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Rosie Leizrowice: Welcome to this month’s Learning Community 

AMA. We’re speaking with Harvard Medical School psychologist, 

Susan David, an expert on the psychology of emotions. Susan is 

also a leading management thinker who applies her knowledge as a 

speaker and advisor for major organizations. Her book, Emotional 

Agility, was a number one Wall Street Journal bestseller, and her TED 

Talk now has over eight million views. Thank you so much for taking 

the time to speak with us.

Susan David: Thank you. I’m delighted to be here with you.

Rosie: Let’s jump into some of the questions we’ve received from the 

community. First of all, for anyone who hasn’t read your book, how 

do you define emotional agility?

Susan: I’m going to give a very short definition and then I’ll give 

a little bit of a longer definition. Emotional agility is basically the 

essential skills that help us to be healthy human beings. Of course, 

inside of us, we’ve got thoughts that we have everyday about who we 

are, whether we’re good enough, what we think of our bosses, what 

we think of our team. 

We have emotions and we have stories. And how we deal with those, 

ultimately, drives every aspect of our lives; how we love, how we 

live, how we parent and how we lead. Emotional agility is really the 

ability to be with these thoughts, emotions and stories in healthy 

ways.

And that means being compassionate with ourselves, which is 

something we can explore further, but it’s really important. Being 

curious; what are our emotions telling us, what our thoughts telling 

us about what’s important, about what we need to pay attention to, 

about our values. So there’s compassion, there’s courage, and there’s 

also the ability in talking about curiosity and courage to take values 

connected steps.

Emotional agility is really the ability to experience human thoughts, 

emotions and stories in ways that allow us to learn from them and 

also to keep walking in the direction of what’s important to us.

Rosie: Which attitudes or mental constructs are most detrimental to 

developing emotional agility?
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Susan: This is a great question. There are a couple. The first thing 

that I will say to answer that question is that one of the things that’s 

really pervasive in our culture right now is this idea of ‘positive 

vibes, good vibes only, just be positive.’ And if there’s a pervasive 

way of being that is antithetical to emotional health, it’s actually this 

idea of just being positive. 

People who listen might say, well, what’s wrong with being positive? 

And I just want to be clear, I’m not anti-positivity. But our emotions 

have evolved to help us to adapt and to thrive and to be healthy. 

They exist for a reason. They actually have a function. 

Charles Darwin described the function of emotions as being the 

capacity to hear what they are telling us, so that we can be more in 

sync with ourselves. But also to hear the emotions of other people, 

and so we can respond to them effectively.

When we push aside difficult emotions, such as fear or loneliness or 

grief, in the service of false positivity, what we are actually doing is 

cutting off our capacity to learn from these emotions. And one thing 

I think is really important here is that societally we have an idea that 

there’s good emotions and bad emotions, and the so-called good 

emotions are the being happy all the time. Emotional agility doesn’t 

make that distinction. 

Emotional agility is this idea that all of our emotions are important 

and we can learn from them. And so a critical aspect of this, because 

I know a lot of people who are listening also work in organizations. 

In organizations, we don’t often say, “Well, just be positive.” But 

we do often say things like, “You’re either on the bus or off the bus; 

you’re either with us or you’re against us.”

What you’re basically doing in that context is you’re forcing a way 

of being in that organization, which basically says to people, when 

you struggle with something, when you disagree with something, we 

don’t really want to hear it. What’s really fascinating is that a lot of 

organizations are trying to be agile and innovative and collaborative, 

and yet you only get collaboration when you are open to potential 

conflict. You only get innovation when you’re open to the fact that 

an idea might not work. 
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When organizations push this agenda, whatever it is framed as 

of being positive only, what they actually do is lower people’s 

psychological safety and the capacity for the organization to really 

thrive, because what they are doing is stopping people from being 

able to bring who they are to the workplace.

I think the pervasive idea, to answer the question, that I think 

actually undermines emotional agility, is that there’s good and bad 

emotions, and that we’ve actually got to have these good emotions 

all the time; this positivity, that I think is one of the core ideas. 

And for a range of reasons that we can get into, this orientation 

actually doesn’t work. It actually leads to high levels of depression 

and anxiety and lowers people’s capacity to be goal-oriented and to 

thrive in the world.

Rosie: What are some of the most effective interventions you’re 

aware of for facing up to our real emotions?

Susan: This is really important. One of the things that I think many 

of us have found, even in the context of this pandemic is there’s no 

shortage of going on to Twitter or other aspects of social media and 

being flooded with things like, well, if you didn’t use your time and 

quarantine to dust off your screenplay or to perfect sourdough bread 

baking, it’s not that you didn’t have a good idea, it’s that you didn’t 

have the discipline. 

We seem to live in a world that really conspires to make us feel bad 

about ourselves, or always wanting, or never good enough. Now 

is not the moment for self criticism. Now is the moment for self-

compassion. One of the most important ways that we can start being 

emotionally agile is not to buy into this idea that there’s these good 

and bad emotions, but rather to be compassionate with our feelings.

What do I mean by this? For people listening, you’ve probably, 

over the past couple of weeks or months or years, experienced a 

full range of emotions. There might have been things like joy and 

relief not to go into the office every day. But there’s also, for many 

people, an overwhelming sense of grief or loneliness, stress, anxiety, 

disappointment, cynicism. There’s so much that we, as people, we as 

humanity, have been experiencing. 

It’s so tempting to paper over that with, “Oh, I’ve just got to get on 

with it, and I’ve just got to be positive.” 
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But one of the most profound ways that we can be effective human 

beings is to be compassionate with ourselves. 

There’s this beautiful phrase in South Africa, which is the phrase 

Sawubona. And Sawubona literally translated means, I see you, and 

by seeing you, I bring you into being. What’s remarkable about this 

phrase is it’s a greeting; it’s a Zulu greeting. You hear it every day 

on the streets. But the literal translation is, I see you, and by seeing 

you, I bring you into being. 

A core part of emotional agility is this idea that it’s very difficult 

to see other people. It’s very difficult to see our family or to 

see our colleagues at work, if we refuse to see ourselves. Seeing 

ourselves, what I mean by that, if we experiencing emotions, those 

emotions are difficult and there’s nothing weak or lazy or banned in 

experiencing these emotions; they’re human emotions.

The first aspect of emotional agility that’s really important is this 

idea of self-compassion, which is not something we often talk about. 

For people who are very high functioning and high thriving, self-

compassion can sometimes feel like it’s being weak or lazy or letting 

yourself off the hook. 

But I’ll invite people who are listening to come with me on a little 

mental journey to something that all of us have experienced. You’re 

in a restaurant and you see a child, it might even be your own child, 

and the child is 18 months old, two years old, and there’s something 

really remarkable that happens.

The child is maybe at the table with its parents or caregivers, and 

then it gleefully runs away from the table. And as the child is 

running away from the table, it turns around, it looks at its parents 

or caregiver, laughs and then runs away even further. 

What is happening here is something really profoundly important. 

It’s magical what is going on here. And that is that the child, as it 

turns around and sees its caregivers, has what John Bowlby, one of 

the most beautiful psychologists, wrote about as this idea of a secure 

base. So the child has this idea that because my caregivers are there, 

because they will be able to jump in if something happens to me, this 

actually gives me permission to explore and to run and to take risks 

and to be curious, and yes, even to run away from them.
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There’s this really beautiful thing that’s going on which is the 

knowledge that the child has that someone has their back is what 

actually allows the child to move forward and explore. 

How does this apply to emotional agility? How does this apply to 

self-compassion? Well, in the same way, when we as human beings 

know that we have our own back, that when something goes wrong, 

if we fail in a project, if our entrepreneurial activity doesn’t work 

out, if something doesn’t go well in a relationship, we have our own 

back. We will still look after ourselves. We will care for ourselves, 

we won’t judge ourselves, we won’t punish ourselves. We won’t tell 

ourselves that we just stupid. 

When we have our own back, that actually allows us to explore 

to take risks, to be curious and grow. And so even though self-

compassion is not often something we think of in high functioning, 

goal-setting, go-getting individuals, it is one of the most profoundly 

important cornerstones to our ability to be whole in the world.

It’s the essence of what allows us to actually thrive and to be honest 

with ourselves. Therefore it will be no surprise that people who are 

more self-compassionate actually are less likely to be dishonest 

with themselves. They are more motivated. They’re less likely to let 

themselves off the hook. 

There are a number of aspects of emotional agility that are really 

important, but I think it’s very difficult to be effective with our own 

and other people’s emotions, especially in a fast-paced complex 

and changing world, if we are unable to just love ourselves, to love 

ourselves. 

Rosie: Is there any particular daily habit or habits you find useful for 

building emotional courage?

Susan: Yes. So, absolutely, so the first one is around this idea of 

self-compassion. When you’re going into a difficult meeting, these 

are just these micro moments. Often when people think about 

making big change, they think that they’ve got to make big change, 

but micro moments are very important in our daily lives. An example 

of a micro moment when it comes to emotional agility or self-

compassion or emotional courage is, you’re going into a difficult 

meeting or difficult conversation. 
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We so often live life in our heads. Just reminding ourselves, even 

human beings are very sensitive to physical touch, to feeling 

grounded. And we know when doctors are going to give bad news, 

we often just remind them to ground themselves. So just grounding 

yourself is very important. Another aspect of a daily habit that’s 

really important is to recognize that our difficult emotions, even 

though these difficult emotions are often seen as being bad, these 

emotions, as I’ve already spoken to, actually signpost things that are 

important to us.

I’ll give you an example of what I mean. If you experience guilt and 

you can feel like a guilty parent, even if you’re at home with your 

children 24/7, because you might be so focused on getting them up 

on their online schooling that you actually feel like you’ve lost some 

sense of connection in relationship with them. Guilt can actually 

be signposting that you need more presence and connection as a 

parent. It’s this signal to move in the direction of that value for you. 

Grief. Grief can be signposting that you have love that’s looking for 

a home, that you’re grieving a personal grieving an experience, and 

it’s this invitation that comes via our emotions to actually be with 

that memory. 

If you are experiencing depletion, or if you are saying I’m really 

stressed, depletion is a signpost that you need to look into and have 

these micro moments of self care.

It might be breathing, it might be going for a 10 minute walk, it 

might be something simple, but it’s again, this turning into the self. 

Firstly, there’s compassion. There’s secondly, not pushing aside 

difficult emotions when we experience them, but rather saying, what 

is the function of the emotion? Or what I sometimes say is WTF; 

What The Function. What is the function of the emotion? What is 

this emotion signaling to me about what I need or what my values 

are? 

These are just two very simple strategies. There are other very 

practical ones that I can speak to, but I think these are some of the 

cornerstone skills that really help us to be more effective people.

Rosie: Defining emotional fluency as having a wide vocabulary to 

describe, and therefore understand different emotional states. How 

do you think people can better develop this?
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Susan: So this is a really, very, very important question. Very often 

we have low levels of emotional fluency, and I’ll give you an example 

of what this looks like. We find in ourselves, in our organizations, in 

our families, that often when someone says to us, how was your day, 

or even when you inquire about how your day was to yourself, we’ll 

often use language like I’m stressed; I’m stressed, I’m stressed, I’m 

stressed. What we’re starting to do is to use this blanket label or this 

umbrella term of stress to define our emotions. 

But there is a world of difference between stress and disappointment. 

Stress and that knowing, gnawing feeling of I’m in the wrong job, 

or even the wrong career. Stress, and I feel like I need more support. 

What you can see is when you label an emotion as, oh, I’m just 

stressed, it doesn’t actually allow us to understand what it is we 

need to do in response to that.

That emotion starts to own us. We are almost overwhelmed by the 

emotional, we’re unable to actually galvanize ourselves towards 

what we do next. One of the most profoundly important aspects 

of emotional wellbeing, and this applies whether we are leaders 

or whether we parents, or partners with our loved ones, and this 

is what we call emotional fluency or, psychologically, we call this 

emotion granularity. 

Emotion granularity is simply the idea that instead of using an 

umbrella term to describe what you’re feeling, see if you can get 

a little bit more nuanced about it. So how do we do this? Saying 

that I’m stressed, what are one or two other options? It’s a very 

simple strategy, but it is so important. We know that people who 

have greater levels of emotion granularity have high levels of 

wellbeing and thriving, and that also have the capacity to move more 

effectively towards their goals.

Now, why is this? Because when you go from saying, I’m stressed 

into, I feel unsupported, what it does is it literally activates what’s 

called the readiness potential in our brains. The part of our brains 

that start saying, why am I feeling unsupported, and what do I need 

to do about it? Why am I feeling guilty, and what do I need to do 

about it? 
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When we label our emotions more accurately, what it actually does 

is it moves our bodies, our readiness potential, our psychology 

towards the problem itself, rather than feeling stuck in the emotion. 

And this is a skill, as I mentioned, that is very important to our own 

wellbeing, but we even know that in children as young as two or 

three years old, that children who are supported in understanding 

what it is that they feeling, gee, it sounds like you saying you mad, 

but maybe you’re feeling sad, that those children actually do better 

psychologically in the longer term. And this is really important 

because as children, our children are going to grow up in a very 

complex in a very fragile world. And what they know is going to be 

less important than how they are able to manage themselves in the 

context of change.

Rosie: Do we truly need to feel negative emotions like anger or fear, 

to use some not very granular terms, or should we be trying to move 

on from them as fast as possible?

Susan: Often when we experience difficult emotions, we tend to 

respond to them in one of two ways. The first is, what this question 

references which is, we bottle those emotions. So we say things like, 

I don’t want to feel these things, I’ve got my to-do list, I’ve got 

other things that I’m trying to do today, so I’m just going to ignore 

them. 

And so bottling is where we often, because these emotions feel 

uncomfortable or maybe even because we’ve grown up in an 

environment that has display rules; these unspoken rules that 

basically say, ooh, sadness is bad. We don’t do sadness here, we only 

do happy cupcake baking, or we might be in an environment where 

we’ve been punished when we feel anger. What can often happen is 

when we feel these difficult emotions as adults, we can bottle them, 

we can push them aside.

We often do this with good intentions. I’m trying to get on with 

my life and my day, but it actually doesn’t work. I’ll give you some 

examples of what happens when we bottle our difficult emotions. 

The first is that it simply amplifies. We know psychologically that 

if you said to people, try not to think about a difficult feeling or try 

not to think about a difficult thought, that actually there’s a backfire 

effect. 
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In experiments, when you say to people, try not to think of chocolate 

cake for the next minute, they’ll think about chocolate cake around 

40 times in that next minute, because there’s cognitive resource 

that is actually used to try push aside difficult emotions. And that 

cognitive resource actually leads to a leakage that then happens. So 

bottling doesn’t work.

Again, it’s associated with lower capacities to actually thrive in the 

world because you aren’t responding to the environment, you aren’t 

responding to the context, you aren’t responding to what’s going on, 

you’re just pushing forward in a way that’s in agile and that may not 

actually serve you. But does that mean then that it’s an invitation for 

us to just dwell on our emotions, to brood on our emotions, to get 

stuck in our emotions? No. 

When people feel difficult emotions, they can sometimes bottle, but 

sometimes they flip into what we call brooding, and brooding is 

when you get so stuck in the difficult emotion. We get victimized by 

our Twitter feed, or by something that someone said to us or that 

we’ve said. What we’re doing here is we are really letting, again, our 

emotions own us rather than us own them. Feeling our emotions is 

really important, but we don’t want to get stuck in them. So what do 

we want to do?

What we want to do is we want to be gently and compassionately 

accepting. What this looks like is a little bit what I’ve alluded to 

previously, which is, this is how I feel. You’re ending the struggle 

with how you think you should feel or shouldn’t feel by dropping the 

rope. This is how I should feel this; this gentle acceptance. In the 

same way as if you went outside and it was raining saying, well, I 

wish it wouldn’t rain. I don’t know why it keeps raining. I’m going 

to pretend it’s not going to rain, or getting stuck in why it is or isn’t 

draining is not helpful. Gentle acceptance is just noticing that this is 

how you’re feeling. So that’s really important. Then starting to make 

sure we labeling our emotions really accurately is another aspect of 

this.

And then thinking about, what is the value that this emotion might 

be pointing to? Not every emotion is pointing to something that 

you need to do, but very often in my work, I’ve come across people 

who’ve spent five years pushing aside a difficult emotion. I’m 

unhappy in my job, but at least I’ve got a job. 
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Five years later, they’re still in that unhappy job, and they have now 

lost five years. It’s really important that we feel but not get stuck in 

our emotions. Our emotions are data, they’re not directives.

Emotions are data that we can learn from, but they’re not directives. 

We don’t need to listen to everything that our emotions say to us 

because we as human beings are more than our emotions. We are our 

intentions, our breathing, our values, our groundedness. We’ve all of 

us when we strip away this internal fight about what we should or 

shouldn’t do, whether we good or bad, whether we should be more 

confident or less, when we just strip that away into compassionate 

breathing with ourselves, we actually elevate a part of ourselves that 

exists in all of us, which is our courage and our wisdom, our values, 

our calm, and we all have this capacity.

Rosie: How can we get better at detecting when a discussion is about 

to turn into an argument?

Susan: That’s a great question. One of the ways that we get owned 

by our emotions rather than us owning our emotions is when we 

get hooked on particular ways of being. One of the core ways we get 

hooked is we get hooked as human beings on being right.

 It’s just fascinating that wars are made and broken by people, 

by leaders being focused on I am right and you are wrong. In 

organizations, we’ll get so obsessed with the idea that I’m being 

mistreated by the organization or that my boss is an idiot and I am 

right.. We get so stuck in this idea. 

We’ve all had that very human, beautiful, messy experience of being 

in an argument with a loved one. Just as the calm descends in the 

household and you go to bed and you turn up the lights, something 

compels you to turn on the lights one more time and tell the person 

why you are right and they are wrong, and then chaos breaks loose 

again.

As human beings, we get so stuck on the idea of being right that 

often we forget a more important question, and it’s the emotionally 

agile question, and it’s this. I maybe right, but is my response 

serving me? 

What if the gods of right came down and said, you are right, you’re 

right, your boss is an idiot. 
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You are right, you’ve been mistreated in this particular situation. 

We as human beings still get the capacity to choose how we want to 

respond.

A very powerful way to know whether an argument is moving into 

something that’s less constructive is by noticing whether you and 

other people are locking down into right versus wrong. A more useful 

question to ask yourself, if you’re getting hooked in this way is, what 

action here is going to be bringing me closer to being the person, 

the loved one, the spouse, the partner, the colleague, the person in a 

career that I most want to be? 

In a conversation with someone, one of the most important 

questions to be asking is, what is our shared objective here? Because 

what you’re doing in that context is you are now moving away from 

right versus wrong, much more into the space of, what is a shared 

value that we can both connect to.

Rosie: Sometimes when we hear about the successes of people close 

to us, we want to feel happy for them, but we can’t help being a little 

bit jealous, or maybe feeling inadequate by comparison. How can we 

get better at truly celebrating other people’s wins?

Susan: It’s a very beautiful question. I think one of the most 

important aspects of emotional agility is this idea that when we 

become more grounded in our values, in our own why, in what 

is important to us, it becomes easier for us to be gracious with 

other people’s wins, because what happens very frequently, and 

in fact is a pervasive psychological phenomenon is what we call 

social contagion. Social contagion is this idea that often we pick up 

emotions from other people and even pick up behaviors. 

Just to give you an example of how profound this is, if you are in 

other days and other times on an airplane, and you’re sitting on this 

airplane and your seat partner buys candy. Even if you do not know 

the person, you are 70% more likely to buy candy.

We know in large scale epidemiological studies that if someone in 

your social network, even two or three degrees of separation from 

you, you don’t even need to know them, gets divorced, you are more 

likely to get divorced. Puts on weight, you are more likely to put on 

weight. 
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So, there are large-scale epidemiological studies that show that 

what happens in our social network is particular behaviors become 

normalized, and without us even knowing, we start doing the 

behaviors. We start wanting to drive the same car that another 

person’s driving. We start wanting that promotion. We start going to 

meetings and everyone’s on their cell phones and we bring our cell 

phone. So we start doing this. This takes us further and further away 

from ourselves.

When we are rudderless in this way, it becomes very easy to look at 

everything else that’s going on in the world and going, this person’s 

doing this and that person’s doing that, and this person’s got this 

one and why don’t I have it? It’s difficult because you’re using the 

other person, that external benchmark as a litmus of your own 

success. Values are so important is that you can start connecting 

with, I think that fairness is important, or I think that real quality 

time with my family is important, or I think that creativity is 

important. 

We know that even spending 10 minutes thinking about what it 

is that your values are, who you want to be as a leader, who you 

want to be as a person, literally 10 minutes, what we call values 

affirmation, protects us from these social contagions. 

That’s probably a long-winded answer to the question that you 

were asking, but I think that it is extraordinarily important for us to 

have a sense of what our values are, because when we are living life 

through the lens of our values, then it becomes easier for us to say, 

well, creativity is important, and I’m spending my time doing this 

creative pursuit, and I’m not spending my time doing that creative 

pursuit that someone else is doing and that they’re successful in.

And so I’m able to see their win as their win and my win as my 

win, and not to be in a zero-sum game with a person. So I think 

owning and understanding our values becomes really important, 

and it’s even more important when we have one of the most toxic 

human experiences that is available to us right now, which is social 

comparison at a level not yet seen in society. 
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And that is via social media, because now you aren’t just comparing 

yourself to the win of some kid that you didn’t like in eighth grade, 

who’s now driving around in a Ferrari, you are now exposed to 

a million 21-year olds now driving around in Ferraris, and it can 

become very disconcerting when we keep on comparing ourselves. 

Being grounded in what is important to us helps us to make our 

decisions about what I want, what I need, what am I going to invest 

in a way that’s just extraordinarily important for us as humans.

Rosie: For people who struggle to identify what their values are, do 

you have any advice for figuring out what you value, so that you can 

ground yourself in those ways?

Susan: Yes, yes. It’s not uncommon for people to say, I’ve spent the 

past 20 years rushing around, building my career, raising... I’ve got 

no idea what I actually care about. Or people might say, I realize that 

I’ve got the values of my parents, that I’ve fused with those values, 

but actually I don’t see them as being as important now if I really 

gently inquire to myself. There are a couple of ways that we can start 

determining our values. 

The first is, again, tough emotions often signal to us what is 

important. Tough emotions are often signaling when we have a value 

at stake.

I’ll give you an example in parenting. If you’ve got a child who 

comes home from school; comes home from Zoom school and says, 

“Mommy, Jack didn’t invite me to his birthday party.” Okay?

In a world that values forced or toxic positivity, we might say, 

“Don’t worry. I’ll play with you. I’ll phone Jack’s parents and sort 

this out.” With very good intentions, we try to paper over, or we feel 

heartbroken that our child is going through a difficult experience, 

and so we try to make it right for the child. But actually what that 

signals to the child is that difficult emotions are to be feared. And so 

using this model of emotional agility and moving into the question 

of how do we determine values. If instead of just trying to fix, we 

show up, we Sawubona. We come to that child’s difficult emotions 

by being with them, by being compassionate with them, by being 

gently accepting of them.
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I can see that this feels tough. I can see that you feel rejected. So 

that’s the showing up part. Then we spoke about labeling emotions. 

The child might be saying, I’m angry. I’m angry with Jack. Helping 

the child to understand what we’re calling angry, maybe we’re 

disappointed or maybe we feel rejected. But then again, the third 

step is that our emotion signposts the things we value. 

The child who’s upset at rejection, what is that signaling to the child 

that’s important? It’s signaling that the child values friendship. It 

signals that the child values connection. `You can have the most 

beautiful conversation with your child that is literally character 

forming about, it seems like friendship is important to you.

What does being a good friend look like? How do you want to come 

to your friends? How can you be a friend? So if we think about that 

same idea applied in our own lives, how do we determine our values? 

The first is when we feel difficult emotions. 

Instead of racing for the emotional exits saying to ourselves, what 

is the function? What is this emotion telling me that is important? 

Is often signposting our values. I might value self-care or I might 

value support, or I might value more collaboration, or I might value 

fairness. I’m avoiding having a difficult conversation because I’m 

worried that it’s unfair in some way for me to have it. You can then 

start saying, what does a fair conversation look like? How fair is it if 

I don’t have this conversation? We can start bringing our values.

So the first is, how do we determine our values, difficult emotions 

often signpost our values. The second is thinking back on your day, 

asking yourself, what did I do today that was worthwhile? Note, I’m 

not saying, what did I do today that felt good, because we can go in, 

we can get drunk and we can lounge around watching TV all day, 

but it doesn’t necessarily feel worthwhile. It might feel good, but it 

doesn’t feel worthwhile.

Often what feels worthwhile is where we’ve gone to the borders 

of our discomfort, where we’ve had a difficult conversation, 

where we have shown up to someone in a particular way. And so 

thinking about, at the end of the day, what did I do today that was 

worthwhile, is a very useful way of starting to help me to understand 

what my values are.
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There are other questions I explore in my book, but those are two 

great ways to start; what are the emotions signaling to me and what 

am I doing that’s worthwhile? And together, those questions can 

start harnessing a sense of what values are. 

Just to be clear, this doesn’t need to be a complex inquiry that goes 

on for years. It can literally be a case of sitting down for 10 minutes 

and thinking about what is important to me, what is important to 

me right now? What is it that matters? Even just thinking about one 

or two things that are important can be very grounding as the world 

is changing around us.

Rosie: How can we prepare ourselves emotionally to stay in control 

and make good decisions when something unforeseen happens?

Susan: Every day, every way, we are all experiencing the unforeseen.

One thing that I will say is sometimes our unforeseen is actually not 

unforeseen. Sometimes people will say things like, oh, I’m suddenly 

angry in this work meeting, or I’m suddenly angry with my spouse, 

and it feels like the anger just came out of nowhere. But often when 

we look back, we’ll see that unforeseen is not unforeseen, that there 

is a pattern of having the same argument in your relationship for 

the past 15 years or that this issue with your colleague has been 

frustrating you in an ongoing way.

So, some of the work in a way around emotional agility is not just 

trying to fix difficult emotions once they’ve already developed, 

but some of the work that I’ve been speaking about earlier, which 

is just noticing how you’re feeling, being kind to yourself, being 

connected with yourself, not always living life in our heads but 

starting to breathe into our lives and the wisdom that we all have as 

human beings. That’s it. Sometimes we are sitting in a meeting and 

something happens and it catches us off guard.

So, one of the most important ways that we can start developing 

space between us and our emotions, there’s this beautiful Viktor 

Frankl idea; this idea between stimulus and response. There is a 

space and in that space is our power to choose. It’s in that choice 

that lies our growth and our freedom. When we are emotionally in 

agile, when we are hooked, there’s no space between stimulus and 

response. I’m upset with what that person said, now I’m going to 

shut down. 
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My spouse started in on the finances, I’m leaving the room. And 

so often when we are hooked, there’s no space between stimulus 

and response, there’s no space for us to bring the wisdom and the 

breathing and the values that I was talking about earlier. So, how do 

we start creating that space? Well, the first is this gentle acceptance, 

this compassion around emotions.

Another aspect is the labeling emotions that I described earlier. 

But one of the most powerful ways that we can start developing 

that space so that we can be responsive to the situation rather 

than reactive. Reactive is when we reacting out of our emotions, 

responsive is when we are responding into our values. So one of the 

ways that we can do this, we create space simply by noticing our 

thoughts, our emotions, and our feelings for what they are. 

Let me give you an example. Often we’ll say, I am angry. I am sad. 

I am anxious. I am being undermined. Think of this language, I am. 

What that is suggesting is that I am all of me, 100% of me is defined 

by the anger, the sadness, the being undermined. There’s no space 

for anything else there.

But you aren’t your emotion, you aren’t your story, you aren’t the 

thought. The emotion is a part of you, but it doesn’t define you. So 

how do you create that space? Simply by unnoticing the thought 

that I’m being undermined. Unnoticing the feeling of loneliness, 

unnoticing that this is my I’m not good enough story. What I’m 

doing here is we are simply noticing our thoughts; I’m not good 

enough, I’m a fraud, there’s no point. Our emotions; I’m stressed, 

I’m lonely, I’m disappointed, I’m angry, or our stories. 

Some of our stories were written on our mental chalkboards when 

we were five years old about who we are, whether we’re good 

enough, creative, not creative, leaders, not leaders. We’re just 

noticing them for what they are. So you’re sitting in that meeting 

and instead of, I’m being undermined, I’m noticing before that I’m 

being undermined.

I’m sad. I’m noticing that I’m feeling sad. And this is accurate. 

You’re just noticing your thoughts, feelings and emotions for what 

they are. It’s a little bit like, if I had to use a metaphor, when we say 

I am, I am sad, it’s almost like there’s a cloud in the sky that is the 

sad cloud, and you’ve become the cloud. 
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You’ve become the cloud of sad. But you are not the cloud, you are 

the sky. 

As human beings, we are capacious enough to have many different 

thoughts and emotions and stories, and yet not be defined by them. 

We are not the cloud, we are the sky. And how do we become the 

sky? How do we develop, what in psychological terms we call a meta 

view, just by noticing, Ah! That’s a cloud that I’m seeing. I’m not the 

cloud, I’m noticing that cloud. You’re noticing the thought emotional 

story for what it is. It’s a thought, emotion or story. It’s not a fact.

Rosie: What’s your take on the role of positivity and optimism in 

creative work?

Susan: I would love to expand that question because what’s the role 

of positivity and optimism in creative work, I’d love to expand it on 

what’s the role of positivity and optimism in work. We know, firstly, 

that I alluded to this idea earlier that all emotions are functional. 

One of the ways that we start seeing this happen is we know that our 

emotions actually impact on our thinking style. So what do I mean 

by this? When we tend to be more positive, again, what in South 

African, Australian terms, we call inverted commas, but I think here 

we call quotes. When we feel more positive, joyful, relaxed states, 

what it does is it actually leads to a particular kind of thinking style.

when we are in that mood, we tend to be much more big picture, 

creative, it’ll be okay, sign on the dotted line, nothing’s going to 

go wrong. We actually know that when people are in more relaxed, 

happy states, it leads to greater levels of what we call inductive 

thinking; this big picture, outward thinking. 

We know that when people are in more neutral to again “negative 

moods”, feeling a bit anxious, a bit fearful, a bit worried, what it 

actually leads to is high levels of deductive thinking. Deductive 

thinking is when you’re editing a document and you find errors, or 

when you say, “What’s going to go wrong with this project rollout?” 

What you can see is that both of these parts of thinking are really, 

really important to being effective in the world. It might be that in 

your creative pursuit, you play a beautiful piece of music and you 

bring yourself into a beautiful, relaxed state and you create more.
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We know that is the case, but we also know that when you’re trying 

to sell your work or trying to do business or trying to work out 

contracting, actually a different kind of emotional state can help. So 

both of those emotional states are really important. What does this 

look like in organizations or in the way we bring our emotions to the 

workplace? Well, all organizations are saying, as I mentioned earlier, 

things like we’ve got to be agile, we’ve got to be adaptive, we’ve got 

to be inclusive. There’s this whole list of things that we want from 

people, okay? Or that we think are important. And they are. They are 

sacred, beautiful, important things. But we don’t get to write those 

into a job description and then think that they happen.

We know that most people who go to work, go to work with the 

intent of being inclusive and innovative. Very few people go to 

work saying, I just want to be a complete idiot today. I just want to 

alienate all my colleagues. What is the context? What is the culture 

in an organization that allows people, that enables people to bring 

the best of themselves to the workplace? It is a context in which 

people are able to bring their emotional truth; they are able to bring 

their emotional truth. 

What does this mean practically? When you have, again, 

organizations that signal, you either on the bus or off the bus, you 

with us or you’re against us, we only want solutions, we don’t want 

problems. What you’re basically doing is you are segmenting out 

people’s capacity to bring their emotional truth to the workplace. 

You are lowering their psychological safety.

And so you are saying, we only want one side. We only want one 

side. As a leader, for anyone who’s a leader, for anyone who’s 

working in organizations and is listening, often the concern is, oh, 

are you saying that people should just be allowed to complain? Or are 

you saying that, if we’re saying people should bring their emotional 

truth to the workplace, that it’s like a license for people to just act in 

any way they want? No. We own our emotions, they don’t own us. 

So I can show up to my son’s frustration with his baby sister. I 

can Sawubona it. I can give him compassion. I can help him to 

understand it. I can help him to understand the values. It doesn’t 

mean that I’m endorsing his idea, that he gets to give her away to 

the first stranger that he sees in a shopping mall.
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Okay, we own our emotions, they don’t own us. When a leader is 

coming to a context or when a parent is coming to a context in 

which they are saying, I see you. I understand that you are trying 

to make this work. I see your frustration, and that they are creating 

an invitation for people’s emotional truth. It’s there that creativity, 

innovation and so on flourish. So, practically, the leader is not saying 

you’re on the bus or off the bus. Practically, the leader is saying, 

I don’t have all the answers. We don’t have all the answers, but I 

can see your frustration, and I wonder as we come together as a 

team, what values do we want to guide us in this project as we move 

through the uncertainties?

You can see what you’re doing is you’re not pushing aside difficult 

emotions, rather again, you’re stepping into values, and this is the 

way that effective leaders are going to be thriving leaders in a world 

that is changing. It’s the leader who doesn’t say, trust the map. I’ve 

got the map. I know the directions. It’s the leader who says, let’s 

trust the compass. What is our compass? What are our values? Who 

do we want to be? So, again, a long answer to a question, which is, 

how do some emotions play a role in creativity?

What I would actually say is that all emotions play a role in different 

aspects of work, and therefore to be effective at work, whether we 

work in an organization or our work in other contexts, our work 

in our communities. It’s this openness to difficult emotions with 

compassion, with curiosity, what is the emotion signaling and with 

an eye on how we can move forward towards our values, that allows 

us to be human beings that are wholehearted.

Rosie: It’s really interesting. Finally, what’s the book, aside from 

your own, I imagine, that you find yourself giving to other people 

most often?

Susan: What’s the book that I find myself recommending or giving 

to people most often? Without a doubt, Viktor Frankl’s, Man’s Search 

for Meaning. This, again, if we think about someone who basically 

survived the Nazi death camps, and is really describing the sentiment 

of how often we get so stuck in thoughts, emotions, stories, but how 

we can choose responses. I think this book is just really important. 
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I always just want to be clear, this is never to abrogate the role that 

social policies, that systems, that ways that organizations have 

around flexibility or inclusiveness, of course systems and policies 

and social structures and legislation can and do play a role in 

people’s wellbeing.

I never want to come across as just being like, oh, it’s just all about, 

the internal stuff and the external stuff doesn’t matter. Of course, 

the external stuff matters. But I think what is just really beautiful 

about Victor Frankl’s work is it’s one of the most profound ways that 

as human beings, we empower ourselves when we own our thoughts, 

our emotions and our stories, as opposed to letting them own us, so 

that we can really step into being the best of ourselves in how we 

love, live, parent and lead.

Rosie: Thank you. Where can people find you if they’d like to learn 

more and do you have any upcoming projects you’d like to share?

Susan: Yeah, a number of upcoming projects, but one of them is just 

really developing a whole range of these micro skills in digital form 

that are really core to emotional agility and wellbeing and thriving 

organizations. That’s the project I’m working on at the moment. In 

terms of where people can find me, firstly, thank you for listening 

and thank you for being here today. My Ted Talk, the gift and power 

of emotional courage is a great introduction in a sense to some of the 

aspects that we’ve spoken about today. My book, Emotional Agility.

For people who were thinking things like, well, how do I determine 

my values? Or how do I measure my emotional agility? I’ve got a 

free quiz on my website. It takes literally a couple of minutes and it 

produces a 10 page report on how you’re dealing with your emotions. 

Are you bottling? Are you brooding? And even these questions that 

we’ve had around values, like what are common values? How do 

we decide whether we’re connecting with our values? That can be a 

really practical resource for people.

Rosie: Thank you. 
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