shaming. It is tolerated, if not rewarded, in high-threat cultures. The physician who screams and throws a tantrum, blaming others and dismissing her own accountability. The executive who silences a direct report by reminding him of his pay grade. The construction manager who belittles the subcontractor and makes disparaging and inappropriate comments and jokes at someone else’s expense. The board that doesn’t manage meeting time, so the emerging leader who spent hours preparing gets bumped. The manager who schedules one-on-one meetings with her team members and repeatedly cancels at the last minute. The leader who has to have the last word, the best idea, and be the smartest person in the room. People who use humiliation as a strategy for getting results are bullies.

      I’ve seen CEOs and Presidents tolerate this type of behavior, justifying their decision because of the bully’s specialized skillset, their tenure with the company, their promising potential, or their sales numbers. Everyone is replaceable. Everyone. There are 8 billion people on the planet. Leaders must never make decisions out of fear or scarcity to retain someone who humiliates others.

      
        What you permit, you promote. What you excuse, you encourage.

      You may be thinking, “I would never scream, throw things, or belittle people,” so I can check this threat off my list. Not so fast.

      Humiliating someone is not always a blatant and intentional act. People can feel humiliated or shamed even if that is not our intention. I have had this happen a handful of times when facilitating workshops. In one instance, a group of leaders was completing an assessment. One of the leaders did not complete hers properly, so I gave her another one to complete. She called me later that night to tell me how humiliating that was for her to have made that error in front of her peers. In future workshops, I gave more precise directions. In a second situation, I used the example of losing weight as a New Year’s resolution. In the post-session evaluation, someone in the workshop shared her struggle with losing weight, and my using that as an example derailed her for the remainder of the day.

      Even in our attempts to foster a high-challenge culture, humiliation happens. If you talk to enough people, you will eventually (albeit unknowingly) offend someone. The point is to be as mindful as possible. Assume the social risk as much as possible by making every environment psychologically safe. Invite continuous feedback. And certainly, never tolerate or promote direct acts of humiliation, bullying, and shaming.

      Rather than using humiliation as a form of control, challenge cultures use feedback and engagement to involve and motivate. Leaders spend less time on what someone is doing wrong, more time on what someone is doing right, and how they can better leverage individual strengths to improve in all areas. Ego-driven leaders are quickly managed out.

      
      
        
          	
        Have you ever been on the receiving end of humiliation, shaming or bullying?
      

      	
        What was the immediate and long-term impact?
      

      	
        Who are people you trust to give you feedback on times when you may have unintentionally humiliated someone?
      

      

      

     

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        Be culturally aware when using sarcasm.
      

      	
        Give feedback in private, especially feedback which can be perceived as negative.
      

      	
        Remember silence is not silent. If anyone acts in a manner that could humiliate another person, have the courage to respectfully speak up.
      

      	
        Ask trusted colleagues to share ways you come across as humiliating or off-putting.
      

      	
        Speak directly with someone who humiliates you.
      

      	
        Use organizational resources such as Employee Assistance Programs or Human Resources if you feel you are being humiliated.
      

      	
        Be mindful of your tone and body language. Though your intention may not be to humiliate, other people may experience it as humiliation.
      

      

      

      

        Threat #6: Risk of loss

     
      Loss aversion and loss bias are intriguing psychological phenomena. Studies show that, when faced with a choice, people often prefer to stick with what they have—even if it’s undesirable or risky—rather than take a chance on something better. This tendency persists even when clinging to the familiar could result in total loss or even death.

      On October 13, 1972, Uruguayan Air Force Flight 571, carrying the Uruguayan rugby team and their friends and family, crashed in the Andes mountains. 29 of the 45 passengers survived the initial crash. By day 62, with sub-zero temperatures and limited food supplies, only 16 people were still alive. They were emaciated, dehydrated, suffering from frostbite, and had no hope of being rescued. Death was certain.

      Even in these horrific, unimaginable conditions, only 2 of the 16 survivors were willing to leave the safety of the fuselage to risk going out into the unknown to find help. I include this story not to pass judgment on the other 14. I haven’t experienced the trauma of what they endured, and clearly, I wasn’t there when those decisions were made. But their story does cause me to pause and consider what a potent threat the risk of loss is. The pain of losing something is psychologically more powerful than the pleasure of gaining something.

      In the workplace, loss can take many forms. Job loss, or the threat of job loss, is a common and obvious concern. A job represents much more than a literal place where a person is employed and receives a paycheck and benefits. A job is often tied to our identity and our purpose for living. Given our insatiable need to keep what we have, even when it isn’t ideal, a significant loss can evoke intense emotional reactions and drive us to make decisions that focus more on avoiding further loss than pursuing potential gains.

      We can experience loss when replacing old technology with new, a beloved colleague retires, or a new policy is implemented. Even setting a healthy boundary with someone can feel like a loss. I recently had to set a hard boundary with a childhood friend and felt a deep sense of loss knowing that by saying “yes” to the boundary, I was saying “no” to familiar past behaviors.

      Most everyone coming to work each day is facing loss. There are personal losses such as divorce, family and friend drama, death, health issues, empty nesting, and aging. There are professional losses that could include any number of situations, such as a change, reorganization, retirement, relocation, rumors of layoffs, job loss, loss of title, loss of credibility, loss of acceptance in the group. Even something as simple as losing one’s parking spot or cubicle can trigger the stress of loss.

      In high-threat cultures, the impact of loss is overlooked. In high-challenge cultures, leaders are mindful of the threat of loss and help themselves and others navigate it.

      In challenge cultures, leaders don’t dismiss the impact of loss. They communicate directly and openly and seek continuous feedback. Instead of allowing stories and rumors to circulate in a cloud of mystery, communication is transparent—even when the message is unpopular. Leaders in these environments present a clear picture of the future. Then, they help others move methodically towards the future.

      
      
        
          	
        How have you seen leaders help individuals and teams navigate loss or change in a healthy way?
      

      	
        What was the immediate and long-term impact?
      

      	
        What are losses or changes in your immediate experience you want to be mindful of?
      

      

      

     

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        Listen empathetically.
      

      	
        Before saying “yes” to something that will impact you, your team, or your organization, reflect on what you say “no” to.
      

      	
        Hold regular, genuine, and meaningful conversations with your team members so that you can better understand what other losses they may be experiencing in life.
      

      	
        Acknowledge losses that naturally accompany change. Allow the team time to process and discuss the loss. (Remember, the brain processes information through the emotional center, the limbic system.)
      

      	
        Reflect on where you are postponing a decision because of the fear of loss. Fear-based decisions leverage the threat part of our brain, not the PFC.
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        Navigate to Resource

        Empathic Listening: Video

      

      

      

        Threat #5: Lack of resources

     
      Most people will say they need more resources. I rarely hear someone walk into a room complaining about having too much support, money, energy, and time. The threat of a lack of resources refers to situations where there is a genuine shortage of resources that prevents people from doing their job. Lacking adequate resources can create a state of hopelessness and even lead to learned helplessness.

      As a reminder, the three conditions that most often contribute to negative threat are confusion, a lack of choice and control, and perceived negative consequences. A lack of resources contributes to all three.

      For example, one of our clients was tasked with launching a leadership program by the end of the year. She wasn’t assigned staff, autonomy to make decisions, a budget, or the support of senior leaders to champion the initiative. Another client was tasked with recruiting without training, direction, authority, or a budget. Assigning responsibilities without the resources to accomplish the task perpetuates a high-threat culture.

      Leaders in high-challenge cultures ensure appropriate resources are available when setting expectations or assigning tasks. Resources include everything a person or team needs to execute successfully, including direct and indirect resources, people, time, dollars, support, training, etc.

      An ongoing lack of resources can create a long-term deficit, leading to systemic challenges that may culminate in a cultural crisis. Eric Jensen, one of my professional heroes and the father of brain-based learning, writes about such a situation in his book Poverty and Equity in Mind: Succeed with the Students Who Need You Most.⁠2 He advocates for children living in poverty and works with the teachers to equip them to recognize and support these students.

      He explains that the poverty problem exceeds money. Instead, children living in poverty are disadvantaged because of many inadequate resources. They lack stability as they move twice as often and get evicted five times as frequently as other children. They are at a higher risk of being in pedestrian accidents than other children. They lack encouragement as significant adults, such as teachers, do not expect them to achieve as they do other children. They lack health resources, moral support resources, nutritional resources, and on and on.

      The cumulative effect of resource deficiencies impacts morale and performance of all types—academic achievement, healthy relationships, individual achievement, project completion, and so forth. Once entrenched, this kind of resource deficit can be particularly difficult to reverse, as it often impacts morale, productivity, and overall organizational and societal well-being.

      In high-threat cultures, leaders assign tasks with little regard for the availability of resources.

      In high-challenge cultures, leaders are mindful of balancing their demands with the availability of resources. They understand that operating lean is a good business practice as it promotes accountability, stewardship, and prioritizing. However, these leaders scale accordingly when workload increases faster than the available resources. They also tend to encourage innovating without fear of failure to leverage unconventional solutions.

      
      
        
          	
        What tasks have you recently assigned or received?
      

      	
        Do you have the necessary resources (people, time, technology, authority, etc.) to accomplish these tasks?
      

      	
        How can you best leverage existing resources?
      

      

      

     

      ACTIONS

      
        
          	
        Ask yourself and your team members directly, “Do you have the resources you need to do your job?”
      

      	
        Explore creative ways to fulfill the need for resources. I remember one team needing a cart to move supplies from one end of the building to the next. By the end of the day, they had access to twelve carts simply by contacting a few colleagues in other departments and asking.
      

      	
        Request the resources you need, knowing the answer may be no.
      

      	
        Pose questions that spark innovation, like, “What are they doing in other industries?” “What have we tried in the past?” “What haven’t we tried?” “Who could help us?” “And what else?”
      

      	
        Stay flexible and willing to adapt processes, timelines, or scope based on available resources.
      

      

      

      

        Threat #4: Unclear expectations

      
      Clarity is like a deep, cleansing breath.

      When people I coach are faced with unclear expectations, they start using words like “overwhelmed,” “frustrated,” “discouraged,” and “unrealistic.” It’s easy to resort to these words and the feelings behind them because a lack of clarity is a threat and causes the brain to get stuck. The threat of confusion hinders the brain from its valuable ability to think creatively, prioritize, plan, and get moving. We often don’t realize that the overwhelm isn’t necessarily coming from the expectation itself but from the lack of clarity about the expectation.

      For example, one client was recently asked to create a corporate university. She immediately went into overwhelm and threat and severely compromised the very skills and abilities she needed to create a corporate university.

      Because she understood how to work with her brain, she recognized her brain was under threat, and the fastest way out of the threat was clarity. So instead of staying stuck and wandering in the dark, she immediately made a list of where she needed clarity.

      
        
          	
        What does a winning corporate university look like?
      

      	
        What are the best practices of companies that have built a corporate university?
      

      	
        How will we know we’ve created a high-performing corporate university?
      

      	
        What is a process we can use?
      

      	
        Who do we need to involve in the beginning stages?
      

      

      

      Gaining clarity in these high-level questions got her moving forward and clarified the next set of questions. For the brain, the knowing comes in the going. Gaining clarity for the next step is usually all the brain needs to move from stuck to a state of momentum.

      Rather than accepting unclear or unrealistic expectations as the norm, leaders in high-challenge cultures understand the power of clarity. Therefore, they make sure they are clear in their own heads before setting expectations. They clearly communicate “clear” expectations and live and model them. They also verify that the listener heard clear expectations.

      
      Clarifying Questions

      
        
          	
        What does winning look like?
      

      	
        What makes this important right now?
      

      	
        If we are at the end of this project, what are we seeing, feeling, thinking, and experiencing?
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