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In Short
Burnout, nervous breakdown, emotional collapse, mid-life crisis — or 
whatever you might like to call it — seems to be on the rise in Australian 
workplaces.  Seemingly relentless pressure, high stakes and often 
higher expectations can take a savage toll on many of us. Why is it that 
we seem to have no problem applying effective management regimes 
to maintain complex assets, such as aircraft, ships, power stations or 
major infrastructure, in order to limit stress and fatigue but we struggle 
to apply the same philosophies, systems and practices to ourselves? 

My story sets out to show how you can use such systems in the human 
context to build resilience and enhance personal growth, and how, 
without certain personal maintenance procedures, you can reach the 
point of breakdown without understanding the warning signs and 
symptoms. 



Even an F-111 can’t fly forever 
Every day as I drove through the gates of RAAF Base Amberley I would 
pause to look at the line of G-model F-111s parked facing hangar No. 
410. 

The G-models had been purchased by the Federal Government in the 
1990s as sacrificial training aircraft to avoid wasting valuable fatigue 
life on the full capability F-111 C and RF-111. I did not realise then that 
these aircraft would one day serve as the visual catalyst to fling me into 
an anxiety-driven emotional and intellectual burnout. I had become so 
wrapped up in the life of the F-111, the analogies between my own life 
and that of the aircraft became obsessively intertwined. I reached a stage 
where I was forced to ground, landed heavily and then had to search 
among the debris for a way to reconstruct my life and maintain my 
health. Given my circumstance, it seems appropriate to use the language 
of aircraft maintenance to explain my recovery and resilience. 

Just like aircraft, the same sort of limitations and constraints affect 
people. Life stresses — work pressure, family, home and health pressures 
— can have a dramatic effect on self-esteem, cognitive capacity and 
relationships. In order to navigate life we need to apply a set of strategies 
and tactics similar to those used to manage the structural integrity of 
aircraft.

When we judge the resilience  - or the damage tolerance and durability 
- of aircraft, we need to consider many factors, including the previous 
fatigue and repair history, the repair or integrity management options 
available, the stresses and loads the damaged or fatigued structure 
can be subjected to before ultimate failure, and any proximal stress 
that could add to the damage. We also need to consider the cost of 
repairing the damage against the cost of replacing the structure. This 
comprehensive set of actions gives us confidence that the aircraft can 
continue to operate.



In the aerospace arena, we have science and systems to manage the 
structural integrity of aircraft. We address fatigue life, stress, durability 
and damage tolerance with systems, processes and practices to ensure 
ongoing aircraft safety. We monitor and manage every crack, fret, warp, 
leak, corroded beam or fracture. We consider every facet of an aircraft’s 
operational environment and history to ensure the highest levels of 
airworthiness. I have learned through my own experience that you can 
develop similar systems for your own survival in the modern business 
world. By adopting some simple self-management principles you can 
fly like an F-111 — mission capable, but fully aware of your operating 
limits.

My story shows how easy it is to lose balance and fail to heed the warning 
signals of stress overload, but it also shows how learning from the 
experience of a burnout can build a holistic and fluid self management 
plan that can be implemented by anyone if they choose. 

Fast jets like the F-111 just can’t fly forever. As an F-111 operates at high 
G forces, flying low and fast, it gradually depletes the critical fatigue 
life that ultimately limits its operational longevity. Whether it is the 
slow accrual of structural fatigue or one-off high G over-stresses, those 
responsible for the structural integrity management of the aircraft need 
to constantly monitor the situation and make appropriate decisions on 
what maintenance, inspections, modifications or operational restrictions 
may be required to keep the aircraft flying and mission ready.

In a world of ever-increasing complexity, immediacy, uncertainty and 
pressure, business leadership can be a highly stressful career choice. 
You can become overwhelmed, anxious and stress-bound without 
recognising the warning signals or blind sided by events and situations 
that can unravel you from the inside out. A few words of warning: 

Without a life navigation system, like a personal GPS, you can easily • 
get lost in complexity. 

Without the time to slow down and reflect it is hard to get off the • 
treadmill of immediacy. 



Without the opportunity to explore the future you can dither to • 
catatonia in uncertainty.

Without a program to build strength you can atrophy to • 
helplessness under pressure.

My story is a personal reflection on the journey to burnout, of hitting 
rock bottom and the steps I took to rebuild an adaptive holistic approach 
to my life integrity management plan. I hope you find it an interesting 
story and gain some helpful insights in the process. 

Life path and career journey 
The environment I grew up in was a pretty tough one. The outer 
south-western suburbs of Sydney in the 1970s were rough-and-tumble 
communities, populated by a broad cross-section of multicultural and 
socioeconomic groups. I gained entry to a selective public school — also 
an agricultural high school — with boarding students, predominantly 
from regional New South Wales. I learnt some good lessons about 
tolerance and mateship there. 

I loved to explore the countryside on my BMX bike with my mates. 
I enjoyed the thrill of risk taking, whether it was on the end of a 
dangerous Tarzan swing or a precarious bike ramp across the local creek. 
Embedded deep in me was a love of challenges, problem-solving and 
creative thinking. I was a risk-taking social creature, a ball of physical, 
intellectual and emotional energy. 

Given my diverse set of interests but with no real passion for a career 
choice, I had difficulty selecting a course of study at university. My father 
had been a technician in the RAF in England and I thought that perhaps 
a career in the Australian Defence Force might be interesting. I applied 
for a traineeship to become an engineering officer in the RAAF and, after 
being accepted, started an engineering degree at university in Perth in 
the early 1980s. I was never destined to be a ground breaking engineer, 



but I successfully completed my degree, was granted my commission, 
and set off into the RAAF as a young engineering officer. 

My career with the RAAF was tremendous. Rich leadership learning 
opportunities emerged that helped reinforce my natural relational style. 
This phase of my career was really punctuated by this leadership and 
management learning, and I gained sound insight into the business 
realm through dealing extensively with people in the defence industry. A 
number of my jobs allowed me significant latitude to act independently 
but still within the over arching framework of the RAAF’s systems and 
processes, which suited me perfectly. I could be creative in solving 
problems, managing projects and developing systems but I had the 
safety net of the big air-force machine to make sure I didn’t get too out 
of line. 

My last job with the RAAF was an overseas posting to New Zealand where 
I was responsible for all of the military contracts that had been secured 
by New Zealand companies. I headed a small energetic team that had to 
deal with a diverse mix of technical, contractual, logistics and business 
issues and relationships. I really found satisfaction in being able to build 
such a vibrant and effective team. Before leaving to go back to Australia 
I was offered a job in the New Zealand commercial aviation arena and at 
this point I opted to divest myself of the RAAF uniform and test myself 
in private enterprise. 

The eight years I spent in the airline operations and engineering 
environment was extremely stimulating. I learned the ins and outs of the 
airline business and was exposed to the strategies and politics at the top 
levels of the organisation. During this time, I steadily took on roles that 
carried greater accountability and responsibility but there was always a 
modicum of self-doubt – an apprehensive internal voice asking, ‘Are you 
really up to this task?’. While the voice was an occasional, unnerving and 
annoying whisper, it was to become louder later in my life.



In 2001, I was given the opportunity to return to Australia and take up 
a position managing the support of the RAAF’s F-111 fleet. It was in this 
environment that stress and fatigue got the better of me. This was also a 
period in which I did a lot of inner work to better understand myself.

There were other defining life events and periods of time that helped 
shape me through those years: being married, having two wonderful 
daughters, moving extensively throughout Australia and New Zealand, 
establishing new work and social relationships, coping with the trauma 
of divorce, accepting challenging jobs, being married again, and finally 
settling down in one place for more than three years.

Exploring my subconscious 
Over the years I was fortunate enough to have many leadership and 
self-development opportunities. The most important of these always 
entailed significant introspection and self-honesty. 

One of my most valuable work-life experiences occurred in mid 2004 
when I attended a two-week strategic leadership workshop in St Louis, 
Missouri, at my company’s world-class residential leadership centre. The 
workshop entailed a week of learning, followed by a week of business 
simulation. I found one particular exercise deeply revealing. On this 
particular day, we were addressed and led by an erudite and radiant 
gentleman who was then the director of the American Centre for Ethical 
Leadership. During the day, he took us on a journey inside ourselves 
to explore and connect with our core values. I’m sure that some of the 
participants, especially many of the engineers, found the ‘touch-feely’ 
content a little discomforting; however, I found it quite an epiphany. 
The exercise entailed distilling our raison d’etre and examining the 
real underlying drivers on why we behave the way we do, how we see 
ourselves, how we see the world and how we see ourselves in the world. 
The culmination of the day saw us each emotionally unclothed, but 
proudly affirming the basic core values that we stood for in public among 
our peers. I didn’t intend taking this exercise that seriously, but I found 
myself keen to discover and proclaim my core values. 



In the end, I settled on three words to define my very core: Love, Wisdom 
and Grace. Although I said earlier that this was an excellent experience, 
it was also frightening because I had to face my fears at the same time, 
and accept that I wasn’t all that wise, didn’t always do the right thing 
by the people I loved, and was often inelegant and frenetic rather than 
composed and artful.

So I stood there, at the age of 40, for the first time really looking into 
the vast subconscious that was a major influence on my being. I also 
realised that the work environment was consuming me and I needed 
to make changes. Using the aircraft structural integrity management 
analogy, during this two-week workshop I examined the underlying 
structural weaknesses and recognised that I had to make some repairs 
and operational changes. The problem was that I didn’t know what my 
ultimate load limit was and just how close were the proof loads being 
applied.

I felt changed by this challenge of insight. I had a new understanding 
of my coping mechanisms to stress. But on returning to work, the tasks 
themselves hadn’t changed; the people, the attitudes, the systems and 
the deadlines remained as before.

Pressures continued to mount. I delegated constructively. I recognised 
I was overstretched and I requested additional resources and support 
to keep on top of the load. To acquire the extra support necessary to 
complete the tasks, I needed to complete further tasks to explain and 
justify the support; while trying to remain on top of the work that was 
swamping me. 

I worked longer hours. I gave less time to the things that helped me 
unwind. I worked through the weekend. I took the laptop to bed to do 
an hour or two before falling sleep. I slept less. I was so consumed that I 
didn’t realise the danger I was doing to myself.



The journey to burnout:  
the last few weeks
Work life as the F-111 program manager remained frenetic, deadline 
driven and extremely complex. The scope of my role ranged from 
strategic to tactical to the minutiae. I had to deal with the political 
and social challenges of an organisation that had grown very rapidly, 
a task-focused leadership system and a dissonant melding of military 
and business cultures. But the relentless demands of the job outstripped 
both my capacity and that of the organisation.

I had taken on too much without adequate support and allowed myself 
— as the accountable leader of the program — to become the single point 
of success or failure. I felt alone and started to blame myself for not 
being strong enough, or insightful enough, to control the situation. I felt 
I was failing and everything else would fall with me.

 A world away from work
While this turmoil continued on the work front, there were also very 
important things happening in my personal life. I was preparing 
to be married (the second time for each of us). But right up until the 
wedding, I maintained my intense schedule of work commitments and 
was regularly working 70-plus hour each week. Despite knowing that I 
needed to prepare myself emotionally for the wedding, I was concerned 
I hadn’t met a number of important work deadlines. I couldn’t seem to 
let go of the pressures of work that had so insidiously penetrated my 
life.

The switch from work to wedding was like a huge pressure release. The 
ceremony and celebrations with friends and family was a massive shift 
from the chaotic and draining work environment. I was able to be myself, 
to enjoy the moment, and to partly put work to the back of my mind. The 
honeymoon was another shift down in gear. We kayaked in wilderness, 
bushwalked and swam. I unwound — a little.



My wife had organised for us to attend a couple’s yoga retreat as a good 
way to start a marriage. I was not enthusiastic. On the unfounded belief 
that it could descend into a mêlée of young uninhibited hippies, I agreed 
to attend, but brought an adequate supply of engineer’s scepticism. By 
my colleagues’ standards, I’m considered alternative, but this was a real 
leap into unfamiliar territory. 

The retreat encouraged further disconnection from my business persona. 
Although no one was adversarial, no one showed much interest in my 
managerial achievements. And a roomful of people at a yoga retreat 
were not going to be enthused by my involvement in the military and 
defence industries. So I was less inclined to talk about my work and 
more encouraged to talk about feelings. I had the opportunity to delve 
deep into what I stood for — as a person, a husband, a father, a friend, a 
leader and a follower. I took the time to reflect about how to honour the 
important things and to try to build perspective and prioritise. I learnt 
to reconnect within myself.

The return to pressure
The stressful, high-anxiety environment I had been in only a week prior 
to the grounded, cathartic and loving environment of the yoga retreat 
were worlds apart. So when I returned to work the reverse perspective 
hit me immediately. All of the work pressures were still there. Nothing 
had changed, except my awareness. I started to feel overwhelmed again. 
Fractures started to appear. 

Soon after return, I attended a team-building offsite session with 
other senior leaders. It was hoped that bonding would build unity and 
overcome the dysfunction of our leadership team. It wasn’t my priority. 
I didn’t need to be navel-gazing again; I needed to be working on the 
strategies to restructure my program — vital, urgent issues. It just made 
me far more anxious. The fractures started to tear. 

It was clear that I was not coping and I discussed how I felt with my 
boss. On his recommendation, I visited the company doctor who said I 



just needed to rest for the weekend and then face up to the challenges of 
the work environment. He had been in stressful situations many times 
himself, he said, but just had to ‘soldier on and face the music’. To me 
this just confirmed my weakness and exacerbated my anxiety. I tried to 
convince myself that I could cope. I just needed the weekend. 

I followed his advice and tried to be stoic but it was not the right thing 
to do. I was trying to maintain control and show an outwardly calm 
front but inside I had becoming brittle and weakened. On the fracture 
mechanics graphs, I was probably beyond proof-load (my theoretical 
limit) and well on the way to ultimate limit load (where I would fracture 
or break). 

Hitting my critical load limit 
On that Monday morning, I recall the intense anxiety I felt when I neared 
the gate to the RAAF base at Amberley and saw that line of G-models. 
To me they typified all the things I had taken on but had not got around 
to sorting out. I pulled into my parking space in front of the hangar and 
then sat behind the steering wheel for about 15 minutes gripped by the 
fear of having to face the insurmountable. When I got to my office and 
closed the door I sat in a catatonic state in one of the chairs around my 
meeting table. My heart was thudding in my chest. I was gasping for 
breath, my mind in waves of confusion. I had hit my ultimate load limit. 
I began to splinter to the core.

By a stroke of good luck, one of my work colleagues — and a very good 
personal friend — was visiting Amberley and had set himself up in my 
office for the day. I hadn’t even noticed him sitting there. He recognised 
I was not well. He helped me from the office, took me for a drive away 
from my work, had a talk, and then took me to my local GP.

My doctor was quick to recognise the inner and outer manifestations of 
my emotional state and arranged for me to be admitted to a professional 
clinic. My friend took me to the clinic and advised my wife of the situation. 
At about this point, the emotional transition from anxiety to depression 



occurred. The two competing emotions would either singly or in unison 
take over my world for the next three months. 

The assessment and recovery phase 
On an aircraft, once a significant structural failure is discovered, the 
damage is assessed, the root causes are analysed, and a structural 
integrity plan is developed and deployed. The plan may entail repair work, 
a regular inspection and testing regime or the application of operational 
limits and constraints to ensure an adequate margin of safety. 

In my case, the damage assessment conducted by my doctors concluded 
that I was a classic burnout case study example from any of the recognised 
mental health textbooks. They prodded and poked me psychologically. 
The conclusions drawn were that I simply worked to excess, had little 
relaxation time and ran myself to exhaustion. It was also clear that the 
rapid toggling from intense work pressure, to total relaxation and back 
to intense work pressure somehow contributed.

The initial recovery-plan or, as I put it my ‘life integrity management 
plan’, was to take some time off work and re-energise. During this 
time, I learned to understand the underlying traits and attributes that 
had allowed me to get into such a condition. Trying to do this sort of 
introspective work while in a major depressive state is akin to running 
a marathon when you are suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome. My 
recovery took much longer than I anticipated. 

During this phase, the tag team of depression and anxiety really took 
their toll on me. As well as being hard on myself for feeling that I was 
a failure as an employee, I also had to face up to the reality of life: new 
marriage, mortgages, children, employment. Although I was regularly 
told I needed to concentrate on getting myself better and the rest would 
take care of itself, the reality was that I couldn’t separate all of the other 
things I felt responsible for. Anxiety fuelled a mild paranoia where 
deep fears were magnified: I was a fake, I wasn’t good enough, I wasn’t 



organised enough, I would lose my job, I would end up destitute and 
lonely. 

Assessing the situation: contributing factors, signs 
and symptoms 
Before establishing a comprehensive recovery plan it is essential to first 
understand the contributing factors and the signs and symptoms of 
a breakdown. Each person’s experience is different and the following 
points relate to my personal understanding.

The contributing factors

We all have work and personal habits we develop that have the potential 
to damage our lives. The factors I feel played some part in my breakdown 
include:

• overwork

• poor sleeping habits

• poor dietary habits

• lack of regular exercise

• insufficient relaxation and reflection. 

Overwork

Too much work without rest and recuperation is a sure recipe for 
fatigue. I had been working very long hours for many months before I 
finally crumbled. Work-addiction, especially in a role with significant 
accountability, is a cruel master. The need for effective delegation and 
the courage to ask for help is very important. 



Poor sleeping habits

Sleep suffered the ravages of long hours. I would often survive on three 
to four hours sleep and it was unusual for this to occur uninterrupted 
— a clear sign that stress was creeping in. The lack of sleep had obvious 
impacts on my energy levels, creativity and problem-solving abilities. In 
such a complex business environment, the constant stream of problems 
grew wider and deeper. Technical issues, people problems, regulatory 
concerns, customer relationship troubles: a stress load. 

Poor dietary habits

Eating ‘al desko’ or going without lunch altogether became the norm 
and often consisted of a nutritionally bereft banquet of chips, chocolate 
and cola. My best mate was in the office beside mine. But in that whole 
year we got together for lunch fewer than five times. I was becoming 
socially insolvent too. 

Lack of regular exercise

I had always been physically active. Soccer, kite-surfing, rock-climbing, 
running; they all helped me to keep physically fit. Such active sports also 
helped relieve some of the stress and tension, a pressure release that 
disappeared when I allowed work to take over my life. It is interesting 
to note that although I was far more sedentary during this time, I didn’t 
gain much weight; the stress consumed the kilojoules through nervous 
tension. 

Insufficient relaxation and reflection

Conscious relaxation was never a big part of my life. Generally it came 
after I had exerted myself physically and burned up excess energy. 
Without adequate time to relax or a quality means of relaxation, there is 
little opportunity to still the mind and recharge cognitively. And I found 
that when stress came to a crescendo, I could not retreat to intellectual 



solitude to close out the multitude of thoughts that invaded my senses 
when I was overwhelmed. 

Signs and symptoms 

Looking back now I can see that I was experiencing an array of negative 
behaviours, which I now know were symptoms of my impending 
breakdown. These included: 

loss of creativity• 

listlessness• 

problem-solving paralysis• 

self-blame• 

social isolation• 

constantly comparing myself with others• 

feeling overwhelmed• 

experiencing loss of joy and pleasure.• 

Loss of creativity 

As work pressures mounted, I began to lose my innate creative streak. I 
couldn’t seem to come up with lateral ideas, new approaches to resolve 
issues or even create a desire to take the time out to explore different 
alternatives. At one point, I had to develop an inventory spend forecast 
for F-111 spare parts. Rather than approach the issue with fresh ideas, 
I resorted to tried and conservative analytical methods that were 
marginally predictive and failed to consider unpredictable risks that 
would have enabled a more prognostic outcome. I let myself fall into the 
paralysis-by-analysis trap without even recognising it. 



Listlessness

As a keen runner, fanatical windsurfer, soccer nut and a rock-climbing 
zealot, I had developed a healthy addiction to endorphins. But as work 
stole my day so these activities were supplanted. Withdrawal from my 
natural high was probably another stress. The energy I previously had for 
physical activities was replaced by nervous energy, tension and anxiety. 
It affected my eating habits, my sleeping habits and my enthusiasm for 
life. 

Problem-solving paralysis

Leadership and management focuses on angles, trade-offs and decision 
making. In a socially complex organisation with challenging business 
and technical problems to solve, there are multiple overlapping, 
interconnected, dependent or contradictory factors and processes. 
Each is important: assessing the situation, determining its urgency and 
priority, gathering data, identifying alternatives, selecting a solution, 
choosing the way forward. Prolonged acute stress depletes the ability 
to function effectively. Whether it is fear of getting it wrong or simply a 
loss of cognitive capacity, problem-solving paralysis is a clear signal of 
overload. 

Self-blame

If targets weren’t achieved, plans hadn’t been deployed or systems had 
failed, I blamed myself. After all, I had accepted the accountability that 
comes with being the leader. Perhaps I just took it all too personally. 
Rather than accept that human systems make errors and that objective 
analysis is required to understand the causes, I would immediately 
indulge in emotional self-flagellation. I was at war with myself. 

Social isolation

It is said that being a leader can be lonely. But from my experience, 
nothing is as lonely as being isolated from your self. The gap between 



how you want to appear (strong competent and in control) and how you 
really feel inside (afraid, disordered and out of your depth) is revealed 
in certain behaviours. The great fear is being found out; the natural 
inclination is to hide. Outwardly this is manifested as isolation and 
withdrawal. There is a disinclination to engage with colleagues in any 
meaningful way. My office became my stronghold and retreat. I saw 
meetings and reviews as a suitable substitute for social contribution. 
They were not. 

Constantly comparing myself with others

As stress peaked, I noted how well colleagues seemed to cope with 
unexpected difficulties; how cool and calm they appeared under pressure. 
It didn’t occur to me that I didn’t really know how they were coping; I 
didn’t know how their home life fared or if they had bad coping methods. 
We all try to keep the facade. This constant comparison added to my 
self-deprecation. Instead of focusing on solving my own problems, I was 
using other people’s imagined competencies to punish myself further. 

Feeling overwhelmed

When you are overwhelmed intellectually and emotionally, you can 
easily become hypersensitive or hyper-alert to any additional load. I had 
already reached saturation point. My mind had reached its maximum 
capacity but each new visitor to my office presented another problem 
for the heap. Every new performance chart, every new meeting, every 
piece of correspondence was pre-judged as more trouble. Each trouble 
seemed to add exponentially to the last. My mind eventually buckled 
under the force of the stress. 

Experiencing loss of joy and pleasure

As the signs and symptoms from the previous paragraphs integrate and 
interplay there is no surprise that you can become impervious to joy and 
pleasure. I found it hard to see humour in anything and the delights of 



life became tasteless and hollow. Nothing is worse that losing the desire 
for the richness of life.

Taking the first steps to recovery
Having a better understanding of the contributing factors, signs and 
symptoms of mounting stress is the essential first step to reclaiming 
your life and becoming the person you want to be. Armed with these 
tools, you can then start to build your own life integrity management 
plan. 

Developing a life integrity management plan
The following points illustrate some of the basic steps I have incorporated 
into my life to maintain balance and perspective and maintain resilience 
–– my own life integrity management plan. This might not be the right 
combination for everyone; however, these resolutions have certainly 
helped me on my journey.

Know your core values and stay true to them

The sense that you have made of the world, your relationships, your own 
knowledge and experience is a function of your core values. I rationalise 
these values as a melding of emotion and cognition that acts as a series 
of filters through which every external and internal action, thought and 
feeling passes. Provided your core values are morally sound (that is, not 
destructive or dangerous to yourself or others) you should use them as 
your gauge for decision making, behaviour and action. 

Develop strong support networks

I was fortunate to have family and close friends around, and a loving 
spouse (freshly bound by the ‘in sickness and health clause’). They all 
gave unconditional and non-judgmental love and support. 



But what of those less fortunate — those who have just moved to a new 
city? It is vital to establish a network of friendships as soon as you touch 
ground, and to generously support others. This is a worthy, but not 
entirely selfless task. I learned that if you have spent time giving genuine 
support to others in need while you feel strong, they will be there for you 
when you falter. 

Applying appropriate limits

Just like an athlete recovering from an over-use injury, it is vitally 
important to pace yourself in the recovery phase. Early attempts to get 
back to full pace and scope can be devastating. Despite the frustration 
involved, by taking the time and doing some quality introspective work, 
when I did return to work, I was able to slowly re-acclimatise to the work 
environment and build up my tolerance, capability and capacity. 

Be proud of doing your best

Despite the magnitude of any challenge you face, if you choose to accept 
it and if the only expectation is that you will do your best and then you 
commit yourself to the task, you will never be disappointed. By taking 
responsibility to do your best, the resultant feelings of humble pride can 
buoy you even if the end result isn’t what others may have wanted.

Ask for help when you need it

To need help at times is human. A sign of wisdom and maturity is 
recognising when you need help. No one is fully competent at everything 
they do and in all circumstances. Some problems need the energy 
and collective intellect of helpers to deliver valuable outcomes. I have 
learned that tremendous satisfaction can come from being helped and 
revelling in the connection that mutual respect brings. Even when you 
don’t need help, seeking the support and counsel of others can aid their 
development and build constructive relationships.



Don’t be afraid to let people know how you feel

When facing an issue or problem, have you ever heard anyone say, ‘Now 
let’s keep the emotion out of this’? Well, whether you want to or not, you 
just can’t. The interplay of emotions affects every human endeavour. 
Being aware of your emotions and those of others, and understanding 
how to manage them to produce valued, meaningful and positive 
outcomes is essential. This sometimes means that you need to display 
anger, disappointment, elation, puzzlement or one of the countless 
other emotions, but always in a manner appropriate to the situation and 
cognisant of the consequences. 

Look after yourself: eat well, sleep well, exercise 

In order to cope with the pressures inherent in many leadership and 
management roles, it is important to have a balanced diet, sensible 
sleeping habits that suit your body rhythms, and a modicum of exercise 
to combat the often sedentary arrangements that come with more 
office-bound work. There are always opportunities to integrate positive 
social interaction with healthy eating habits and exercise in the work 
environment. 

Maintain space for relaxation, reflection, and learning

Disengaging from persistent pressure and pace, to allow time for 
reflection and relaxation helps to centre your awareness, partition the 
mind’s clutter and assists with sorting important issues from the urgent 
interruptions and minutiae. Slowing your mind opens it to greater 
intuitive insights, understandings and solutions. Consider learning to 
meditate.

Quiet and critical, non-judgemental reflection also shows where there 
are gaps in your understanding and knowledge. Instead of becoming 
distressed by these inadequacies, remedy them by a quest for relentless 
learning. This will give you the competence and confidence to take on 
new challenges. 



Live your passion

Nothing is more uplifting than to see the full expression of human 
potential. Too often we invest our energies in areas out of kilter with 
our deepest passions. By being true to your core values, and finding the 
time and means to work on the things in your life that bring your talents 
to the fore, you will bolster your self-esteem and find a source of energy 
and enthusiasm for living that can be astounding. 

A new way forward 
Since recovering from my burnout, I have restored my energy and 
passion and have developed a balanced, integrated life integrity plan 
that has strengthened my resilience.

On the professional front, I have become a fellow of Engineers Australia 
and a committee member of the Centre for Engineering Leadership and 
Management in Queensland. Here I can contribute to initiatives that 
build the profile of engineering leadership within the broader business 
community. I have also become a member of the Australian Institute of 
Project Management, where I sit on the National Standards Committee 
developing the new competency framework. I am currently working to 
integrate the best aspects of both organisations into this framework. I 
have also become an Australian Business Excellence evaluator. In recent 
months I have also been made a founding officer of the International 
College of Complex Project Managers.  The lessons I have learned from 
my breakdown have helped me to confidently contribute and help shape 
these organisations.

Through gradually rebuilding myself at work, I have taken on more 
challenges and I now have responsibility for project management 
capability across the entire enterprise. My energy is targeted at 
reinvigorating the project management community and building the 
entire organisation’s resilience.



Although we always want to indulge in what we enjoy, I realise that I also 
need to. To maintain some physical balance in my life, I take advantage 
of how close I live to my workplace and run, cycle, rollerblade or walk 
to work regularly. I have also started playing soccer again. As the centre 
mid-fielder for New Farm United over 35s, I was proud to be part of 
a team that won the premiership and grand final in 2006. It was the 
most supportive and enjoyable sporting atmosphere I have experienced. 
I have also recultivated my artistic talents. Singing has always brought 
me great joy and this year I joined a few work colleagues to start an 
‘old blokes’ rock band. Not only is it a great social activity, it is also an 
especially important creative outlet for me and vital for the soul.

Recognising that many people helped me in my recovery, I felt the need 
to give something back and help others who are struggling with stress in 
their lives. As such I became an active member of the Community Action 
for the Prevention of Suicide (CAPS) executive committee. 

While all of the above might seem to be a lot to have on one plate, I have 
orchestrated my leisure time in such a way that there is still ample time 
for relaxation and reflection.

Life is great.

Conclusion
Many people might expect fragility to be the outcome of an experience 
such as mine. From my perspective nothing could be further from the 
truth. While I wouldn’t recommend testing your limits to see just how 
much stress you can cope with, I can confidently say that I am richer 
in character for having gone through the tough times. By taking stock, 
slowing down and applying some basic life integrity management 
principles and practices, anyone can develop resilience and a healthy 
balance of self-esteem.

By understanding the contributing factors, signs and symptoms that 
impact on you negatively, you can make sensible choices that will 



rebalance, remove or modify stressors in your life. Developing your own 
personal life integrity management plan is an important investment that 
can reap lifelong benefits. It is something you can construct by yourself or 
with the help of your partner or work colleagues or friends. By involving 
others you have someone else to assess how you are tracking against 
your plan. 

Remember the F111? You too can operate as powerfully and as gracefully 
— fully mission capable, ready for action, brimming with knowledge, 
focused on learning and growing, and having the confidence in knowing 
that you can do your best and make a difference. Are you ready for take-
off? 



For further exploration
Australian Institute for Suicide Research and Prevention, Griffith 
University 

Mt Gravatt Campus, Brisbane, Queensland 4111, <www.griffith.edu.au/
aisrap>

Community Action for the Prevention of Suicide, <www.caps.org.au>

RA Johnson, Owning Your Own Shadow: Understanding the Dark Side 
of the Psyche, HarperCollins, New York, 1993.  

D Mason, Emotional SOS, Brolga Publishing, Melbourne, 2006. 

JE Young & JS Klosko, Reinventing Your Life (Schema Therapy), 
Penguin, Melbourne, 1994. 

B & R Zander, Art of Possibility: Transforming Professional and Personal 
Life, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, 2000.
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