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In this article, I will be taking some  
of the fascinating insights we now 

have about activity in our brains,  
and relating it to practical experiences 
from the coaching and leadership 
development field, specifically looking 
at how we cope with stress and can 
learn to develop a greater resilience  
at work. 

Leadership coaching needs to be well 
equipped in the area of stress, as it is 
one of the most common drivers for 
which people seek out – or are sent  
for – coaching. 

At various times, we’ve probably all 
felt out of control of our emotional 
responses to things that happen to us 
at work or we’ve not been able to focus 
or concentrate on a task, had feelings 
of being overwhelmed or felt unable  
to perform at our usual level, and so 
on. Even reading this might start to 
cause your stress levels to go up, as  
I invite you to relive these experiences 
by bringing your attention to them!

And it’s true, one really interesting 
finding from neuroscience is that 
either remembering or imagining 
an event creates the same biological 
responses in us as actually 
experiencing the event first-hand. 

Our brain does not differentiate 
completely between felt, imagined 
or remembered emotions, which is 
why positive daydreams can have such 
an uplifting effect on us, and being 
fixated on something that troubles 
us can drive up our biological stress 
responses. 

An evolutionary response
Our responses to stress developed 
in our brains at a time when there 
were very real threats to life out in our 
everyday environment. We needed to 
be able to react automatically in the 
face of wild animals or tribal attacks, 
and our brains remain much the same 
today as then. 

Now, however, the stimuli that create 
the same stress responses in us are 
the things people bring to executive 
coaching, such as a bad relationship 
with the boss or being furious with  
the marketing department.

So what can be done to help us 
manage these sometimes unhelpful 
reactions and how can coaching 
contribute? 

As we’ve seen, we have the same 
stress responses to smaller events 
in the workplace today as we had to 
life-threatening events in the past. 
This suggests that we get stressed 
by our perception of an event, rather 

than the intrinsic danger of the event 
itself. Therefore, if we can change 
our perception of the event, we can 
change the level of our stress response 
to it – and so increase our emotional 
resilience. Coaches can work with their 
coachees in a number of ways to help 
this process.
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Firstly, we know that if we can 
experience an event a couple of times 
without getting stressed by it, we will 
break the link that triggers a stress 
response in us when confronted by 
that particular event. With the help 
of a coach (or even self-coaching), we 
can use various techniques to have 
the experience of the event, without 
the stress response. For example, we 
can rehearse a presentation a number 
of times in a ‘safe’ environment, 
before delivering it to a real audience. 
Coaching could support this by 
helping the individual notice the 
positive aspects of each rehearsal, the 
growing feelings of confidence, and 
the appreciation from the audience. 

Successfully completing tasks that  
have been considered stressful provide 
us with new memories which reinforce 
our resilience to new instances of the 
same task, and there are a number of 
coaching tools and techniques that 
can reinforce this progress and ensure 
it becomes part of our brain’s new 
neural make-up.

Responding appropriately to 
challenging situations is part of the 
process of building resilience, but 
some people are naturally more 
resilient to stress than others. The less 
resilient among us are more likely to 
have faced long periods of stress that 
were outside their control, where they 
couldn’t respond positively to the 
challenge. 

Again, coaching can explore a person’s 
natural resilience to stress, focusing on 
personal experiences. Once someone 
becomes more practised in this 
way of thinking, their brain will also 
become much quicker at making these 
kind of resourcing connections for 
itself, without the person needing to 
consciously work through the issue. 

Coaching can then be used to increase 
the levels of positivity someone feels 
towards various challenges, and build 
resilience even further.

And watch this space for more 
insights!

The Neuroscience of Leadership Coaching  
by Patricia Bossons, Patricia Riddell & Denis 
Sartain was published in August 2015  
by Bloomsbury.

Business Snippets

After this summer’s heatwave, union 
bosses spoke out against restrictive 
dress codes while John McFarlane, 
executive chairman at Barclays, 
revealed that sandals and flip flops 
would be banned from the office, as 
well as the humble t-shirt.

But can an exposed toe really scupper 
an international bank? What, if any, 
is the real impact of dressing smart 
casual?

UBS certainly seem to side with 
the prescriptive approach. In 2011, 
the bank published an exhaustive 
guide to workplace attire, tackling 
everything from underwear to socks in 
excruciating detail. 

But they may have a point: a study from 
the US found that undergraduates 
who wore a doctor’s coat paid more 
attention than those who didn’t, 
suggesting clothing can have a 
significant impact on how we work.

However, the benefits of the collars-
and-cuffs approach may be limited. 
Sixty per cent of senior managers in the 
US believe a return to rigid corporate 
dress codes would result in lower 
productivity. 

Workers in the UK agree with this 
sartorial solution; new research from 
employment experts Totaljobs found 
55% of those who currently wear smart 
casual to work hope to retain the dress 
code in their future career, outstripping 
those hoping for a more sharp-suited 
approach.

Employers want to attract the best and 
brightest to their business and, as such, 
need to create an environment that’s 
comfortable for us, their employees.
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Does what you wear to work affect your career?
But not all the responsibility sits with the 
employer. When it comes to considering 
your own workplace wardrobe, here are 
some top tips:
•  Your choice of colour can boost

productivity, from trustworthy 
blues to powerful reds. 

•  Some studies suggest we associate
jeans with unhappiness – probably 
best avoided!

•  For power dressing, add a blazer
– the perfect smart signature to
enhance your look. 

•  Accessorise intelligently – as well 
as a simple but showy statement 
watch or jewellery item, remember
to have a smart notepad and pen 
ready for on-the-spot ideas.

Your choice of footwear is a great way to 
make a big statement about how you work. 
Strong boots, brogues or Doc Martens are 
bold and characterful choices that connote 
a cultured yet professional manner. It’s all 
about what makes you feel comfortable.

It comes down to one simple phrase: state 
of mind. Productivity is not defined by your 
attire, but corporate culture often can be, 
and it continues to do so at its peril. 

We should wear what allows us to best 
reach our potential in the role, not what 
the prevailing culture defines. At all levels 
of industry, perspective is paramount; so 
long as the work gets done, that’s what 
matters.

http://realbusiness.co.uk/article/31179-
does-what-you-wear-to-work-affect-
your-career 

The Henley Centre for Coaching and Behavioural Change is relaunching with  
a brand new membership offering.  

The Centre will be the focus of a community of Henley coaching alumni.  
Members will access:

• leading edge thinking around coaching and behavioural change

• CPD through supervision and our online knowledge library

• priority booking for conferences, events & masterclasses

Please join us for a welcome event on Friday 22 April 2016. For information  
email the Centre manager Viki Rice – victoria.rice@henley.ac.uk
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