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To Mum and Dad

Because your borderline delusional levels of optimism about the world made me believe I could achieve literally anything … and, somehow, you were right.




Introduction

Hi, I’m Heather. I used to think a Business Management degree would prepare me for leadership; that, by the time I walked out of university, I’d have it all figured out – I’d be confident, competent and ready to build a great career. Instead, I walked into my first management role feeling like an imposter.

I had spent three years sitting in lecture halls revising theories about what made a ‘good manager’. I had memorised models, written essays on outdated case studies and could explain the difference between transformational and transactional leadership in an exam. But when I stepped into my first real leadership role, none of it prepared me for what actually mattered.

Nothing I learned at university taught me how to have a difficult conversation with an underperforming employee; how to balance being respected and being liked; or how to make decisions when there wasn’t a ‘right’ answer, only a messy, uncertain one.

And yet, despite feeling wildly unprepared, I kept moving forward. I took the promotions, the pay rises, the next ‘step up’. By 26, I had worked my way from assistant manager of a small team at Harrods to director of operations in a FTSE 100 subsidiary, leading five different teams.

I should have felt like a leader.

Instead, every decision I made felt like a test I wasn’t qualified to take. Imposter syndrome sat in every meeting room with me, whispering that, one day, someone would figure out that I had no idea what I was doing. I was constantly looking over my shoulder, waiting for the moment I’d be ‘found out’.

So, I did what I thought I was supposed to do. I worked harder. I took on more. I said yes to everything. I told myself that, when I hit the next milestone – when I got the next pay rise, the next title, the next big win – I would finally feel like I’d made it. I would finally arrive at the version of myself who had it all figured out.

But that moment never came.

Then, when I hit 27, something changed.

The Shift

At that point, my career was objectively successful. I was earning a six-figure salary with even bigger bonuses. I had built teams, scaled companies and even played a big role in exiting a business for eight figures. But none of those things were the reason I finally felt different.

For the first time in my life, I wasn’t just ‘surviving’ my job. I wasn’t working to prove something. I wasn’t chasing the next title to quieten the voice in my head telling me I wasn’t good enough. I actually liked being at work.

And not in the way I had before – where work was a game of achievement, a ladder I was trying to climb. I liked my job in a way that felt healthy. It added to my life instead of draining it.

My life outside of work was different, too. My circle was smaller – I had fewer friends than I used to, but the ones I had were solid. After years of rocky relationships, I was finally in one that felt stable and real. I wasn’t burning myself out trying to keep up with everyone else. I had created a life that actually felt good, instead of one that just looked good on the surface.

And that’s when I realised: I was in my Boss Era.

What ‘Your Boss Era’ Actually Means

Your Boss Era isn’t about promotions, pay rises or external validation (although that is some of the fun stuff you’ll pick up along the way too). It’s not about faking confidence until you believe it. And it’s definitely not about working yourself into the ground to prove your worth.

As we move into our Boss Era, we step into a version of ourselves that is clear, capable and in control – of both your management career and also of your life.

It’s about finding a rhythm that works for you – where work is something that fulfils you, not something you have to recover from every week.

It’s about finally realising that being great at your job doesn’t mean never struggling. That confidence isn’t the absence of doubt. That leadership isn’t about knowing everything – it’s about showing up, having the courage to make the call and being okay when things don’t always go as planned.

I wrote this book because I wish I’d had it when I started managing people. I spent years feeling like I was failing at leadership, even when I was getting results. I had to piece together my own blueprint through trial and error, through journaling, and through realising (often the hard way) what actually works.

And now, after thousands of hours spent managing teams, coaching leaders and testing these ideas in the real world, I’ve distilled everything I’ve learned into this book.

The 16 Rules

Leadership isn’t something you’re naturally either good at or bad at. It’s not something you’re born with. It’s a clear set of rules – and, like any skill, they can be learned, practised and refined.

This book lays out 16 of the most important rules I’ve used to build high-performing teams and create impact, all while actually enjoying my job.

These aren’t outdated corporate clichés or textbook theories. In fact, they go against almost everything I learned in my Business Management degree. They’re practical, tested and designed for real workplaces – the kind with difficult personalities, shifting priorities and actual human dynamics.

Most leadership books are written from the perspective of someone reflecting from the top, from a senior position two decades later, full of wisdom but detached from the reality of what it takes to get started and from modern workplaces.

This book is different. I’m right here with you – just a step ahead in the leadership journey, reaching back to share what I’ve learned. I’m still figuring things out too, as I build another team from the ground up.

This book is written for right now. For managers stepping into leadership today, trying to navigate the complexity of managing people, while also trying to figure themselves out.

If that’s you, you’re in the right place.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Your Boss Era is split into 16 chapters, and those 16 chapters are organised into two parts:


	1. People: Mastering the mindset

	2. Systems: Mastering the mechanics



Don’t rush this book. There’s a lot to learn and do. I’d rather you read one chapter each week, and commit to the actions as we go. Each chapter will only take you about 20 minutes to read, but months of commitment to master it.

Let’s get started.




Part 1



PEOPLE: MASTERING THE MINDSET

Leadership has had a bit of a facelift in recent years. While we traditionally valued authority, dominance and technical expertise in our business leaders, we now, thankfully, also recognise that leadership is about something far more human. People skills aren’t just trendy buzzwords – they’re the foundation of modern leadership. In fact, they’ll shape your career in ways you might not expect, from the success of your hiring practice and how your company grows, to the legacy you leave behind.

Leadership hasn’t always looked like this. For decades, it was about being decisive, results-driven and firmly in control. Success was measured by numbers: hitting targets, boosting productivity and maximising profits. People were seen as numbers on a spreadsheet to manage as efficiently as possible, rather than individuals to empower. That approach got results back then, but today’s workplace has changed dramatically.

People now expect more from their leaders. They want to feel valued and heard. Hybrid work is here to stay, teams are more diverse, mental health and well-being have moved to the forefront of our workforce’s minds, and leaders must rise to meet these challenges by showing up entirely differently.

A recent study by the University of Sunderland highlights that 85 per cent of job success stems from strong people skills, while only 15 per cent depends on technical abilities. This shift reflects the growing recognition that interpersonal abilities are essential for effective leadership and team collaboration, a trend that is compounded by a more diverse and globally dispersed workforce.

Take Jacinda Ardern, the former prime minister of New Zealand. She redefined leadership by leading with empathy and compassion. In response to the Christchurch mosque shootings in 2019, her approach wasn’t cold or bureaucratic. It was deeply human. She stood in solidarity with the Muslim community, wearing a hijab and providing space for grief and healing. Her leadership wasn’t about wielding power, but about making people feel seen, heard and supported. And it worked. Her ability to connect emotionally made New Zealand’s response to the crisis one of the most praised in recent history. She proved that true leadership doesn’t come from having all the answers, but from empathy, trust and vulnerability.

That’s the power of people skills. They transform a manager into a great leader. Emotional intelligence (EI), adaptability, empathy and conflict resolution are essential. If you want to build strong teams, make a lasting impact and thrive as a leader, you need to prioritise these skills.

Many people assume that people skills are innate – something you’re either born with or not. But that’s far from the truth. Skills like courage, empathy and EI aren’t fixed traits; they’re abilities that can be developed with practice. Courage, for example, isn’t about grand, heroic acts. It’s about small moments of bravery, repeated over time, that shape you into a more confident and capable leader. The same applies to empathy, EI and the ability to inspire. These aren’t mysterious gifts reserved for the naturally charismatic – they’re skills anyone can develop with effort and intention.

What Are People Skills?

The Cambridge Dictionary defines people skills as ‘the ability to deal with other people in a friendly and effective way’. In simpler terms, they’re the human side of leadership, the skills that help you build trust, communicate effectively and handle challenges with empathy and EI.

Unlike technical skills (like coding, accounting or data analysis), people skills focus on how you approach situations and relationships. They include your strategic thinking, communication, conflict resolution and adaptability, among others.

These skills empower leaders to build trust, resolve conflicts and create an inclusive, thriving work environment. They’re the foundation upon which technical expertise can be fully leveraged.

Consider this: a technically brilliant leader who lacks empathy or EI might achieve short-term success, but risks burning out their team and damaging morale. Without strong people skills, you can unintentionally stall progress and erode workplace culture.

The best leaders know how to inspire, connect and cultivate a culture where everyone feels valued. In this section, we’ll explore the nine fundamental people skills you need to step into Your Boss Era – from earning respect and building trust to mastering high-level EI.

Let’s dive in.




RULE #1

Own Your Emotions (or They’ll Own You)

There’s one moment from my early days in leadership that still makes me cringe. It was a fast-paced morning working at the start-up where I was leading a small (but mighty) team. We’d just launched a new product feature that, while innovative, was proving confusing for our users and caused a spike in support queries.

One client, in particular, was livid. They’d sent several emails – angry, urgent, desperate for help – but, in an unfortunate mix of events, they’d been emailing the wrong department, and their messages had slipped through the cracks. When they finally did get a response, it wasn’t from the right team and offered no useful solutions.

By the time the complaint landed on my desk, the client was beyond annoyed. Although they’d sent the email to the wrong place, it didn’t matter, their frustration was entirely justified. We should have handled it better and the fault was clearly ours. But somewhere between my rising stress levels and my emotional immaturity as a leader, I couldn’t see it for what it was. Instead of recognising the situation objectively, I let my emotions cloud my judgement and reacted defensively. I let my emotions own me.

I still remember the moment I picked up the phone. I could feel my shoulders tense the second the client started talking, with the open-plan office quietening as people waited to see how I’d react. The client’s frustration was spilling out in a torrent of blame, and I felt it all landing on me.

That was the trigger.

I felt a mix of embarrassment that this had slipped through the cracks, defensiveness over the team’s processes and even some anger at the client for not following the ‘right’ steps.

Instead of pausing to get a grip on what I was feeling, I let those emotions take the wheel. My reaction was impulsive and stubborn – I told the client that if they’d emailed the right inbox from the start, they wouldn’t be in this mess. No accountability was taken. Not my finest hour.

Only with hindsight did I see that that response didn’t just make things worse with the client, it had a ripple effect across the business. The client left, frustrated with how we’d handled things, and they didn’t leave quietly. They posted a scathing review online, criticising our service and warning others not to work with us.

And my team? They saw my reaction loud and clear. By shifting the blame on to the client, I unintentionally gave them permission to do the same. Over the next few months, I started to see glimpses of blame culture seeping through the cracks. When things went wrong, fingers were pointed outwards instead of inwards.

It wasn’t long before the blame culture became glaringly obvious. Missed deadlines? Blamed on other departments. Poor customer feedback? Brushed off as ‘difficult’ clients. There was a pattern forming: no accountability, no ownership. Problems and mistakes weren’t seen as opportunities to learn, they were just hot potatoes to be passed on to someone else.

And I knew deep down that I had participated in building this no-accountability culture. Your team do not do as you say, they do as you do.

I doubt the situation with that particular client was the sole catalyst for this culture to take hold. These things rarely come down to just one moment. But that call sticks in my mind so clearly because it was a turning point for me. A moment when I could have modelled accountability. And instead I did the opposite.

It was a stark reminder that how you choose to respond in those emotional, high-pressure moments doesn’t just impact one situation – it shapes your team’s behaviours, too. I could’ve de-escalated the situation, kept the client’s trust and set a better example for my team.

It took me a while to see that, but, once I did, it became clear that I had to change how I led. If I wanted my team to take accountability and handle conflict well, I had to start by managing my own emotional reactions. What I should have done was paused, taken a second to acknowledge that I was feeling defensive and frustrated, and then responded with empathy and accountability.

And that moment became one of the most valuable lessons of my leadership journey: there’s power in the pause.


The best leaders understand that between a trigger and a response, there’s a critical moment – a pause – where we get to choose how to react. It’s in that pause where real leadership can shine through.



What we’re really talking about here is EI, or emotional intelligence: the ability to recognise and manage your own emotions while navigating the emotions of others. And it’s no small thing. A comprehensive study by TalentSmartEQ examined the role of EI in job performance across various industries and roles. The research assessed participants on key EI competencies, and the findings revealed that EI accounts for 58 per cent of success in all job types, making it a critical factor in leadership effectiveness. Additionally, the study found that individuals with high EI earn an average of $29,000 more annually than their lower-EI counterparts, highlighting the financial benefits associated with strong EI.

This isn’t just about staying calm for the sake of it or ignoring how we feel. It’s about understanding how your emotional responses impact those around you – and learning how to channel those emotions to drive better outcomes for your team. It’s about owning your emotions (before they own you).

Get the Emotional Advantage

In my own Boss Era, one of the biggest turning points was becoming super aware of my emotions and understanding that managing them is key to becoming a true leader. We should never be bottling them up or pretending they don’t exist, but instead becoming aware of them, and using them to our advantage.

Emotions drive our behaviour. When we don’t recognise our emotional triggers and manage our reactions, we risk creating toxic environments where fear, blame and frustration take over. Snap decisions made in anger or frustration lead to poor communication, defensive team members and mistrust. Over time, this erodes team morale and can even result in a blame culture – just as I experienced in my early days as a manager.

Letting emotions take control in the workplace often means leaders react impulsively rather than respond thoughtfully. Reacting before the pause can make a leader appear inconsistent, irrational or even unapproachable, which makes it difficult for their team to trust or follow them. It impacts everything from how decisions are made and how conflicts are handled, to how performance feedback is given. As a result, teams may avoid accountability, dread difficult conversations and lose motivation to push for better results.

By contrast, leaders with EI know how to separate their immediate feelings from the long-term outcomes they want to achieve. They understand that pausing to manage their emotions in the moment creates a more thoughtful, consistent approach that inspires trust and stability in their team.

It’s all about steering clear of those impulsive reactions (just like the one I had with the angry client).

I wanted to kick off this book with EI because, as managers, we are in the business of dealing with people. How successful we are in our role is entirely dependent on how well we can manage a group of human beings – all with different personalities, values and emotional responses. Emotions are woven into every meeting, decision and conversation. To lead effectively, we need to recognise them, understand their impact and learn to manage them.

EI needs to be woven into how we lead until it becomes second nature. But do not fear, it is a skill like any other that can be learned, practised and eventually mastered.

The EI Framework

At its core, EI is about managing the space between a trigger (an event or situation that provokes an emotional reaction) and your response. That space, however small, is where true leadership shines. It’s in that moment of pause that you choose whether to react impulsively or respond thoughtfully.

Now that we’ve established the importance of the trigger–response dynamic, let’s dive into a well-known framework for understanding EI in leadership. Daniel Goleman, a psychologist and author, is widely credited with bringing the concept of EI into the mainstream with his groundbreaking work in the mid-1990s.

In 1995, Goleman published his bestselling book, Emotional Intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ, which was based on earlier research by psychologists Peter Salovey and John Mayer. Goleman took their academic theory and made it accessible to a wider audience, particularly in the workplace. His book highlighted that EI – qualities like self-awareness, empathy and self-regulation – was often a better predictor of success than traditional measures like IQ.

Goleman’s book revolutionised how we think about leadership. In 1998, he published an influential article in Harvard Business Review titled ‘What makes a leader?’, where he argued that EI is the single biggest factor in distinguishing great managers from average ones. His research found that 90 per cent of top-performing managers have high EI, and that it plays a critical role in creating trust, team cohesion and improving overall organisational performance.

Today, Goleman’s framework for EI is still widely used in leadership development. It includes five key components which we will explore in detail and I’ll provide practical steps to help you apply them in your leadership journey.

The five components are:


	1. Self-awareness

	2. Self-regulation

	3. Motivation

	4. Empathy

	5. Social skills



1. SELF-AWARENESS: THE FOUNDATION OF EI

Self-awareness is where EI starts. It’s about understanding your own emotions, recognising how they influence your thoughts and behaviours, and being honest with yourself about your strengths and weaknesses.

Without self-awareness, emotions can drive your behaviour in ways you don’t even realise. Think about a time when you snapped at someone after a stressful meeting or felt defensive when your ideas were challenged. If you’re unaware of your emotional triggers, those reactions can happen on autopilot – and they rarely lead to the best outcomes.

Imagine you’re in a team meeting, and someone criticises your idea. Your first reaction might be to feel defensive or irritated. But if you’re self-aware, you can catch those feelings as they come up and take a moment to reflect. You might realise that your response isn’t about the feedback itself, but rather about a fear of failure or insecurity you’re carrying. Recognising that emotional trigger allows you to manage your reaction – perhaps by calmly asking for feedback to improve your idea, rather than shutting down or getting defensive.

In practice, this looks like:


	Pausing before reacting. When you feel frustration or defensiveness bubbling up, take a moment to ask yourself: Why am I feeling this way? What’s really triggering me?

	Tracking emotional patterns. Start keeping a journal or making mental notes of situations that trigger strong emotional reactions. Are there patterns? Are there certain people or scenarios that always cause frustration or insecurity?

	Seeking feedback. Self-awareness isn’t built only on internal reflections – it’s also how you’re perceived by others. Regularly ask your team or peers for feedback on how you show up as a leader. Do your actions align with your values?

	Recognising strengths and weaknesses. Self-awareness means acknowledging what you do well, but also being honest about where you aren’t the strongest. Are you quick to dismiss ideas that aren’t your own? Do you struggle to listen when under pressure?



Becoming emotionally aware is about recognising emotions as they arise and understanding where they’re coming from. The more self-aware you are, the better equipped you’ll be to make thoughtful decisions and handle difficult situations with clarity and composure.

2. SELF-REGULATION: THE POWER OF CONTROL

Once you’ve acknowledged the part emotions play in your reactions, the next step is learning how to manage those emotions in real time. This is where self-regulation comes in. Self-regulation is the ability to control your emotional impulses and respond in a way that aligns with your values and long-term goals, rather than letting your emotions dictate your behaviour.

In leadership, self-regulation is the difference between reacting impulsively and responding thoughtfully. We’re not trying to suppress our emotions or pretend they don’t exist. We can instead recognise them, pause and choose a response that serves the situation rather than escalates it.

Self-regulation is what keeps leaders calm under pressure, even in high-stakes situations. It’s about making sure that short-term emotions don’t derail long-term objectives. A manager who can stay composed, even in challenging moments, earns trust and respect.

At its core, self-regulation is about taking control of that trigger–response gap. It’s about expressing your emotions, but in the right way, at the right time and for the right purpose.

In practice, self-regulation looks like:


	Holding back from sending an email when you’re angry and revisiting it later.

	Choosing your words carefully in high-stakes conversations. For instance, removing overly emotive language and avoiding blame. Instead, focus on using neutral, fact-based terms that promote collaboration and clarity.

	Staying calm in meetings where things don’t go as planned. De-escalate tensions by acknowledging frustrations and then guide the team back to the issues at hand. When challenges arise, pause, take a breath and invite your team to refocus on solutions by asking clarifying questions such as, ‘What do we need to do next to overcome this setback?’



Self-regulation is a powerful skill that separates good leaders from great ones. The ability to stay calm, collected and intentional (even when emotions are running high) is what sets the tone for your team and shows them how to handle challenges effectively. Ask yourself: What’s the outcome I want from this conversation? Then choose your response accordingly. It sounds simple, but it’s incredibly powerful in practice.

3. MOTIVATION: KEEPING THINGS MOVING FORWARD

As a leader, your emotional state influences your team more than you realise. When you’re driven and energised, your team feel that. But if you’re demotivated, stressed or emotionally disengaged, that also spreads quickly. Your motivation (or lack of it) sets the emotional tone for your team.

Motivated leaders create emotionally engaged teams. According to Gallup’s 2024 State of the Global Workplace Report, managers are responsible for an astonishing 70 per cent of the variation in team engagement. The report highlights that a leader’s motivation and behaviours directly impact how engaged their team feels at work. In other words, a leader who understands their own emotional drivers and stays connected to their purpose is far more likely to inspire resilience, commitment and drive within their team.

In practice, motivation looks like:


	Connecting to your ‘why’. When work feels overwhelming, remind yourself why you’re doing it. Is it to help your team grow? To make an impact in your industry? Write down your values and revisit them regularly to stay emotionally aligned with your purpose.
Now share your ‘why’ with your team. Motivation is contagious. Be transparent with your team about what drives you, whether it’s making an impact, solving complex problems or helping them succeed. When your team understands your purpose, they’re more likely to connect with their own.


	Reframing challenges. When faced with setbacks, pause and ask yourself: What can I learn from this? Instead of reacting emotionally to failure, look for opportunities to grow or improve.

	Recognising emotional burnout. Motivation is never about pushing through at all costs. It’s about recognising when you need to pause and recharge. EI means knowing when to pull back so you can sustain your drive in the long term.

	Celebrating small wins. Motivation can wane when progress feels slow. To combat this, take time to recognise small achievements – both yours and your team’s. This keeps emotional energy high and reinforces a positive mindset.

	Checking in with your emotions. Regularly ask yourself: What emotions am I bringing into my work today? How are they impacting my motivation? Identifying emotional patterns can help you manage dips in motivation before they affect your performance.

	Modelling resilience. When things go wrong, your team looks to you for how to react. If you stay calm, emotionally grounded and focused on solutions, you’ll inspire your team to do the same.



Motivation, at its core, is about managing the emotional ups and downs of leadership. It’s about recognising when emotions are helping or hindering your progress, then using that awareness to keep yourself and your team emotionally engaged and committed to the bigger picture.

4. EMPATHY: THE HEART OF EMOTIONS IN LEADERSHIP

Empathy is the ability to truly understand and share the feelings of others. It’s about putting yourself in someone else’s shoes and seeing things from their perspective. In leadership, empathy comes easier to some than others, but it’s essential for building trust and creating a supportive team environment.

When Satya Nadella took over as CEO of Microsoft in 2014, the company was facing significant challenges, including a broken culture where many employees felt entitled and disconnected. Nadella knew that to turn the company around, he needed to reconnect with the people within it. Instead of focusing solely on strategies and numbers, he made empathy a big part of his leadership approach.

Satya Nadella encouraged open dialogue and genuinely listened to employees at all levels of the company. One of his first steps was to launch a series of ‘CEO Connection’ meetings, where employees were invited to share their thoughts and ideas directly with him. He also implemented regular town hall meetings where employees could ask questions openly, creating a direct line of communication between leadership and the wider team.

Beyond meetings, Nadella prioritised ongoing feedback loops, introducing new tools and processes to ensure employees felt heard. He promoted growth mindset principles across the company, encouraging employees to see challenges as opportunities to learn rather than failures. Under his leadership, performance reviews shifted to focus more on collaboration, learning and impact rather than just individual results – reinforcing the importance of listening, improving and working together.

This approach had a profound impact. By showing that he valued the perspectives and well-being of his employees and making practical changes to ensure those values were reflected in everyday practices, Nadella rebuilt trust and morale within the organisation. This, in turn, sparked a culture of collaboration and innovation, playing a critical role in Microsoft’s resurgence as a tech leader.

We can develop our empathy for our teams daily by:


	Holding regular open forums for feedback. Create safe spaces – like team check-ins or anonymous feedback tools – where employees can share concerns, ideas and frustrations without fear of judgement.

	Actively listening and responding. When someone shares feedback, don’t just nod along. Ask follow-up questions, acknowledge their feelings and take actionable steps to address their concerns. People need to feel heard and see results. (See page 225 for some more tips to improve your listening.)

	Creating ongoing feedback loops. Never let feedback be a once-a-year event. We will learn much more about this in Rules #10 and #11, but to get started, commit to building continuous feedback into your team, keeping communication open and addressing issues before they escalate.



5. SOCIAL SKILLS: THE ART OF INFLUENCE

This is the last step in the EI framework, but one never to overlook. When we talk about social skills in the context of EI, we’re not just talking about being friendly or sociable. Strong social skills are about understanding and managing the emotional dynamics within your team to build relationships and influence outcomes.

Leaders often fall into the trap of focusing on themselves – their targets, their ideas and their vision. But great leaders understand that leadership isn’t about you; it’s about the people you serve. To influence, inspire and motivate a team, you first need to build your social skills by showing genuine interest in your people – not just in what they can do for you, but in who they are, what they value and what drives them.

‘You can make more friends in two months by becoming interested in other people than you can in two years by trying to get other people interested in you.’ This quote from Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People shows us the importance of genuine interest in others as a cornerstone of flexing our social skills muscle.

Think of it this way: your social skills are the bridge between your EI and your leadership effectiveness. You can be self-aware, manage your emotions and feel empathy, but if you don’t know how to communicate and connect with people, your impact as a leader will be limited.

In practice, this looks like:


	Practising active listening. Next time you’re in a meeting, focus entirely on the person speaking. Put away distractions, make eye contact and ask clarifying questions. Instead of thinking about your next response, listen in order to understand their point of view. This builds trust and shows your team that their opinions matter. (There are more tips on active listening on page 225.)

	Being genuinely interested. Great leaders aim to be interested, not interesting.

	Adapting your communication style to fit different personalities. Not everyone on your team communicates in the same way. Some people prefer direct, to-the-point conversations, while others need more context and reassurance. Pay attention to how each team member responds in different situations and adjust your approach accordingly.



Social skills are the tools you use to build trust, navigate difficult conversations and inspire your team to take action. Without them, even the best intentions and strategies can fall flat.

What makes social skills so powerful is their ability to amplify all the other components of EI. Self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation and empathy all come to life through your interactions with others. It’s through your words, actions and connections that your leadership truly takes shape.

Strong social skills aren’t about being naturally charismatic or outgoing. They’re about being intentional: actively listening, adapting your communication style and showing a genuine interest in your team.

The Emotional Edge

As we’ve seen, EI is the foundation of effective management. It’s not pretending emotions don’t exist or trying to push them aside. It’s recognising how they show up in your decisions and interactions, managing them with intention and using them to build trust, strengthen relationships and move your team in the right direction.

Each of the five key components we’ve explored in this chapter is essential for building emotional maturity as a manager and creating a team environment where people feel valued, respected and inspired to grow.

But I want to take this idea of EI just one small step further. Some of the emotions we have branded as ‘weak’ or ‘bad’, like nervousness, fear or anger, aren’t actually bad at all. They aren’t to be avoided – they’re simply signals. The way we interpret and manage those emotions can completely change how we show up as leaders.

Let me take you back to when I was fresh out of university and facing my first big interview. After weeks of furiously applying, I’d finally secured an interview with a small team working inside Harrods. I was ecstatic. But as the interview date approached, my excitement turned to doubt, worry and fear. The night before, I was in such a state that I was considering cancelling the whole thing when my dad, with his calm wisdom, said something that changed everything for me: ‘Heather, nerves build character. You’re supposed to be nervous.’

[image: Great leaders aim to be interested, not interesting.]
My nerves weren’t a sign that I wasn’t capable – they were a sign that I was about to step into something challenging and meaningful. I reframed my nervousness as excitement, and that shift in mindset over the years has really changed everything for me. Instead of being paralysed by fear, I often feel energised and ready to face the challenge ahead. Nerves don’t have to stifle us; they can be a sign that we’re moving in the right direction. It’s a signal that we’re doing something important, something we care deeply about. It shows investment, commitment and growth.

As a leader, you’ll encounter these kinds of emotions in yourself and in your team – before big presentations, during difficult conversations or when stepping into new roles. Your job isn’t to eliminate those feelings, but to help yourself and others navigate through them. For example, if your team is about to pitch to a major client, I recommend addressing the nervousness openly. By acknowledging that anxiety is natural and beneficial, you create an environment where team members feel safe to share their concerns and support one another. This approach not only validates their emotions, but also helps to channel that nervous energy into focus and drive, ultimately strengthening your collective performance.

The true power of EI lies in how it transforms the actions taken by both you and your team. It helps you stay composed in tough situations and creates a culture where people feel safe to step outside their comfort zones. Managers who begin to master EI build resilient teams that thrive under pressure, adapt to change and push through challenges with clarity and
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