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Chapter 1

Introduction

The Neuroscience of Leadership Coaching as a title contains three of the most popular buzz-words in the management development and Business School world at the moment. We must be on to something! The one word in the title that isn’t on the buzzword list, sadly, is ‘insight’, but we hope that we will be able to provide some of this by bringing the other three keywords together.

The authors of this book are a combination of expert practitioners and academics in the fields of psychology, neuroscience and coaching. Behind the coaching content of this book, there are many years of experience in coaching leaders at senior and board levels in all kinds of organizations on an international basis. There are also many years of academic psychology and neuroscience research behind the technical content of this book. Between us, we hope to be able to stimulate your thinking on the subject of leadership coaching so that we can all take it further, as the field moves on more and more rapidly.

Two of the three favourite words in our book title describe areas of activity that are not as clear-cut as they might at first appear.

‘Leadership’ has been around as a core topic for ever – with over 134,000 entries coming up on Amazon.com for the search ‘Leadership books’ as we write in 2015. John Burgoyne pointed out that the leadership development field has grown into a global, multi-billion dollar industry, with an estimated $36–$60 billion spent on it annually throughout the world (Boyatzis, Leonard, Rhee, & Wheeler, 1996). Barbara Kellerman, the James MacGregor Burns Lecturer in Public Leadership at Harvard University, stated in 2012 that she believes ‘the leadership industry in its roughly forty-year history has not in any major, meaningful, measureable way improved the human condition’ (Kellerman, 2012).

In the field of ‘coaching’, where there are 29,496 entries on Amazon as we write, we are still working in an ambiguous world where there are as many confusions between the practices of coaching and mentoring, consultancy, performance management, training, counselling and therapy as there are between the different schools declared in the coaching world itself – ‘Life-Coaching’, ‘Executive Coaching’, ‘Solutions Focused Coaching’, ‘NLP Coaching’, ‘Coaching Psychology’. Even our own professed description of being in the ‘eclectic model’ of coaching is now a ‘school’ in itself.

Neuroscience has the advantage of being a much more specific discipline, based clearly in the field of psychology. Until recently, its applications were almost exclusively in the medical and psychological domains, and there was little connection made between the scientific world of the brain and the rather less scientific world of business.

The rapid development of neuroscience technology and the ways in which it is now possible to track and monitor brain activity in healthy, functioning humans have opened up a whole new field of experimentation and exploration. There is still little neuroscience research that allows us to examine the direct effect of leadership style or coaching techniques in the brains of individual employees or teams. However, it is now possible to see which parts of the brain are active when, for instance, someone is involved in decision-making, when they are suffering from stress or when they are happy. This provides an evidence base that we can apply, for example, to suggest how individual differences in processing style might help to explain effectiveness in particular tasks. There is a caveat here – the rapid expansion of neuroscience means that we are providing a snapshot of current thinking in the field, and this is likely to change as new findings increase our understanding of the way people think.

With our current understanding of the way that the human brain processes, we can now begin to use data from neuroscience research to inform the study of individual processing styles and their consequences for everyday life. An extension of this is to look at the effectiveness of people in organizations, and within that, those in leadership roles. As coaching, or executive coaching, is an activity which is intended to enable people to change their behaviours to become more effective, a logical application of this is that we should be able to gain some insights from neuroscience into how coaching can more specifically make leaders more effective.

We acknowledge the fact that both leadership and coaching as concepts may be somewhat ambiguous, but through the examination of both practices using the lens of neuroscience, it is possible to shed light on how to enable the human being engaging in either activity to be more effective. No matter how the concepts and fashions in what is called leadership or coaching may change, the way the brain works does not. Therefore, by developing a deeper understanding of the basic principles of human behaviour in this way, the labels we put upon it become less important.

Collective behaviours that we consider to be leadership at any point in time can be improved by interventions we collectively decide to call coaching at this time, and we can then apply this as leadership coaching. If it gets called something else later on, that’s fine, because if we are working to help someone be more effective by applying our understanding of how the brain works to the outcomes our coachee is trying to achieve, then we are working with the cause, not just on the symptoms.

In this book, we begin by giving an update on the current thinking about leadership. This helps outline the context in which individuals with leadership responsibilities are currently working. This, in turn, is the background that these leaders bring with them when they come to us for coaching.

We began working on this book from the perspective of the many leaders and managers that we have coached and the kinds of issues with which they consistently get stuck. It was noticeable to us as we looked through many, many case notes that it was possible to cluster the coaching issues into groups, which seemed to have some themes in common. We became curious as to whether neuroscience could give us insight into why this was the case. Was it something that happens in the brain when faced with a particular situation that was likely to make it difficult for a person to sort that kind of problem out for themselves?

In our coaching practice we very much take the stance that if the person we are working with is in a leadership position, it is most likely that they are perfectly capable of solving many complex problems for themselves, on a daily basis. They will be intelligent, experienced, educated… more so than many people. So what is going on when such a person finds it difficult to move beyond a certain point in their thinking on their own? And we have all been in that position….

As a coach, we use many different tools and techniques, and know that certain interventions work well for certain types of coaching issue. We also know that many studies on the effectiveness of coaching, or therapy, show that this is more attributed to the quality of the relationship between the practitioner and the client than it is to the tool or technique on its own (Miller, Duncan, & Hubble, 1997). Again, the neuroscience can give us some insights into why this is the case, and how we as coaches can use this information to increase our effectiveness.

We have structured this book so that there is a general introduction to neuroscience and then some specific input around the links to both leadership and coaching. Then, we move on to some practical examples in leadership coaching and some of the tools and techniques used, with an additional neuroscience commentary. At one level, some of the technical terminology of neuroscience may seem complex, but when applied to the practical contexts of leadership and coaching, hopefully, it will become meaningful and useful.

In Chapter 4, we look at the new information that is available which has implications for increasing our understanding of a number of key leadership responsibilities, such as:

•  Decision-making in situations of risk, ambiguity or uncertainty

•  When and how we decide to make a complete change of direction

•  Coping with stress and how to build resilience

•  Why it is tough to be a leader

•  How to be innovative

•  Leading people or leading a task?

It is reassuring to find that there is evidence to support many of the ideas behind leadership coaching, such that it is possible to develop new leadership skills if there is access to the right experiences, and that old leaders with bad habits can change them if they have the right motivation.

In Chapter 5, we look at the exciting data that shows it is possible to change the way the genes we have inherited are used. This can be facilitated by coaching and is possible for people of any age – it is the underlying process for behavioural change. Through the study of epigenetics, we can see that it is possible to develop our brains to accommodate new skills and behaviours that we need to use at any age. It should be possible to fine-tune our coaching so that we can consciously work with our coachees to build an effective leadership brain! Maybe that’s the next book…

New insights that are directly useful are things like the fact that we now know we can create new neurones, and the rate at which we can do this can be affected by external factors. The rate decreases when we are depressed or anxious, or when our sleep is disturbed. This means that learning and development is harder when we are anxious, depressed or sleep deprived. This is itself would be a useful topic of conversation in a coaching session.

Other new insights include why rapport is so important in effective coaching and the role played by empathy. How can we as coaches avoid emotional contagion or stress contagion? The development of compassion plays a key role in this, and understanding more around this subject can help us manage our emotions in coaching, and leadership, more effectively.

Coaching and leadership both rely heavily on language. Insights into how the brain encodes language and the use of emotional labels as part of how we form memories and recall them link well to our existing use of coaching techniques, where we help our coachees access emotional states consciously when they need them. Understanding more about this means we can fine-tune the approaches we use and be more confident in working with them.

The final two chapters give an opportunity to see how the insights from neuroscience play out in real coaching sessions, and also in some of the coaching tools and techniques often used in leadership coaching. After reading through these chapters, it might be interesting to reflect on some of the techniques you use yourself when coaching or mentoring, and think about how the insights from neuroscience might be playing out in your own scenarios.

This is an emerging and exciting field, and the more we become consciously aware of how our brains work, the more progress we can potentially make working in leadership development, coaching and even in managing our own personal development.


Chapter 2

Leadership, coaching and neuroscience

An update on leadership thinking and the link to the executive coaching agenda

We have been involved with leaders at all levels in both the public and private sectors as specialists in the design and delivery of leadership programmes. We have also been involved with organizations as coaches and behavioural change agents, where we use a number of interventions drawn from different branches of psychology and the work of influential thinkers in a number of different fields. As a result of this experience, we have been exposed to a large number of different leadership ethos and styles. The different leaders we have met have arrived at their positions via a number of different routes and all of them have been exposed to leadership theories of one sort or another, whether formally or informally. It is clear from this experience that there is no one route to leadership that always works, or that all leaders need a particular type of training to succeed.

While this is not a book about leadership or how to be a leader, in light of our experience, it is important and necessary for us to acknowledge and be aware of the background against which all of our leaders live and work before we can endeavour to provide our skills to assist them. Our purpose is to help them to deal with their individual challenges more effectively.

The thinking in universities about leadership has evolved from Plato (427–347 B.C.) and Socrates (469–339 B.C.) to more modern leadership thinkers such as Barbara Kellerman, who was ranked amongst the top fifty business thinkers in 2009 by Forbes.com. Views on leadership over this time period were extremely diverse. For instance, while Plato thought that once society had a well-established and crafted set of laws, the best form of government was a monarchy, followed by an oligarchy and then democracy, Kellerman (2012) says that leadership is in danger of becoming obsolete.

While viewpoints may have changed, the task for those earliest philosophers to the present-day leadership thinkers has remained the same: how do we organize ourselves to obtain what is best for us and for those around us who form part of our group? How do we achieve our purpose and what exactly is leadership?

Different views of leadership

The view of leadership and its impact on organizational life has changed over the last thirty years (Nohria and Khurana, 2010) from the early organizational theorists such as Selznick (1984) and Weber (1964) who described leaders as those who have charisma and therefore possess ‘… a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men’ (1964, p. 329). This supports a frequently held belief that leaders are ‘born not made’ as if some inherent quality bestowed upon some individuals marked them out for leadership positions. (It should be noted that many people still subscribe to this theory even though they have learnt how to fill the leadership roles that they have been given by learning to produce the behaviours associated with that role.) By contrast, a study by Cohen and March (1974) harshly concluded that ‘leadership is principally mythological’. They concluded that leaders are powerless to influence organizational outcomes since often it is factors outside the control of a single individual that determine success or failure. Thus, even a cursory review of the major theories of literature poses the question, ‘what is leadership?’

In 1970, economist Milton Friedman opined that business leaders had ‘[n]o responsibilities other than to maximize profits to shareholders’, and it would seem that many took those words literally with the result that for the next three decades, the world witnessed a general move to a style of leadership in which all things were swept aside apart from the need for profitability. This led to the financial crisis of 2007/2008.

In line with Friedman’s view, Professor Manfred Kets de Vries of INSEAD highlighted the fact that organizations reward leadership behaviours associated with psychopaths, when in their single-minded pursuit of profit at all cost, executives make ruthless decisions for the good of the company’s profitability without any conscience for those who might suffer as a result. This viewpoint is reinforced by Babiak and Hare (2007) who drew attention to the similarities between psychopathic behaviours and the behaviours of highly effective executives in their book Snakes in Suits: When Psychopaths Go to Work. While shareholders might gain through these behaviours, it could be predicted that society would ultimately lose and this has been the outcome.

The
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