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Do you ever struggle to manage your emotions? If so, 
you’re not alone.
A young man asked me recently, “How, as a leader, do 
you keep your personal feelings from clouding your 

decision-making?”
It’s a brave question because it’s vulnerable. He recognized 
the power of his emotions and their ability to limit his 
leadership.
Can you relate? Have you ever made a poor decision because 
you were scared? Worried what people would think? Didn’t 
want to be embarrassed?
Most of us have.

How to Manage Your Emotions 
When Making Decisions

Learn to keep feelings in check when solving tricky problems.

By David Dye

Manage Your Emotions – 
Don’t Eliminate Them
Let’s be real: You can’t separate your personal feelings from 
your decision-making – nor should you.
For example, compassion is a personal feeling. When you 
make decisions, it’s important to feel compassion for those 
who will be affected.
We need leaders to do the work machines can’t do. That 
includes human decisions that account for more than what’s 
on the spreadsheet. Please, don’t lose your humanity.
That said, your feelings can also prevent you from making 
healthy leadership decisions. When that happens, it’s often 
for one of two reasons:
Scenario 1: You’re hurt (for instance, an employee 
disrespected you and your first impulse is to act from anger).
Scenario 2: You’re trying to avoid pain (for example, the 
pain of embarrassment or rejection).“It’s a brave question.”
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Here are ways to keep your feelings from interfering in these 
common scenarios:

Use Perspective as a Managing Tool
In the first scenario, when you’re hurt by disrespectful 
employees, the key is to understand that it’s not about you. 
People rarely wake up wondering “How can I really hurt 
someone today?”
It’s more likely that they’re insecure, in a poor fit, or there’s 
some other reason that caused the behavior. You may 
not know why they did what they did, but when you de-
personalize the behavior and remember that it’s not about 
you, that they’re dealing with their own reality, it will help 
calm your flight-or-fight emotions.
Then you can focus on your job: to help get them back on 
track – or into a better fit.

Frame Your Problems
In the second scenario, where you’re facing pain or 
discomfort, such as the risk of embarrassment or rejection, 
there are two techniques that can help:
Technique 1: Ask yourself which set of problems you 
want to have. 
There’s no problem-free scenario. Leadership is a conscious 
choice to embrace problems and to solve them. It’s not if 
problems, but which problems.
When you remind yourself that you have a choice, you prevent 
victim thinking from setting in. You might ask yourself, 
for example: “Do I want the problem of being disliked (that 
comes with removing a poor performer) or do I want the 
problem of a team performing poorly (that comes with 
allowing a poor performer to stay)?
You’re not a victim. You have a choice to make. Framing 
your choices gives you power and you’re less likely to want 
to hide from the pain.
Technique 2: Connect to what matters most.
The second way to face emotional pain is to reconnect with 
your leadership values. For example: 
“I want the team to grow and succeed” or “I value results 
and relationships.”
Then ask a “How can I . . . .” question to align yourself with 
what you value. For instance:
“How can I do what’s in the best interest of the team?” 
or “How can I focus on results and relationships in this 
situation?”

“There’s no problem-free 
scenario.”

Asking a good “How can I . . . .” question re-engages the 
thinking part of your brain and relaxes the powerful 
emotions that can push you in a different direction.
Effective leaders channel their emotions into healthy 
relationships with their team. They put aside their limited 
self-interests in favor of what will be best for the organization 
in the long run. 
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Put Your Feelings to Good Use
Don’t discount the power of emotions. Learn to understand 
feelings in all their variety, and use them to your benefit. 
Discover the nuances with articles such as these at 
NonprofitWorld.org:

Leading from Feeling (Vol. 27, No. 1)

Risk & Your Brain  (Vol. 38, No. 4)

Smart and Fast Are Not Enough: The Need for Better EQ 
(Vol. 29, No 1)

Fear of Feelings (Vol. 17, No. 2)

Grounded Visioning: A Quick Way to Create Shared 
Visions (Vol. 26, No. 4)

Counteract Stress to Make the Best Decisions (Vol. 28, 
No. 1)

Creating a Values-Based Road Map (Vol. 23, No. 2)

What Can Your Angry Customers Teach You? (Vol. 40, 
No. 3)

How to Encourage People through Disappointment 
(Vol. 42, No. 1)

The Risky Six: Keys to Shed Fear & Take Smart Risks 
(Vol. 40, No. 2)
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