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Inspired by Susan Cockle

We’ve been through a pandemic and people have 
changed. People’s expectations of the workplace have 
changed. Many successful leaders are scratching their 
heads wondering “what has happened?”, and they aren’t 
alone. Many of the old ways of thinking seem to be gone. 
People are more aware of their mental wellbeing, and  
they are starting to talk about it more. People are becom-
ing more selective about what types of environments  
they want to work in. So what now? What will make you  
a leader that people want to work for?

1. EMBRACE THE WHOLE PERSON
Before the pandemic, we were all talking about the “grind”, 
about people who have “grit”. Well, we’ve been through a 
lot, and people have changed. People want to be valued 
for who they are. They don’t want to feel like a cog in the 
wheel of productivity. They want to feel seen as individuals 
and appreciated for all that they bring to the table.

“That is what truly leads to high performance – when we 
look at human beings as human beings and not compart-
mentalize them in our own needs or wishes for them.  
Give the consistent messaging that I care, I’m here,  
I’ve got your back and you matter.”

2. HOLD SPACE FOR TOUGH CONVERSATIONS
You’re going to be caught off guard by someone telling 
you about struggles with their mental wellbeing. In some 
cases, being confronted with this information this might 
be unsettling. You might not know what to SAY. You might 

not know what to DO about it. You may worry about how 
performance is going to be affected. There are many ways 
in which this moment can be stressful. But here’s the thing 
– remember that this conversation is likely much more 
stressful for the person sharing their struggles than it is 
for you to hear it. Make time and space for the person and 
their struggles. The first and best thing you should do is 
JUST LISTEN. Practice active listening. You don’t need to 
come up with solutions right away.

“When someone is sharing their innermost story with  
you it’s an absolute honour because they’re sharing  
the essence of themselves.”

3. VALUE PEOPLE NO MATTER  
	 WHERE THEY ARE AT
When people come forward with their struggles, what  
they need most is to be seen and heard. Simply listening 
and holding space for the whole person is incredibly valu-
able and a great place to start. Try to pause on your reac-
tions and find out more about them. What do they need? 
What usually keeps them well? Are there steps that can 
be taken to get to a place of balance? What do they need 
from you? They may not know all the answers, and that’s 
ok. The point is that you are interested in their wellbeing, 
and you care about them when they are struggling.

“When folks feel that mentally they are well, they have so 
much more emotional and psychological capacity. They 
can take on emotional/psychological load. And when 
they are on the grind… that’s a lot of psychological load.”



4. PROMOTE REST AND RECOVERY
No one should feel like they have to “earn” a vacation. 
Rest and recovery should be valued and promoted as an 
important part of the lifestyle of a high performer. When 
are the big push times in your industry? What do you do 
to ensure that people are rested coming into these times? 
What do you do to ensure that people recover coming out 
of these times?

“Yeah, I don’t love the term mental toughness. I think that 
what it does is that it says you have to always be pushing, 
you must also do it at all cost. And what we need to be 
careful of is the human cost attached to that mentality. 
We know that high performance is just as much about 
rest and recovery as it is about pushing.”

5. BE VULNERABLE YOURSELF
This can be hard. It can be tempting for leaders to want 
to “set a good example” by demonstrating their own “grit” 
and sacrificing themselves for the sake of accomplishing 
what needs to be done. And this is why so many leaders 
burn out. If you don’t want the people you lead to burn out, 
don’t set that example. Instead, recognize and communi-
cate your own personal and professional needs as well.

“In order to be able to create safety and psychological 
safe spaces around you, then you have to be vulnerable 
yourself. You have to be OK with being in that space and 
being comfortable in your own skin. Only then people  
feel safe with you.”

6. SET YOUR INTENTION
How do you define success? Is your definition based  
only on results, achievement and productivity? Do you 
leave room for the HOW? Susan says “Living your life to 
the fullest – according to value-based choices and actions 
so that you can be your true self, your authentic self.  
That is successful to me.” HOW do you want to live?  
HOW do you want to lead?

“You get to wake up in the morning and set an intention 
for the day and you get to structure your time. You get to 
decide how am I going to show up today, how can I put 
my best foot forward to be able to show up that I’m going 
to be proud of myself today.”
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