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THE IDEA IN BRIEF Primal Leadership: The Hidden Driver of Great Performance
WH AT most influences your company’s bot- Emotional intelligence travels through an
tom-line performance? The answer will surprise =~ organization like electricity over telephone
you—and make perfect sense: It’s a leader's own  wires. Depressed, ruthless bosses create toxic
mood. organizations filled with negative underachiev-
Executives’ emotional intelligence—their self- ers. But ,if you're an up beat, inspirational leader,
awareness, empathy, rapport with others—has you cultivate positive employees who embrace

lear links to their own performance. But new and surmount even the toughest challenges.
¢ p
research shows that a leader’s emotional style Emotional leadership isn't just putting on a
also drives everyone else’s moods and behav- game face every day. It means understanding
iors—through a neurological process called your impact on others—then adjusting your
mood contagion. It’s akin to “Smile and the style accordingly. A difficult process of self-dis-
whole world smiles with you.” covery—but essential before you can tackle your

leadership responsibilities.
THE IDEA AT WORK

STRENGTHENING YOUR EMOTIONAL LEADERSHIP

Since few people have the guts to tell you the truth about your emotional impact, you must discover
it on your own. The following process can help. It’s based on brain science, as well as years of field
research with executives. Use these steps to rewire your brain for greater emotional intelligence.

1.Who do you want to be? Imagine yourself as
a highly effective leader. What do you see?

EXAMPLE:

Sofia, a senior manager, often micromanaged
others to ensure work was done “right.” So she
imagined herself in the future as an effective
leader of her own company, enjoying trusting
relationships with coworkers. She saw herself as
relaxed, happy, and empowering. The exercise
revealed gaps in her current emotional style.

2.Who are you now? To see your leadership
style as others do, gather 360-degree feed-
back, especially from peers and subordinates.
Identify your weaknesses and strengths.

3.How do you get from here to there? Devise a
plan for closing the gap between who you are
and who you want to be.

EXAMPLE:

Juan, a marketing executive, was intimidating,
impossible to please—a grouch. Charged with
growing his company, he needed to be encourag-
ing, optimistic—a coach with a vision. Setting out
to understand others, he coached soccer, volun-

teered at a crisis center, and got to know subordi-
nates by meeting outside of work.These new situ-
ations stimulated him to break old habits and try

new responses.

4.How do you make change stick? Repeatedly
rehearse new behaviors—physically and
mentally—until they’re automatic.

EXAMPLE:

Tom, an executive, wanted to learn how to coach
rather than castigate struggling employees.

Using his commuting time to visualize a difficult
meeting with one employee, he envisioned asking
questions and listening, and mentally rehearsed
how he'd handle feeling impatient. This exercise
prepared him to adopt new behaviors at the
actual meeting.

5.Who can help you? Don't try to build your
emotional skills alone—identify others who
can help you navigate this difficult process.
Managers at Unilever formed learning groups
that helped them strengthen their leadership
abilities by exchanging frank feedback and
developing strong mutual trust.
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Primal Leadership

Even though emotional skills are partly inborn, expe-
rience plays a major role in how the genes are expressed.
A happy baby whose parents die or who endures physical
abuse may grow into a melancholy adult. A cranky tod-
dler may turn into a cheerful adult after discovering a
fulfilling avocation. Still, research suggests that our range
of emotional skills is relatively set by our mid-20s and
that our accompanying behaviors are, by that time, deep-
seated habits. And therein lies the rub: The more we act
a certain way-be it happy, depressed, or cranky—the more
the behavior becomes ingrained in our brain circuitry,
and the more we will continue to feel and act that way.

That’s why emotional intelligence matters so much for
a leader. An emotionally intelligent leader can monitor
his or her moods through self-awareness, change them
for the better through self-management, understand their
impact through empathy, and act in ways that boost
others’ moods through relationship management.

The following five-part process is designed to rewire
the brain toward more emotionally intelligent behaviors.
The process begins with imagining your ideal self and
then coming to terms with your real self, as others expe-
rience you. The next step is creating a tactical plan to
bridge the gap between ideal and real, and after that,
to practice those activities. It concludes with creating a
community of colleagues and family — call them change
enforcers—to keep the process alive. Let’s look at the steps
in more detail.

“Who do | want to be?” Sofia, a senior manager at a
northern European telecommunications company, knew
she needed to understand how her emotional leadership
affected others. Whenever she felt stressed, she tended to
communicate poorly and take over subordinates’ work so
that the job would be done “right” Attending leadership
seminars hadn’t changed her habits, and neither had read-
ing management books or working with mentors.

When Sofia came to us, we asked her to imagine herself
eight years from now as an effective leader and to write
a description of a typical day. “What would she be doing?”
we asked. “Where would she live? Who would be there?
How would it feel?” We urged her to consider her deepest
values and loftiest dreams and to explain how those ideals
had become a part of her everyday life.

Sofia pictured herself leading her own tight-knit com-
pany staffed by ten colleagues. She was enjoying an open
relationship with her daughter and had trusting relation-
ships with her friends and coworkers. She saw herself as
a relaxed and happy leader and parent and as loving and
empowering to all those around her.

In general, Sofia had a low level of self-awareness: She
was rarely able to pinpoint why she was struggling
at work and at home. All she could say was, “Nothing is
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working right” This exercise, which prompted her to
picture what life would look life if everything were going
right, opened her eyes to the missing elements in her
emotional style. She was able to see the impact she had on
people in her life.

“Who am | now?” In the next step of the discovery pro-
cess, you come to see your leadership style as others
do. This is both difficult and dangerous. Difficult, because
few people have the guts to tell the boss or a colleague
what he’s really like. And dangerous, because such infor-
mation can sting or even paralyze. A small bit of igno-
rance about yourself isn’t always a bad thing: Ego-defense
mechanisms have their advantages. Research by Martin
Seligman shows that high-functioning people generally
feel more optimistic about their prospects and possibil-
ities than average performers. Their rose-colored lenses,
in fact, fuel the enthusiasm and energy that make the un-
expected and the extraordinary achievable. Playwright
Henrik Ibsen called such self-delusions “vital lies,” sooth-
ing mistruths we let ourselves believe in order to face a
daunting world.

But self-delusion should come in very small doses. Ex-
ecutives should relentlessly seek the truth about them-
selves, especially since it is sure to be somewhat diluted
when they hear it anyway. One way to get the truth is
to keep an extremely open attitude toward critiques.
Another is to seek out negative feedback, even cultivat-
ing a colleague or two to play devil’s advocate.

We also highly recommend gathering feedback from
as many people as possible —including bosses, peers, and
subordinates. Feedback from subordinates and peers is
especially helpful because it most accurately predicts a
leader’s effectiveness, two, four, and even seven years out,
according to research by Glenn McEvoy at Utah State and
Richard Beatty at Rutgers University.

Of course, 360-degree feedback doesn’t specifically ask
people to evaluate your moods, actions, and their impact.
But it does reveal how people experience you. For in-
stance, when people rate how well you listen, they are
really reporting how well they think you hear them. Sim-
ilarly, when 360-degree feedback elicits ratings about
coaching effectiveness, the answers show whether or not
people feel you understand and care about them. When
the feedback uncovers low scores on, say, openness to
new ideas, it means that people experience you as inac-
cessible or unapproachable or both. In sum, all you need
to know about your emotional impact is in 360-degree
feedback, if you look for it.

One last note on this second step. It is, of course, crucial
to identify your areas of weakness. But focusing only on
your weaknesses can be dispiriting. That’s why it is just as
important, maybe even more so, to understand your
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Primal Leadership

strengths. Knowing where your real self overlaps with
your ideal self will give you the positive energy you need
to move forward to the next step in the process—bridging
the gaps.

“How do I get from here to there?” Once you know who
you want to be and have compared it with how people
see you, you need to devise an action plan. For Sofia, this
meant planning for a real improvement in her level of
self-awareness. So she asked each member of her team at
work to give her feedback — weekly, anonymously, and in
written form — about her mood and performance and
their affect on people. She also committed herself to
three tough but achievable tasks: spending an hour
each day reflecting on her behavior in a journal, tak-

ing a class on group dynamics at a local college, and
enlisting the help of a trusted colleague as an infor-
mal coach.

Consider, too, how Juan, a marketing executive for
the Latin American division of a major integrated en-
ergy company, completed this step. Juan was charged
with growing the company in his home country of
Venezuela as well as in the entire region—a job that
would require him to be a coach and a visionary and
to have an encouraging, optimistic outlook. Yet 360-
degree feedback revealed that Juan was seen as in-
timidating and internally focused. Many of his direct
reports saw him as a grouch—-impossible to please at
his worst, and emotionally draining at his best.

Identifying this gap allowed Juan to craft a plan
with manageable steps toward improvement. He
knew he needed to hone his powers of empathy if
he wanted to develop a coaching style, so he com-
mitted to various activities that would let him prac-
tice that skill. For instance, Juan decided to get to
know each of his subordinates better; if he under-
stood more about who they were, he thought, he’d
be more able to help them reach their goals. He
made plans with each employee to meet outside of
work, where they might be more comfortable re-
vealing their feelings.

Juan also looked for areas outside of his job to
forge his missing links — for example, coaching his
daughter’s soccer team and volunteering at a local
crisis center. Both activities helped him to experi-
ment with how well he understood others and to try

out new behaviors. K

Again, let’s look at the brain science at work. Juan
was trying to overcome ingrained behaviors — his
approach to work had taken hold over time, without
his realizing it. Bringing them into awareness was a
crucial step toward changing them. As he paid more
attention, the situations that arose — while listening
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to a colleague, coaching soccer, or talking on the phone to
someone who was distraught—all became cues that stim-
ulated him to break old habits and try new responses.
This cueing for habit change is neural as well as per-
ceptual. Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh and
Carnegie Mellon University have shown that as we men-
tally prepare for a task, we activate the prefrontal cor-
tex—the part of the brain that moves us into action. The
greater the prior activation, the better we do at the task.
Such mental preparation becomes particularly impor-
tant when we’re trying to replace an old habit with a

o Tomarof Cririn:

WHEN TALKING ABOUT LEADERS’ MOODS, the importance of reso-
nance cannot be overstated. While our research suggests that leaders
should generally be upbeat, their behavior must be rooted in realism,
especially when faced with a crisis.

Consider the response of Bob Mulholland, senior VP and head of the
client relations group at Merrill Lynch, to the terrorist attacks in New
York. On September 11,2001, Mulholland and his staff in Two World
Financial Center felt the building rock, then watched as smoke poured
out of a gaping hole in the building directly across from theirs. People
started panicking: Some ran frantically from window to window.
Others were paralyzed with fear. Those with relatives working in the
World Trade Center were terrified for their safety. Mulholland knew he
had to act: “When there’s a crisis, you’ve got to show people the way,
step by step, and make sure you’re taking care of their concerns.”

He started by getting people the information they needed to “un-
freeze” He found out, for instance, which floors employees’ relatives
worked on and assured them that they’d have enough time to escape.
Then he calmed the panic-stricken, one at a time. “We’re getting out
of here now,” he said quietly, “and you’re coming with me. Not the
elevator, take the stairs.” He remained calm and decisive, yet he didn’t
minimize people’s emotional responses. Thanks to him, everyone
escaped before the towers collapsed.

Mulholland’s leadership didn’t end there. Recognizing that this
event would touch each client personally, he and his team devised
a way for financial consultants to connect with their clients on an
emotional level. They called every client to ask, “How are you? Are
your loved ones okay? How are you feeling?” As Mulholland explains,
“There was no way to pick up and do business as usual. The first
order of ‘business’ was letting our clients know we really do care.”

Bob Mulholland courageously performed one of the most crucial
emotional tasks of leadership: He helped himself and his people find
meaning in the face of chaos and madness. To do so, he first attuned
to and expressed the shared emotional reality. That’s why the direc-
tion he eventually articulated resonated at the gut level. His words

and his actions reflected what people were feeling in their hearts.
" P il o

HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW



Primal Leadership

better one. As neuroscientist Cameron Carter at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh found, the prefrontal cortex becomes
particularly active when a person prepares to overcome
a habitual response. The aroused prefrontal cortex marks
the brain’s focus on what’s about to happen. Without that
arousal, a person will reenact tried-and-true but undesir-
able routines: The executive who just doesn’t listen will
once again cut off his subordinate, a ruthless leader
will launch into yet another critical attack, and so on.
That’s why a learning agenda is so important. Without
one, we literally do not have the brainpower to change.

“How do I make change stick?” In short, making change
last requires practice. The reason, again, lies in the brain.
It takes doing and redoing, over and over, to break old
neural habits. A leader must rehearse a new behavior
until it becomes automatic — that is, until he’s mastered it
at the level of implicit learning. Only then will the new
wiring replace the old.

While it is best to practice new behaviors, as Juan did,
sometimes just envisioning them will do. Take the case of
Tom, an executive who wanted to close the gap between
his real self (perceived by colleagues and subordinates to
be cold and hard driving) and his ideal self (a visionary
and a coach).

Tom’s learning plan involved finding opportunities to
step back and coach his employees rather than jumping
down their throats when he sensed they were wrong. Tom
also began to spend idle moments during his commute
thinking through how to handle encounters he would
have that day. One morning, while en route to a breakfast
meeting with an employee who seemed to be bungling
a project, Tom ran through a positive scenario in his mind.
He asked questions and listened to be sure he fully un-
derstood the situation before trying to solve the problem.
He anticipated feeling impatient, and he rehearsed how
he would handle these feelings.

Studies on the brain affirm the benefits of Tom’s visu-
alization technique: Imagining something in vivid detail
can fire the same brain cells actually involved in doing
that activity. The new brain circuitry appears to go
through its paces, strengthening connections, even when
we merely repeat the sequence in our minds. So to allevi-
ate the fears associated with trying out riskier ways of
leading, we should first visualize some likely scenarios.
Doing so will make us feel less awkward when we actually
put the new skills into practice.

Experimenting with new behaviors and seizing oppor-
tunities inside and outside of work to practice them —as
well as using such methods as mental rehearsal —eventu-
ally triggers in our brains the neural connections neces-
sary for genuine change to occur. Even so, lasting change
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doesn’t happen through experimentation and brain-
power alone. We need, as the song goes, a little help from
our friends.

“Who can help me?” The fifth step in the self-discovery
and reinvention process is creating a community of sup-
porters. Take, for example, managers at Unilever who
formed learning groups as part of their executive devel-
opment process. At first, they gathered to discuss their
careers and how to provide leadership. But because they
were also charged with discussing their dreams and their
learning goals, they soon realized that they were dis-
cussing both their work and their personal lives. They de-
veloped a strong mutual trust and began relying on one
another for frank feedback as they worked on strength-
ening their leadership abilities. When this happens, the
business benefits through stronger performance. Many
professionals today have created similar groups, and for
good reason. People we trust let us try out unfamiliar
parts of our leadership repertoire without risk.

We cannot improve our emotional intelligence or
change our leadership style without help from others. We
not only practice with other people but also rely on them
to create a safe environment in which to experiment. We
need to get feedback about how our actions affect others
and to assess our progress on our learning agenda.

In fact, perhaps paradoxically, in the self-directed learn-
ing process we draw on others every step of the way—from
articulating and refining our ideal self and comparing it
with the reality to the final assessment that affirms our
progress. Our relationships offer us the very context in
which we understand our progress and comprehend the
usefulness of what we’re learning.

Mood over Matter

When we say that managing your mood and the moods of
your followers is the task of primal leadership, we cer-
tainly don’t mean to suggest that mood is all that matters.
As we’ve noted, your actions are critical, and mood and
actions together must resonate with the organization
and with reality. Similarly, we acknowledge all the other
challenges leaders must conquer—from strategy to hiring
to new product development. It’s all in a long day’s work.

But taken as a whole, the message sent by neurological,
psychological, and organizational research is startling in
its clarity. Emotional leadership is the spark that ignites
a company’s performance, creating a bonfire of success
or a landscape of ashes. Moods matter that much. v/
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