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Leader well-being is a sector issue

71%

of Canadian nonprofit 
leaders reported burnout at 

least sometimes

1 in 3

reported burnout often or 
extremely often

31%

of Canadian people 
managers who had left or 

were planning to leave their 
role said mental-health 
issues influenced their 

decision

YMCA WorkWell, 2024; Benefits Canada, 2025.
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When your organization talks about well-being…

Whose well-being do you picture?

Frontline employees   •   Leaders   •   Both   •   It varies

SHOW OF HANDS
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When leader well-being became personal

❖We recognized that many of our leaders were experiencing 
burnout

❖We also recognized that this was something we needed to address 
together, not something that senior leaders could do for others

❖This shifted the focus, not away from service quality, but towards 
the foundational importance of leader well-being 

4



WELL-BEING IN RELATIONSHIP Dan Steenburgh

P ER SO N A L  C O N TE X T

An influential leader

❖ Set high standards

❖ Worked at a pace that was difficult 
for others to sustain

❖ Did not always recognize when 
others were struggling

❖ Tended to be highly task-focused
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A personal journey

• Experience with burnout and  
well-being challenges

• Major life changes
• Trying to hold it together as a 

parent and a leader
• Finding my footing in a new and 

challenging leadership context
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Today’s conversation

1 What leaders carry

2 What the research tells us

3 Three assumptions to reconsider

4 Well-being in relationship
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What leaders carry

Responsibility does not create invulnerability.
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The “romance of leadership”

Why is leader well-being often overlooked?
❖ Leaders are perceived to experience greater well-being and have greater access to resources.
❖ Distress can appear inconsistent with the image of an effective leader.
❖ Those assumptions can make struggle easier to hide and harder to discuss.

Barling & Cloutier, 2017; Cloutier & Barling, 2023
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What leaders carry

Relational

❖ Responsibility for others
❖ Difficult relationships and 

conflict
❖ Carrying others’ emotions 

while managing your own

Organizational

❖ Heavy workloads and 
time pressure

❖ Resource and staffing 
constraints

❖ Competing priorities and 
task conflict

Cognitive

❖ Ambiguity and uncertainty
❖ Continuous decisions
❖ Pressure to remain 

composed

Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Steenburgh, 2024.

1
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Leaders are expected to support others and sustain the organization while managing their own demands.
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Why leader well-being matters

❖ Leader depletion can affect employees and teams (crossover effect).

❖ Diminished psychological resources can affect leadership behaviour.

❖ Fatigue is associated with lower commitment and greater turnover intention.

❖ High costs to the organization (turnover, productivity, etc.)

Byrne et al., 2014; Barling & Cloutier, 2017; Li, Y., Wang, Z., Yang, L.-Q., & Liu, S. (2016); Steenburgh, 2024.
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What the research tells us

Demands matter. Fatigue explains part of why. 
Support can change the outcome.
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The research question

When leaders experience high job demands, what role does 
psychological work fatigue play in their commitment and 

intention to leave, and can workplace support make a 
difference?

Steenburgh, 2024.
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Research model

JOB DEMANDS

Workload, pace, cognitive and 
emotional demands

PSYCHOLOGICAL
WORK FATIGUE

Mental and emotional depletion

WORK OUTCOMES

Affective commitment
Turnover intention

Potential buffers: 
• organizational support
• supervisor support 
• colleague support

Steenburgh, 2024; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Eisenberger et al., 1986.
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Which source(s) of support do you think buffered the effect 
of psychological work fatigue on affective commitment?

Slido appThe Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

How to change the design

https://www.slido.com/powerpoint-polling?utm_source=powerpoint&utm_medium=placeholder-slide
https://www.slido.com/support/ppi/how-to-change-the-design
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The result

AFFECTIVE COMMITMENT

Supervisor support was the only tested 
support that significantly buffered the 

relationship between fatigue and 
commitment.

TURNOVER INTENTION

None of the three supports significantly 
buffered the relationship between 

fatigue and turnover intention.

Care and support can change the outcome, even when demands stay the same

Staying is not the same as thriving.

Steenburgh, 2024.
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What leaders said helped — and what they needed

Organization

❖ Benefits and 
counselling

❖ Flexible work and 
time off

❖ Wellness culture

Supervisor

❖ Availability and 
debriefing

❖ Regular check-ins
❖ Empathy and 

recognition

Colleagues

❖ Strong peer 
relationships

❖ Collaboration
❖ External networks

Work design & 
funding

❖ Administrative 
capacity

❖ Workload and 
coverage

❖ Funding and 
compensation

Steenburgh, 2024, qualitative findings.
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What the research suggests

1 High demands are especially consequential when they leave leaders depleted.

2 A leader may stay while becoming less connected to the organization.

3 Care and support from above can protect that connection, even when demands remain.

4 Some demands require organizational or sector-level responses.

Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Steenburgh, 2024.

1
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Three assumptions to 
reconsider

A contextual approach to strengths, boundaries, and 
demands.
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Assumption 1

“The best people are well-rounded”

Effective people make distinctive contributions through particular strengths.

Adapted from Buckingham & Goodall (2019).

Buckingham & Goodall, 2019.

2
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Are we developing people to contribute at their best, or 
trying to make them more well-rounded?
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Strengths have sharp edges
The goal isn't well-roundedness. It's impact.

❖ Focus on where people can contribute most
❖ Build on strengths for more effective, 

sustainable performance
❖ Recognize when strengths become overused
❖ Manage limitations that get in the way
❖ Build complementary relationships and teams

Buckingham & Goodall, 2019;

2
1

Organizations are often built to see how we 
measure up to a standardized model, rather than 
how we can contribute our unique strengths
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T A B L E D I S C U S S I ON

Strengths, overuse, and complementarity 7 minutes

What leadership practices help people contribute from their strengths?
Consider:
• What is one strength you rely on, and when can it become overused?
• What complementary strengths do you need from others?
• How well do you recognize and support the distinctive strengths of those you lead?

2
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From well-roundedness to contribution

❖ Understand where each leader creates their best impact.

❖ Distinguish limitations that must be managed from differences that do not need to be fixed.

❖ Build complementary teams and relationships.

❖ Pay attention to the effect of strengths when they are overused.

Buckingham & Goodall, 2019; Steenburgh, 2024.

2
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10-MINUTE BREAK

Think of a time when the relationship above you made a 
demanding period either more sustainable or more difficult.

What did that person do, or fail to do, that made the difference?
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Assumption 2

“Work-life balance is the goal”

What values do you or your organization place around work-life balance? 
Is work-life balance a realistic goal? Does it fit everyone’s needs? 

Inspired by Buckingham & Goodall, 2019; informed by Clark, 2000 and Kossek et al., 2012.
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How do you prefer to manage work 
and the rest of your life?

Slido appThe Slido app must be installed on every computer you’re presenting from

How to change the design

https://www.slido.com/powerpoint-polling?utm_source=powerpoint&utm_medium=placeholder-slide
https://www.slido.com/support/ppi/how-to-change-the-design
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Fit, agency, boundaries, and recovery

❖ Some people prefer clear separation and 
some prefer intentional integration

❖ Boundary preferences and workable 
arrangements differ by person and context

❖ Leaders can support their organizations by 
supporting what works for those they lead 
and adapting policies and work design to 
accommodate flexibility

Clark, 2000; Kossek et al., 2012; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Reid, 2015.

2
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T A B L E D I S C U S S I ON

Work-life fit 7 minutes

1
Where do you need firm boundaries, and where does flexibility or overlap help make your 
preferred arrangement sustainable?

2 How can you support those you lead to find the boundaries that work best for them?

3
How can organizations support different arrangements while maintaining fairness and 
operational clarity?

2
8
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What this means for leaders and organizations

❖ Avoid prescribing one ideal arrangement

❖ Create enough trust for people to discuss what works

❖ Support boundaries without equating commitment with constant availability

❖ Address work design, not only individual coping

Clark, 2000; Kossek et al., 2012; Reid, 2015; Perlow & Kelly, 2014.

2
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Assumption 3

“Effective leaders can manage it all”

3
0

What assumptions do people have about what leaders should be able to accomplish? What 
pressures do you and those you lead face to “manage it all”?
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The mission-driven leadership trap

Protect employees Carry more

Preserve services Take on what isn’t resourced

Stay committed Keep going while depleted

Make it work Hide the true capacity problem

Steenburgh, 2024; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; McFadden et al., 2015; Reid, 2015.

3
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T A B L E D I S C U S S I ON

Demands, capacity, and support 8 minutes

1 What are we asking leaders to carry that they were never meant to carry alone?

2 What would we do differently if we treated capacity as something we create together, rather 
than something individuals are expected to have?

3 What is one unwritten expectation of leadership that we should challenge?

3
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What supportive supervisors can do

❖ Clarify priorities and reduce ambiguity

❖ Authorize work to stop or change

❖ Help obtain or redistribute resources

❖ Advocate upward

❖ Create space to debrief

❖ Recognize fatigue early

❖ Show care and solidarity

❖Maintain accountability

Care and support can matter even when the demand cannot be removed

3
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Well-being in relationship

Support is a dialogue, not a checklist.
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Three relational resources

Teams

• Complementary strengths
• Shared ownership and 

problem-solving
• Candid challenge and 

perspective
• Mutual support and load-

sharing

Supervisor (or Board)

• Clarity and prioritization
• Honest dialogue
• Authority, challenge, and 

support

Organization & Sector

• Work design and 
resources

• Funding and system 
conditions

• Advocacy and collective 
action

3
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Support as a dialogue, not a checklist

A CHECKLIST ASKS

What wellness program do 
we offer?

A DIALOGUE ASKS

What are you carrying?

What is depleting you?

What can we change together?

3
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Closing Reflection: Think of one leader you support

❖ What is this person especially good at?

❖ What might this person be carrying that you do not see?

❖ What demand could you help clarify, reduce, or renegotiate?

❖ What conversation have you not yet had?

❖ What support do you need to support this person well?

3
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LEADERS THRIVE
IN RELATIONSHIP

Capable and accountable.
Human and relational.

Leader well-being is personal, relational, 
organizational, and essential to the 
sustainability of social services.

Thank You!
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