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iPRAISE FOR THE BRAIN INSTRUCTION MANUAL FOR LEADERS

“Most business problems are people problems, and people finally make sense once you understand the brain dynamics that drive behaviour. Bruna De Palo brings a powerful and highly practical way to understand human behaviour at work. If you lead people, I believe this book will change how you think, communicate, and perform.”

Federico Pastorelli, Head of Ferrari North Europe, Ferrari

“Finally, a leadership book that explains the ‘why’ behind our actions. Having worked with Bruna directly, I saw how effectively she translates neuroscience into practical tools for real-world leadership. Bruna has a knack for navigating the complexity of human behaviour and a clear-eyed way of shaping the conditions for team success. She captures this beautifully in the manual. Inspiring and eye-opening, this is a vital resource for the modern C-suite.”

Holger Seim, Co-Founder and CEO, Blinkist

“In an industry defined by high velocity and constant change, Bruna’s approach is a gamechanger. Having worked with her, I’ve seen how she replaces leadership clichés with a rigorous, neurosciencebased framework. In The Brain Instruction Manual for Leaders, she has brilliantly codified that same methodology. This practical manual turns complex cognitive science into a scalable system for high-performance leadership.”

Uroš Djordjević, Partner, Deloitte

“In a world of leadership theories, Bruna De Palo provides something far more valuable: a practical, neuroscience-backed roadmap for real change. This book is a vital resource for any leader who wants to understand the ‘why’ behind human behaviour and achieve sustainable growth.”

Dr. Marshall Goldsmith is the Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach, and


New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and


What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.

“Bruna’s coaching transformed my life when I needed it most. Her neuroscience-driven approach ignited my confidence, strengthened my voice, and reshaped how I think. This book distils her powerful methods, helping you unlock your strengths and step into greater impact, clarity, and presence, both at work and far beyond.”

Marzia Hussain, Head of Payment, Barclays

“Bruna’s blend of neuroscience, business experience and genuine passion is unlike anything I’ve encountered. Her toolkit didn’t just make me a better leader: it made me a better father, partner, and professional. It deepened my self-awareness, helped me navigate grief, and reconnected me to my authentic self. Transformative, practical, and lasting.”

David Power, former Head of Agency and Specialist Sales at Google,
Global Head of Channels and Partnerships, Semrush

“Having worked with Bruna for over a year, I can testify that her approach is a revelation for those of us wired for data and rigour. She helped me understand how my own brain works through a structured, intelligent process, one that became the foundation for navigating a major professional crossroads. The Brain Instruction Manual for Leaders is the definitive manual for any leader who wants a results-driven approach over banal pep talks.”

Mohammed Majid, former Partner, KPMG, and former CFO at Creative Artists Agency

ii“Bruna’s neuroscience-based approach offers a robust and practical framework for building environments of trust, engagement, and high performance. I believe this book brings particularly valuable insight to the challenges leaders face today.”

Natalia Matteis, Global Head of HR, Technology Business Unit, Indra Group

“I’ve seen Bruna in action: she brings tremendous heart and commitment to helping leaders overcome their mental barriers and use their minds better. This book distils her many years of senior executive coaching into one place. It’s full of tools and techniques to help you make more impact with less stress.”

Dr Antony Stokes LVO OBE, founder of Ambassador at Large, former British ambassador

“Bruna helped me navigate a period of extreme uncertainty. Her book brilliantly distils the science of how our brains predict responses, turning that knowledge into a practical manual for building psychological safety and resilience. It is an empowering framework I am already using to help my team, and my children, thrive.”

Paul Smith, Vice President, Transformation, Mobility and Convenience Europe, BP

“In this insightful and highly practical book, Bruna De Palo turns neuroscience into clear, relevant guidance for modern leadership. She sheds light on the often-overlooked human dynamics that drive performance, decision-making, and team effectiveness. The Brain Instruction Manual for Leaders equips leaders with the tools to better understand themselves and others. This is an essential read for leaders who want to elevate their impact, foster resilient teams, and lead with both intelligence and purpose.”

Licia Liguori, Legal Director, Accenture

“Transformative, human, and science backed. Bruna De Palo’s approach to leadership through the lens of neuroscience is a gamechanger for anyone looking to elevate their performance while maintaining their wellbeing.”

Paulo Canoa, CEO UK and Ireland, Gi Group Holding

“Bruna has underscored that mastering your own state and understanding the factors that influence the experience of those around you is foundational to performing at your best and leading effectively. By applying these neuroscience-based insights, leaders can unlock their own potential, that of their teams, and ultimately achieving superior outcomes for their clients.”

Alex Simmons, Head of EMEA, Edelman Smithfield

“Bruna De Palo has a rare gift: she translates neuroscience into practical leadership wisdom that genuinely changes how people lead. The future of leadership belongs to those who understand the human brain, and this book provides a clear, science-backed roadmap for greater clarity, influence, and effectiveness. Essential reading for today’s leaders.”

Alyssa Dver, Founder and CEO, The American Confidence Institute

“Bruna coached me through one of the hardest stretches of my leadership career. She helped me break old habits and see situations from perspectives I’d been missing. This book is exactly how she did it – practical, grounded in science, and immediately usable. Every leader will find the missing piece here.”

Søren Smidt Olsen, Services Sales Leader, Salesforce

“With her scientific and methodical approach, Bruna challenged me, supported me, and helped me to become a better leader. In this book, Bruna brings that same practical, neuroscience-based approach to every leader looking to grow, lead better, and get the best from their teams. Essential reading for anyone leading people in today’s complex world.”

Alex Lambert, RVP Solutions Engineering UKI, Snowflake



iiiTo every leader who blamed themselves
for what no one had ever explained.
You were never the problem.iv


vThe Brain Instruction Manual for Leaders



What Nobody Told You about Working with Humans
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The Missing Instruction Manual

Isn’t it strange that we receive an instruction manual for almost every machine we own, except the most complex one of all? Who do we complain to about that?

I’m joking, of course… yet the problem remains. Not knowing how the brain works, or how to leverage it, makes life harder than it is supposed to be. Imagine if you had to repair a fridge without the manual. Where would you start? When I tried it, I punctured the coil and had to scrap the entire unit! I learned the hard way that trying to fix things without understanding the mechanics has consequences.

This book provides the manual you never received. Based on modern neuroscience and my experience coaching top-tier executives worldwide, this book will help you:


	learn to shape the conditions for everyone’s brain, including yours, to perform at their best with lower effort

	master your energy instead of just managing your time, moving away from total war mode and towards a sustainable, high-impact way of working

	bridge generational and cultural gaps, neutralising the tension that arises from diverse perspectives, turning friction into a competitive advantage

	handle difficult conversations without the emotional hangover, staying composed so you can reach a win-win resolution.



x…And there’s much more inside, including heart-opening stories featuring the beloved Tina Turner and the legendary Diego Armando Maradona. You’ll find surprising facts and moments that will make you smile, reminding you what it truly means to be human.

From brain facts to real-life tactics. There’s plenty of information about the brain out there, but there’s a massive gap between knowing a brain fact and knowing how to use it in a high-stakes board meeting or a difficult conversation at home. We know the tips, but we still don’t understand the machine and why they (mostly) work.

Moreover, we’re struggling because we were built as human beings but ended up living as human doings. We’ve become so obsessed with our to-do list that we forgot that we also have a to-be list to honour.

By understanding your internal machine’s design, you stop collecting facts and start mastering your real nature. You can finally return to living as a human being, which is the only way to truly know, in any given moment, the right thing to do.

The right thing to do? I hear you… there’s no single right or wrong way to lead: it’s all too relative. Yet, the same truth appears again and again: when you use a machine the way it’s been built, you get the most efficient result. Think about a healthy lifestyle: it works because it makes us live in alignment with our biological design. In the same way, embracing a brain-enhancing leadership style means leading in alignment with our human specifications. When you do so, you have a solid framework that always tells you what’s the right thing to do.

A record-breaking deep dive. I’ve spent countless hours obsessing over the latest findings in neuroscience and distilling them into something you can use straight away. I likely set a world record for consecutive hours sat in a single chair – my legs are still seeking revenge!

xiI did it because it’s painful seeing brilliant people burn out simply because they don’t understand their own machine. So I decided to bridge the gap between the latest lab findings and the high-pressure reality of leadership. If you implement even one Shift – the practical tools I designed to help you leverage these brain dynamics in real life – that makes your life feel lighter, then all this massive effort will have been worth it.

What legacy will you leave? Someone is always absorbing whatever you are doing. Whether it’s your kids, your neighbours or your team members, they are watching your operating style right now. The best way to counter the toxic leadership models that are currently ruling the world, is to provide a better one. By working in alignment with the brain, you leave a legacy of what a healthy, effective, decent leader looks like. The younger generations desperately need it.

Where this perspective comes from. This work is forged from years of translating solid neuroscience into actionable strategies for executive leaders and global teams. I’ve seen the world’s most brilliant leaders crash against the same wall simply because they were operating a complex machine without knowing how it works. When we worked together, their leadership became lighter, clearer, and more effective because they finally understood how it works.

This book is structured to maximise your time and energy. It includes:


	Part 1: How The Brain Works. The core dynamics every leader must understand to work in alignment with our shared biology.

	Part 2: How to Use the Brain. This is where we apply brain dynamics to your real-world leadership challenges.

	Part 3: Your Questions, Answered. Direct solutions to the most common hurdles and questions faced by leaders in the field.



Oh, and if you’re usually a footnote-skipper, I encourage you to give them a chance this time. I’ve put a lot of gold in there!

xiiAnd if you’re anything like my clients, you’re crazy busy so I’ve built in several shortcuts to ensure you get the maximum ROI on your reading time. In the Appendix you will find:


	The Instant Recall: a quick-reference glossary of the concepts and metaphors used in this book.

	Connecting Theory with Practice: a practical index designed for real-time use. Look up a specific leadership challenge and find the exact Shift to handle it.

	The Emergency Manual: the absolute essentials, distilled into one place. Use this when you’re under pressure and need an immediate return to your human being baseline.

	The Upgrade Hub: the pit stop for all the online resources connected to this book – the EXTRAS page – where you will find deeper dives, quizzes and additional tools (also accessible via the QR codes at the start of each chapter).



Which brain are we talking about? When I refer to the brain, I am focusing on our shared biological foundations, the standard operating system we all use to predict and regulate effort. While human brains are wonderfully diverse (thankfully!), this book focuses on the universal dynamics that govern the majority of human interactions. It does not attempt to cover the specialised mechanics of neurodivergence (such as autism or ADHD), which deserve a dedicated manual of their own. Instead, we are using the baseline of a neurotypical brain to help you lead more effectively and inclusively.

So, let’s get to work! I’m excited for you to see what’s possible when you finally know how the machine works.

Enjoy the journey,
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xiiiIntroduction. Why Do You Get Sick When It’s Time to Go on Holiday?


You finally slow down, and your body collapses.

By the end of this introduction, you’ll understand why that happens and how working with your brain can save you far more than a holiday.



Scan or visit www.brunadepalo.com/extras for links, Shifts, and additional resources.


You made it. Once again. Despite the ridiculous deadline, the difficult client and the tired team, you delivered the project on time. Luggage ready, passport in the bag, check-in done. You can almost feel the sea breeze on your face when suddenly that familiar, unpleasant feeling creeps in again.

Oh no. Not now. Not again. Why do I always get sick before holidays?

And yes, you’re sick. Again. Byebye, holiday.

xivAfter this happened three times, my client Adam told me I’m so unlucky.

No, Adam, I replied, you’re not unlucky. It’s just that nobody showed you how the brain works…



And just like that, Adam began his journey into the mechanics of the brain and learned to leverage its design to make his life easier.

By reading this book and applying what you’re learning, you’ll start experiencing the same shift: fewer inner battles, clearer decisions, and far less energy wasted fighting yourself and handling challenging team members, clients, bosses and, yes, family members, too. And of course you’ll no longer skip holidays!

To get there, you need only commit to three simple things:


	When something resonates, pause and relate it to your own life. Ask yourself: Where have I seen this in action? How does this show up in my team, my family or in myself?

	Start observing real life through this new lens. Watch how people behave, including you, and see if you can spot the brain dynamics at work so you can speed up the use of the new lens to interpret human behaviour.

	Practise, even in small ways, in your daily activities. Bring what you’re learning into your daily conversations, meetings, feedback moments, or even dinner at home. Start using it straight away.



Do this, and those few hours with this book will repay you many times over, in your work, your health, your relationships, your parenting, and how you move through everyday life. Real control starts with understanding how your machine runs.

xv[image: Illustration of a female stick figure sat in an armchair with a book and three thought bubbles stemming from her head to represent different scenarios where she has experienced similar behavioural patterns.]

My goal here is to give you back that control by making modern neuroscience simple, practical, and usable. I’ve cut out outdated ideas (and there are many) and focused only on what today’s science actually supports, even if it feels unfamiliar at first (and it will, trust me, and that’s OK). That unfamiliarity is normal. For reasons you’ll learn soon, your brain prefers what it already knows, so letting go of old concepts may feel uncomfortable, but it’s worth it.

And here’s a tip to make it easier: share the journey. Read this book with a colleague or a friend, bring it to a book club, tell people what you’re discovering and how this is improving your life. Sharing the journey and the practice is one of the fastest ways to develop new habits, and it’s a lot more fun.

Let’s start by clarifying an important point: what’s the difference between the brain and the mind?

These words are often used interchangeably but that’s not quite right and it can lead to some confusion.

xviThe brain is the physical organ in your skull. You can touch it (well, not you, and not now, for sure!), you can scan it, measure it, and even map some of its activity. It has a shape, a weight, a very specific colour (a mix of white and grey… and I’m still not sure why the world insists on portraying it as pink).

But the mind? Where is it located? What is it, exactly?

That’s the tricky part. You can’t point to where it sits. You can’t hold it, scan it, or slice it into neat sections.

What we know about the mind comes from observing patterns and studying behaviour and experience. Studying the brain can seem easier because it is a physical organ, and we can measure its activity in different situations using tools like electrodes or fMRI scans, which detect changes associated with neural activity.

From these observations, we build models of how the brain works and they help us understand how it constantly makes predictions and creates experiences, emotions, and meanings from moment to moment.

In fact, everything we know is built this way, by interpreting data and revising our understanding over time.


Knowledge itself is a construction, shaped by evidence and experience.



This ongoing construction process is what we experience as the mind. The mind isn’t something you can point to or locate in one place; indeed, it’s what happens when the brain and body work together in real time to make sense of what’s going on, inside and outside us.

Put simply, neuroscience studies the brain as a physical organ. Psychology describes the experiences and behaviours that arise from xviihow that organ works. They’re just the same process from different angles.

OK, but why does all this matter to you?

Because the moment you understand how the brain constructs the mind, behaviour starts to make sense, yours and others. You stop blaming, overreacting or trying to fix what was never broken, and you start working with how humans actually function, especially under pressure.

But there’s the catch: once behaviour starts to make sense, the brain desperately wants a simple explanation it can hold on to, ideally something neat, memorable, something that feels like Now I’ve got it!

And here’s where we often go wrong. Because the brain is an organ you can see and point to, we’re drawn to explanations that feel just as tangible: clear roles, simple cause-and-effect stories, prefrontal cortex versus limbic system, this area does the thinking, that area does emotions… These explanations come from an older, modular view of the brain, rooted in faculty psychology, one that assumes complex human experiences can be neatly divided into separate brain parts with fixed roles: reason here, emotion there. It’s a comforting story, but modern neuroscience1 shows that the brain doesn’t work in pieces like that, but as integrated, predictive networks.

Those explanations make us feel clever, like we’ve cracked the code of something impossibly complex. And once we feel that way, oh boy, letting go of that idea becomes incredibly hard!


xviiiYour brain prefers the familiar, even when the familiar is outdated.



This is exactly why so many old myths about the brain keep circulating long after science has moved on. For example, is it true that the amygdala is the fear centre? If I’m a rational person, is it because I have the right side of the brain more developed than the left? Do we really use only 10 per cent of our brain? Do we have a reptilian or lizard brain?

The answer is no to all of these questions, and you’ll learn more about these and other myths throughout the book. They’ve been debunked years ago, but they persist because they feel concrete, simple, and explanatory.

To be clear, these ideas were not wrong when they were developed, they were based on earlier assumptions and shaped by the limits of earlier technology and methods. When researchers could only study damaged brains, animal models, or single regions at a time, it made sense to tell simpler, area-based stories. As brain imaging, network analysis, and computational approaches advanced, those stories stopped holding up, though… The problem is that scientific knowledge doesn’t update culture in real time, and without a clear way for new findings to replace older explanations, simplified stories remain in circulation, creating confusion about what is still supported by evidence and what is not.

It’s a common problem

This is a problem other disciplines experience, too, from nutrition to health, where the science moves on while outdated ideas continue to be repeated without their sources, currency, or reliability being questioned. To me, this is one of the defining failures of our time, and a contributor to many of the problems Western society is now facing.

xixThe perspective I have adopted in this book is strongly informed by contemporary work in affective neuroscience, particularly the theory of constructed emotion, which reframes emotion, cognition, and behaviour as interdependent outcomes of distributed, predictive brain-body processes rather than fixed circuits or inherited programs, as articulated by Lisa Feldman Barrett.2

All this means that you won’t find here things you may have read many times already, like your brain is still wired for the savannah, because, as mentioned, this book is grounded in modern neuroscience, and that comes with a price: unfamiliarity.

I’ve worked hard to make these ideas as clear, practical, and easy to remember as the older explanations you may be used to, while ensuring they are accurate, so they’re there when you need them: in boardrooms, at home dealing with your teenagers’ crises and in traffic, right before you’re tempted to argue with the driver who just cut you off.

Shallow explanations and oversimplification may feel comforting, but they don’t help when pressure hits, whereas understanding a bit more, even if it feels unfamiliar at first, is what gives you real leverage when you need it most.

My hope is that you turn what you read into actions the moment you put the page down, so that you see how understanding the brain helps you in real life, immediately.

xxWhen techniques stop working, the Shifts start
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In some chapters, I’ve added the Shifts, the tools I share with my clients to help them change fast, and which I also share in my bi-weekly newsletter The Shift: Brain Fuel for Leaders (you can sign up for free at www.brunadepalo.com).



The Shifts are tools you can use immediately once you understand the basic brain dynamics. These are tools that work in real meetings, under real pressure, with real people, but… they won’t work at all if you don’t understand how the internal machine runs first.

Almost all the leaders I’ve met have read books about leadership and attended many leadership development programmes. But they still don’t really know what to do to solve the most common leadership challenges.

Is it because those techniques don’t work? No, they actually do.

But what my experience working with leaders globally has shown me, over and over, is that leaders, and humans in general, don’t need more tips, techniques or bio hacks, because when they’re needed (that is, under pressure) they simply won’t remember what they were supposed to do.

I’ve spent nearly three decades in the corporate world, and I’ve watched it invest millions in soft skills development, emotional intelligence courses, and leadership programmes. Many of them are very good. So how come we’re still seeing leaders acting out their anger, insecurities, and emotional states, and not leveraging what they’ve learned?

My explanation is that they learned the techniques, but missed why they work, what dynamic they’re leveraging, the basics of the machine they’re trying to operate.


xxiWithout understanding how the machine works, techniques simply don’t stick.



It’s like knowing a few driving tips without understanding how the car responds when you press the brake or the accelerator!

You don’t need much more than this, so this isn’t a neuroscience book, and it’s definitely not a lecture on the vast complexity of the brain. Think of it as a high-level instruction manual, meant to help you understand how the machine works, what might be happening in you or in others as a result of certain dynamics, and how to operate it more consciously.

Just like driving, you don’t need to understand the whole engine…

So why do you get sick right before going on holiday?

That’s a perfect example of how understanding the brain can make your life easier…

During prolonged periods of pressure, your body releases more resources, including cortisol, to help you stay alert, focused, and keep going. The brain shifts priorities and focuses on coping with what matters most in the moment, and other less urgent processes, like immune regulation and repair, are temporarily deprioritised.

This means that, if a health issue is developing, the signals are very much there, but they’re given less weight, because they’re not treated as urgent while you’re dealing with immediate demands.

Then the pressure drops, you finally slow down, the maintenance process finally resumes and everything you didn’t have time to feel xxiishows up at once. Which means that you and Adam weren’t unlucky or suddenly sick… You were sick already, it just didn’t come to the surface until you slowed down.

So you want to protect your next holiday? Create small moments of slowing down before the break, intentionally check the early signals and respond sooner. Do that, and you’re far less likely to spend the first days of your holiday in bed.


Once you understand how the brain drives behaviour, everything clicks into place and you can finally influence, lead, and navigate life with less effort and better results.





1 Modern neuroscience is a perspective that emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s, as advances in brain imaging, network science, and predictive models showed that mental functions do not reside in isolated brain modules. Instead, the brain is understood as an integrated, predictive system that regulates the body’s energy (allostasis) and constructs experiences such as perception, thought, and emotion from distributed networks. In this view, emotion and cognition aren’t separate systems, but emerge together from the same underlying processes.

2 A key turning point in affective neuroscience was the work of Lisa Feldman Barrett, Distinguished Professor of Psychology at Northeastern University, Guggenheim Fellow, and one of the most cited scientists in the world. Her Theory of Constructed Emotion challenged long-standing assumptions about how the brain creates emotions and helped shift the field away from classical, hardwired models towards more dynamic, predictive and context-dependent understandings of the brain. Her How Emotions are Made (Macmillan, 2017) follows that modern neuroscience perspective, drawing on the body of research that emerged from, expanded and refined that shift across neuroscience and psychology.


1Part 1

How the Brain Works

The Brain Dynamics Every Leader Needs to Understand

I believe that true confidence isn’t the absence of fear, but rather the presence of understanding. Many leadership books offer excellent tools, techniques, or templates, but applying them without understanding the engine you are operating is like trying to fly a plane by memorising the buttons: the moment turbulence hits, you feel lost.

My clients often tell me that once they understand what’s happening in the brain, their confidence shifts from fragile to foundational. As one leader recently shared:


Understanding how the brain drives my team’s reactions gave me a level of calm and presence I’ve never experienced. I’m no longer guessing what’s going on in the room, I can see it and respond accordingly, which means fewer defensive spirals and far more productive conversations.



2To get the most out of Part 1, I invite you to:


	Reflect: When a concept resonates, pause and ask yourself: Where have I seen this in my team, my family or myself?

	Observe: View your world through this new lens. Whether in a tense meeting or a quiet dinner, get into the habit of spotting brain dynamics in real-time.

	Experiment: Don’t wait for a crisis. Bring these insights into your next one-on-one, feedback session or conversation at home.



That’s the difference between reading a manual and knowing how to fly.


31

The Brain, Simplified (and Why It Matters for Leadership)


You’ve tried everything, and it’s still harder than it should be.

By the end of this chapter, you’ll see why, and why leadership becomes easier once you understand what the brain is really doing.



Scan or visit www.brunadepalo.com/extras for links, Shifts, and additional resources.

The hidden priority running your life

Here’s a question for you: What do you think is the number one job of the brain?

4Think carefully, because missing this point explains about 90 per cent of your daily frustrations.

Is it thinking? Moving? Deciding? Remembering? Processing?

None of them.

Its number one job is brutally simple: keeping you alive. And as you will soon learn, this single fact explains more leadership struggles than any management book ever written.

It does this through allostasis, the process of regulating the body’s energy, which the brain carries out by constantly predicting what will be needed next.

Put simply, the brain keeps you alive by regulating the body’s energy through prediction. It continuously anticipates what you’ll need next, using body signals, past experience, and the current context to prepare you in advance, whether that means effort, focus, rest, or protection when circumstances could threaten your safety or resources.


The brain predicts in order to regulate, and it regulates in order to keep you alive.



Own this, and human behaviour becomes clearer: your reactions, your team’s dynamics, your family’s patterns, even the behaviours that once left you puzzled will now slowly make sense. And believe me (and the leaders who’ve lived this shift), the moment it clicks, everything moves: life becomes clearer,1 leadership becomes easier, and you finally feel in control.

5But does that mean we all work in the same way?

Of course not. Every brain is different, but there are a few high-level dynamics that are universal to healthy brains and understanding them helps you become a more effective leader, one who gets maximum results with minimum effort.

Or, as I call it, a brain-enhancing leader: someone who understands how the internal machine works and shapes the conditions for people to do their best work.

Allostasis: meet your personal CFO

In simple terms, allostasis means that the brain constantly provides energy where and when it’s needed: to your gut about two hours after eating,2 to your kidneys at night, or to your immune system, supporting repair and defence when required.
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What this means in practice is that your health, the result of your organs coordinating their activity over time, depends heavily on your brain’s ability to manage this energy flow. And it’s perfectly capable of doing so when it has sufficient resources to rely on… But what happens when it hasn’t?

For example, when the brain is under prolonged pressure, or affected by poor nutrition and lack of care, its ability to manage this balance drops, and your health starts to be at risk.

6This is why people say stress kills. Stress itself doesn’t, but chronic stress prevents the brain from doing its job properly, and when that happens, your organs stop working as they’re designed to.
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Your body can surely compensate for this imbalance… for a while, but in the long run, organs not doing their job at the right time and in the right way means you get sick. Sometimes irreparably. We’ll look at how to avoid this in Chapter 13; for now, let’s just simplify things.

We said that the brain manages the body’s flow of energy, and you can think about it as if your body were a large organisation with three key departments, and your brain the chief financial officer (CFO) who manages the (body) budget, forecasts need, and shifts energy where it’s needed.3


I’ve personified my CFO, and called him Tom. Giving him a name makes it easier for me to talk to him, negotiate with him, and occasionally even argue with him (which never works). It helps me see more clearly why he does what he does. Even when I disagree with Tom, I trust he is only trying to keep me alive, and that’s good enough for me to treat him with respect and take good care of him. How are you going to name yours?



7Meet the departments competing for your energy

On one side, you have the departments that keep life going and moving forward:


	Operations & Maintenance, keeps the body running and repaired. It regulates breathing, digestion, movement, immune system, recovery, sleep. If this department struggles, you feel it physically.

	Innovation & Growth, helps you think, learn, create, and connect. It manages decision making, problem solving, creativity, collaboration, relationships. If this department slows down, work and relationships suffer.



And competing for the same exact energy budget:


	Security/Defence,4 protects you when something feels risky, and determines stress responses, alertness, readiness to act. When this department takes over, everything else goes into the background.




IMPORTANT: Security here doesn’t mean you’re necessarily in physical danger. It includes anything the brain predicts might increase future energy cost, including uncertainty, social exposure, ambiguity, or lack of clarity, long before anything is objectively dangerous.



The CFO is constantly allocating the body budget between Security/Defence or Operations & Maintenance and Innovation & Growth departments.

8[image: Illustration of three buildings representing the ‘departments’ in one’s brain that compete for one’s energy with a pile of money in the middle to be distributed between them]

When the CFO predicts a potential increase in metabolic cost, including scenarios that could threaten survival, whether physical, cognitive, or social, it reallocates energy towards protection, prioritising investment in the Security/Defence department and reducing the energy available for maintenance, repair, learning, thinking, collaboration, and growth.

Essentially, your CFO holds the money, which in your body is energy, and like any good CFO, its job is to keep the budget balanced. That means constantly reallocating energy to where it’s needed most, moment by moment.

Now let’s get into the details of this organisation and what it means for you, your team, and your family life.

Where does the CFO get the data to make those decisions?

From your body, through a sense called interoception – that is, the continuous flow of information from your body to your brain, such as heartbeat, breathing, hunger, or energy levels, which the brain uses to predict, regulate, and keep you alive.

This is how your brain tracks what’s happening inside you and uses that information, alongside past experience and context, to predict what your body will need next and where energy will be required.

9In practice, through interoception, your CFO constantly receives signals from inside your body, such as:


	how fast your heart is beating

	how deep or fast you’re breathing

	whether you’re hot or cold

	sensations from your stomach, like fullness or discomfort

	how tense or relaxed your muscles are

	how tired or energised you feel

	signals linked to stress, repair, and basic needs like hunger or thirst.



This is the data your brain uses to decide how to spend the budget. It means that what you do is not primarily a reaction to what’s happening, as we once believed, but a prediction,5 shaped in part by signals from inside your body, continuously adjusted as new information comes in.

The brain is a predictive machine

This is one of the pivotal differences between modern neuroscience and the classical view, which described the brain as primarily sensing danger and then sending signals to the body to react, often summarised in popular culture as fight, flight, or freeze. For decades, this framework shaped how we understood behaviour: it made sense, it felt clear, comforting, and easy to grasp… More recent research, however, has changed that picture.

The CFO doesn’t wait to see what happens, as this would be too risky. Instead, to keep you alive, it continuously predicts what might be needed next (more energy, focus, movement, rest, or protection), prepares the body in advance, monitors incoming signals, and adjusts those predictions over and over again.

10This is how it works in practice:




	1. Context →
	2. Prediction →
	3. Body preparation →
	4. Interoceptive signals →
	5. Update →



	The brain constructs what’s going on using past experience, cultural knowledge, the environment, and expectations, and the body’s current state.
	It predicts what your body is likely to need next, for example, movement, focus, protection, or effort.
	It adjusts the body in advance through changes in heart rate, muscle, readiness, breathing, and energy availability.
	Those bodily changes continuously send signals back to the brain about what’s actually happening inside you.
	The brain compares what it predicted with what it senses and updates its predictions again.





[image: Annotated diagram showing Brain body loop]

This loop runs continuously, mostly outside your awareness.

THAT’S NOT WHAT I’VE HEARD SO FAR…

I know… You see? I told you that this modern view would be unfamiliar and therefore uncomfortable at the beginning. Stay with me, it will soon start to feel obvious and you’ll be able to use this information to ease your life, especially when it comes to managing stress, as you’ll see in Chapter 13.

11The old story was simple:

Something dangerous happens → The brain detects the danger → The brain tells the body to react → The heart races, muscles tense, stress hormones release → You fight/fight/freeze and save your life.

The modern view looks like this, instead:

The brain is constantly predicting what will be needed next → It prepares the body in advance →… and only later checks incoming signals to see whether the prediction was useful → If not? It updates the prediction, reallocates energy, and tries again.

This means that when your heart races or your muscles tense, it’s often because your brain has predicted that extra energy will be needed, rather than because a threat or danger has been detected.

This is where the subtle, but important shift happens: it’s not the brain commanding the body or the body independently triggering reactions… it’s a continuous loop.

[image: A flow chart of illustrations demonstrating the predictive nature of the brain]

This loop happens before you’re even consciously aware of a danger.

Let’s look at a fascinating example of how the brain–body loop may look in real life.


12Why Roger Federer looked effortless on court

[image: Illustration showing Roger Federer]

Tennis player Roger Federer was often described as effortless on the court. His movements appeared fluid, graceful, perfectly timed, almost calm. He anticipated the trajectory of the ball with remarkable ease and seemed able to anticipate where his opponent would hit the ball next, arriving early and moving with striking efficiency. In his own words, ‘I had to work very hard to make it look easy.’6

What may have been happening under the hood




	Context →
	Prediction →
	Body preparation →
	Interoceptive signals →
	Update





	Based on years of experience, Federer’s brain could integrate an enormous amount of context very quickly: the opponent’s posture, grip, subtle changes in movement, the score, the surface, the rhythm of the rally, and his own body state
	From that context, his brain likely made earlier and more precise predictions about what would be needed next: a small adjustment in footwork, explosive movement, fine motor control, restraint rather than force, or sometimes patience instead of attack
	Because the prediction came early, his body could be prepared in advance: muscles primed without excessive tension; breathing adjusted without panic; energy allocated precisely rather than defensively
	His body continuously sent signals back about balance, effort, fatigue, and timing. Those signals were not ignored; they refined the prediction in real time
	When the ball behaved slightly differently than expected, the prediction was updated. But because the initial guess was often close, the correction required was small





13Why this looked effortless

When predictions arrive late or require constant correction, the body compensates by tensing more muscles, mobilising extra force, and reacting defensively, which is what we read as effort. Federer’s hallmark elegance on court likely reflected how efficiently his brain anticipated what was needed next,7 allowing movement to stay light, precise, and economical.



What this means for you

Efficient leadership, like elite performance, is often about anticipating earlier and wasting less energy, rather than pushing harder. Leaders who look calm under pressure, who don’t overreact in conflict, and who seem to have time when others feel rushed, aren’t suppressing emotion or forcing control. More often, their brains are:


	predicting demands earlier

	allocating energy more efficiently

	avoiding unnecessary defensive responses.



In other words, they’re spending less of the body budget on emergency corrections. So your goal as a leader (and as a person, for that matter) is to reduce wasted effort. To help the brain predict a little earlier, adjust a little sooner, and avoid burning energy on last-minute firefighting.

This efficiency is something you can learn to support, which is exactly where we’re going next.

14Prediction: how the brain handles risks

A core part of how your brain keeps you alive is by anticipating potential risk and cost. Think of this as the CFO’s early-warning system that constantly scans the environment and the body for anything that might require extra effort, attention, or protection (like a potential threat, for example), and feeds those predictions into energy allocation.

Mind you: the key word here is potential. The moment this system detects ambiguity, uncertainty, lack of clarity, or anything else that isn’t dangerous in itself but could increase future metabolic cost or demand, it










Why this matters for leaders (and daily life)








CFO tricks to save body budget

















19The Box, aka your brain’s library of how things usually go















The Box sometimes gets in the way though…














	becoming aware of how it works

	having practices ready for the moments you’re most at risk of falling into biases

	actively expanding it with new perspectives.








Quick ways to expand your Box


















…But what if a prediction is wrong or misaligned?
















Predictions can also become self-fulfilling prophecies, though…


















29How to break the spell (and avoid the drama)



	First, notice the filter: when you feel judged, remember that the other person isn’t seeing reality; they’re looking at you through their Box. They’re seeing a small, selective slice of things, just the data that fits their story.

	Second, kill the hypothesis: if you’re the one making the judgement, pause and ask yourself: What is one thing I’ve seen today that doesn’t fit my theory about this person?

	Third, exit the drama: if you’re on the receiving end, don’t argue with their conclusion (you’ll lose). Instead, name the filter. You could say, for example: It feels like you’ve already made up your mind about my intent. Is there anything I could do that would change that, or is the story already fixed?






How the brain’s filtering system works



So how does the RAS decide what to focus on?












	Predictions tell the RAS what to look for →

	The RAS decides what gets noticed →

	Whatever gets noticed enters the funnel →

	It shapes behaviour





The Shift: working with how the brain works
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