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I dedicate this book to the three most inspiring people in my life: Rob, Devon, and Garrett MacKay. Thank you for our twenty-six-plus years of fun family experiences and for joining me on the inspired leadership journey. I love you guys!
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CHAPTER 1

YOU GO FIRST



You find peace not by rearranging the circumstances of your life, but by realizing who you are at the deepest level.

ECKHART TOLLE

Twenty years ago, I sat across from a brilliant and charismatic CEO who had everythingexcept happiness. He was privately struggling with feeling overwhelmed, isolated, and burned-out. In that moment, I realized something profound: The tools and strategies that had brought leaders like him to the top were no longer enough to keep them thereor even to help them thrive once they arrived.

One of my clients invited me to be a speaker at his confidential, fourteen-person CEO peer group meeting in Vancouver, and thats what led me to start MacKay CEO Forums. After I did my presentation, I was invited to throw my name in the hat to become its forum chair. About a month later, I chaired my first CEO peer group meeting, and I realized that it doesnt have to be lonely at the top if you surround yourself with successful peers.

That realization led me to create MacKay CEO Forums, and over the past two decades, Ive had the privilege of working with more than five thousand CEOs, executives, and business owners across Canada and around the world. Through this work, Ive observed the unique pressures CEOs navigate in our rapidly evolving business environment. Whether its AI and exponential technologies, an evolving geopolitical crisis, or one of a thousand other challenges related to their organizations and their people, CEOs must make hard decisions under great pressure. Along the way, working with these incredible people, Ive also discovered something remarkable: The CEOs who truly excel, who find deep fulfillment while delivering exceptional results, all share one critical traittheyve mastered the ability to inspire themselves first before attempting to inspire others.

This simple yet powerful principleYou Go Firstlies at the heart of everything Ill share with you in this book. The truth is, leadership can be lonely. The weight of responsibility, the constant pressure to perform, the challenge of balancing business demands with personal well-beingthese are burdens that every leader understands intimately. But it doesnt have to be this way. Ive seen time and again that when CEOs commit to mastering the essential elements of inspired leadership, everything changes. Their organizations thrive. Their relationships deepen. Their impact multiplies.

The world of leadership can feel incredibly isolating. A study in The Leadership Quarterly, in fact, notes that leadership loneliness is unique and differs from general loneliness.1 I have spent the last two decades working intimately with thousands of CEOs, executives, and business owners through MacKay CEO Forums, and one of the most consistent messages I hear, regardless of industry or company size, is this: Its lonely at the top. Its a sentiment that resonates deeply, a quiet acknowledgment of the unique pressures and responsibilities that come with leading an organization. Being surrounded by successful peers not only solves the loneliness challenges but also contributes to the well-being of CEOs, executives, and business owners. According to a Deloitte study, 70 percent of C-suite executives have seriously considered quitting their job for one that better supports their well-being.2

When I first conceived of MacKay CEO Forums twenty years ago, it was precisely this sense of isolation that I wanted to address. I saw firsthand that these incredible individuals, the ones making the big decisions and steering the ship, often lacked a true peer groupa confidential space where they could openly discuss their toughest challenges and explore their biggest opportunities without judgment. I believed, and still do, that bringing these CEOs together in carefully curated peer learning groups is transformative, saving them valuable time and leading to far greater success, not just in their businesses but in every aspect of their lives.

Our twenty-year anniversary is a powerful reminder of the impact this simple idea has had. What started with me facilitating a single CEO peer group has demonstrated how CEO forums can address isolation. For us, it has been an incredible journey, one that has profoundly shaped my own understanding of leadership and what it truly takes to thrive in todays rapidly evolving world.

And that brings me to why Ive written this book. It was born out of a deep desire to extend the leadership principles and practices weve cultivated at MacKay CEO Forums to a wider audience. While the power of peer support is undeniable, I also recognized a fundamental truth that underpins all successful leadership: Inspiration begins within. You cannot effectively inspire others if you yourself are running on empty.

My aha moment, as it were, came during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. Overnight, we had to pivot from in-person peer learning groups and events to virtual ones. Amidst the global uncertainty, I was inundated with calls from CEOs worldwide seeking guidance and peer support. Using Zoom as a virtual platform, we were able to offer confidential peer support to CEOs in Canada, the UK, Australia, and the US. Even with virtual peer support, social isolation made leadership very challenging, especially during COVID-19. CEOs couldnt go to the office and meet people in person. All interactions were through Zoom. If loneliness at the top had been an issue before, COVID-19 took it to a whole new level.

As we connected on Zoom for our virtual peer learning group meetings, I consistently found myself asking CEOs, What about you? They were so focused on inspiring and supporting the well-being of their top teams, their employees, their customers, their partnersand rightly sobut their own self-care often took a backseat. The blank stares I received in response were a stark reminder of a pervasive detrimental leadership mindset: the need to prioritize everyone else before oneself.

It was in those moments that a profound insight crystallized: True leadership is fundamentally about self-leadership. Its about figuring out how to inspire yourself every single day. Its about taking care of your own health because that directly impacts leadership sustainability and performance. Nurturing your personal and family relationships, and dialing up mental toughness and emotional mastery, is also essential because when you do that, you have more energy, more love, and more capacity to give to the rest of the world. And when CEOs are exemplars of self-leadership and they learn how to inspire themselves to be the best version of themselves every day, they are able to inspire their top teams to learn the self-leadership tools in this book so they, in turn, can inspire all employees and create a culture of self-leadership.

This book, Its Lonely at the Top: CEO Strategies for Inspiring Yourself and Your Team, is my practical tool kit for inspired leadership. I used the unusual time during the pandemic to dig deep, lock myself in my office, and create a framework for CEOs and their top teams, as well as those who aspire to one day reach the C-suite. My familyincluding my husband and twenty-something-year-old kidswere my guinea pigs, and then I began to share it more widely, starting with the CEO group that Ive been chairing for sixteen years. The feedback I got from my CEO group was that it was the best CEO retreat we had ever done (even though it was a two-day Zoom retreat). This gave me the courage to train all of our forum chairs around the world so they could benefit and also deliver the Inspired LeadershipYou Go First two-day CEO retreat with all of our one hundred-plus peer learning groups around the world. What was astounding was that the principles resonated so much; they were applicable to everyone, from university students to C-suite leaders. This is not another collection of abstract leadership theories. Instead, its a distillation of two decades of working with inspiring leaders, coupled with my own personal journey of growth and discovery. My intention is to share the core self-leadership principles and actionable strategies that have proven to be transformative, starting with the most crucial element: you as the CEO of your company and an exemplar for your top team.

But this book is more than a guideits an invitation to join a community of CEOs who are committed to our dream of populating the world with inspiring leaders and making the world better, one day at a time. Youll create your own road map to inspired leadership mastery, supported by the insights and experiences of CEOs who have walked this path before you.

Defining Success: Leading from a Place of Inner Strength

Before we dive into the specifics, lets establish a clear understanding of what inspired leadership truly looks like. In the context of You Go First, success isnt solely measured by bottom-line results or external recognition, although those are often positive byproducts. True success in inspired leadership begins with a deep sense of self-love, purpose, unstoppable confidence, and well-being. And with being an exemplar for your top team and others to inspire them to show up as their best selves.

During that time of COVID-19 when I was writing, I thought deeply about what compelled me to jump out of bed every morning at four oclock, excited for what the day would holdthe challenges and the wins. I considered what I did to inspire myself so that I could show up as my best self. I realized that the inspiration and energy and strength came from ten core areas. My relationships. My passion. My time. My health. My mastery of ego and emotions. My drive for social contribution and shared experiences. My willingness to take 100 percent responsibility in all areas of my life. This books ten mastery areas are what we call our MacKay Mastery Model for Inspired LeadershipYou Go First!:


 Time mastery: how to maximize your individual productivity using a personalized approach so you can be strategic about how you spend your time and whom you spend it with (and so you can make the biggest impact on all areas of your life)

 Ego mastery: how to show up as the best version of yourself every day by parking your ego and learning to stop judging yourself, the people around you, and your circumstances

 Emotional mastery and mental fitness: how to show up in a positive emotional state 80 percent of the time

 Proactive health mastery: how to have a healthy lifespan and make health your number one priority; Ive learned from CEOs who didnt make health their number one priority that dead CEOs dont meet their targets

 Relationship mastery: how to love every human being, including yourself (but not necessarily all of their/your behaviors)

 Passion mastery: how to jump out of bed every morning feeling like you just cant wait to get started on making the biggest contribution in all areas of your life

 Innovation mastery: how to come up with new ideas, take action, and fail fast

 One hundred percent responsibility mastery: how to be self-led and take ownership of all areas of your life

 Shared experience mastery: how to share real stories of mistakes youve made and lessons youve learned instead of telling people what to do

 Social contribution mastery: how to make the biggest contribution to causes that are aligned with your passion and purpose



Recognizing the importance of building mastery in those ten areasnot only in business but also personally, within my family and the relationships that matter mostwas the genesis of the MacKay Mastery Model. For many years now, weve helped thousands of business leaders by sharing the tools and tactics to become inspired leaders.

Now, its your turn.

This isnt a plug-and-play solution. Youre embarking on a lifelong journey that will help you become the best version of yourself, as a CEO and as a human being. Imagine a CEO who navigates challenges with resilience, makes decisions with clarity, and fosters a positive and inspiring environment around them. This isnt someone who is constantly battling burnout or sacrificing their health and personal life for the sake of the business. Instead, they operate from a place of inner strength and unstoppable confidence, fueled by self-awareness, a clear sense of purpose, and healthy boundaries.

Inspired leadership, therefore, is about the following:

 Leading by example, starting with yourself. You cannot expect your team members to prioritize their well-being if you arent prioritizing your own. (If you are reading this and realizing you rarely consider your own well-being because you are so focused on your people, this book is definitely for you!)

 Cultivating a mastery mindset. Inspired leaders recognize that leadership is a lifelong journey of continuous improvement (and a continuous learning mindset), driven by developing daily success habits and practices and celebrating progress and supported by both personal reflection and external feedback.

 Using a strategic approach to design your life. True leadership effectiveness requires a strategic approach to setting priorities, where your self-care and family care are your top priorities, enabling long-term career success and fulfilment with few or no regrets.

 Transforming traditional approaches to leadership. Inspired leaders move away from outdated command-and-control models or micromanagement toward creating space for their top teams and others to become inspired self-leaders.

Next, well explore the critical importance of cultivating a judgment-free mindset, the fundamental tool kit for inspired self-leadership.

The Power of Judgment-Free Self-Leadership

Judgment-free self-leadership is a commitment to stop judging yourself, others, and your circumstances. It requires a daily success habit of loving yourself, loving others, and accepting versus resisting your circumstances (throughout the book, Ill share some of the success habits that have helped transform the lives of thousands of CEOs in our peer groups, and their top teams). For example, in the relationship mastery chapter, we define love as (1) being openhearted and judgment-free, (2) telling the truth, and (3) being unconditional (even if you dont love all of the behaviors of others) with all relationships, including how you treat yourself every day.

One of the most significant obstacles to both our own inspiration and our effectiveness as leaders is the constant daily thoughts of judgmentboth of ourselves and of others. There are eight billion people on the planet, and we all have an ego (a.k.a. judge) that gets in the way of our success and causes a lot of stress and anxiety. Our ego has a very loud inner critic, that relentless judge, as I call it, often whispering (or shouting!) messages of inadequacy, doubt, and comparison. We judge and beat ourselves up for our mistakes, our bad decisions, our performance, our appearance, our very worth. And this internal judgment inevitably spills over into how we perceive and interact with the world around us, leading us to judge and label other people as wrong, including our teams, our competitors, our spouses, our kids, and even our circumstances.

Judgment-free leadership is the conscious practice of noticing and quieting our inner judge and approaching ourselves, others, and situations with curiosity, compassion, and love rather than condemnation. Its about recognizing that everyone, including ourselves, is on their own journey, doing the best they can with the knowledge and resources they have at that moment. The truth is, we dont always show up as the best version of ourselves, and neither do the people around us. Judgment-free leadership is about treating every person as a human being with love and respect, especially when they are not showing up as their best self.

What does judgment-free leadership look like in action? Here are some key indicators:

 Self-love: You treat yourself with the same kindness and empathy you would offer someone you love who is struggling. You acknowledge and learn from your mistakes without beating yourself up. You let go of imposter syndrome and extreme perfectionism. According to researcher Amy Finlay-Jones, author of the Handbook of Self-Compassion, Its not about letting ourselves off the hook but about balancing kindness to self with learning and growth.3 You take time on a daily basis to accept and learn from your mistakes and to celebrate big and small wins as an intentional strategy to quiet your judge, park your ego, and inspire yourself.

 Empathy: You strive to understand the perspectives and experiences of others, even when you dont agree with them. You listen to understand, rather than listening to respond or find fault. You listen first, listen 80 percent of the time, quiet your judge, and step into others shoes before you interact with them.

 Curiosity: When faced with challenges or unexpected behavior, and when getting frustrated, you notice and quiet your judge before you interact with another person. Your first instinct is to ask questions and seek understanding, rather than letting your judge jump to conclusions or assigning blame.

 Focus on learning and growth: You accept that you are far from being perfect and that you have the rest of your life to learn and grow and show up as your best self. Mistakes are viewed as opportunities for learning and improvement, both for yourself and your top team. The focus shifts from Who is to blame? to What can we learn from this? (And then to How do we apply those lessons?)

 Focus on what you can control: You accept that people and situations are often imperfect, and you focus your energy on what you can influence rather than dwelling on what you cannot. When you notice yourself blaming others and/or your circumstances and having a victim mindset, you quiet the judge and ask yourself, What can I do to accept my reality and move things forward in a positive direction? You say to yourself and others, I choose to accept my reality, and Im ready to come up with a plan to move forward in a positive direction. A lot of stress, anxiety, and suffering is caused by our judge wanting us to resist versus accept our reality.

 Judgment-free communication: You create a safe, judgment-free, and trusting environment in which people feel comfortable sharing their ideas, challenges, and even mistakes without fear of judgment or reprisal. We create this safe, judgment-free environment in our CEO peer groups so members can put all of their business, family, and personal issues on the table and know that they have fourteen CEOs and their forum chair who are there to support them. We challenge all of our members to create this safe, judgment-free space when they are working with their top teams so they, too, can put all of their business, family, and personal issues on the table and have their CEOs and top teams there to support them. Our ninety-day planning tool for CEOs includes business, family, and personal goals so they can show up as human beings with their top teams. Our members share their ninety-day plans with their top teams and have their top team members share their ninety-day plans with the entire top teams in return. This is a game-changing tool to create a culture of judgment-free, inspired self-leaders who can be very authentic and transparent so they can support each other in all aspects of their lives.

The connection between self-love and inspiring others is profound. When you cultivate a sense of acceptance and compassion toward yourself, it naturally extends outward to how you interact with others. You become more attuned to their needs, more understanding of their struggles, and more capable of fostering their growth. As Dr. Shauna Shapiro beautifully articulates in her book, Good Morning, I Love You, the journey of leadership, like the journey of life, begins with loving and accepting ourselves. She writes:

We must change our mind-set from one of self-improvement to one of self-liberation. Self-liberation means freedom from our limiting beliefs, our misguided idea that there is something wrong with us that needs to be fixed. Our constant attempts to get it right and to be perfect leave us in a state of exhaustion, never resting in the present moment, never happy with who we are.4

Daily Success Habits: Cultivating a Judgment-Free Mindset

Building a judgment-free mindset is not a one-time event; its an ongoing practice, a daily discipline. Here are three key habits you can begin incorporating into your daily routine today (yes, right now!).

HABIT #1: POSITIVE SELF-TALK MANTRA

Pay attention to your judge and negative inner dialogue. When you catch yourself engaging in negative self-talk or judgment, start by celebrating that you caught your judge. I learned this very powerful success habit to help quiet my judge from Shirzad Chamine, author of Positive Intelligence. I also learned, from one of my coaches, how to replace my judge with a daily positive self-talk mantra. Here is an example of my daily mantra, which Ive coached hundreds of CEOs to use several times a day, in particular during challenging times:

 I am enough.

 I am a gem.

 I am a beautiful person.

 I am a lovable person.

Repeat your mantra to yourself several times throughout the day, especially when you notice the judge creeping in. This simple practice can begin to rewire your internal narrative immediately.

HABIT #2: A MORNING POSITIVE INTELLIGENCE ROUTINE

I dedicate the first twelve minutes each morning to a positive intelligence mental fitness practice that helps me be still, center myself, and access my positive inspired brain (I recently completed the eight-week positive intelligence program developed by Shirzad Chamine). This morning practice sets a positive tone for the day and makes it easier to navigate challenges from a place of calm and clarity. This daily success habit has dramatically reduced my stress and anxiety and improved my performance and relationships with the people around me. This positive intelligence morning practice has replaced my meditation practice, requiring less time and providing higher impact. Throughout the day, I also use a few minutes of quiet breathing (I use the 4-7-8 breathing technique, which you can easily read up on) when Im getting ready for a difficult conversation or challenging meeting.

Science firmly backs the power of positive intelligence, as Shirzads organization makes clear:


Your brain is made up of neurons. When a signal travels down a neuron, it results in activation of other neurons based on synapses that connect neurons. But there are multiple choices for which direction the signal would travel. The question is which neuron will be activated. Every time a neuron activates another neuron, they become more closely wired together, making it more likely that the signal will go in that direction the next time around. This constitutes a neural pathway.

This is how a repeated action becomes an automatic habit. In Positive Intelligence, we use the powerful 10-second PQ Rep technique as a way of intercepting the old Saboteur responses, so we can pause and choose a new Sage response. Repetition results in Sage neural pathways (muscles) to counter the old Saboteur muscles. That is why our training results in sustained change, as opposed to results fading over time. Mental fitness is about building mental muscles and not just stopping at insights.5



HABIT #3: AN EVENING GRATITUDE PRACTICE

Before going to bed each night, take a few moments to reflect on your day with gratitude. If you capture your thoughts in a gratitude journal by your bedside table, you might even enjoy better sleep each night because your brain will be filled with positive thoughts. You can write a few bullet point notes about whom and what you are grateful for. They could be big or small thingsdate night with your spouse/partner, recovering from a sports injury, a successful meeting, a beautiful sunset, getting a promotion, a fun meal with family. Writing down even one or two things you appreciate shifts your focus from what might have gone wrong to what went right. Gratitude is the antithesis of stress and anxiety. This evening practice helps you end the day on a positive note and reinforces a mindset of appreciation rather than judgment.

The best thing about this habit is that gratitude will become second nature to you throughout each day. This reframes how you face difficulties and challenges and helps set the tone for inspired leadership.

CEO Success Story

Ive had the privilege of witnessing countless transformations in the CEOs Ive worked with. One story that particularly illustrates the power of moving from a self-critical mindset to inspired self-love involves a stressed-out CEO who was about to quit.

Mark was a brilliant and driven CEO. His company had just experienced its best year ever, and by all external measures
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