
Glain Roberts-McCabe 
sat down with Roundtable 
Member, Eleanor Elliott, 
Director, Digital Capabilities 
at Harlequin who shares 
her perspective on how to 

keep a team optimistic in 
times of turbulence.

Mentoring MATTERS

Q
Our industry is facing a vast 
amount of change and uncertainty.  
What can I do to keep my team 
optimistic about the future, despite 
all of this external turbulence? 
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In today’s uncertain economic and political landscape, it’s 
natural for team members to be worried about the future, but it’s 
important to ensure that their worry doesn’t fester into pessimism 
and disengagement.

You won’t inspire confidence in your team if you yourself are 
mired in pessimism, so first, you have to get comfortable with 
uncertainty. And I mean, really, truly! You can’t fake this part. To 
do this, I recommend two simple things:

1. Imagine the worst outcome. Your industry has a huge 
shake up, the product you are responsible for is suddenly 
obsolete and you lose your job. That could happen. So, 
what happens next? Work it out in your mind, and get 
comfortable with the possibility and how you’ll respond. 
That leads us to…

2. Tell yourself that no matter what happens, you’ll figure it 
out. You are a smart, effective leader. It’s unlikely you’d be 
reading this article if you weren’t! You have the capacity to 
handle any situation that comes your way. You’ve already 
worked through the worst case scenario – don’t spend any 
more time on all the other permutations of “what if”, just be 
confident that no matter what curveball you get thrown, 
you’ll figure it out.

Once you get truly comfortable with uncertainty, you can 
effectively lead your team members.

In a 2015 study that surveyed 189,000 people across 81 
organizations worldwide, McKinsey & Company determined that 
there are 4 leadership qualities that matter. While they are all 
important and worth reading about, I’m going to focus on one:  
Be Supportive. 

According to McKinsey & Co, here’s what this means: 

“Leaders who are supportive understand and sense how 
other people feel. By showing authenticity and a sincere 
interest in those around them, they build trust and inspire 
and help colleagues to overcome challenges. They intervene 
in group work to promote organizational efficiency, allaying 
unwarranted fears about external threats and preventing the 
energy of employees from dissipating into internal conflict.”
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For your team to trust you to lead them, you must be authentic, 
supportive and inspire them. Here’s how you can do this:

Acknowledge the uncertainty. Whether it’s in one-on-one 
meetings or team status, it’s important that you acknowledge 
that things are turbulent. Pretending that everything is hunky-
dory will only make you look naive and will undermine your 
authority as a leader. Don’t be afraid to say “I don’t know”! It is 
better to admit that you don’t know exactly what’s coming, than 
to bluster your way through, only to be proven wrong down the 
road.

Encourage your team to focus on what is in their control. If 
you’re going to admit that you don’t know what’s coming, you 
have to give your team the sense that not everything is left to 
chance, and that’s by focusing on what they CAN control. Every 
member of every team in every organization has some control 
over their work. As senior leaders, you can control how much 
information you gather on your industry and your strategic 
response. Managers can control how they’ll approach and 
respond to problems and opportunities, and how they’ll interact 
with peers and others in the organization. And every team 
member can control the efficiency, effectiveness and quality of 
their work. By focusing on what is within their control, they will 
spend less time worrying about what isn’t.

Develop individual pride. Pride is often confused with 
arrogance, so I don’t see it discussed frequently in the workplace. 
That said, I believe it is a critical piece of employee satisfaction 
and is sorely lacking in most teams. Being results oriented is 
important, yes (it’s another one of those 4 leadership traits from 
that same McKinsey & Co study), but it can often be difficult for 
a team member to connect their individual accomplishment to 
corporate results – and it’s those corporate results that often 
get celebrated. Effective leaders encourage team members to 
develop a sense of pride for their individual accomplishments.  I 
do this in my weekly team status meeting. After team members 
share their highest priorities for the week ahead, they must also 
share something they are proud of from the previous week. 



Glain Roberts-McCabe is passionate about the art of 
leadership and supporting ambitious mid-career leaders. 
She created The Roundtable to provide emerging 
leaders with the navigational skills, tools and savvy 
needed to manage increases in scope, pressure and 
leadership complexity.
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Feeling proud of your individual contribution fosters a sense 
of meaning in your work and sharing these ‘moments of pride’ 
in a team meeting also encourages a sense of team pride – 
that we’re all in this together, doing our best. It’s a lot easier to 
weather a storm if you feel like you’re surrounded by a great 
team.

The truth is, everything is uncertain. What’s that saying? Nothing 
can be said to be certain, except death and taxes? Rather than 
dwell in the negative space of “what if”, encourage your team 
(and yourself!) to move forward with optimism. You won’t have 
any more control over what’s to come, but you will be a lot 
happier along the way.

Eleanor Elliott leads, mentors and engages a 
multidisciplinary team of high-performing 
professionals as the Director, Digital 
Capabilities for Harlequin – Canada’s 
most successful publisher and one of its 
most international businesses. 

Eleanor holds a Master’s degree in 
Business Administration from the Schulich 

School of Business (York University) 
and the Kellogg School of Management 

(Northwestern University) and has almost two 
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