
Even if you’ve identified and neutralized every one of your implicit and explicit biases, you're still prone 
to poor decision-making unless you can remain calm, level-headed and clear-eyed when confronting 
complex and anxiety-provoking situations. Maintaining a steady hand during these moments is a critical 
leadership quality. Like the experienced quarterback whose focus isn’t shaken by a crumbling pocket and 
ferocious pass rushers. Or the event planner who doesn’t panic when it seems like the weather, A/V 
technicians, food vendors and unreasonable guests are all conspiring against them. When the shit hits 
the fan, real leaders know how to gather themselves and maintain their composure.        

The discipline to remain calm and make quality decisions - especially in the face of conflict - is an 
essential leadership modern quality. But as with the work required to neutralize your biases, in 
attempting to short-circuit your instinctual fight or flight response, you’re fighting generations of 
conditioning. And this battle takes place in your brain - specifically the amygdala.  

According to Tom Ireland, managing editor at the Society of Biology writing for Scientific American, the 
amygdala is a “primal region of the brain, associated with fear and emotion,” and is involved “in the 
initiation of the body’s response to stress.1” When we experience stressful events, the amygdala “sends a 
distress signal to the hypothalamus. This area of the brain functions like a command center, 
communicating with the rest of the body through the nervous system so that the person has the energy 
to fight or flee.2” This energy is manifested through faster heart beats, increased blood pressure, quicker 
breathing - the perfect confluence of biological primers for scrapping or scramming. 

While the amygdala was our best friend when we were avoiding hungry tigers and polar bears who 
looked at us like we were lunch, it’s a lousy co-pilot to the leader who’s responsible for guiding their 
colleagues to a successful fiscal quarter in the face of aggressive opposition competitors. It’s also an 
imperfect response for leaders who preside over teams and organizations that encourage dissenting 
points of view from all employees and discourage fear-based managerial tactics. 
 
Thankfully, this fight or flight response isn’t irreversibly hardwired into our brains. With discipline, 
persistence and patience, we can all cultivate a more evolved brain that’s capable of resisting the urge to 
jump to conclusions, attack when stressed and lose sight of higher order team goals.
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