
SWITCH ON
Your leadership mindset
Getting the best out of your brain 
by Peter Burow

Emotional and Rational 
Reasoning Systems 
Most of us are familiar with the fact that there are different 
systems within the human brain that control thinking and 
behaviour. While many of the 1970s generalisations about 
the ‘left brain’ and ‘right brain’ function that have crept into 
popular belief have more recently proved to be a fallacy, 
recent neuroscientific findings show there are two distinct 
and opposing systems in the brain that underlie the complex 
reasoning process. 

In his 2011 book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, renowned Israeli-
American psychologist Dr Daniel Kahneman identifies the 
reactive habitual System 1 as the fast and intuitive system 
and the rational System 2 as the slower and deliberate 
system of reasoning. Affective vs cognitive, automatic vs 
controlled and reactive vs responsive are all labels that 
psychologists and researchers have used for these cognitive 
types since Schneider and Shiffrin’s research in the 1970s, 
but we will refer to the terms ‘reactive habitual’ and 
‘rational’. 

The emotional system is focused on instinctive, automatic 
and habitual behaviour; or doing what comes naturally. It 
is rooted in the primitive survival system that was essential 
in the face of physical threat in the past; essentially it is fast 
and reactive, but unconstructive. People are often fail to 
recognise that their behaviour or decision-making has been 
affected by their emotional system. 

The rational system is considered a more modern function of 
the brain, focused on dealing with high-level complexity and 
creating novel ideas and solutions. It is more pro-active and 
constructive than the emotional system and allows abstract, 
reflective and hypothetical thought processes. 

Most people have a good understanding of their rational 
system and, when asked about how they arrived at a 
particular decision (such as buying a house) they can usually 
recall their thought processes.*

Professor Jonathan Evans, in his 2011 paper on dual process 
theories, points to the complexity of the issue though, noting 
that the application of this two system theory to cognitive 
reasoning is no simple task. He explains: 

“We do not move from Type 1 [emotional] to Type 2 [rational] 
thinking. Rather Type 1 thinking both competes with and 
shapes Type 2 thinking in adults. In fact, the literature on 
human reasoning suggests that intuitive and contextualised 
forms of thought are the most typical and commonplace in 
adult reasoning.”

“However, abstract and hypothetical forms of thought are a 
distinctive feature of human intelligence that has allowed us 
to outperform all other species by a distance when it comes 
to novel thinking, problem solving, design and consequential 
decision making. Both of these types of thinking develop 
throughout childhood as well as the mechanisms that allow 
one or the other to take control of our behaviour as suits the 
situation. Understanding how this happens provides and 
essential challenge for theorists of cognitive development to 
meet.” 

What are the ramifications of this for an organisation that 
relies on the ability of its leadership and teams to think 
strategically and creatively, and to make highly effective 
decisions to drive performance? How can organisations 
pivot to adopt better leadership strategies based around an 
enhanced understanding of human behaviour? 

How can leaders and their teams effectively 
learn to switch between systems situationally 
and automatically to achieve better results?

*The reactive habitual system within the brain corresponds closely 
to NeuroPower’s Core Belief framework; and the rational system 
corresponds closely to NeuroPower’s Strategic Mindset framework. 
NeuroPower has been applying these techniques to build team, 
leadership and organisational excellence in businesses in Australia and all 

Leadership research tells us when you learn how to switch into a constructive 
mindset, innovation and success follow. Fail to make this switch and the role of the 
leader becomes at best a discipline, and at worst an overwhelming responsibility 
that erodes resilience, creativity and quality of life. Mastering the switch from an 
unconstructive to constructive mindset is absolutely critical to performance and 
sustainability as a leader. 



Increasing time spent in the rational, constructive and 
strategic mindset leads to considerable psychological and 
physiological benefits are associated with. 

The pursuit of happiness is more likely to be found when 
living in the creative, adaptable and constructive (positive) 
mindset, often called the ‘high side’ of the brain. The 
‘low side’ responds to changes in external circumstances, 
and its lack of positivity and adaptability is generally not 
conducive to creating happiness. 

Dr Martin Seligman notes that although a positive mindset 
may not be natural from an evolutionary perspective, 
modern times dictate the adoption of a new positive 
psychology will provide mental and physical health 
benefits. He discusses how the stress and distress mindsets 
that were once necessary for survival, must move towards 
mindsets that encourage communities to flourish, rather 
than just endure. 

The power of positive emotions has also been said to, 
“broaden people’s momentary thought-action repertoires, 
which in turn serves to build their enduring personal 
resources, ranging from physical and intellectual resources 
to social and psychological resources.” This is clearly 
the ‘flourishing’ of individuals, relationships, teams and 
organisations that Seligman refers to. Fredrickson and 
Losada define it further: 

“To flourish means to live within an optimal range of 
functioning, one that connotes goodness, generativity, 
growth, and resilience.” 

In their study of happiness, Lyubomirsky et al. identify 
three main factors that affect happiness: genetics, 
circumstantial factors and activities/practices. Of these, 
the one we have most control over is the last factor. They 
go on to identify the ways to increase happiness as the 
following: choosing appropriate activities, applying effort 
to start the activity and to see it through, and then in 
making it habitual. 

Generally, we are the sum of our habits; but there is an 
apparent dichotomy at play here, as Lyubomirsky et al. 
point out: 

“Is it not the case that acquiring a habit means that 
one has turned a formerly conscious activity into an 
unconscious routine, practiced automatically and without 
variation? If so, is it not the case that one is especially likely 
to experience hedonic adaptation to that activity, such that 
it loses its happiness-boosting potential?” 

Their solution to this is found in adopting a mindful 
implementation of the activity in question through, 
“optimal timing and variety in the ways they practice an 
activity.” We look more at forming habits later.

Happiness, Positive Psychology 
and Human Flourishing



Implications for leadership 
If we accept that it is desirable to develop a positive 
psychology, both for individuals’ wellbeing and 
growth, and, by extension, for enhanced organisational 
performance, and that this is more likely to be found 
by developing constructive thinking, then how does 
leadership foster this? 

It requires leaders with the necessary commitment 
and patience, as well as psychological and behavioural 
understanding, to drive a new culture. Team members will 
need to be encouraged to adopt the more challenging, but 
more constructive mindset, as opposed to the ‘fallback’ 
reactive thinking that at first seems an easier pathway. 

Given the challenges and disruptions of the average 
person’s work day, it is unreasonable to assume that a 
person can always move into, and remain, in a constructive 
mindset. As situations and issues arise, the brain’s fallback 
mechanism is naturally to switch back into a reactive, 
survival state. When we receive bad news about a key 
project, the natural response is reactive (unconstructive) 
rather than innovative (constructive). However, with the 
right guidance and leadership it is possible to master 
this reaction. In fact it should be considered one of the 
founding skills of a good leader to be able to master their 
own switch and to help team members do likewise? 

Leaders first need to understand and recognise their own 
triggers; then they must practice making the SWITCH when 
they sense these triggers being activated. Ultimately, they 
need to create an environment where teams are able and 
comfortable to follow suit. Once people see the positive 
results, where reaction is converted into resolution, they 
will naturally want to follow. 

The ability to SWITCH should be treated as a learned skill, 
where practice makes permanent. The brain effectively 
forms new neural pathways to increase our constructive 
thinking patterns, and this allows us to proactively move 
our constructive mindset from ‘state’ to ‘trait’.

Positive Intelligence-Boosting 
Habits
In his recent book, Positive Intelligence, Shirzad Chamine 
considers, “why only 20% of teams and individuals achieve 
their true potential.” He notes that almost all executives in 
his lectures suffer from “saboteurs” that cause “significant 
harm” to their achieving full potential. These saboteurs are 
in the mind, and therefore ultimately under our control. It 
is the fall-back to reactive system thinking that causes the 
most harm. Chamine therefore recommends a series of 
techniques for overcoming this, and to develop the habit 
of remaining in the positive and constructive mindset, and 
to boost your positive intelligence (PQ). 

Some of these habit-forming techniques include: 

• Commanding yourself to stop being lost in thought 
and instead become aware of your physical 
sensations. This activates and “exercises” the brain 
and, when performed frequently enough, helps to 
permanently create new neural pathways that remain 
active even when the person no longer focused on the 
exercise. 

• Focus for 10 seconds on your physical sensations 
(any one of the five senses) when performing routine 
daily tasks, like brushing teeth, exercising and eating. 
Smelling the toothpaste, listening to your breathing 
or focusing on tasting the food will help you let go of 
thoughts and dwell in a “body wisdom” that is only 
possible when you activate positive intelligence. 

• Practice the above very time you perform a particular 
daily routine, thereby forming a new routine; when 
you observe yourself falling victim to your mental 
“saboteurs” (like anxiety or emotion) also perform the 
new routine, which will take energy away from the 
saboteur and focus it on your positive intelligence. 
Soon you will find yourself able to recognise and 
reverse the effects of the “saboteur”. 

In his 2002 book The New Psycho-Cybernetic, Dr Maxwell 
Maltz postulates that it takes 21 days for the necessary 
neural pathways to form and replace the old ones, in order 
for new habits to be created. Three weeks seems like a 
small price to pay for a paved gateway to a constructive, 
rational mindset.



‘Switch’ Strategies for Leadership 
The goal is that when the leader senses reactionary behaviour, 
he or she is able to automatically re-enter the constructive 
mindset.* 

The nine Cs described by Stanford University Professor Dr 
David Daniels are also a helpful way to self manage and keep 
yourself in a constructive Leader mindset. 

1. Center Yourself. 
Center yourself by practicing the breathing exercise for a 
few moments. 

2. Cultivate Your Consciousness.  
Cultivate consciousness in yourself by using self-
observation to discover what your current preoccupations 
are. 

3. Collect Your Energy.  
Collect your energy back into yourself, into the 
gravitational center of your body, when it wants to 
discharge into habitual reactions. 

4. Contain Your Energy.  
Contain your energy by concentrating your attention on 
experiencing your feelings instead of discharging your 
energy in a habitual, type-determined way. Resist the urge 
to take immediate action. 

5. Consider the Meaning of Your Usual Reaction.  
Consider what your usual automatic response is about by 
using inner inquiry and self-reflection. 

6. Convert Your Energy to Conscious Conduct.  
Convert your habitual responses into conscious conduct 
by using your awareness to coach and encourage yourself 
to try healthier courses of action. 

7. Compassion.  
Manifest compassion by adopting a kind and caring 
attitude toward yourself and others. 

8. Consequences.  
Consider the consequences, or effects, of your conscious 
conduct by noticing the impact of your behaviour on 
yourself and on others. 

9. Clarity.  
Gain clarity about the process of personal and 
professional development by reflecting upon and 
internalizing the previous eight elements of development.

*What Chamine discusses is very similar to the techniques we use for 
teaching leaders in habitualising the SWITCH to the constructive mindset.





Summary 
A constructive mindset enables individuals to situationally 
use both their emotional and rational systems to process 
information, make decisions and lead teams. While external 
circumstances are often out of our influence, our mindset 
is always in our control. As humans, we are designed to 
automatically use our reactive habitual system. Accessing our 
rational system is less instinctive and uses more effort. It takes 
persistent practice to master the Switch from our reactive 
to our rational system, and the benefits of the investment 
outweigh the effort. If we master this Switch as Leaders; we 
triumph in leadership, innovation and performance.
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