
Want to know the key to understanding others? It comes from knowing yourself (and 
how your brain works) first, says Dr. Jenny Brockis

As an EA you’ll pride yourself on being one 
of the most multi-skilled people around but, 
unfortunately, even the very best assistants lack 
the necessary psychic skills to know what’s going 
on inside someone else’s head. However, science 
is always on hand to demonstrate just how we 
can improve our understanding of others, and 
explain how it can help busy PAs to strengthen 
relationships and thrive in the workplace. 

Let’s start with the background information – 
we shape our world view using our own unique 
set of filters, so it should come as little surprise 
that we don’t all share the same perspective. As a 
result, when we don’t know what someone else is 
thinking, our brain very obligingly fills in the gaps. 

Sometimes this can be extremely handy 
(recalling the boss’ plane seat preference based 
on the last ten flights you booked) but using our 
assumptions as the basis for understanding others 
puts us at grave risk of being completely wrong 
(presuming the high-end client you’ve been 
tasked with buying a gift for is interested in the 
same things as you, when they absolutely are not). 

Other than signing up for Psychic Reading: 
101, what does help is knowing that the human 
brain – while complex – has only three primary 
objectives:

w To keep you safe
w To help you find reward
w To conserve mental energy

Safety first!
The key to our survival as a species has been 
our ability to recognise when we’re in a place of 
danger. The stress response, also known as ‘flight, 
fight or freeze’, prepares you to do one of three 
things: run away fast, stand your ground ready to 
fight or stay rooted to the spot.

Your brain determines whether you’re safe 
using your internal radar system that constantly 
scans the environment. That blip on the radar 
screen alerts your brain to the fact something’s 
happening and – in just one fifth of a second 
– decides whether you’re under threat or not. 
Interestingly, because the default setting is to 
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assume danger first, your initial response will be 
to take cover now as you may not have time for a 
second thought.

Knowing how powerful and fast the threat 
response is, identifying your own triggers makes 
it easier to work out what might also trigger threat 
in someone else…

Consider this example:

James thought he had a good working 
relationship with his boss until the day he 
was called into her office and shouted at for a 
mistake he knew he wasn’t guilty of. Angry, 
humiliated and shocked, James confided 
in a close work colleague his intention to 
immediately quit his job. James’ colleague 
shared how she had actually heard the boss 
was struggling to come to terms with her 
partner’s recent diagnosis of a terminal 
illness. So, knowing this, James was better 
able to understand his boss’s uncharacteristic 
behaviour. He could then choose to reinitiate 
a conversation to discuss what would help 
rectify the mistake, instead of taking drastic 
‘danger first’ action. 

As you can see from James’ situation, under 
threat we resort to survival mode. Thinking 
becomes very black and white and, in certain 
circumstances, it can take very little for even the 
most composed of EAs to ‘flip their lid,’ a term 
coined by author Daniel J. Siegel.

While stress is the most common threat, 
intense emotion especially fear, fatigue, illness, 
uncertainty, micromanagement or being treated 
unfairly can all trip up our understanding of why 
a person is behaving in a certain way.

Find the reward
When not worrying about your safety, your 
brain would really like you to find some form of 
reward, which could be meeting a deadline, being 
praised for doing great work – or even eating your 
favourite food. This leads to the brain’s reward 
circuitry lighting up; releasing extra dopamine 
that motivates us to repeat the behaviour.

Moving to potential reward is called the 
‘towards state.’ We’re social creatures; hardwired 
to connect with each other, which is why it pays 
to say hello, to call a person by their (correct) 
name and to smile. 

So, staying person-focused (calling someone 
out for doing a great job, installing an office praise 
wall and celebrating the success of others helps 
to create stronger interpersonal relationships 
and better mutual understanding) is a great step 
towards this.

j Conserve energy
One of the greatest challenges to understanding 
others better is manifesting itself through our 
love affair with the technology we have access 
to, as our interactions with digital technology 
have dramatically changed how we connect and 
communicate with each other.

It’s been estimated the average person 
currently spends more than ten hours engaged 
with their technology across the day, including 
three to four hours on a smartphones – for a high-
pressured EA these figures could be even higher. 

Paradoxically, this has been reported as leading 
to the feeling of greater social disconnection, 
loss of empathy and increased mental distress. 
It’s also very tiring – engaging with technology 
stimulates the brain; increasing neuronal activity 
and chewing up a lot more mental energy.

This causes the brain a headache because its 
third primary objective is energy conservation. 
This is especially relevant to the prefrontal cortex 
(the most energy-demanding part of the brain, 
used for focus, logic, analysis, reasoning and 
other levels of higher order thinking).

So, conserving mental energy matters not just 
for our own brain and mental health but also to 
help us notice when others may be struggling. 
When we’re tired, it’s not only harder to think 
straight – we stop paying attention to what’s 
being said and become more self-absorbed; 
therefore not understanding others. 

 “Our state of mind can turn even neutral 
comments into fighting words, distorting 
what we hear to fit what we fear.”
Daniel J. Siegel, Mindsight: The New Science of Personal Transformation

All brains benefit from regular quiet time. 
Choosing to turn off from technology, taking 
a brain break several times a day and taking 
holidays when due is a good start. Calming the 
mind using meditation, relaxation and exercise, 
plus getting plenty of sleep, all help us manage our 
energy better – and reduce stress. When a work 
culture places a high value on everyone’s mental, 
physical and cognitive wellbeing; looking out for 
each other, caring and kindness become second 
nature, and everyone benefits.

That’s why seeking to understand others starts 
with understanding ourselves, and knowing how 
the brain is set up to keep us safe, help us to find 
reward and conserve energy. S
drjennybrockis.com
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