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A
S leaders, we are expected 
to be highly present, have 
clear and consistent insights, 
maintain significant levels of 
energy, and stay grounded 

regardless of circumstances. 
Yet, in today’s world of relentless 

change, this can be challenging. When’s 
the last time you focused on you? It’s 
not selfish; it’s necessary.

There’s an infinite amount of work to 
be done, especially as the leader in your 
organisation. 

Sometimes, you just need to put the 
brakes on, because there will always be 
more work. 

Your mind is active all day long with 
some 60,000 separate thoughts each 
and every day. 

With all of those thoughts, it’s not 
surprising that your mind becomes so 
loud that we lose focus. 

We know we shouldn’t get freaked 
out and anxious, we know staying 
present will enable us to find better 
solutions, we know we should be 
getting a good night’s rest to tackle 
the situation with a fresh mind the 
next day, but we can’t always get there 
without help. 

We’ve been hijacked. Our patterns 
are in charge. We’re human.

If you don’t take time to pause and 
decide to keep going on your current 
path or change a few things that will 
make a big difference in your life, you 
may burn out. 

It’s okay to take a look and say: “Hey! 
This isn’t working”, and implement a 
few changes that will steer you towards 
a destination that is less painful.

No one has time to process every 
single blip in their life. We can’t track 
down the source of every pattern and 
sometimes it’s not a pattern, it’s just 
life. We experience burnout when we 
resist and when we create meaning. 

So how do we take care of our health 
and stay mindful of what’s important 
when life throws us a curveball?

Here are tools that my executive 
coaching clients use that have 
empowered them to avoid burnout.

 
Resistance veRsus 
allowing

l  Look at 10 things in your life/the 
world that you don’t want/like (tacky 
wallpaper, etc.) and look at each one 
and say out loud “I do not consent to 
you” (it’s not OK that they are there). 
See how that feels in your body.

l  Now look at the 10 things again. 
They didn’t disappear even though you 
didn’t consent to them. 

l  Now look at each of the 10 
things again. Say “I consent to you” 
for each (heck, they are there anyway, 
not much point in resisting this fact 
— consent isn’t approval, it’s just 
acknowledgment). See how that feels 
in your body.

l  Reflect on the feelings associated 
with not consenting/resistance to it 
versus consenting to/acknowledging 
it. 

Optimism isn’t universal consent. 
It’s OK if things aren’t OK with you. 

Notice what it’s like to let them 
be not OK and yet acknowledge that 
they are there without energetically 
resisting them.

 
ManoeuvRes of 
consciousness

First, think of something you are 
resisting. Now take the following steps.

l  Negative Evaluation (three 
minutes): Say out loud all the things you 
don’t like, what’s bad about them, what 
you can’t stand. Really trash them. Do 
you notice what the feelings are here? 
Break state (ask non-sequitur questions; 
count to 100; shake your body out).

l  Curiosity (three minutes): Now get 
really curious about these situations. 
How did they come to be? What is 
familiar about them? What good things 
come from them? What are the feelings 
here? Break state again. 

l  Amazement (three minutes): 
Now become amazed that they came 
to be. Wow! This is fascinating! What’s 
amazing about them? What are the 
feelings here? Break state.

l  Full Appreciation (three minutes): 
Now honour everything about this 
situation/state. Yes! This has been so 
very helpful in order to bring me to the 
next level. What are the feelings here? 
Break state.

l  Now do a short Outcome Frame 
below. Map out a clear vision of your 
desired state for 15 minutes minimum 
— bask in it, ask each question in detail.

outcoMe fRaMe
l  What would you like? This must be 

something you can create and maintain.
l  What will having that do for you? 

What benefits will it bring you?
l  How will you know when you have 

it? What criteria or proof will there be?
l  When, where, and with whom 

would you like it? Give an idea of the 
scope and timing. 

l  What of value might you risk or 
lose? 

l  What are your next steps? 
 

eMotion wheel
Use the Emotion Wheel (see Figure 

1) to help understand what you are 
feeling. The centre feelings are the “core 
feelings.” 

The Emotion Wheel can help you 
get to the core emotion you are 
experiencing, increase your emotional 

vocabulary and make connections you 
may not have otherwise made.

choose the Meaning
No matter what happens outside of 

us, we always get to choose what we 
make of it on the inside.

Example: Lots of things are 
changing, lots of short notice client 
requests and deadlines.

Meaning-making option 
#1: This is so stressful! I am 
emotionally exhausted by this, 
it’s all too much!

Result of this meaning: 
Missed deadlines, incomplete 
work, stress for yourself and 
those around you, low quality 
work, no fun for anyone.

Meaning-making option 
#2: Yes! Change means 
movement and growth and a 
chance to really shine and pace 
myself. 

I will show up fully to serve 
our awesome tribe. How great 
that I get to tap into my awesome 
brain to become even clearer and 
find even more solutions.

Result of this meaning: 
Empowerment, choice of how to 
respond versus compulsively reacting, 
support of yourself and others, shine my 
light, honour my company values, choose 
my reality.

Which meaning would you like to 
make? Our words shape our reality, and 
meaning-making and reframing are key 
to shape our reality. 

What if nothing happens to us, it only 
happens for us to help us grow?

The key to avoiding burnout is to 
visualise who you want to be, set your 
intentions and get out of your own way.
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Solving The
Conundrum
iT TurnS ouT There’S 
no SuCh Thing aS
“work-life 
balanCe”.
here’S whaT
To do
inSTead.

By MINDA ZETLIN
editor@leaderonomics.com 

YOU struggle with work-life balance. 
I know you do because just about 
everyone does. 

For entrepreneurs, but also for 
everyone else, it seems impossible to 
get everything we would like done in 
the space of 24 hours. 

It can be deeply frustrating – unless 
we change how we think about  
work-life balance.

In the town in which my husband 
Bill and I live, there’s an event every 
Thursday evening in a wonderful local 
eatery called The Hungry Pelican. 

It’s nominally an open mic night, 
but in fact it’s a big happy music jam 
party attended by most of our friends, 
whether they’re musicians or not. 

I often work in the evenings, so 
sometimes I go to the party, sometimes 
I skip it, and sometimes I go for a little 
while and then head home to work.

One such evening, as I was about to 
leave, an unusually blunt friend told me: 
“You’re going to be dead someday. And 
all you’ll have done is work.”

I think a lot about work-life balance, 
mostly because it often seems to be 
missing in my life, so his comment stuck 
with me. 

A while back, I wrote a column from 
an interview I conducted with executive 
coach and best-selling author Wendy 
Capland. As a follow-up, we decided she 
would coach me and that I would write 
about it. 

At my first coaching session, 
when she asked me what I hoped to 
accomplish, better work-life balance 
was high on my list.

We talked it through for a while, and 
some lessons emerged:

1 You’Re not alone 
“I’ve coached thousands of 

people and work-life balance is on 
everybody’s list,” Capland said. Maybe a 
change of terminology can help. 

“Now they call it work-life 
integration,” she added. 

“I laugh at that – but in some ways 
it really is less about balance and more 
about having an integrated life.”

 

2 it’s a seesaw
“There are very rare moments 

when a seesaw is balanced,” Capland 
told me. 

“Either one side is up and the other 
side is down or you’re flowing up or 
down.”

In other words, work-life balance is 
cyclical. “There are periods when we all 
have to work our asses off. 

“We have a commitment, we have 
a deadline. For a period of time, we 
choose to do that for all the right 
reasons. 

“Then there are times when it’s 
done or it’s not such a heavy push 
period when we can integrate more of 
our personal life into our day. It’s about 
feeling satisfied with where you are at 
the moment.”

That made a lot of sense to me. 
There have been times in my life 
when I spent much less time working, 
though I had the low income to show 
for it. 

There were other times when I’ve 
taken an entire month off so Bill and I 
could go on vacation. 

Moving house recently required 
substantially reducing my work 
schedule for almost three months 
while we packed, prepared our house 
for rental, and made the long trek from 
coast to coast. 

Work may be dominating my time 
at the moment, but it hasn’t always 
been this way, and it won’t always be.

 

3 it’s about finding 
happiness

The question of what makes you 
happy brings another element into the 
whole work-life equation, or at least it 
does for me. 

Most of the time, I enjoy my work. 
Spending many hours working may 
not seem like a sacrifice if you feel like 
the work you do is fun, or meaningful, 
or both. 

And if you don’t feel that way, then 
it might be time to consider making a 
change.

 

4 it’s about values
How you spend your time 

should be about making yourself 
happy, but also about what you 
consider important. We have a friend 
who spends most of her time caring 
for her elderly mother. 

She’s not really happy about it – she 
would rather be more focused on her 
career – but no one else in the family 
is available.

When people step up in this way to 
care for a family member in need, or 
do work that makes the world better 
or support a cause they believe in, 
they’re making a choice that reflects 
their values. 

Whether those choices tip you 
toward the work or the life side of the 
equation, the way you spend your time 
should sync up with what you consider 
valuable, at least most of the time. 

If the two don’t match, consider 
making a change.

5 don’t sacRifice  
YouR Relationships

A couple of years ago, my husband 
told me that I had to make some time 
to talk with him every day. 

The request brought me up short, 
and it led to some changes in my work 
schedule. Things are better now but 
I’m still working longer hours than he’d 
prefer, so I mentioned his comment to 
Capland.

Her response surprised me. She told 
me how her husband, who’d been a 
stay-at-home-father until the children 
had left for college, decided to go back 
to work. 

She was all for it, until she discovered 
that his new real estate job was pretty 
much a 24/7 commitment.

“We had a hard time,” she says now. 
“You have to renegotiate. What your 

husband said means: ‘I miss you and I 
want to be with you’.

“It would be a mistake to ignore 
it unless you don’t care about your 
marriage.” Point taken.

 

6 it’s alwaYs a  
woRk in pRogRess

Just as the seesaw is always 
moving, finding work-life balance – or 
integration – is never a done deal. 

It’s a constant flux where work 
sometimes takes over your life, and life 
sometimes takes you away from work.

When things go wrong on either 
side of the equation, it’s important to 
address them or they will bleed over. 

As Capland pointed out, you take 
yourself wherever you go, so if things 
are all wrong at home, that will affect 
you on the job, even if it doesn’t actually 
prevent you from working. 

If you’re miserable at work, that will 
equally affect your home life.

 

7 watch foR the 
waRning signs

If work-life integration is a constantly 
moving target, I asked Capland, are 
there warning signs that can tell you 
when you’ve tipped too far for too long 
toward the work side of the equation?

“You’re sick, you’re stressed, you can’t 
sleep, or you’re cranky,” she answered. If 
that starts happening, it’s time to take 
action. 

“Take a vacation, or at least a day off. 
Have a massage or have a bubble bath.” 
Sounds like very good advice to me.
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Figure 1: The Emotion Wheel


