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Brain chemistry interacts with nonprofit leadership 
in some quirky ways. Reading Dean Burnett’s book, 
Idiot Brain, I’ve been amazed at how relevant it is to 
the way we manage risk in nonprofit organizations.

In his chapter on fear, Burnett explains that although the 
fears of early humans were limited to life-endangering 
hazards, the modern brain “can find literally anything 
to fret about.” And, he adds, “anything that might have a 
negative consequence, no matter how small or subjective,” 
is perceived as worthy of worry, anxiety, and fear.

Keep Fear under Control
Control fear with these practices:
Don’t consider every possible risk. It’s essential to be 
aware of potential risks, but don’t go overboard. Creating an 
exhaustive list of what-ifs takes time away from the what-
next? discussions that reduce fear and ratchet up resilience. 
Prioritize the risks to your organization, and focus on the 
most crucial ones.
Be careful when making connections. Because the 
human brain is always seeking out patterns, people have a 
propensity for apophenia – seeing connections where there 

aren’t any. You might have witnessed this tendency if you 
know any conspiracy theorists. Although it’s important 
to look for connections among top risks at your nonprofit, 
doing so obsessively can lead you off track and ramp up 
unnecessary fear.
Take a breather. If you sense anxiety taking over during a 
discussion, take a moment to step back, take a breath, and 
refocus. Remember that risk management revolves around 
ever-present uncertainty, which tends to spark fear in our 
minds. We must accept uncertainty to remain levelheaded 
when assessing risks and possibilities.

Capture the Right Memories
In contrast to short-term memory, which lasts for a 
maximum of one minute, long-term memories are limitless. 
On the upside, every past and future happy experience will 
be permanently imprinted in your brain. On the downside, 
retrieving even happy memories can be challenging and 
frustrating. 
Memories that include emotional sensations (i.e., we 
remember how we felt when the event took place) are easier 
to recover than memories without emotional content. Why? 
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Because emotions, sensations, and thoughts create additional 
links (a bit like the metadata on a web page used to optimize 
search-engine results), adding importance to a memory. 
To help your team retrieve memories of sound nonprofit 
practice:
Connect key concepts to stories. Personal stories make 
advice more memorable. Storytelling proved itself an 
effective learning tool long before the written word, and it 
still reigns today.
Suppress your egocentric bias. People are highly sensitive 
to recent criticism but more willing to honestly reflect on 
actions they took in the more distant past. Knowing this, 
don’t limit your own self-scrutiny to actions from a different 
time or under different circumstances. Don’t fall into the trap 
of limiting criticism to the past and praise to the present.
Recognize subjective bias as strength. Our subjective 
lenses and stored memories are as unique as fingerprints. 
Two people can have the same experience and remember 
it in different ways, sometimes dramatically so. So don’t 
assume that your take is clear and another’s is cloudy. Ask 
other people on your team: 

•  What do you remember about that decision? The events 
leading up to the decision? 

•  What did the environment look like then versus now? 
• How do you recall the steps taken after the incident? 

When combining everyone’s memories, you’ll have a more 
comprehensive and validated collective memory.
Close the loop. Burnett reminds us that our brains don’t 
like things being incomplete. Morale worsens when leaders 
let time pass before releasing the results of an employee 
survey, a risk assessment, or other activities in which staff 
were asked to participate. Even greater frustration erupts 
when there’s a lag between talking about a decision to act and 
actually taking action. Closure is so critical that sometimes 
we’re satisfied with a false sense of completion. Know when 
to close the loop, and close it with conviction and meaning.

Understand How Decision-Making Works
The heart of effective risk management is effective decision-
making. To guide your team to the best possible risk-based 
choices:
Reflect on individual and group decisions. Ask yourself: 
Are we individually and collectively making decisions that 
ward against undesirable risks and cultivate opportunities 
for taking desirable risks? Spend time reflecting on past 
decisions, showcasing why some decisions fell within your 
appetite for risk while others fell outside it. Don’t penalize 
people when decisions go awry; learn together how to better 
apply risk appetite when making decisions.
Climb the ladder of inference. It’s common for people 
to make decisions based on assumptions and faulty beliefs 

rather than evidence. To guard against this all-too-human 
tendency, consider the ladder of inference, described by 
business theorist Chris Argyris. The ladder of inference is 
a thinking process we go through, often without realizing 
it, to reach a decision. Here’s how it works:
We start with the first rung of the ladder:
(1) the facts. Then we move up the ladder through 
(2) the specific facts we choose to focus on, 
(3) our interpretation of those facts,
(4) our existing assumptions, 
(5)  conclusions based on our assumptions about the 

interpreted facts, 
(6) our beliefs based on prior experiences,
(7) our final decision. 

Improve Your Meetings & Your 
Decision-Making
Decision fatigue and distracted thinking set in when the 
brain gets tired or overloaded. To counteract these risks:
Go Short. Take Breaks: Keep the overall duration 
of meetings, workshops, trainings, and other learning 
experiences short, and provide brain breaks between tasks 
and exercises. The amount of information people retain is 
highest during the first 30-60 minutes and plunges after 
that. A series of short meetings is more brain-friendly than 
one long meeting.
Start with the Tough Stuff: When asked how to change 
board meetings for the better, experts advise discussing 
the toughest issues at the beginning rather than during the 
“new business” part of the agenda. The same tip is salient 
for any get-together: Always put tough thinking tasks at 
the beginning of a meeting, workshop, or learning event, 
before brain fatigue sets in.
Shuffle on Down: Try shuffling the order in which you 
present information at staff and board meetings. This gives 
each part of the agenda a chance to take place while people’s 
brains are fresh.
Give Decisions Time to Bake: Have you ever tried to rush 
the baking process by turning up the oven temperature? 
It’s a mistake made by inexperienced bakers. Cranking 
the heat by a hundred degrees won’t get the cake finished 
sooner, but it will increase the odds you’ll need to apologize 
to your carb-craving guests. 
When making decisions, give people plenty of time to 
consider options rather than forcing the issue. Weighing 
options, reflecting, and using logic are what Daniel 
Kahneman in Thinking Fast and Slow calls “System 2 
Thinking.” Such things mustn’t be rushed. 
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If you move too quickly through that process, you apply your 
assumptions without considering them, thus drawing the 
wrong conclusions. To avoid such warped thinking, analyze 
your choices at each rung of the ladder, asking: 

• Are we focusing on the right information? 
• Are there other facts we should consider? 
•  Are we interpreting the facts correctly? 
•  Are our assumptions and beliefs correct? 
•  Have we drawn the right conclusions? 

By being aware of how your brain reaches a decision, you 
can reduce your biases, inferences, and assumptions. You 
can learn which rungs of the ladder you tend to skip and 
make a conscious effort not to do so.
Don’t let distraction cause you to overlook risks. In 
The Power of Fifty Bits, Bob Nease explains that we’re wired 
to be inattentive and distracted. That’s because only 50 of 
the 10,000,000 bits the brain processes every second are 
devoted to conscious thought. Regardless of how clever you 
think you are, most of your brain activity is on autopilot.

Nothing Risked, Nothing Gained
For more on risk management, decision-making, and the 
brain, see articles at NonprofitWorld.org:

Turn Your Stakeholders into Risk-Takers (Vol. 29, No. 4)

Powerful New Communication Tool: Engaging Both 
Sides of Your Brain (Vol. 26, No. 3)

What Is the Board’s Role in Managing Risk? (Vol. 15, No. 
5)

Foreseeable Harm (Vol. 20, No. 3)

Seven Risk Questions for the Board (Vol. 33, No. 4)

Risk Management: Slippery Slope Or Moral Imperative? 
(Vol. 16, No. 30)

Overcome People’s Resistance with These Steps (Vol. 
38, No. 3)

The Five Biggest Teamwork Ills & How to Avoid Them 
(Vol. 38, No. 3)

Planning for the Unforeseeable: How Smart Risk 
Management Provides Peace of Mind (Vol. 24, No. 2)

Burnett explains it this way: “The brain has to pick and 
choose what gets noticed.” The result is selective attention 
– a likely culprit of unnoticed red flags that precede crisis 
events. 
When your team evaluates risks or makes important 
decisions, take care not to overload people’s brains. Have 
discussions first thing in the morning when their minds 
are clear and they’re more able to focus. 
When you let people take their time and do their thinking 
when their brains work best, you reduce the risk of 
groupthink. That will increase the odds that you’ll take 
the risks that will help you succeed (such as starting a new 
program), avoid the risks that can derail your organization 
(such as not getting the proper insurance), and thoroughly 
analyze every risk before decision fatigue sets in. 

Melanie Lockwood Herman (melanie@nonprofitrisk.org) 
is executive director of the Nonprofit Risk Management 
Center. For insights on how understanding brain science 
can help you evolve risk management practices in 
your nonprofit, see World-Class Risk Management for 
Nonprofits (nonprofitrisk.org).

“It’s common to make decisions 
based on faulty beliefs.”

“When we jump to the wrong 
conclusions, we can make 

fatal decisions.”
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