
“Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most important aspect of mental 
health; safe connections are fundamental to meaningful and satisfying lives.”

 —Bessel van der Kolk

When we understand someone’s story, our biology fosters connection.

Opening Scenario: The Quarterly Review

Amara straightens the collar of her blazer as she approaches the glass-walled conference 
room in her company’s São Paulo headquarters. Through the windows, she can see the execu-
tive team already seated: twelve faces, most turned toward glowing laptops, a few murmuring 
to each other in Portuguese and English. It is her first quarterly review since her promotion to 
the global finance leadership team, a role that brought her from Accra to Brazil six months ago.

She pauses at the door, and in that pause, notices something shifting in her body. Her breath 
has become shallower. There is a subtle tightening across her shoulders, a heightened aware-
ness of her posture. She finds herself doing a quick mental inventory: Will I speak too loudly? 
Too softly? Will my accent be noticeable today?

Amara scans the room again. She is one of two people who do not look white. She is the only 
woman from the African continent and the youngest person at the table by at least a decade. 
In Ghana, seniority carried weight: you speak when invited, defer to elders, and demonstrate 
respect through restraint. Here, she has learned that the opposite earns respect: challenging 
the data, interrupting with questions, and projecting confidence even when uncertain.

Her nervous system is doing precisely what is intended: rapidly assessing her surroundings 
for safety, threat, and belonging. Her body is asking an ancient and urgent question before her 
conscious mind has even framed it: Am I safe here? Do I belong?

She thinks of her father, who navigated multinational boardrooms for 30 years. Although 
he never spoke of it directly, she absorbed his strategies by watching him prepare. Rehearse 
talking points to minimize any accent-related miscommunication. Arrive early to claim space 
before the room filled. All amidst his quiet insistence that she would need to be “twice as 
prepared.” She carries his wisdom in her body, survival strategies developed and transmitted 
across generations.

Amara takes a deep, deliberate breath. She feels her feet on the floor and notices the cool 
metal of the door handle. She reminds herself: her nervous system’s activation is not a problem 
to overcome. It is intelligence. And she can work with it.
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1  The Science of “Othering” and Belonging4

Somatic Invitation: As you read Amara’s experience, pause and notice what happens in your own 
body. Do you feel tension, recognition, curiosity, discomfort, or perhaps something else? Where are 
these sensations located? What can your nervous system’s response to this scenario tell you about 
your own cultural positioning and experiences with belonging?

While the details are hers, Amara’s experience is not unusual. The underlying biology is universal. 
Within milliseconds of entering an unfamiliar social space, long before conscious thought, our 
brains begin a survival-based sorting process. Contemporary neuroscience views the brain as funda-
mentally a prediction-making machine, constantly generating expectations about what comes next 
and flagging anything that does not match (Barrett & Simmons, 2015; Clark, 2013; Hutchinson & 
Barrett, 2019). When we enter a room full of unfamiliar faces, our brains have fewer reliable predic-
tions to draw on. More prediction errors. More cognitive load. It is not quite anxiety. It is something 
older; your nervous system is working harder because the social terrain is less predictable.

This invisible, seemingly instantaneous categorization occurs countless times each day for all of 
us. We might like to think we see people as individuals first, but our bodies tell a different story. 
Deep within our neural circuitry lies a biological legacy that automatically sorts the world into “us” 
and “not us” (i.e., “them”), a process neuroscientists call ingroup and outgroup categorization.

We all have that split-second assessment happening all the time, that momentary tightening 
when encountering difference. Acknowledging this reality is not admitting a moral failing; it does 
not make you intolerant or judgmental. You are experiencing millions of years of evolutionary 
development that kept our ancestors alive. The same nervous system that once helped humans 
survive on ancient savannas now navigates modern multicultural workplaces, bringing both sound 
instincts and outdated ones.

Our nervous systems evolved over hundreds of thousands of years, shaped by environments where 
threats were immediate and physical, such as predators or rival groups encroaching on territory.  
The physiological responses that kept our ancestors alive made perfect sense when survival hung in 
the balance. But cultural and technological change has outpaced biological evolution by orders of 
magnitude. The same threat-detection circuitry that once mobilized us to fight or flee in life-or-death 
situations now fires in response to a traffic jam or a terse email from a supervisor. Our bodies have 
only one nervous system, which does not distinguish between a predator and a looming performance 
review. The activation feels just as urgent, and cortisol floods our system with the same insistence, 
even though nothing about the situation actually threatens our survival. Many of us spend significant 
portions of our days in states of physiological arousal that, evolutionarily speaking, would have been 
reserved for genuine emergencies. No wonder so many feel stressed, burned out, and exhausted.

This reality matters for cross-cultural encounters more than we might expect. When we are 
already depleted and our nervous systems are taxed by the ordinary demands of contemporary 
life, we have less capacity for the cognitive work of navigating difference. It takes real effort to 
override automatic categorization and stay curious when our bodies are signaling caution. And 
when we have already spent considerable effort, often before we even walk into the room, we are 
far more likely to rely on the most basic ancestral default sorting. The colleague who reacts poorly 
to an unfamiliar communication style may not be intolerant. She may just be exhausted.

Understanding this neurobiological foundation does not mean accepting prejudice as inevitable. 
In fact, it is the opposite. It helps us recognize that when we know someone’s story, our biology 
supports connection. The same neural systems that can create barriers can also build bridges when 
we learn to navigate them rather than fight them.

Opening Scenario: The Quarterly Review (Continued)
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The coaching profession has begun to recognize how central these dynamics are. The ICF 
Thought Leadership Institute’s 2026 ICF Coaching Futures Report identifies “Globalization &  
Cultural Intelligence” as one of five key drivers reshaping the profession through 2036 
(International Coaching Federation Thought Leadership Institute, 2026). Cultural intelligence, 
defined in the report as the capability to relate to and work effectively across cultures, shapes 
questions that the profession is only beginning to grapple with: who has access to coaching, how 
practitioners are trained, and which competencies matter when you sit across from someone 
whose cultural world differs from your own. The neurobiological foundations we explore in this 
chapter underpin that capability, even when it goes by other names.

The Evolutionary Roots of Social Categorization

Our tendency to categorize people as “us” or “them” did not develop by accident. Research shows 
that people categorize themselves and others even on trivial criteria, and that this categorization 
can be highly fluid and context-dependent (Molenberghs, 2013). This worked well enough for our 
ancestors, who typically lived in distinct social groups. Quick judgments about who was an ally, 
who was a threat, and who belonged to the group ensured survival when a wrong call could be 
fatal.

The need to belong is one of our most basic drives, underpinning our readiness to form attach-
ments, our tendency to categorize people, and our pull toward groups (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In fact, the social brain hypothesis holds that the relatively large brains of 
primates and humans evolved to manage the cognitive demands of living in complex social groups 
(Dunbar, 1992; Dunbar & Shultz, 2007), suggesting the co-evolution of our capacity for both cate-
gorization and connection.

What makes this particularly relevant for coaches and leaders today is that subtle changes in 
neural activation across the brain—depending on the modalities involved—underlie how we 
divide the world into “us” versus “them” (Molenberghs, 2013). This means our brains constantly 
make these distinctions not through a straightforward switch but through intricate networks that 
process a myriad of cues, including facial features, body language, and vocal patterns.

Here lies one of the most beautiful paradoxes of human nature: our deepest longing for 
belonging can, at first, create the very barriers that keep it at bay. When we recognize that “oth-
ering” often stems from our profound need for safety and connection rather than from malice 
or moral deficiency, we create space for more compassionate self-awareness and genuine 
transformation.

Anthropological Window: The Fluidity of “Us” and “Them”

Anthropological research shows that the boundary between “us” and “them” is far more fluid 
than our nervous systems suggest. Evans-Pritchard’s (1940) classic study of the Nuer of Sudan 
showed that the same person might be classified as kin or stranger depending on context: an 
enemy in one situation could become an ally when a more distant threat emerged. This situa-
tional flexibility of identity categories appears across cultures. The neurobiological tendency 
to categorize is universal; the categories themselves are cultural constructions. This matters 
for coaches: the “otherness” your nervous system perceives is not a fixed reality but a culturally 
conditioned interpretation that can shift with understanding.
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How Cultural Patterns Form from Infancy: The Somatic Templates 
of Belonging

Nowhere is the power of our social brain more evident than in how cultural patterns develop from 
our earliest moments of life. Newborns instinctively imitate predominantly social behaviors they 
have never seen, such as facial expressions, gestures, and vocalizations. From the very beginning, 
humans show both the capacity and the drive to connect (Nagy et al., 2014).

The mirror neuron system, discovered when researchers found that specific neurons fire both 
when we perform an action and when we observe it being performed by others, provides the neu-
rological foundation for how we learn to be human within our particular cultural contexts. Human 
infants are prolific imitators. Indeed, research shows that infant imitation reflects links between 
observation and execution in the brain long before language develops (Marshall & Meltzoff, 2014).

From the moment we enter the world, we not only observe our caregivers but also wire our 
brains to mirror their patterns of expression, communication, and connection. From the earliest 
days of life, infants show a remarkable orientation toward social stimuli, preferentially attending 
to faces, tracking eye gaze, and responding to human voices (Farroni et al., 2005; Johnson et al., 
1991; Morton & Johnson, 1991). When a young child sees a caregiver smile, for example, their 
mirror neuron system activates the same neural patterns involved in producing that expression, as 
if they themselves had smiled, creating an internal echo that supports imitation.

This process begins a dance between a child and a caregiver, in which the child mimics what 
they see and experience (Osipsov, as cited in Good2Know Network, 2021). But this early mirror-
ing creates more than conscious cultural patterns, it establishes somatic templates for safety and 
belonging that persist throughout our lives. The infant’s nervous system, exquisitely attuned to 
caregiver responses, learns not only how to communicate but also when it is safe to be expressive, 
which emotional tones signal danger or welcome, which aspects of self are celebrated or must be 
hidden for acceptance, and many other social variables. Research comparing German and Nso 
infants in rural Cameroon found that German infants increasingly mirrored their mothers’ smiles 
over the first 12 weeks of life, whereas Nso infants did not show the same pattern; their care-
givers emphasized different forms of connection (Wörmann et al., 2012). The capacity to mirror is 
universal; what we mirror is shaped by culture from the very beginning.

In short, our brains do not just learn to be social: they learn to be social in culturally specific ways, 
wiring us from infancy to recognize and respond to the distinctive patterns of our communities. These 
early templates become the unconscious foundation for how we navigate cross-cultural encounters 
later in life. This explains why such interactions can feel so activating; they engage primal patterns of 
connection and belonging formed during our most vulnerable developmental moments.

The Nervous System’s Cultural Antenna: Beyond Threat Detection 
to Longing for Attunement

Before you have decided what you think about someone, your nervous system has already weighed 
in. Stephen Porges’s polyvagal theory (2011) describes this as an autonomic system operating below 
conscious awareness, processing social cues, including cultural ones, and arriving at verdicts about 
safety and threat before your thinking brain even weighs in.

But our nervous system is not just scanning for danger. It is constantly seeking attunement,  
co-regulation, and the felt sense of being truly seen and understood. When we encounter someone 
from our perceived ingroup, our nervous system typically responds with what we might call “social 
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safety.” Heart rate variability increases, breathing deepens, facial muscles soften, and our capacity 
for connection and collaboration expands. We enter a different biological state that supports curi-
osity, empathy, and learning. Our nervous system settles into what Porges calls the “social engage-
ment system,” enabling us to access our highest capacities for connection and creativity. These 
three states, ventral vagal, sympathetic, and dorsal vagal, form a hierarchy that shapes our capacity 
for cultural navigation (see Figure 1.1).

When our system registers someone as “other,” the response differs. It does not necessarily shift 
to fear but to heightened alertness and readiness, a sharpening of attention. You might notice 
your jaw tightening, your breathing becoming shallow, and your field of vision narrowing. There 
may be an urge to prove yourself or defend your position. These signs indicate that your system 
has shifted toward self-protection, prioritizing vigilance over openness, which makes nuanced 
thinking harder to access.

Richard Boyatzis’s coaching research arrives at the same conclusion, though he approached it 
from a different direction. He calls these the Positive Emotional Attractors (PEA) and Negative 
Emotional Attractors (NEA) (Boyatzis & Howard, 2006). The PEA involves parasympathetic 
activation, the state in which someone can take in feedback and sit with discomfort without shut-
ting down. The NEA is essentially what I just described: the sympathetic system taking over, with 
self-protection crowding out the capacity for authentic learning. Whether familiar with this model 
or not, experienced coaches will recognize both states. You can feel when a client shifts from one to 
the other, sometimes mid-sentence. Boyatzis spent decades studying how people actually change; 
Porges mapped the underlying neuroscience. Starting from different questions, they ended up 
describing the same phenomenon.

What matters for us here is how our nervous system responds to perceived ingroup and outgroup 
members, whether through automatic processes below conscious awareness or through deliberate 
conscious regulation (Molenberghs, 2013). We have more agency than we might think. While our 
initial, automatic responses emerge from deep evolutionary wiring, we can learn to recognize 
these somatic patterns and consciously choose different responses.

Imagine a team meeting where American colleagues misinterpret a Japanese teammate’s 
silence as disengagement. For the Japanese teammate, silence signals respectful restraint; for the 
Americans, it reads as disconnection. One cultural operating system holds that speaking without 
invitation is presumptuous; the other holds that silence signals withdrawal. Everyone’s nervous 
system is doing precisely what it learned to do, and the result is mutual misunderstanding. Without 
understanding each other’s somatic language of respect and engagement, such misunderstandings 
are inevitable.

When the interaction moves to video, everything becomes even more difficult. Our nervous sys-
tems read safety through numerous nonverbal cues, signals that virtual environments degrade. Facial 
expressions flatten, vocal tone loses nuance, and the full-body language that conveys respect and 
attention disappears from the frame. Chapter 18 explores this topic, how technology mediates cultural 
neuroception, and offers specific strategies for cross-cultural coaching when screens separate us.

Cultural Trauma and the Inherited Nervous System

Research on the neurobiological impacts of cultural trauma is still emerging (Yehuda & Lehrner, 
2018). Yet we are beginning to understand how historical and collective trauma may be trans-
mitted across generations through epigenetic mechanisms and early caregiver attunement patterns 
(Lehrner & Yehuda, 2018; Scorza et al., 2019). For instance, when someone from a marginalized 
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The Polyvagal Hierarchy
Three Nervous System States in Cultural Navigation
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VENTRAL VAGAL OPTIMAL

Social Engagement System
Safe & Connected • Optimal for Learning

CULTURAL NAVIGATION CAPACITY:
Curiosity available
Empathy accessible
Voice carries prosodic range

Learning capacity high
Facial muscles animated
Attunement possible

Perceived threat

SYMPATHETIC ACTIVATED

Fight or Flight
Mobilized • Protective Response Active

CULTURAL NAVIGATION IMPACT:
Nuanced understanding reduces
May become argumentative
May withdraw from engagement

Binary thinking
Quick judgments
Protection > learning

Overwhelm

DORSAL VAGAL SHUTDOWN

Shutdown / Freeze
Immobilized • Overwhelm Response

CULTURAL NAVIGATION IMPACT:
Disconnection from environment
Reduced capacity for
engagement
May appear disengaged or
confused

Numbing
Dissociation
Collapse

“Nervous system states shift based on perceived safety signals. Cultural navigation requires
returning to social engagement.”

Figure 1.1    The Polyvagal Hierarchy and Cultural Navigation: three nervous system states—ventral vagal 
(social engagement), sympathetic (mobilization), and dorsal vagal (immobilization)—and their implications 
for cross-cultural encounters. Source: Adapted from Porges (2017). Diagram conceived by the author and 
developed with Claude AI (Anthropic) under the author’s editorial direction.
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Cultural Trauma and the Inherited Nervous System ﻿ 9

group enters a predominantly white space, any hypervigilance they experience may reflect not only 
current dynamics but also embodied, enculturated survival wisdom, developed through experi-
ence and potentially shaped by patterns inherited from previous generations.

Resmaa Menakem’s (2017) work on racialized trauma extends this research into practical 
territory, arguing that white supremacy is not merely an ideology but a trauma response that 
lives in bodies, including those of White and Black individuals and those tasked with enforcing 
social order. His insight is that cognitive approaches alone cannot address what is fundamentally 
somatic; the body must be involved in any genuine healing. For coaches, this means recognizing 
that cultural activation in cross-racial encounters often reflects embodied history predating the 
individuals in the room, and that creating conditions for genuine safety requires attending to ner-
vous system states rather than simply managing surface-level interactions.

This understanding can shift our approach. Instead of asking “Why is this person so sensitive?” 
we might ask “What has this person’s nervous system learned about safety in spaces like this?” This 
reframing matters. It creates room for genuine empathy and moves us toward systemic thinking, 
rather than expecting individuals to somehow override deeply ingrained patterned responses.

Application Case: The Cost of Constant Calibration

Picture Priya sitting across from her coach, Elena, in a sunlit office overlooking the city skyline. 
Priya is a senior engineer whose parents immigrated from India, and she is here for leadership 
coaching as she prepares for a director-level role. But today, she is struggling to articulate 
something that has been troubling her.

“I do not understand it,” Priya says, rubbing her temples. “The team meetings go well. My 
projects are on track. But even on good days I come home absolutely exhausted. Especially on 
good days, actually.”

Elena notices her own body responding to Priya’s words; a subtle leaning in, a softening in 
her chest. She has worked with many high-achieving clients from immigrant families, and she 
has learned to listen not just to what they say but to the somatic weight beneath their words.

“What does a typical meeting feel like in your body?” Elena invites.
Priya pauses, surprised by the question. Then, slowly: “It is like... I am running multiple pro-

grams at once. There is the actual meeting… the data, the decisions. But underneath, I am 
constantly monitoring. How assertive am I being? Is it too much? Not enough? How noticeable 
is my accent today? Did my comment come across as aggressive or confident? And when I dis-
agree with someone senior… I find myself trying to calculate exactly how to frame it to avoid 
confirming stereotypes about difficult women or pushy immigrants.”

She stops. The room is quiet. “I have never said that out loud before.”
Elena feels a wave of recognition. She thinks of her grandmother, who navigated similar 

spaces in a different era, and notices how that ancestral recognition informs her empathy now. 
“It sounds like that monitoring takes tremendous energy,” she reflects. “What’s behind that?”

Priya pauses. “My father. He never explicitly taught me, but I watched him my whole 
childhood. The way he would rehearse presentations to smooth out any phrasing that might 
be misunderstood. How he always arrived early to meetings…he said it was about preparation, 
but I think it was about establishing presence before he could be overlooked. His quiet insis-
tence that I would need to be ‘twice as good.’” A short laugh. “I thought I had moved past all 
that…. I guess I just internalized it.”

(Continued)
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Elena sits with this, allowing the weight of intergenerational social strategies to fill the 
space between them. After a moment, she asks, “What do you notice when you think about your 
exhaustion in this context, as something your nervous system learned, maybe across genera-
tions, rather than a personal failing?”

Reflection Invitation: If you were Priya’s coach, what might you notice in your own body as she 
describes her exhaustion? What cultural assumptions might you bring to interpreting her experi-
ence? Have you ever felt the weight of “constant calibration” yourself, whether in professional spaces, 
social situations, or environments where you were the “different” one? If so, where does the experi-
ence of that memory live in your body right now?

When Understanding Changes Everything: The Neuroscience  
of Reclassification

Tellingly, humans are less likely to learn from individuals in a different group, an outgroup, than 
from those in their own group, an ingroup (Cheong et al., 2021). This highlights one of the most 
significant challenges in cross-cultural coaching and leadership: we process information differ-
ently depending on whether we perceive its source as “one of us.” Brain imaging studies confirm 
that the brain responds differently when it categorizes someone as “us” or “them,” activating the 
same regions involved in processing information about ourselves (Morrison et al., 2012). Here is 
the beautiful part: when we develop a genuine understanding of someone’s cultural context and 
life experience, our brain begins to reclassify them, from outgroup to ingroup. Automatic categori-
zation loosens its grip, and empathy has room to work.

Consider an engineer whose silence in meetings was initially interpreted as disengage-
ment. Once colleagues learned that this silence reflected cultural norms of respect and careful 
listening, something shifted, not only in how they thought about the behavior but also in how they 
responded. The wariness softened, and instead of seeing withdrawal, they saw attentiveness. Not 
just a cognitive reframe, but the nervous system catching up, too.

How does this reclassification operate at the neural level? Part of the answer lies in mirror neu-
rons: cells that fire both when we act and when we observe someone else perform the same action. 
See someone reach for a cup, and your motor system’s internal wiring echoes the movement. See 
someone wince, and your pain circuits flicker in response (Bonini et al., 2022). This is how we 
understand others: not just by thinking about their experience but by partially living it. This pro-
vides a biological foundation for connection across cultural differences.

Shifting the Biology of Empathy Across Cultural Lines: From 
Automatic to Intentional

Continuing neuroscience research reveals something remarkable about how empathy operates 
across cultural boundaries. Mirror neurons help us process facial expressions and social interac-
tions, enabling us to “perceive and understand others’ feelings without words” (Praszkier, 2016).

Yet empathy is not culturally neutral. Our capacity to feel with others is influenced by whether 
we perceive them as belonging to our group. We feel more empathy for people we perceive as 

Application Case: The Cost of Constant Calibration (Continued)
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similar to us, and neuroscience research confirms this at the level of brain activation, not just atti-
tude (Han, 2018). This does not mean empathy across cultural lines is impossible, however. Quite 
the opposite: it means that developing cross-cultural empathy requires shifting from automatic to 
intentional responses.

When we recognize that we filter our initial empathic responses through cultural categorization, 
we can begin to override our unexamined default patterns through conscious practice. Conscious 
attention can close the gap. We are not limited to mirroring only what looks and sounds familiar; 
we can extend it across cultural differences.

The Neuroscience of Connection in Practice: Working with  
Our Biology

Understanding the neuroscience of “othering” and belonging is not merely academic; it has immediate 
practical implications for anyone working across cultural differences. Recognizing that initial catego-
rization is automatic and unconscious helps us develop practices that interrupt these patterns before 
they solidify into barriers. The 90-Second Cultural Reset (a practice we will explore shortly) works 
because our nervous system responds quickly to simple changes in breathing. In the crucial first 
moments of any cross-cultural encounter, we can use breathwork to shift from defensive scanning to 
curious openness, a capacity rooted in the vagal system’s responsiveness to respiratory patterns.

Generous assumptions operate on the same principle. Choosing curiosity over judgment is not 
merely a matter of good manners. It reshapes how the brain categorizes. Molenberghs (2013) 
found that these systems are not fixed; they update as experience accumulates. This is what makes 
cultural navigation possible: not a destination you reach but a capacity you develop and contin-
ually refine. When we approach cultural differences with curiosity rather than judgment, we are 
doing more than being polite. We are building neural pathways. Each time you make a generous 
assumption, each time you stay open when your nervous system wants to close down, you make it 
easier to do so again.

This adds up. A coach who practices staying regulated when clients express unfamiliar cultural 
values develops a greater capacity to hold space across differences. A leader who uses the 90-second 
reset before difficult conversations gradually builds a nervous system that remains steadier under 
stress. A team that practices generous assumptions together begins to shift its collective baseline; 
the differences, including cultural ones that often loom large, become interesting rather than 
threatening. These changes are not just behavioral. They are neurobiological and cumulative.

Research Frontiers: What We Are Still Learning

Just to be completely transparent, while the research foundation of cultural neuroscience is rapidly 
expanding, significant gaps remain. We are still developing our understanding of how polyvagal 
theory applies across diverse cultural contexts, how cultural trauma is transmitted across genera-
tions through nervous system patterning, and which somatic interventions most effectively reduce 
implicit bias while building genuine capacity for cultural navigation.

Cultural neuroscience is a young, complex field that draws on biology, psychology, anthropology, 
and sociology, none of which agree on everything. Most research to date has focused on broad 
patterns; we know less about individual variation and how findings apply across specific cultural 
contexts. As such, some humility is warranted. While the science is real, it is far from complete.
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Despite these gaps, the research clearly shows that the brain’s categorization patterns are not 
fixed and that the brain remains plastic. What is wired early can still be rewired later, and even 
brief mindfulness practice can shift implicit bias. For instance, one study found that automatic 
associations were measurably weaker after just 10 minutes of meditation (Lueke & Gibson, 2015). 
Neuroimaging research also shows that sustained contemplative practice alters the structure and 
function of the brain in regions associated with emotional regulation and attention (Gotink et al., 
2016). In fact, practice rewires.

Moving Forward with Neurobiological Wisdom: The Invitation to 
Expand “Us”

As we move deeper into this exploration of cultural navigation, none of this is meant to patholo-
gize your automatic responses or to suggest any reason to feel guilty. These systems evolved for 
real reasons and still help us navigate social complexity. Indeed, the goal is not to eliminate our 
capacity for social categorization, which is neither possible nor desirable. Rather, it is to learn to 
notice these automatic responses and to recognize when they help us and when they get in the way.

There is reason for optimism. Mirror mechanisms appear across species, from birds to pri-
mates to humans. Evolution preserved this capacity because it works: mapping others’ experi-
ences onto our own systems helps us survive socially (Bonini et al., 2022). For cultural navigation,  
this matters. Our brains did not evolve to stay sealed off; they evolved to connect. The challenge of 
cross-cultural connection is not fighting our biology; it is learning to extend the capacities of our 
nervous systems.

The neural circuitry that divides us is the same circuitry that enables us to connect. This means 
every cross-cultural encounter is an opportunity to expand who counts as “us.” Each time you 
choose curiosity over judgment or pause before reacting, you build neural pathways that make 
future connections easier.

Cross-cultural coaching and leadership grounded in this neurobiological understanding recog-
nize that the same biological systems that can create separation also hold the key to profound con-
nection. When we shift from seeing cultural differences as obstacles to overcome to seeing them as 
invitations to expand our capacity for connection and shared understanding, we can fully honor 
both our humanity and our diversity.

In the next chapter, we turn to cultural humility, what it entails and how it builds on the neurobi-
ology we have just covered. Understanding the science is a start, but navigating cultural differences 
requires more than cognition. It takes practice, in the body as much as in the mind. Here are some 
initial somatic practices.

Somatic Practice: The 90-Second Cultural Reset

When you notice tension emerging in a cross-cultural encounter, try this neurologically informed 
reset:

Ground (30 seconds): Feel your contact with the floor and notice three points of contact between 
your body and the surface supporting you. This activates your proprioceptive system and helps 
regulate your nervous system through embodied awareness.

Breathe (30 seconds): Take slow deep breaths, making your exhale slightly longer than your 
inhale. This activates your parasympathetic nervous system, shifting you from a state of vigilance 
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Somatic Practice: The 90-Second Cultural Reset ﻿ 13

to one of social engagement. As you breathe, notice any tension in your jaw, shoulders, or chest, 
and allow those areas to soften.

Expand (30 seconds): Soften your gaze and imagine your awareness expanding to include the 
whole room. Set an intention to stay curious about what you do not yet understand. Feel your 
heart space opening as you remember that the person in front of you also has a nervous system 
seeking safety and belonging.

This practice interrupts automatic defensiveness by giving your nervous system something else 
to do, attending rather than reacting. The 90-Second Cultural Reset provides a rapid intervention 
to return to the social engagement system (see Figure 1.2).

Integration Exercise: Somatic Awareness

At the end of each day, spend 5–10 minutes in quiet reflection.

	 1.	 Notice: What happened in your body when you encountered someone different from you 
today? Tension? Curiosity? Openness? Contraction? Where did you feel it?

	 2.	 Track patterns: Are certain types of cultural differences more activating for you? Notice 
without self-criticism.

The 90-Second Cultural Reset
Return to Regulation When Cultural Differences Activate Your Nervous System

1

GROUND
30 seconds

Feel your feet on the floor
Notice the weight of your body
in the chair or where you stand

“I am here”

2

BREATHE
30 seconds

Breath pattern:
4 in — 4 hold — 6 out

Extended exhale activates
parasympathetic response

“I am regulating”

3

EXPAND
30 seconds

Soften your gaze
Widen peripheral awareness

Include the whole room

“I am ready to engage”

0s 30s 60s 90s
Use before difficult conversations, when activated during sessions,

or anytime you need to return to your social engagement system.

IN
O

U
T

Figure 1.2    The 90-Second Cultural Reset: Ground, Breathe, and Expand. A three-phase somatic practice for 
returning to the ventral vagal state before or during cross-cultural encounters. Diagram conceived by the 
author and developed with Claude AI (Anthropic) under the author’s editorial direction. 
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	 3.	 Acknowledge the response: What might your nervous system have been protecting? You do 
not need to override it, just recognize it.

	 4.	 Look ahead: Imagine tomorrow’s encounters. What would it feel like to stay aware of your 
body’s signals without being run by them?

Over time, this builds the capacity to notice your automatic responses and make conscious 
choices—working with your biology rather than being driven by it.

Competency Alignment: ICF and EMCC Frameworks

The neuroscience of categorization, belonging, and nervous system regulation explored in this 
chapter speaks directly to ICF Core Competency 4: Cultivates Trust and Safety, specifically the 
indicators for creating “a safe, supportive environment that allows the client to share freely” 
and for seeking “to understand the client within their context.” Understanding how our biology 
responds to perceived difference helps coaches recognize what is happening in their own ner-
vous systems and create conditions that enable clients from all cultural backgrounds to access 
their highest capacities for growth and insight.

ICF Core Competency 5: Maintains Presence is equally at stake, particularly the indicators 
of remaining “focused, observant, empathetic, and responsive to the client” and of managing 
“one’s emotions and presence to stay engaged with the client.” The 90-Second Cultural Reset 
is fundamentally a presence practice: it helps coaches shift from defensive scanning to curious 
openness when their nervous systems register cultural difference as a potential threat.

ICF Core Competency 2: Embodies a Coaching Mindset runs through the chapter as well, 
especially the indicator to “remain aware of and open to the influence of context and culture 
on self and others.” Recognizing that our nervous systems evolved to categorize rapidly and 
that this categorization operates below conscious awareness is foundational to developing the 
cultural humility emphasized throughout the ICF competency framework.

Understanding the neuroscience of belonging and othering helps coaches:

	 •	Recognize that their automatic responses to cultural differences are neurobiological, 
not personal failings—and that this recognition opens the door to change rather than 
defensiveness.

	 •	Understand that safety is perceived differently across cultures, so trust-building requires 
cultural adaptation rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.

	 •	Notice when their own nervous system activation may be affecting the coaching relation-
ship, even before they can articulate the reason.

	 •	Appreciate how early developmental experiences create somatic templates that shape 
responses to cultural differences throughout life, for themselves and their clients.

The EMCC Global Competency Framework frames similar concerns in different terms. 
Understanding Self requires practitioners to demonstrate awareness of their values, beliefs, 
and behaviors and of the impact these have on practice. This chapter grounds that requirement 
in neurobiology: the nervous system responses explored here are the mechanisms through 
which a coach’s cultural conditioning manifests in the coaching relationship. You cannot man-
age what you cannot see, and what you cannot see often lives in the body before it appears 
in the mind. The stance of not-knowing that this chapter develops is not a deficit; it is the 
foundation of ethical self-awareness when working across differences.
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Use of Models and Techniques emphasizes applying appropriate methods to support client 
development. The 90-Second Cultural Reset presented here offers a foundational tool for 
nervous system regulation, one practitioners can use before, during, and after cross-cultural 
encounters. The technique is grounded in polyvagal research, not improvised, and provides 
coaches with a reliable way to shift from defensive scanning to curious openness.

Both the ICF Code of Ethics and the Global Code of Ethics (developed jointly by the 
Association for Coaching and EMCC) treat respect for diversity and inclusion as ethical 
obligations, not optional enhancements. The neuroscience in this chapter explains why ful-
filling those obligations requires more than good intentions; it requires skillful work with 
the nervous system responses that can undermine our stated commitments.
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