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Brain Savvy Leadership

By Dario Nardi

Do great leaders have special brains? Are they wired differently than everyone else? The answer
is “probably,” with a caveat. As personality type users, we know there are multiple paths to
effective leadership. I want to share some of the observations I’ve made during my brain
research and suggest a five-step process to help evaluate and nurture someone’s leadership
potential.

Brain Basics

Your brain consists of many small modules. Each module is a neural circuit that helps you do a
task. Some tasks are concrete, such as recognizing faces, hearing voice tone, and moving a
hand. Other tasks are abstract, such as evaluating ethics, adjusting to others’ feedback, and
mentally rehearsing a future action. There are easily five-dozen modules just in the neocortex,
which is the brain’s outermost, thick layer and seat of consciousness. The figure below is a
bird’s eye view of the neocortex. It highlights key modules. The modules are based on a
literature review and seven years of hands-on research using EEG technology with more than
80 people of all types. EEG is a technology that allows us to view people’s brain activity in real
time; and we can analyze that data later for deeper meaning. You can learn more about the
details of my research from the references at the end of this article.

Please take a moment to explore Figure 1 and perhaps circle ten tasks that likely describe you
well in your capacity as a manager, leader, or inspirer of others.

 

Code of Ethics (http://aptinternational.org/about/code-of-ethics/) Who We Are (http://aptinternational.org/apt-international/)

Mission (http://aptinternational.org/about/apti-mission-statement/) Board of Directors (http://aptinternational.org/about/meet-the-board-of-directors/)

Chapters International (http://aptinternational.org/international-apt-associations/) Contact Us (http://aptinternational.org/about/contact-us/)

Bulletin of Psychological Type (http://aptinternational.org) Training (http://aptinternational.org/events)
Interest Areas (http://aptinternational.org/interest-areas/) Resources
Membership & Join (http://aptinternational.org/membership/) My Apti

(http://www.apinternational.org/)

Using the MBTI® and Type Models

Improve your type expertise
this year with APTi. Basic
membership is free.
(http://aptinternational.org/membership/)

(http://aptinternational.org/2015conference/files/2014/11/APTi-
2015-Conference-Sponsorship-
Kit.pdf)

http://aptinternational.org/
http://aptinternational.org/membership/
http://aptinternational.org/blog/2014/07/09/leading-through-change-using-type-knowledge/
http://aptinternational.org/blog/2014/07/16/dealing-with-agendas-for-change/
http://aptinternational.org/about/code-of-ethics/
http://aptinternational.org/apt-international/
http://aptinternational.org/about/apti-mission-statement/
http://aptinternational.org/about/meet-the-board-of-directors/
http://aptinternational.org/international-apt-associations/
http://aptinternational.org/about/contact-us/
http://aptinternational.org/
http://aptinternational.org/events
http://aptinternational.org/interest-areas/
http://aptinternational.org/blog/2014/07/15/brain-savvy-leadership/#
http://aptinternational.org/membership/
http://aptinternational.org/blog/2014/07/15/brain-savvy-leadership/#
http://www.apinternational.org/
http://aptinternational.org/membership/
http://aptinternational.org/2015conference/files/2014/11/APTi-2015-Conference-Sponsorship-Kit.pdf


(http://aptinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/Nardi-Figure-1.jpg)
Figure 1: A bird’s eye view of the neocortex

To no surprise, we each prefer some modules to others. We differ by the tasks we enjoy and
how well we do them. Individual differences show both in the amount of brain activity we apply
in situations and also the neural circuits that form between modules over decades of repetitive
use.

What is Leadership?

Before going further… what is “leadership”? As I look at brain function, I might want to know
what I’m trying to correlate it to! One definition by entrepreneur Kevin Kruse reads: “Leadership
is a process of social influence, which maximizes the efforts of others, towards the achievement
of a goal.” This definition really taps the very different contributions of the brain’s two
executive regions.

Your Two CEOs

The twenty modules in Figure 1 are labeled “Fp1”, “F7” and so forth, by convention,
corresponding to brain anatomy. Those toward the top, under that little triangular nose, are
called “executives.” They sit behind your forehead.

(http://aptinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/Nardi-Figure-2.jpg)
Figure 2: A side-view of the brain at right

These executive regions do a lot. They synthesize inputs from, and help regulate, the rest of the
brain, from the outermost modules to the deeper limbic system and brain stem. They typically
finish developing around age 25, though as research shows, they may keep refining and shifting
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over our entire lives. The table below highlights the contributions of these two very different
executives.

Left Executive (Fp1) – Goal Focused Right Executive (Fp2) – Open Ended

This region activates when you focus your
attention, make a decision amongst options,
craft explanations, filter out distractions,
notice mistakes to fix, and feel confident or
anxious moving to success. It only works with
other brain regions one at a time.

This region activates when you brainstorm
and explore, stay open to new data, notice
where you are in a process, facilitate a
group, reflect to synthesize, and feel excited
or blue. It tends to work with many other
brain regions simultaneously.

Let’s revisit that definition: “Leadership is a process of social influence, which maximizes the
efforts of others, towards the achievement of a goal.” The Fp1 executive helps us maximize
efforts, set goals, and project confidence. Meanwhile, the Fp2 executive helps us exert social
influence, adjust as we go to new data, and manage the process of reaching that goal.

Links to Personality Type

We might be tempted to link these executives to Judging and Perceiving preferences. Aren’t
those with a Judging preference the Fp1 types and those with a Perceiving preference Fp2
types? The story is a tad more complex. The lab data shows a significant correlation to Jung’s
psychological functions.

Folks with dominant Thinking or Feeling – that is, the EJ and IP types—tend to show more Fp1.
Jung referred to these functions as the rational or judging functions. So even though INFP has a
P in the code for a “perceiving” preference, Jung would say their dominant function is Feeling,
and these they are truly more goal-focused than they appear on the surface. In contrast, folks
with dominant Sensing or Intuiting—the EP and IJ types—tend to show more Fp2. Jung called
these the irrational or perceiving functions. If you consider extraverting / introverting, we get
four leadership styles: EJ, IP, EP, and IJ, as summarized in the table below with my take on
famous examples.

Pace More Left Executive (Fp1) Goal Focused
More Right Executive (Fp2) Open
Ended

Faster
Pace

Expedite Decision-Making (EJ)
Proactively meet goals. Often look sure
and confident. Organize and fix to get
positive results soon. Examples: Teddy
Roosevelt and Margaret Thatcher.

Energize the Process (EP)
Seek out stimuli. Often come across as
random, emergent, and enthusiastic.
Attend to the here and now. Examples:
Bill Clinton and Tony Blair.

Slower
Pace

Refine Decision-Making (IP)
Clarify what’s universal, true or
worthwhile. Often look quietly receptive.
Trust own judgments. Examples: Jimmy
Carter and Mohandas Gandhi.

Monitor the Process (IJ)
Reflect on data and perceptions. Often
look focused and preoccupied. Attend
to reference points. Examples: Richard
Nixon and Hillary Clinton.

We don’t have space here to delve into these four styles. In fact, we already know a lot about
the sixteen types and ways they lead. Instead, let’s return to brain function. Besides one’s
leadership style, brain function suggestions some principles of effective leadership to
complement our type knowledge.

Brain Wiring: Are Your Executives Connected?
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How do various brain modules work together? The answer has a big impact on leadership and
suggests some key insights for coaching for leadership.

Take a brief look at Figures 3 and 4, for “Charles” and “Jaclyn”. Just take in the overall visual
pattern; there’s no need to get into details yet. The figures show links between brain regions
that tend to work together for that person. Indeed, the linked regions fire simultaneously as fast
as once per second. These links result from long-term habits. Every time we repeat a particular
thought, feeling or behavior, we further burn a link into our brain.

Charles, a male INTJ in his late 40s, has an eclectic set of skills, a rich background, and many
half-finished projects. During lab, he said he’s poor at setting or following through on goals, and
though he facilitates workshops, he wouldn’t call himself a leader.

Looking at Figure 3, one feature really popped out at me. Charles’s executives Fp1 and Fp2 (at
the top) are only somewhat linked, and “goal-focused” Fp1 isn’t linked at all with any other
regions. No wonder he has difficulty with goals! The goal-focused part of his brain is off on its
own, not even tied to nearby supporting regions like F3 that aids planning or F7 that aids
rapport building with others.

(http://aptinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/Nardi-Figure-3.jpg)
Figure 3: Male INTJ “Charles”
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(http://aptinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/Nardi-Figure-4.jpg)
Figure 4: Female ISTJ “Jaclyn”

 

Jaclyn, a female ISTJ in her early 60s, is very accomplished, with tremendous life experience,
great facilitation skills with groups, and a clear set of goals for her coming years. While she
doesn’t function now in a leader role, she has done so successfully in the past.

Looking at Figure 4, we see executives Fp1 and Fp2 are linked with a dark line. They work
hand-in-hand, firing together every second. Also, dark lines come out of her “goal focused”
executive Fp1 and link to nearby regions for planning and rapport building. Yet she’s still quite
open-ended. Like Charles, many gray lines branch out like a web from her brain’s center. (The
web is just a visual way to show that all modules can fire simultaneously, in a “whole brain”
way).

Since Charles and Jaclyn are both “TJ” types with an Introverting preference, we expect them to
have similar leadership styles, where they may adeptly “monitor the process” in an objective,
detached way. Of course, there are differences too. With his iNtuiting preference, Charles would
shepherd a process from the vantage point of an abstract vision and innovative concepts. With
her Sensing preference, Jaclyn would shepherd a process from the vantage point of past
experience and stabilizing practices. They have those preferences. However, development also
plays a role. We have many choices in life about what we develop. While Jaclyn has chosen to
develop her leadership potential, Charles has develop his potential in other areas – those dark
black lines crisscrossing his brain indicate a powerful skill set, just not one that marks him as a
leader in the usual sense.

The lesson: Skill is not preference. And development is important. Which one would you trust
more as a leader for an organization? Charles or Jaclyn? Knowing their types is not enough to
decide. Recall the definition: “Leadership is a process of social influence, which maximizes the
efforts of others, towards the achievement of a goal.” It looks like Jaclyn is developed herself
more here.
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To evaluate and nurture someone’s leadership potential, we may want to ask the following
questions:

1. What’s the person’s toolbox? That is, which brain modules does he or she like to use, and use
well?
2. How closely does that toolbox match his or her role and complement or clash with others’
toolboxes?
3. What is the person’s leadership style? That is, which executive region – “goal-focused” Fp1 or
“open-ended” Fp2 – predominates, and does he or she work at a faster or slower pace?
4. How well does the person balance his or her preferred functions, Thinking or Feeling, Sensing
or Intuiting? When Fp1 and Fp2 are strongly linked, they are coordinate well.
5. How well does the person actively make use of his or her toolbox? This shows as links
between the executive regions and the rest of the brain.

In the absence of a brain scan, the sixteen types act as a wonderful doorway to help us answer
these questions. Beyond identifying a person’s preferences, ideally, we use type as a dynamic
model. We can conduct interviews, refer to the Jungian cognitive basis of type, deploy an
assessment like MBTI® Step II or MBTI® Step III, engage a person in leadership simulation
exercises, or utilize other means to help a person evaluate his or her strengths and challenges
and as leader.

What’s Next?

With each new person who comes into my lab, there’s more to learn. It’s really exciting to sit
down with someone after the lab itself and explore the meaning of their results, particularly
when they are already type knowledgeable. Brain research can continue to shed light on within
type similarities as well as differences.
And it can add information that type doesn’t give us about effective leadership. So the research
continues. I welcome your insights and questions so please feel free to contact me at
darionardi22@gmail.com (mailto:darionardi22@gmail.com).
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