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With the invention of the fMRI (f=functional), scientists can detect and measure our cellular activity in diverse situations. Our amygdala fires up when we’re under stress. Our prefrontal cortex (OFC=oribito frontal cortex) activates when we seek perspective. When we laugh, our most fundamental autonomic system (the one that regulates breathing) takes over. Laughter is neurologically and spiritually “our best medicine”. Let’s look at how knowledge of our neurological systems can enhance our leadership.
PLAY & a Leader’s Brain:

1. More is caught than taught. A leader’s physiological state is continuously “read” by her staff. Employees are wired to be more swayed by the mood of the manager than by a peer.  Our “mirror neurons” soak up the emotions of people around us. An upbeat manager exudes hope: a burned out leader exudes a funk. Describe an example of this “moods are catching” phenomenon.

2. If looks could kill, our gentle profession might qualify for the next homicide TV drama. Sixty-five to 90% of our emotions are conveyed without a word. When people don’t “see eye to eye”, disconnections can draw organizational blood. At 2 months, a baby has learned to focus on her caregiver’s eyes for connection. Describe a situation you’ve experienced where communication without words was more powerful than the words being spoken.
3. Sadness stifles our neurons from making new connections. Our brains store sad memories in detail, recording the visceral memory along with the event. People who feel wronged replay the hurtful act in their minds and hearts, over and over again. One sad memory triggers another sad memory. Sadness makes us susceptible to spiraling into depression. If organizations can have memories of shared experiences, what memories would be the strongest in yours?
4. We recall happiness as a wash of feelings (Ochsney): sadness is recalled in hurtful detail. Humor and happiness trigger prefrontal cortex activity. This executive part of our brain is the locus of new ideas, problem solving acumen and vision. Can you recall a time when an upbeat team or individual was able to break-through a blockage? If you come to a brick wall, turn left.
PLAY as a leadership strategy:
5. Everybody plays the fool sometimes. A leader, who pokes fun at herself, lightens her organization. As President Obama joked: “If you want a trusted friend in Washington, get a dog.” We have “dedicated play circuitry in the brain” (Panskeep). Laughter suppresses stress hormones and elevates S-Iga immune system antibodies. To laugh is to connect and shake off worry.
6. “Getting a feel” for a situation is not the same as examining the situation. In a gut reaction, we can read over 412 emotions (Simon Barr). Trusting your gut as a leader often leads to a wise decision. Although “intellect unfettered by emotion” has long been the standard for decision making, emotional intelligence (reading people as well as we read books) prepares us for the tests of life; IQ prepares us for academic tests.  Which decision making modality do you use and when?
7. “Play is what lifts people out of the mundane” (Brown, 2009). A leader can unblock her team’s frozen creativity by inviting them to color outside the lines of their pressing projects: “What is the wildest/most uncharacteristic approach you could take to that problem? If you weren’t concerned about stepping on someone do toes, what decision would you make? If you just stepped off a space ship, what sense would you make of the project?” Invite your employees to playfully step up to the balcony to put their work in perspective.

BENEFITS of Playful leadership:

8. Play is the brain’s jungle gym. Play selectively stimulates nerve growth in the amygdale where emotions get processed and in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex where executive decisions are processed (Panskeep). 
9. Play puts us in synch with those around us. The team that laughs together stays together, especially if team members
poke fun at themselves.
10. “The work that we find most fulfilling is almost always a recreation and extension of youthful play” (Brown, p 64). As a child, did you play to explore and discover, to connect with others and make friends, to lighten your mood, or to make boring situations lively? Chances are you can do the same type of play at work. Brainstorming solutions is similar to a child’s treasure hunt. How do/might you bring your early play styles to work today?
STRATEGIES for bringing Play to the adults in your program:

11. Identify the following “play personalities” (Brown, 65-70) do you and your team bring to work? ___Practical joker, ___Kinesthete (Slapstick, clowning), ___Explorer, ___Contender/competitor, ___Maestro (Director), ___Artist, ___Storyteller.

12. “The best way to get a feel for a complex subject is to play with it” (Brown, 100). Consider a stumbling block in your pathway. Imagine yourself leaping on and over it, painting it bright colors, having a “rolling stone” party….. Brainstorm all the ways you might playfully see that stumbling block with new eyes.

13. “Play integrates our deep physiological, emotional and cognitive capacities” (Brown 104). The leader who introduces play to her staff meetings goes deep to touch the underlying needs of her staff. “When play arises out of our innate motivations, it is also timed to occur when we are primed for the most synaptic neural growth”. Play changes things, not the least of which is us.
14. Picture yourself 10 years older. What will you be doing to bring joy and lightness to your life? Your answer may tell you about your play “spirit”. Why wait 10 years?

A leader’s (that would be you) next step:
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