
Leadership Presence through Self-Regulation:
Emotional Intelligence, Negative Capability, and
the Space Between Stimulus and Response

Introduction

In today’s complex and high-pressure environments, effective leadership is as much about managing
oneself  as  it  is  about  managing others.  Leaders  face  constant  change,  uncertainty,  and emotional
challenges  –  from  tight  deadlines  and  strategic  dilemmas  to  team  conflicts  and  organizational
upheavals. How a leader responds under stress can make the difference between chaos and clarity. This
report examines three interrelated concepts that contribute to a leader’s presence and self-regulation
in such situations: (1)  the role of the  autonomic nervous system in stress and composure, (2)  the
notion of  negative capability –  the capacity to tolerate uncertainty and frustration – including the
ability  to  contain rather  than  spread  emotional  frustrations,  and  (3)  emotional  intelligence,
particularly as it relates to self-awareness and self-control. We also explore Viktor Frankl’s famous idea
of the “gap between stimulus and response” and how it ties these concepts together. We will define
each concept, show how they complement one another in the context of leadership and self-regulation,
and provide practical examples of applying these ideas in leadership, team management, and personal
development.

The Autonomic Nervous System and Leadership Presence

A leader’s physical stress response is governed by the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which has two
primary branches: the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system. The
sympathetic  branch  triggers  the  classic  “fight-or-flight”  response  when  we  face  threats  or  high
demands – heart rate and adrenaline surge, breathing quickens, and the body prepares to take action.
This  reaction  is  useful  for  short-term  emergencies,  but  in  a  leadership  context  it  can  be
counterproductive if it leads to impulsive reactions such as snapping at a colleague, panicking in a crisis,
or  making  hasty  decisions.  By  contrast,  the  parasympathetic  branch  promotes  a  “rest-and-digest”
state, calming the body and restoring equilibrium. 

Leadership presence refers to the ability to stay grounded, attentive, and composed – especially under
pressure. To cultivate this presence, leaders benefit from understanding and managing their autonomic
responses.  For  instance,  simply  noticing  the  signs  of  sympathetic  arousal  (a  racing  pulse,  rapid
breathing, muscle tension) can be a cue to pause and engage in deliberate calming techniques like
deep breathing or a brief moment of silence. By activating the parasympathetic response (through slow
breathing,  relaxation,  or  mindfulness),  a  leader  can  biologically  regulate  stress,  preventing  their
“fight-or-flight” reflexes from hijacking their behavior. In practice, this might mean maintaining a steady,
calm tone of voice and clear mind in a tense meeting, rather than reacting with anger or anxiety. This
physiological  self-regulation lays  the groundwork for  the psychological  capacities  discussed next.  A
leader who can regulate their  nervous system is  better equipped to project  calm confidence,  think
clearly, and model stability – qualities that others interpret as a strong leadership presence.
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Negative Capability: Staying with Uncertainty and Containing
Frustration

Negative capability is a term originally coined by the poet John Keats, meaning an individual’s capacity
to remain comfortable with uncertainty, doubt, and ambiguity without rushing for immediate solutions.
In  a  leadership  context,  Birthe  Johansen and  colleagues  describe  negative  capability  as  a  mental
capacity that allows leaders to  “rumme” (contain) the frustrations and feelings that they and their
employees  experience  amid  organizational  uncertainty  and  change.  It  is  the  ability  to  endure not
knowing the answer or not having a quick fix,  and to stay present and thoughtful  under pressure.
Johansen explains that this capacity enables a leader to remain in a state of open-minded  patience,
such that they can preserve their ability to think clearly and even be creative while facing complex, high-
pressure challenges.  In other words,  negative capability  is  demonstrated by  daring to stay in the
uncertainty – in the chaos – and face the threat or anxiety of the situation without becoming
emotionally overwhelmed or fleeing into action or rationalizations. To “turde blive i usikkerheden …
uden at blive følelsesmæssigt oversvømmet, ty til rationaliseringer eller gå i aktion” – to dare to remain in
uncertainty without getting emotionally flooded, without resorting to quick rationalizations or jumping
into action – “det er udtryk for negativ formåen,” “that is an expression of negative capability”.

A crucial aspect of negative capability in leadership is the containment of frustration. Johansen draws
on psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion’s concept of “containment,” which is the capacity to hold and process
another’s emotional projections without being destabilized. Just as a wise parent can absorb a child’s
fear or anger and respond with soothing clarity, a leader exercising containment takes in employees’
anxieties or frustrations,  processes this “psychic material,”  and gives back a measured, constructive
response. In Johansen’s words, the leader interprets the feelings in order to “give it back in a modified
and useful form” – for example, by articulating the concern and addressing it calmly, thus helping the
team make sense of turbulent feelings. This approach prevents raw anxiety from simply ping-ponging
around the organization. 

When a leader lacks negative capability or their  “container function” fails, the leader may reach an
emotional breaking point – “målet er fuldt” (“the cup is full”) – and be unable to hold any more pressure.
In such cases, the uncontained stress is projected or “sent back” to subordinates, causing the leader
to  “sprede” (spread)  their  own  frustration  and  fear  throughout  the  team.  Johansen  notes  that  this
spreading  of  frustration  typically  takes  one  of  three  forms:  over-intellectualizing,  over-reacting
emotionally, or  over-acting (impulsive action). For example, a leader under change pressure might
defensively barrage the team with analyses, reports, and plans in an attempt to  rationalize away the
discomfort  (a  rationalization  defense).  Another  leader  might  become  visibly  angry  or  agitated  –
emotionally “overheated”, as Johansen puts it – spreading anxiety by venting irritation or panic onto
others. Yet another might jump into frantic activity – calling sudden meetings, launching new initiatives
–  simply  to  create  a  flurry  of  action that  masks  the  underlying  fear  (a  flight  into  action).  All  these
defensive reactions avoid the core problem temporarily, but they do not solve it. Instead, the unresolved
frustration and fear get passed along to others, undermining morale and decision-making. 

Negative capability, by contrast, involves resisting those knee-jerk defenses. It allows a leader to sit with
discomfort a little longer – to hold the tension of a tough question or the stress of bad news – so that
wiser insight or creative solutions can emerge once the initial emotional wave has settled. Practically,
this might mean a CEO hears a discouraging report in a meeting and, instead of immediately assigning
blame  or  demanding  a  quick  fix,  they  pause  and  contain the  group’s  anxiety:  acknowledging  the
difficulty, encouraging open dialogue about fears or concerns, and modeling a calm deliberation. In
doing so, the leader  absorbs some of the group’s stress and prevents a panic from rippling outward.
This capacity to stay present in uncertainty is often what colleagues describe as a leader’s strength under
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pressure or  gravitas.  It creates a psychological  “free space” for thinking and creativity even in the
midst  of  turmoil.  Negative  capability  thus  complements  the  physiological  self-regulation  of  the
autonomic nervous system by adding a psychological dimension of patience, restraint, and emotional
holding capacity. It is a hallmark of mature leadership presence that the leader can encounter chaos
or ambiguity and respond thoughtfully rather than reflexively.

Emotional Intelligence in Personal Leadership

Where  negative  capability  and  containment  focus  on  tolerating and  holding emotions,  emotional
intelligence (EI) provides a broader framework for understanding and managing emotions – both one’s
own  and  others’.  Emotional  intelligence is  commonly  defined  as  the  ability  to  recognize  and
understand feelings in oneself and in others, and to use this awareness to guide effective behavior and
relationships. In other words, an emotionally intelligent leader can both perceive emotional cues (for
example,  noticing when they themselves are becoming anxious or  when a  colleague is  upset)  and
regulate emotional responses (for example, calming themselves down or responding to others with
empathy and appropriate guidance). One useful definition puts it succinctly:  “Emotionel intelligens … er
evnen til at forstå, håndtere og anvende følelser – både egne og andres – på en måde, der fremmer gode
relationer  og  hensigtsmæssig  adfærd.” In  English:  Emotional  intelligence  is  the  capacity  to
understand, manage, and use emotions – both yours and others’ – in a way that fosters good
relationships  and  constructive  behavior.  This  is  a  complex  but  crucial  leadership  competence,
involving more than just being “nice” or “empathetic”  in a general  sense. It  means having the  self-
awareness to recognize what you are feeling and why, the self-control to handle those feelings so they
don’t control you, the  empathy to discern what others are feeling, and the  social skills to interact
effectively based on that awareness.

Key components of emotional intelligence include:

Self-awareness: The ability to identify and understand one’s own emotions. (E.g., “I’m feeling
frustrated by this setback; I need to acknowledge that.”) 
Self-regulation: The ability to manage one’s emotions and impulses, especially under stress.
(E.g., refraining from an angry email when upset, and instead taking time to cool down and
respond calmly.) 
Empathy: The ability to perceive and consider others’ feelings and perspectives. (E.g., noticing
that a team member is anxious about a change and taking their concerns seriously.) 
Social skills/relationship management: The ability to communicate, influence, and build
relationships effectively. (E.g., giving constructive feedback in a manner that is sensitive but clear,
or defusing tension in a meeting through active listening and humor.) 
Motivation: Using emotions to stay driven toward goals, and remaining optimistic despite
obstacles. (E.g., cultivating passion for a project and inspiring the team with that energy, even
when challenges arise.)

In the context of personal leadership development, Inge Schützsack Holm emphasizes that a leader’s
self-knowledge  and  emotional  maturity  are  pivotal  for  navigating  modern  leadership  demands.
Developing emotional intelligence often involves reflecting on one’s own upbringing, personality, and
triggers (a developmental psychology perspective), and practicing mindfulness or “væren i nuet” (being
in the now) to better tune into feelings. A leader high in emotional intelligence can, for instance, remain
composed under pressure and attuned to the team’s morale at the same time. As one practitioner
describes,  “Når  en  leder  bevarer  roen  under  pres…  eller  når  svære  samtaler  gennemføres  med  både
tydelighed og empati,” the results are stronger trust and communication. In English: “When a leader keeps
calm under  pressure;  when a  tough conversation  is  handled  with  both  clarity  and empathy,” these  are
moments when emotional intelligence is on display. By staying cool-headed and empathetic, the leader
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prevents misunderstanding and helps the team feel “seen” and understood. In contrast, leaders who
lack emotional intelligence might misread feedback as personal criticism or let small disagreements
spiral into conflicts. 

Emotional intelligence thus directly supports both autonomic regulation and negative capability.  Self-
awareness alerts  a  leader  to  rising stress  or  anger  in  themselves  (giving a  chance to  apply  those
calming  ANS  techniques  or  to  invoke  patience  before  reacting).  Self-regulation is  essentially  the
practice of using that slight pause to choose a better response – which corresponds to the exercise of
the “stimulus-response gap” we discuss next.  Empathy and social  skills  enable a leader to practice
containment:  by  understanding  employees’  emotional  states,  a  leader  can  respond  in  a  way  that
actually  addresses  underlying  frustrations  rather  than  ignoring  or  exacerbating  them.  In  sum,
emotional  intelligence provides the  skill  set for recognizing and channeling emotions constructively,
whereas negative capability provides the  mindset or attitude of tolerance for the emotional  tension
itself. Together, they form a powerful basis for resilient and resonant leadership. A leader who invests in
developing emotional intelligence is better able to “be with” their own and others’ emotions without
being  controlled  by  them,  creating  a  working  climate  of  trust,  psychological  safety,  and  open
communication.

Viktor Frankl’s “Gap Between Stimulus and Response”

A  unifying  idea  that  connects  the  themes  above  is  Viktor  Frankl’s famous  concept  of  the  space
between stimulus and response. Frankl – an Austrian neurologist, psychiatrist, and Holocaust survivor
– observed that no matter how extreme the situation, human beings have a  freedom to choose their
response. This idea is often summarized by the quotation: “Between stimulus and response there is a
space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our
freedom.”. In Frankl’s view, even when we cannot control what happens to us (the stimulus), we still
retain the  ability to decide how we will  react,  and in that  decision lies  our personal  dignity  and
development. 

In  the context  of  everyday leadership  and self-regulation,  Frankl’s  “gap”  reminds us  that  an initial
impulse (for example, the surge of irritation when receiving critical feedback, or the jolt of panic when a
plan falls apart) does not inevitably have to dictate our action. There is a brief window – however small it
may seem – in which we can pause and consciously choose a response rather than merely react. This
notion underlines the importance of  mindfulness and  intentionality: by slowing down our reaction just
enough to engage our higher thinking, we gain control over the outcome. Instead of yelling back at a
colleague who delivers bad news, for instance, one could take a deep breath (that’s the space), reflect
for a moment, and then respond calmly to address the problem. Frankl’s insight is essentially about
freedom and growth:  every  time we choose  a  thoughtful  response  over  a  knee-jerk  reaction,  we
strengthen our ability to lead ourselves (and others) constructively. It is in that chosen response that we
often find opportunities to learn, to exercise values, and to improve situations – hence Frankl’s assertion
that our  growth and freedom lie in how we respond. This concept has become a cornerstone in many
modern  discussions  of  leadership  and  personal  development  because  it  succinctly  captures  the
mechanism of self-regulation at the decision point.

Integrating the Concepts for Leadership and Self-Regulation

When  we  integrate  the  autonomic  nervous  system  awareness,  negative  capability,  emotional
intelligence,  and Frankl’s  stimulus-response  gap,  a  coherent  picture  emerges:  effective  leadership
under stress is about creating and utilizing a pause between impulse and action. All three ideas
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emphasize, in their own way, the value of slowing down and choosing thoughtfully rather than reacting
on autopilot. They are complementary pieces of the self-regulation puzzle:

Physiological  self-regulation  (ANS): By  managing  their  breathing  and  other  bodily  stress
signals,  a  leader  maintains a  biological calm that  prevents  emotional  flooding or  panic.  This
physical calm is what feeds into the “space” Frankl describes – it is hard to access that mental
space if one’s heart is pounding and mind is racing. Techniques like a few deep breaths, a brief
walk,  or even a moment of deliberate silence in a meeting can activate the parasympathetic
system, giving the leader’s brain a chance to catch up and exercise control.

Psychological patience (Negative Capability): Negative capability is essentially embracing that
space of not immediately knowing what to do. It  encourages the leader to  resist  the urge to
eliminate uncertainty right away. In practical terms, this might mean holding back from giving an
instant decision or solution, and tolerating the team’s (and one’s own) anxiety a bit longer so that
a deeper understanding can form. This patience prevents defensive routines from kicking in. By
“staying in the uncertainty” without rash moves, the leader keeps the stimulus-response gap
open long enough to find a truly effective response, rather than a band-aid reaction.

Emotional intelligence and awareness: Emotional intelligence fills the space with insight. While
negative capability keeps the leader in the pocket of uncertainty, emotional intelligence allows
them to make sense of what they are observing and feeling. Self-awareness tells the leader, “I’m
feeling pressured and insecure about this situation,” and social awareness tells them, “My team
is  looking  anxious  and  demoralized.”  These  insights  guide  the  leader  in  choosing  the  best
response. Importantly, emotional intelligence also supplies empathy and communication skills
so that the leader’s eventual response not only is calm, but also addresses the emotional needs
of others. For example, instead of a terse, “Just deal with it,” an emotionally intelligent leader
might respond,  “I  know this  change is  frustrating and I  feel  that  too.  Let’s  talk  through our
concerns  and  figure  out  a  way  forward  together.”  This  kind  of  response  both  contains the
frustration (acknowledging it, but not amplifying it) and uses it constructively to build trust. In
essence, emotional intelligence helps transform the raw material held in negative capability’s
container into a productive outcome.

Choosing a response (Frankl’s gap): Frankl’s concept reminds us that no matter how strong the
emotion or pressure,  there is always a moment of choice. By combining physical calm, mental
restraint,  and  emotional  insight,  a  leader  maximizes  that  moment.  The  leader  can  ask
themselves  in  that  pause:  “What  response here  aligns  with  my values  and goals?  What  will
actually help the situation?” Rather than react impulsively, they choose deliberately. This could
mean deciding  not to respond immediately at all  – perhaps delaying an email reply that was
provoked by anger – or it  could mean responding in a measured tone with carefully chosen
words.  The  key  is  that  the  response  is  conscious  and  purposeful.  Over  time,  consistently
making use of this gap builds a leader’s reputation for thoughtfulness, integrity, and steadiness.

By  complementing  each  other  in  this  way,  these  concepts  greatly  enhance  leadership  and  self-
regulation. A leader who practices them will  likely foster a healthier team climate and make better
decisions. Research in organizational psychology supports this synergy: leaders with high emotional
intelligence tend to create teams with higher trust, lower stress, and better collaboration, because
team  members  feel  “safe”  and  understood.  This  reflects  the  leader’s  ability  to  regulate  their  own
emotions and thus respond to others constructively. Likewise, a leader skilled in negative capability and
containment provides a kind of emotional  “shock absorber” for the group – shielding the team from
panic or blame cascades by absorbing turbulence and responding with clarity. People are more willing
to voice concerns or innovative (even risky) ideas when they know their leader won’t react with anger or
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snap judgments.  In short,  leaders who can pause and process before responding set a tone of
stability and thoughtfulness that permeates the whole organization.

From  a  personal  development  standpoint,  integrating  these  ideas  also  means  greater  inner
sustainability for  the leader.  Instead of  burning out from constant reactive firefighting,  the leader
cultivates  an  internal  habit  of  reflection  and composure.  This  can improve  their  overall  well-being,
resilience  to  stress,  and  capacity  for  creative  problem-solving.  It  aligns  with  the  notion  of  “indre
bæredygtighed” or inner sustainability in leadership – the idea that a leader must manage their own
psychic  energy and stress levels  to lead effectively  in  the long run.  By monitoring their  autonomic
signals,  practicing  patience  amid  ambiguity,  and  exercising  emotional  intelligence,  the  leader  is
effectively coaching themselves through challenges in a healthy way.

Practical Applications and Examples

To illustrate how these concepts work in practice, consider the following scenarios in leadership, team
management, and personal development:

Leading Through Crisis  (Leadership): Imagine a project  leader who is  informed at  the last
minute that a major client contract has fallen through. Their sympathetic nervous system kicks
in: heart pounding, stomach in knots – a rush of panic. An impulsive reaction might be to angrily
blame their  team or  frantically  agree  to  unrealistic  demands  to  “fix”  the  unfixable.  Instead,
drawing on these principles,  the leader  takes  a  Franklian pause.  They notice  their  physical
stress and take a slow breath to steady themselves. Calling on negative capability, they resist
the urge to either lash out or immediately solve everything, acknowledging that this situation
feels chaotic and uncertain. They gather their team and speak calmly: “This news is a shock, and
I know it’s upsetting – I feel it too. Let’s take a moment to collect our thoughts. We’ll figure out
our next steps together.” By doing so, the leader  contains the team’s frustration instead of
spreading it. They use emotional intelligence to show empathy (validating everyone’s feelings)
and to remain present and clear-headed. The discussion that follows is constructive: rather than a
panicked blame-game, the team brainstorms solutions (perhaps alternative clients to pursue or
ways  to  cut  losses)  in  a  supportive  atmosphere.  The  leader’s  composure  and  thoughtful
response help the group navigate the crisis with minimal collateral damage to morale, turning a
potentially disarrayed situation into an opportunity for collective problem-solving and learning.

Managing  Team  Emotions  (Team  Management): Consider  a  scenario  where  a  team  is
undergoing a significant organizational  change (such as a new process implementation or a
departmental merger). Tensions and anxieties are running high among team members – some
are frustrated with the uncertainty, others fear losing status or jobs. A manager practicing these
concepts will approach a team meeting about the change very deliberately. First, they check in
with themselves: What’s my state right now? Perhaps they feel their own anxiety; they consciously
relax their shoulders and adopt a calm tone (managing their  autonomic response to project
calmness). In the meeting, an employee voices an angry criticism, “This new system is just going
to make our jobs harder!” This is a pivotal moment – the “stimulus.” A reactive manager might
defensively counter the employee or shut down the negativity (“We have no choice, deal with it”).
Instead, an emotionally intelligent manager with negative capability does not take the bait of
immediate defense.  They  hold the comment,  maybe by counting to three silently (creating a
micro-gap between the comment and their reply). They acknowledge the frustration: “I hear you
– it’s frustrating to adopt a new system, especially when we’re already busy.” By  rummaging
(containing)  the frustration expressed,  the manager  validates  the team member’s  feelings
without becoming overwhelmed or hostile. They then invite others to share concerns and ideas.
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Perhaps they even say, “Let’s list the biggest pain points you anticipate, so we can address them
one by one.” Here, the manager’s empathy and patience turn a potentially derailing emotional
vent  into  a  productive  conversation.  The  team  feels  listened  to,  which  builds  trust.  By  the
meeting’s end, instead of everyone stewing in silent resentment (or the manager “spreading”
their own irritation), the group has a clearer view of the challenges and some suggestions to
cope with them. The manager exemplifies  leadership presence by remaining steady, and the
team’s emotional energy is redirected from fear toward collaboration.

Personal  Development  and  Resilience: These  principles  are  not  only  for  organizational
moments – they can be practiced in one’s personal daily life to build the muscle of self-regulation.
For example, a professional might notice that after reading a critical email from a colleague, they
feel a surge of anger (a stimulus). In the past, they might have fired off a snappy reply or carried
the anger through the day. Applying Frankl’s insight, they consciously insert a pause – perhaps
walking away from the screen for five minutes. They recognize their heart is beating fast and do
a  brief  breathing  exercise  to  engage  the  calming  parasympathetic  response.  This  is  them
managing their autonomic nervous system in real time. Next, employing negative capability,
they tolerate the discomfort of that unresolved email a bit longer without reacting, allowing their
initial  anger  to  ebb.  They  might  reflect:  “I’m  upset  because  the  feedback  felt  unfair.”  Using
emotional intelligence, they re-read the email objectively and realize the colleague’s tone might
have been blunt due to stress, or perhaps there’s a valid point amidst the harsh wording. Now in
a more balanced state, they choose a constructive response – maybe calling the colleague to talk
directly, or drafting a measured email seeking clarification. By choosing a considered response,
they avoid an unproductive email spat and possibly turn the exchange into an improved mutual
understanding.  Over  time,  practicing  this  cycle  (notice  physical  stress,  pause,  understand
emotion, choose response) in personal situations – whether dealing with work feedback, family
disagreements,  or  everyday  setbacks  –  significantly  enhances  one’s  emotional  resilience.  It
becomes more natural to  respond versus react. This personal growth directly feeds back into
better leadership: a person who consistently exercises self-regulation in life will be prepared to
do so when high-stakes leadership challenges arise. They become, in effect, their own coach –
noticing when they’re triggered and guiding themselves toward the better path. Such a leader
exudes authenticity and integrity, as they are able to act in alignment with their true values and
considered judgments, rather than being a captive of knee-jerk reactions or external pressures.

Conclusion

Developing leadership presence and effective self-regulation is a multidimensional task – it involves our
biology, our psyche, and our mindful awareness. The autonomic nervous system teaches us that calm
and composure have a physiological basis; understanding this helps leaders literally breathe their way
to better decision-making. The concept of negative capability reminds us that not-doing – the courage
to pause and hold steady amid uncertainty – can be just as important as decisive action. It prevents the
premature closure of thought and allows creative solutions to surface. Emotional intelligence provides
the tools to navigate the human element: by understanding emotions (our own and others’), we can
respond in ways that foster trust, clarity, and connection. And Viktor Frankl’s gap crystallizes the core
idea tying all of these together:  between the challenge we face and how we react lies a precious
space of freedom. In that space, the best leaders bring all their self-awareness, patience, and empathy
to bear so that their chosen response is wise and constructive. 

For students and professionals in leadership, psychology, or organizational development, these insights
offer a guiding light. They suggest that leadership excellence is not a mysterious charisma one is born
with, but often comes down to trainable habits of mind and body: noticing one’s state, taking a beat, and
responding with intention. By practicing these habits, anyone can improve their leadership presence –
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remaining calm in the storm, absorbing pressures without transmitting panic, and guiding others with a
clear  head  and  open  heart.  In  an  age  of  constant  change  and  stress,  such  skills  are  not  just
advantageous; they are essential for sustainable and humane leadership. The payoff is a leader who not
only achieves results  but does so in a way that  uplifts  and develops everyone involved – including
themselves.

Podcast Script: Navigating Emotions and
Uncertainty in Leadership
Intro music fades in, then out.

Host (enthusiastic, calm tone): Hello and welcome! In today’s episode, we’re exploring how leaders
can navigate emotions and uncertainty – staying calm, clear-headed, and connected with their teams
even when things get chaotic. We’ll dive into three big ideas:  how our bodies react to stress, a concept
called negative capability (which is about being okay with not having all the answers right away), and
the famous notion that between stimulus and response, there’s a space – a moment where we get to
choose how to react. We’ll see how these ideas connect and share some tips and stories along the way.
Whether you’re leading a team or just trying to lead yourself through a tough day, these insights are for
you. So, take a deep breath, maybe grab a cup of coffee or tea, and let’s get started.

Host: Let’s start with something we’ve all experienced: that  rush of tension when a problem lands in
your lap out of nowhere. Think about a time when you got an upsetting email  or when a meeting
suddenly went off the rails. Do you remember what happened in your body? Maybe your heart started
pounding or your face felt hot. That’s your autonomic nervous system kicking into gear – it controls
the whole fight-or-flight reaction. It’s like an alarm system in our bodies that says “Alert! Something’s
wrong!” Without us even thinking about it, our body is preparing us to either do battle (fight) or run
away (flight) from a threat. It’s a brilliant system if, say, you encounter a bear in the woods. But in a
workplace or leadership situation, it can backfire. Our “threat” might just be a piece of bad news or a
colleague’s criticism, but our body reacts as if it’s a bear. We might snap at someone or feel an urge to
storm out – basically, we risk reacting on impulse. 

Host (encouraging): Here’s the first key insight: Great leaders learn to calm that automatic reaction. They
recognize when their body is sounding the alarm, and they intentionally slow things down. Something
as simple as taking a slow breath can send a signal to your brain: “It’s okay, we can handle this.” By
calming your body, you create a little  pocket of control in a stressful moment. Your heart rate comes
down,  your  thinking  brain  can  catch  up  with  your  emotional  brain.  This  is  part  of  what  people
sometimes call leadership presence – that aura some leaders have that makes others feel safe in their
hands. A lot of it boils down to this physical calm. Think of a leader you admire who never seems to
panic  publicly.  Chances  are,  they’ve  trained themselves  (consciously  or  not)  to  regulate  that  stress
response. They still feel stress – they’re human! – but they don’t feed it. They might pause, take a breath,
and then speak steadily. And when they stay composed, it actually helps everyone else calm down, too.
It’s almost contagious in a good way.

Host: Of course, it’s one thing to say “stay calm,” and another to actually do it when your project just fell
apart  or  your  team  is  freaking  out.  This  is  where  our  next  concept  comes  in,  and  I  find  it  really
fascinating. It’s called negative capability. Funny name, right? It sounds like it might mean something
bad, but it’s actually really powerful for leaders. Negative capability basically means the ability to live
with uncertainty – to not have immediate answers and still be okay. It’s about holding a difficult or
confusing situation instead of rushing to resolve it or escape it. 
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Host (storytelling tone): Let me paint a picture: Imagine you’re leading a team and someone asks you
a tough question in  a  meeting –  one you don’t  know the answer  to.  Or  imagine there’s  a  conflict
between team members  and a  lot  of  frustration in  the room.  Many of  us,  especially  in  leadership
positions, feel an almost irresistible pressure to  do something right away – give a solution, ease the
tension with a quick decision,  something. Negative capability is the counter-intuitive skill of  resisting
that  reflex.  It’s  taking  a  mental  step  back  and  saying  (maybe  just  to  yourself):  “Alright…  this  is
uncomfortable. I don’t have the answer yet. There’s some frustration here. And that’s okay. I’m going to
stay with this for a moment.” It’s like being a steady rock in a swirling river. The water (the chaos, the
feelings, the uncertainty) flows around you, but you don’t get carried away by it. 

Host: A psychologist named Birthe Johansen talked about this in terms of leadership, using another
idea called containment. Think of containment like being a container or a pot that can hold a boiling
liquid without cracking. As a leader, when people around you are anxious or upset – maybe they’re
frustrated with a new policy or afraid of changes – those emotions are like heat. If you can  contain
them, you’re effectively holding the team’s anxiety in a safe place. You acknowledge it (“Yes, this is really
frustrating, I hear you.”), but you don’t spread it by freaking out yourself. You don’t throw that hot liquid
all over the room, so to speak. Instead, you keep it contained until it cools a bit, and maybe together
you can  transform it  into something useful – like understanding what people are worried about,  or
finding a better path forward. 

Host (relatable tone): Now, negative capability – staying with not knowing – doesn’t mean a leader
never acts or decides. It just means they don’t jump the gun. They first absorb what’s happening. They
might say, “I’m not ready to give an answer on this right now, but I want to think it through,” or “Let’s sit
with this issue and gather more info.” This can be  hard! It takes confidence and courage, because as
leaders we often feel we’re supposed to fix everything immediately. But consider what happens when
someone lacks this skill: imagine a leader who panics and starts barking orders at random, or one who,
under pressure, blames an employee unfairly, or one who just implements a half-baked plan to create
an illusion of control.  Those reactions usually make things worse – morale drops, or you solve one
problem but create new ones. Negative capability is like a superpower in those moments. It empowers
you to pause and hold the tension without cracking, until a clearer path emerges.

Host (voice of experience): Let me share a quick example. A manager I know was dealing with a major
project setback. The client hated the first deliverable. The team was upset and embarrassed; some were
angry at others. This manager told me later that every bone in his body was screaming “Find someone
to blame! Distance yourself from this failure!” – basically fight-or-flight. But instead, he remembered to
contain and use his negative capability. He literally bit his tongue on the first things he wanted to say.
Then he calmly gathered the team, acknowledged the mess, and just listened for a bit. There were some
heated comments, sure, but he stayed present and calm, not defensive. After the venting, everyone
took a breath. And in that space, they started figuring out what went wrong technically and how to fix it.
He described it as the hardest 10 minutes of his career – just  sitting there in the swamp of problems,
feeling the urge to either yell or hide, but doing neither. In the end, the client work got salvaged and,
importantly, the team’s trust in him skyrocketed. They told him later they appreciated that he didn’t
throw anyone under the bus or lose his cool, but actually helped carry their frustration. To me, that’s
negative capability and containment in action.

Host: Alright, so we’ve talked about calming your body and holding steady mentally. But how do we
know what to actually do or say after we pause? This is where emotional intelligence comes in – our
third major concept. Emotional intelligence, or EI, is a bit of a buzzword these days, but it’s incredibly
valuable.  In simple terms, emotional  intelligence is  being smart about feelings –  yours and other
people’s. It’s having self-awareness (like, “I realize I’m getting angry right now” or “I tend to get nervous
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in presentations”) and also empathy (“I can tell my colleague is stressed, even if she’s not saying it”). And
it’s being able to use that awareness to guide your behavior. 

Host (conversational): Let’s break that down. Say you’re in that tough meeting and you notice, “Wow,
I’m  feeling  really  anxious  and  annoyed.”  That’s  self-awareness.  Then  self-regulation  –  a  part  of
emotional intelligence – kicks in. You might think, “Snapping won’t help here. Let me ask a question
instead of making a snarky comment.” That decision is self-regulation: you’re managing your emotional
reaction. Now, empathy might tell you, “And I bet others here are on edge too. Maybe my team member
spoke in  a  harsh  tone not  because  he’s  a  jerk,  but  because  he’s  worried  about  this  project.”  That
perspective can completely change how you respond – maybe you go from wanting to reprimand him
to actually addressing his underlying concern. Finally,  you use some social skill:  perhaps you say, “I
sense this delay is really frustrating to you – I get it. Let’s figure out how to get back on track together.”
You’ve  just  transformed  a  potential  confrontation  into  a  constructive  dialogue.  That’s  emotional
intelligence at work.

Host  (didactic  but  friendly): Emotional  intelligence  is  often  summarized  as  a  set  of  abilities:  self-
awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. It might sound like a lot, but at its heart it
means treating emotions as data – information that can help guide us – rather than annoyances or
threats. A leader with high emotional intelligence doesn’t ignore feelings (their own or others’),  and
doesn’t let feelings run wild either. Instead, they pay attention to them and then respond deliberately.
For  example,  if  a  team is  demoralized,  an emotionally  intelligent  leader  picks  up on that  vibe and
addresses it  –  maybe by having an honest  talk,  providing reassurance,  or  re-inspiring them with a
reminder of the vision. If a leader themselves is feeling burned out, instead of pushing it aside, they
acknowledge it and perhaps delegate more or take a day to recharge, preventing a bigger meltdown
later. In essence, it’s mindful leadership.

Host: Now, let’s tie everything together with Viktor Frankl’s famous idea. You might have heard this
quote: “Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response.” I
love this quote because it captures so much of what we’ve been talking about. The stimulus could be
anything – an angry customer, a setback, someone rolling their eyes in a meeting. The response is what
we do next. Frankl’s point is that there’s always a little gap between the two, like a tiny pause. And that
pause is golden. That’s where we get to say, “Okay, this happened. Now how am I going to handle it?” 

Host (reflective): Think about how empowering that is. It means even if you can’t control a situation,
you  can  control  your  reaction to  it.  That’s  basically  the  foundation  of  self-regulation  and  all  these
concepts. What the autonomic nervous system piece teaches us is how to widen that space a bit – calm
your body so the space doesn’t vanish in a flood of adrenaline. What negative capability teaches is to be
comfortable staying in that space, even though it might feel awkward or stressful, rather than rushing
out of it with a knee-jerk action. And what emotional intelligence teaches is what to fill that space with –
awareness, empathy, careful thought – so that the response you ultimately choose is a good one. 

Host (engaging, scenario): Let’s visualize this in a real-life leadership scenario: Imagine you’re a team
leader, and in a team meeting a senior executive unexpectedly criticizes your team’s recent work in front
of everyone. Ouch. Stimulus delivered. Your body reacts – maybe your face gets hot, you feel a surge of
defensiveness. In your head, you’re hearing, “Not fair! We weren’t even given clear instructions…” You
have an impulse to either defend your team aggressively or perhaps to shrink and say nothing. Now,
between that stimulus and your potential response, there’s that critical space. Maybe it’s just a
second or  two as  everyone looks  at  you.  You take  a  breath  (literally  taking space).  You recall  that
everyone is watching how you handle this – this moment could either escalate into blame or become a
chance to demonstrate leadership. So you engage negative capability:  Alright, I’m uncomfortable and
caught off guard, but I’m going to hold steady. You use emotional intelligence: My team is probably feeling
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embarrassed or angry; the exec might be under pressure herself. Instead of snapping back, you choose a
calm response: “Thank you for the feedback. I can see you’re not satisfied. Let’s discuss this so we can
understand the  issues  and address  them.”  In  that  response,  you  neither  attacked  nor  folded.  You
showed respect to the executive and allegiance to your team by aiming for a solution. Later, you might
follow up privately with your team to acknowledge their feelings (“I know that was tough to hear”) and
with the executive to get more clarity. The key is, you chose your response; it wasn’t just an emotional
reflex. That is leadership in action – and it earns respect from all sides.

Host (uplifting): Now, all this might sound ideal – and it is hard in practice! We’re all human, and no one
gets  it  right  100% of  the  time.  But  the  encouraging  thing  is  that  these  skills  can  be  learned  and
improved. It starts with  awareness. After today’s episode, you might begin to notice: “Oh, my heart is
pounding – that’s my fight-or-flight. Let me breathe.” Or, “Hmm, I’m feeling really uncomfortable not
knowing the answer. Maybe I can just admit that and give myself time.” Or even, “I think I reacted a bit
too quickly in that email – next time, I’ll try to pause.” Every one of those moments is you practicing the
pause, practicing negative capability, practicing emotional intelligence. Over time, the pause gets easier
and more natural. You’ll likely find you feel more in control of yourself, and others will probably notice
something different about your vibe – a bit more calm, more thoughtful, more “present,” as we say.

Host (personal encouragement): I want to emphasize: these aren’t just abstract leadership theories;
they’re useful in everyday life. Maybe you’re not a manager yet – you can still use these ideas when
dealing with classmates, family, or on personal projects. For example, if you’re upset with a friend or
partner,  the same approach works:  notice your anger (body signals),  pause instead of sending that
angry text, try to understand where both you and the other person are coming from, and then respond
with a cooler head and a warmer heart. It can drastically change outcomes and relationships. 

Host (closing with reflection): As we wrap up,  think about one situation coming up in your life –
maybe a meeting tomorrow or a tough conversation you expect – where you could apply one of these
concepts. Perhaps you’ll remember to take that deep breath, or remind yourself that it’s okay not to fill
an awkward silence immediately, or simply pay closer attention to what someone else might be feeling.
These small moves can have big ripple effects on your leadership effectiveness and your stress levels. 

Host (final note, inspiring): One of my favorite definitions of a leader is someone who “absorbs chaos
and radiates calm.” By working on calming your autonomic nervous system, building your negative
capability to tolerate uncertainty, and sharpening your emotional intelligence, you become exactly that
kind of person. You create a sense of stability and thoughtfulness that people around you will trust and
appreciate. And importantly, you also give yourself a better experience of leadership – one where you’re
not constantly firefighting your own emotions, but guiding them like a good captain steering a ship
through rough waters. 

Thank you for joining me in this exploration of mindful leadership and self-regulation. I hope these
ideas gave you something to reflect on. Remember that “space” – that brief moment of choice – is
always there for you. Next time life throws a stimulus at you, see if you can find that space and choose
your response. In that choice lies your growth and your freedom, as Viktor Frankl would say. 

Host (warmly): Until next time, stay calm, stay curious, and take care of yourselves. Thanks for listening.

Outro music fades in, then out.
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