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“Empathy is the most mysterious transaction that the human soul 
can have, and it's accessible to all of us, but we have to give 
ourselves the opportunity to identify, to plunge ourselves in a story 
where we see the world from the bottom up or through another's 
eyes or heart.”,     - author Sue Monk Kidd

…..or mind.



Empathy

1. Perspective taking
2. Staying out of Judgement
3. Recognizing Emotion in Other People
4. Communicating That Emotion Back

Empathy is Feeling With People

Empathy is a Vulnerable Choice



I am here today to share with you are a radical concept. 

First, that empathy is required for effective leadership.

Second, I hypothesize, effective leadership requires not only empathizing with the 
perspective of other and feeling their others, but also empathizing with and 
understanding the physiological state of the brain that created those emotions.





The Reptile Brain
● Evolved over millions of years.

● The Reptile Brain Houses Basic Life Functions

○ Breathing

○ Hunger

○ Sex Drive

○ Survival of the Gene Pool



The Reptile Brain

Controls Behavior with two powerful tools:

● Dopamine Release (reward behaviors that promote survival)
● Stimulates Anxiety, Terror, Fight or Flight response

These two tools acting in concert is why some people enjoy movies or that scare 
them, or thrill seeking behavior.  Momentary terror ends and is accompanied with 
a dopamine release rewarding the individual for surviving.



Let’s Get Ready to Rumble!!!!!

Physiological Changes 
Caused by
Reptilian Brain Activated 
Fight or Flight 
Response



Activating the Reptile Brain
The Reptile Brain is activated by perceived threats to survival.  These include 
threats to one’s:

● Home

● Children

● Job

● Property

● Personal Safety



The Limbic Brain - Emotions
Physiological changes (such as muscle tone, heart rate, endocrine activity, 
posture, facial expression, and so forth) occur in the body and are relayed to the 
brain where they are transformed into an emotion that tells the individual 
something about the stimulus that they have encountered. Over time, emotions 
and their corresponding bodily changes, which are called "somatic markers", 
become associated with particular situations and their past outcomes.

When the individuals face complex and conflicting choices, they may be unable to 
decide using only cognitive processes, which may become overloaded. Emotions, 
consequently, are hypothesized to guide decision-making.

How?



“Somatic Markers”, Neural Binding, and Narratives
Somatic Markers neurally bind emotions (in the limbic system), located 
downstream near the brain-stem (reptilian brain), to event sequences neurally 
bound together as a Narrative in the Prefrontal Cortex at the front and top of the 
brain.

This process allows the Reptile Brain to use Emotions in the Limbic System in 
essence teach the Neocortex how to recognize narratives as threats to survival. 

The entire system is built for speed and efficiency.



Let’s Get Ready to Rumble!!!!!

Physiological Changes 
Caused by
Reptilian Brain Activated 
Fight or Flight 
Response



All Politics are Local 
and all Local Politics are Reptilian.



Activating the Reptile Brain
The Reptile Brain is activated by perceived threats to survival.  Examples of these 
perceived threats in local public policy include. Grouped together by somatic 
markers become neural superhighways to sympathetic state.

:
● Home/Shelter

○ Eminent Domain 
○ Gentrification
○ Rent Control
○ Traffic
○ Sanctuary Cities

● Children
○ Education
○ Safe Routes to 

School
● Property

○ Taxation
○ Revenue Measures
○ Land Use

● Personal Safety
○ Law Enforcement
○ Sanctuary Cities

● Survival
○ Environment/Sustainability Issues
○ Disaster Preparedness



Narratives Today in Public Policy
● David and Goliath 
● Public Servants are milking paychecks - lazy
● Politicians are Sellouts to Corporate Interests
● System is racist and/or doesn’t care about the poor
● Unions run the show in their self interest
● Businesses don’t care about the environment
● Environmentalist regulations take jobs
● Tech Companies don’t care about the non-tech middle class

The Culture Code / Advent of Neural Marketing 



Narratives - Sympathetic Reinforcement in Media 
Bias

Fox News versus MSNBC versus CNN.

Only 21% of Republicans believe news sources in our country are reporting 
different positions on different political issues fairly. 

(http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/01/11/publics-globally-want-unbiased-news-cover
age-but-are-divided-on-whether-their-news-media-deliver/)



Tribes - Group Think - Sympathetic Reinforcement
“The evolutionary Rubicon that our species crossed hundreds of thousands of 
years ago that led to the moral hive mind was a result of “shared intentionality,” 
which is “the ability to share mental representations of tasks that two or more of 
[our ancestors] were pursuing together. For example, while foraging, one person 
pulls down a branch while the other plucks the fruit, and they both share the meal.” 
Chimps tend not to display this behavior... but“when early humans began to share 
intentions, their ability to hunt, gather, raise children, and raid their neighbors 
increased exponentially. Everyone on the team now had a mental representation 
of the task, knew that his or her partners shared the same representation, knew 
when a partner had acted in a way that impeded success or that hogged the 
spoils, and reacted negatively to such violations.”

(Evolution Explains Why Politics Is So Tribal - Scientific American 2012)



Tribes - Group Think - Sympathetic Narrative 
Reinforcement

Simply put, there is safety in groups.  Like minded people not only soothe each 
others sympathetic state, but reinforce the narrative of what the danger is 
everyone perceives they are fighting. Dopamine response rewards positive 
behaviour from acceptance in the group. 

GROUPS REINFORCE NARRATIVE AND SYMPATHETIC RESPONSES



Sympathetic Narrative Reinforcement in Technology

“Right now, these are the main factors that influence … (the) algorithm, and whether you 
appear on someone’s newsfeed:

• How often have you interacted with this type of post?
• How often have you and everyone else hidden this type of post?
• The level of engagement that page and post has received.
• The performance of each post among users that have already viewed it.
In short, the algorithms … are all about only showing people the content that’s seen as 
relevant to them. 

2016/04/20 what-do-social-media-algorithms-mean-for-you - Forbes Magazine



Sympathetic Narative Reinforcement in Technology

69% of people ages 18-49 get their news off the internet.

48% of people ages 50 or older get their news of the internet.

http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/01/11/publics-globally-want-unbiased-news-covera
ge-but-are-divided-on-whether-their-news-media-deliver/





So Why is Empathy Important?
Remember... Somatic Markers neurally bind emotions (in the limbic system), 
located downstream near the brain-stem (reptilian brain), to event sequences 
neurally bound together as Narratives in the Prefrontal Cortex at the front and top 
of the brain.

Empathy not only allows us to feel the perspective and emotions of others, it helps 
us to identify the “narrative” to which the somatic marker has neurally bound those 
emotions to in the Prefrontal Cortex.  Understanding the narrative story, complete 
with the emotions that the person across is feeling creates an opportunity to 
communicate directly to those fears that have triggered the fight or flight response 
to begin with.



Why Arguing Doesn’t Work!
Arguing with someone in Reptilian Fight or Flight mode is simply throwing gasoline 
on the fire. You are most likely feeding a narrative around the perceived threat. 

Often times people are frustrated in argument that the person they are arguing 
with “can’t hear them”.  What we so often forget, is that our reptilian minds are not 
programmed to think in combat, but rather to fight and survive.  

The person you are arguing with, is physiologically programmed not to hear you 
well, when you are in argument. The bigger threat you are to them, the more you 
reinforce the narrative



Empathetic Leadership
1. Recognize 99.9% of people you encounter have perceived a threat and are in 

Reptilian Fight or Flight mode. They are going to have a hard time hearing 
you.

2. Listen and Be Present. Don’t Judge.
3. Remain Calm and Don’t Argue. Don’t Feed the Reptile.
4. Empathize and use that Empathy to internally identify the narrative.
5. Communicate back through empathy, that you understand how they are 

feeling, and how they could be worried about the narrative. 
6. You may find your opinion changed. If so correct course.
7. Acknowledge what you did not know. 
8. If you believe the other person has made a mistaken assumption, calmly offer 

facts that engage and undercut their narrative, consistent with protecting 
those things the other person feels are threatened.



Empathetic Advocacy
● Advocates often make the mistake that they need to berate and disparage 

elected officials.   
● Advocates often make the mistake that they should berate and accuse city 

professional staff of wrongdoing.
● Remember elected officials and professional staff also have Reptilian Brains, 

Fight or Flight Modes, and Somatic Markers neurally bound to narratives.
● Don’t make the mistake of trying to abuse to get your way.  
● Simitian’s 13 tips


