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Leaders of highly skilled teams everywhere are 
under pressure. They are committed professionals, 
yet the industry-wide changes and the constant flux 
and challenges that come with the 21st century are 
wearing them down, and everyone around them. 
It’s not just job descriptions and roles that are 
constantly being redefined – it’s how we do  
the work, with whom and in what way.

According to the 2018 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends 
report, we are experiencing unprecedented seismic shifts  
that are impacting business leaders globally. Organisations 
are now being urged to take greater responsibility for not  
only profits and environmental impact, but also social and 
human capital. 

Businesses are now judged by their relationships with their 
workforce, customers and stakeholders. Boards are under 
pressure to prioritise social and human agendas, not just 
strong financials.

The most 
frustrating part 
– for the whole 
organisation – 

is the lack of 
ability to be more 
visionary, strategic 

and innovative.   
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Yet it’s the modern 
workplace that 
is unintentionally 
creating the very 
conditions that  
work against our  
people fulfilling  
their potential.

ACCORDING TO HR ADVANCE, 

IN 2017 ABSENTEEISM COST 

AUSTRALIAN BUSINESSES 

A STAGGERING $44 BILLION 

IN LOST PRODUCTIVITY. 

PRESENTEEISM (WHEN WE ARE 

AT WORK, BUT UNPRODUCTIVE)  

ADDS  A FURTHER $35 BILLION  

PER ANNUM.

Yet absenteeism and presenteeism are on the up, creating a 
challenging context for businesses to meet their targets. When 
our people are stressed, then reactivity and conflict create 
tension and dysfunctional dynamics. Leaders and the human 
resource team spend more time fighting fires than fulfilling 
their roles. (I’m sure you can relate.)

Our leaders’ attention is scattered. They look exhausted and 
struggle to meet the needs of their team. Privately, we hear 
them question their ability to lead across this new frontier.  
Our people’s ability to meet expectations and feel fulfilled by 
their work is at risk.

Everyone has good intentions, skills and capabilities, and 
excellent potential. They are motivated by universal human 
needs: our desire for fulfilment, autonomy and connection. 
Yet the modern workplace is fraught with systemic change, 
volatility and uncertainty, which are bringing out the worst in 
our people, not the best.
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Today’s tsunami of 
demands means 
that everyone in an 
organisation needs 
an unprecedented 
level of cognitive and 
psychological flexibility.

The peak
performance problem

According to the recent Household, 
Income and Labour Dynamics in  
Australia (HILDA) Survey, employment 
security is rapidly diminishing. In its 
place is the demand for everyone to 
be agile and adaptive. 

In order to meet the competitive demands of the marketplace, 
we must give care and attention to supporting our people 
– the human capital of our business – to adapt to these 
changing expectations and pressures.
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Trust, collaboration, safety, interpersonal responsibility and the 
mental health and wellbeing of the workforce are recognised as 
levers that advance business success – as well as being drivers for 
productivity, workforce engagement, satisfaction and retention – 
according to the 2018 Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends report.

In addition, the Harvard Business Review article ‘The Power of 
Meeting Your Employees’ Needs’ states:

…people feel better and perform better and more 
sustainably when four basic needs are met: renewal 
(physical), value (emotional), focus (mental) and 
purpose (spiritual). This isn’t surprising news, of 
course. Is there any doubt that when we feel more 
energised, appreciated, focused and purposeful,  
we perform better?

The concept of basic psychological needs – including our need 
for competence, autonomy and connectedness – has been 
studied by many researchers. In fact, The New York Times Magazine 
revealed that studies from Google and other workplaces identify 
psychological safety as the number one contributor to a high-
performing team.

When we don’t feel physically or psychologically safe, we operate 
from a place of fear. In the workplace especially, when we feel 
threatened, we tend to ‘fight’, which contributes to bullying and 
conflict, as well as disconnection. We ruminate on petty issues and 
criticise ourselves – this can lead to stagnant thinking and creativity, 
not to mention burnout!

The old way of doing things was to push our employees to do more 
or work harder, but this often comes at great personal cost. We 
are edging our way now towards a new tipping point, where we as 
organisations invest highly in our workforce to maximise profits, 
while also building our human and social capital.

We need to maximise the tools and wisdom we’ve gained from 
neuroscience and psychological research to turbocharge workplace 
capacity for our people, not at their expense. 

So expecting everyone to be 
adaptive without first educating 
them in how to develop and build 
these skills is setting them, and the 
whole organisation, up for failure.

Your challenge is to ensure your 
employees’ basic human needs 
are met, so you can improve 
their wellbeing, and ultimately, 
their productivity and the output 
of your whole organisation.

‘WHEN PEOPLE BECOME EMPOWERED SELF-LEADERS, 

THEY’RE PROACTIVE SELF-STARTERS WHO LOOK FOR 

WAYS TO MAKE YOUR ORGANISATION FLOURISH.’

SUSAN FOWLER

CO-AUTHOR OF SELF LEADERSHIP AND THE  

ONE MINUTE MANAGER
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Transform from toxic  
to high-performance

When triggered by fear, our human 
tendency is to respond from our 
‘reptile brain’ and attempt to take 
control. This may be a natural 
response, but it is the very opposite 
of what is required in today’s 
business world. In the workplace 
this response generally shows up as 
micromanaging and controlling.

Expert self-leaders are a huge asset to your workplace. Self-
leaders have a well-developed sense of who they are, what they 
can do and where they are going, as well as having the ability to 
control their emotions and behaviours, which increase personal 
productivity and performance. 

They propel your entire organisation forward and build capacity 
and agility throughout the entire work environment, as shown in 
Figure 1.

are people who are empowered  
to take control of their own 
success and performance.

What organisations need

Figure 1: From toxic to high-performing self-leaders
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Self-leadership
Noun
1.	 The	influence	 

that	individuals	 
use	to	control	their	
own	behaviour	 
and	thoughts.

2.	 Specific	cognitive	
strategies	intended	
to	increase	personal	
effectiveness	and	
performance.	

It is easy to be blind to the fact that you may have (or may 
be) a toxic self-leader in your organisation. 

Toxic self-leadership is driven by the deep fear of not 
being good enough. It arises when we shame and 
blame ourselves, we self-sabotage, we become locked 
in a cycle of stress, inner judgement and conflict. This 
wastes energy, productivity and potential, undermining 
performance and innovation.

Most people behave poorly to others as a direct reflection 
of how they treat, and feel towards, themselves. 

It can be difficult to gauge how demanding and harmful 
employees are being towards themselves. However, the 
external manifestations may be seen in bullying others, 
in addictions and in damaging interpersonal interactions. 
Sometimes people are adept at hiding their toxic self-
leadership, but it can have a massive cost on your 
workforce and culture.

Take a minute to reflect on the way you continually speak to 
yourself. Is it overly critical or negative? Would you speak to your 
most valuable colleague or best friend that way? 

What impact does that style of leadership have on others and  
their performance?

If we are very hard on ourselves, which most of us are, we may 
project this critical voice onto others too, undermining in turn 
their performance and the whole workplace culture. Yet we 
often use this style of leadership on others, sometimes without 
realising. Most of us hate being micromanaged or constantly 
criticised! Yet we do it to ourselves.

This critical style of self-leadership is fostered by a critical and 
judgemental workplace culture. Is it safe for people to admit 
they made mistakes? Is it seen as being helpful or weak when 
they bring up tough issues and try to resolve them? Is it safe to 
ask for help? 

If the answers to these questions are no, your workplace may  
be inadvertently fostering a culture of negative self-leadership. 

Some leaders are overly focused on meeting other people’s 
expectations and are so attuned to external demands 
that the volume of their own needs and preferences has 
significantly dimmed. Neglectful self-leaders disregard their 
own self-care and boundaries; they often overpromise and 
underdeliver, working hard to meet other’s expectations but 
failing to meet them, due to their scattered efforts.

Absent self-leaders not only give themselves very little, but 
also they are often draining to be around. Their self-neglect 
makes them vulnerable to being depleted mentally and 
emotionally, not to mention having this same impact on 
others! They can unintentionally be energy vampires.

Their ‘relational energy’ is low and they have little capacity  
to contribute positively to the workplace culture. The lack  
of interpersonal engagement damages and drags down  
team morale.

TOXIC 1 MICROMANAGING2 NEGLECTFUL3
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The high-performing self-leader is agile and adaptive. They are 
motivated by internal drivers. They seek to maximise potential, 
fulfilment and contribution. Their ability to see the potential of 
the self, and of the workplace as a whole, tunes them into the 
possibilities of their team and the organisation. As they take 
responsibility for themselves and their needs, they are thriving and 
energised, having a heightened capacity to listen, to be present, to 
be creative and strategic.

Self-leaders amplify energy, have an inspiring vision of what’s 
possible, and create the magnetic pull of other quality self-leaders. 
Their modus operandi of contribution provides natural motivation 
to others. 

High-performing leaders are functioning from their ‘executive 
brain’ far more than their reptile brain. The executive brain is like a 
superpower that turbocharges our skills, talents and potential.

As we start to liberate ourselves from internal criticism and neglect, 
then deeper self-awareness and reflection become evident. 

Greater awareness builds the foundation for a respectful and 
positive relationship with the self and, more importantly, with 
others. After all, how can you have good relationships with your 
team if you don’t have a good relationship with yourself?

Productivity and performance are fueled by a genuine commitment 
to fulfilling one’s potential, rather than being solely focused on 
complying with workplace demands. This is when the drivers for 
learning and growth unfold.

Here, a greater appreciation of people in general starts to emerge, 
as well as strengths, skills and competencies. This generates a 
capacity for cognitive, psychological and behavioural agility, which 
empowers the ability to contribute positively and powerfully to 
others and the strategic plan of the workplace. 

Self-leaders see challenge  
as an immense opportunity  
for growth, which is what  
will deliver results in  
your organisation.

‘EXCEPTIONAL LEADERS 

DISTINGUISH THEMSELVES 

BECAUSE OF SUPERIOR  

SELF-LEADERSHIP.’

DANIEL GOLEMAN

AUTHOR OF  

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

HIGH PERFORMING5PRODUCTIVE4
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Figure 2: The 3 key areas for self-leadership

Figure 2 shows the three areas we need to build to ensure we have 
self-leadership and self-leaders in our organisation.
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Self-awareness is the critical and foundational emotional 
intelligence skill of understanding oneself. 

This is when we reflect on ourselves, and the influences on 
our behaviours, our biases and our values. It helps us become 
empowered, build on our strengths and skills, identify potential 
areas for development and to make changes as needed. 

Leaders and employees who lack self-awareness are hampered 
in their self-management and self-leadership, as well as their 
interpersonal relationships. They are more likely to be driven 
by ego or power dynamics, or tend to blame and shame 
others, leading to toxic interactions that undermine trust and 
psychological safety.

Educating people to address the typical blocks to self-awareness 
allows them to navigate past their blind spots, fear and 
unconscious patterns. Understanding our triggers, our blind 
spots and our fears ensures we take advantage of neuroscience 
and neuroplasticity, helping us respond rather than react to 
challenging situations. It’s like shining a torch in the corner and 
finding a huge treasure chest of resources. 

In the workplace, self-awareness helps us to navigate 
interpersonal relationships, build trust and find opportunities to 
work together with others to maximise outcomes.

Self-management requires taking responsibility for our own 
behaviour and wellbeing. It includes the skills of managing our 
mind, emotions, actions and responses, which then help us to 
optimise our functioning, productivity and performance.

At work, being able to self-manage helps us to perform more 
effectively under pressure. It helps us adapt to the changes that 
are thrown our way on a daily basis. We need more employees 
and leaders who can self-manage, navigate distractions, 
competing needs and demands. Especially important is learning 
how to influence our brain, deal with our triggers and elevate our 
functioning from our reptile instinct.

This involves taking responsibility for influencing our patterns 
of thinking and behaviour, and ensuring we use this to perform 
more effectively. It is comprised of specific behavioural and 
cognitive strategies intended to increase personal effectiveness 
and performance.

Self-management also involves taking care of our basic human 
needs: our need for safety (psychological and physical), our 
need for fulfilment (mastery, meaning and fun) and our need for 
connection (love and belonging). 

Learn to lead  
from the inside out

When we start to focus on the style 
of self-leadership and the leaders 
themselves in our organisation, 
then we start to empower each of 
them to step up to the plate – to 
take ownership of their own energy, 
lifestyle and performance so that 
they in turn have a greater impact.

AGENCY
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Self-leaders navigate life and work from the inside out. They work 
towards a future that is defined by their values, intentions and 
hopes in a way that maximises their talent and the potential of 
others – they are both more empowered and empowering.

Authentic self-leaders generate a lot of positivity and productivity  
in their teams and colleagues. As they function from their executive 
brain most of the time, self-leaders are more creative, strategic 
and innovative. Their capacity to see situations from other people’s 
perspectives gives them an edge in minimising conflict and 
maximising team productivity. Self-leaders shine under stress  
– they are less externally determined, so they maintain their  
centre in a storm. 

Building self-leadership awareness and skills is a game-changing 
strategy for an organisation because it empowers people to regain 
control of their environment, fulfil their potential and make a 
positive impact on others around them. Self-leaders recognise that 
we cannot always remove the stressors, but we can gain the agility, 
insight and energy to thrive. 

Fortunately, self-leadership can easily be developed in your people. 
It requires their willingness to engage, but increasing productivity 
and positivity is an inspiring motivator for anyone.

SELF  
LEADERSHIP

Self-leaders create 
a climate that is 
psychologically safe 
and relationships that 
are built on respect  
and integrity, forming 
fertile ground for the  
business to flourish.

Build a  
culture climate

A team of self-leaders taking  
high-level responsibility for 
themselves creates an excellent 
high-performing work environment.
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Psychological safety and building a sustainable and mentally 
healthy workplace are game-changers for any business. When your 
people’s basic human needs are met at work, they are engaged, 
high performing and functioning at their best to contribute to your 
organisation’s success.

Workplaces must be willing to invest in creating the type of work 
environment that not only achieves the best business outcomes, 
but brings out the best in their people. 

The days of business success at the expense of our employees is 
over. The future of work lies in building sustainability into our work 
practices, work environment and relationships.

 Thriving workplaces 
need thriving people.
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As a speaker, trainer, facilitator and mentor, she unleashes the 
potential performance of leaders and professionals who make 
organisations thrive. Her rich methodology is based on applying 
neuroscientific and psychological principles to build self-leadership 
and resilience leading to peak performance.

Michelle is a master at sharing theoretically informed but practical 
solutions and strategies, which you can implement easily and 
immediately to provide tangible results. Her zone of genius is  
her ability to engage with people and create psychological safety 
within a workplace environment. 

She has worked with a diverse range of leading organisations 
throughout Australia and New Zealand. Her keynotes and 
presentations have featured at national and international 
conferences, and her advice and opinion regularly feature in  
a variety of publications such as Marie Claire, GQ Australia and 
Institute of Managers and Leaders. 

Michelle has synthesised the wisdom gained in many years  
of leadership roles and previously in her mental health practice,  
to bring powerful change through training more than  
30,000 professionals.

Her deep knowledge and extensive experience – including 
application of the latest advances in neuroscience and 
neuroplasticity, emotional intelligence, self-leadership, peak 
performance, positive psychology and mindfulness – bring not 
just presence but power to her work.

Just contact her and see. 

About  
Michelle

Michelle Bihary is on a mission  
to see powerful transformation  
in organisational life. 

Contact Michelle

If you’re interested in a 3- to 6-month intensive program  
that will transform your whole organisation into a workforce 
of self-leaders, then I would love to hear from you. 

03 9528 2866 | 0417 337 020
michelle@michellebihary.com
www.michellebihary.com

“I	met	Michelle	after	watching	her	
present	on	resilience	and	self-
leadership	at	a	conference	I	was	
attending.	Michelle	was	such	an	
engaging,	knowledgeable	and	
informative	speaker	and	I	immediately	
knew	that	she	understood	many	 
of	the	challenges	leaders	can	 
face	in	the	workplace.

Since	then,	I	have	used	Michelle’s	
services	numerous	times	to	provide	
resilience	and	self-leadership	training	
to	the	teams	I	have	led.	Michelle	has	
an	innate	ability	to	not	only	understand	
where	the	opportunities	are,	but	to	
tailor	the	information	and	training	 
she	delivers	so	it	is	‘fit	for	purpose’.

Observing	the	impact	Michelle	has	 
had	on	my	teams,	in	their	personal	 
and	professional	lives,	has	been	 
awe-inspiring	and	incredibly	valuable.	
Michelle	is	simply	extraordinary.”

Debbie Gabreal
Senior	Operations	Manager,	IAG    
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