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Introduction

The road ran straight as a ruler to the horizon, with nothing 
on either side of it. No cars. No buildings. No shade. Just two 
twenty-somethings in a rental car, 48 degrees outside and a 

fuel gauge that had just dropped to reserve. We were two hours into a 
six-hour drive through Death Valley.

To explain how I got there, I have to rewind to the summer of 
1996. I was fresh out of university, living in the UK, with a heart full 
of hope for what my life could become. I was hungry for freedom 
and new challenges, so when the chance came to spend six weeks 
travelling the depth and breadth of California, I jumped in feet first. 
The plan was simple. My partner at the time and I would travel from 
the northern tip of the Shasta region through to LA and back up to 
Reno, Nevada, via the stark, god-forsaken landscape of Death Valley 
National Park.

To say I ‘planned’ the trip is a gross overstatement. Sure, I worked 
out flights, visas and a rough itinerary of where we would stop. I 
even purchased a new backpack, sleeping bag and the ubiquitous 90s 
Lonely Planet guide. That, however, was where my trip preparation 
ended. I didn’t plan for the realities of travelling through some of the 
most unforgiving terrain on earth, nor did I consider what we would 
do if something went wrong far from help.

This lack of preplanning sure came back to bite me a few weeks 
later, when in the height of summer in a part of the world that boasts 
the highest recorded temperature on earth, we entered Death Valley 



2 3

THE DNA OF PERFORMANCE INTRODUCTION

in a discounted three-door rental hatchback. Our ludicrous ‘desert 
toolkit’ also consisted of four one-litre bottles of water, four snack 
bars and one paper map. No joke.

Despite the massive alarm bells we should have been hearing, we 
started our journey—a six-hour desert trip with no petrol stations, 
crazy hot temperatures and record heat-related deaths—with the 
same level of carefree insouciance one would muster for a half-day 
picnic at the local beach.

But, as you’ve probably guessed, our carefree journey didn’t stay 
carefree for long. Two hours into the trip, surrounded by some of the 
most beautiful and most hostile landscape I’d ever seen, I glanced at 
the dashboard only to see that the fuel gauge was pointing to reserve.

Reserve? Incredulous at first, I blinked. Then I shook my head 
briskly, as if to sweep away the mental cobwebs that had accumulated 
from the long drive on a straight road through the immense, silent 
landscape. But the gauge still stubbornly pointed to the red reserve line.

My gut clenched. I felt panic slowly rising in my chest, and the 
unmistakable wave of adrenaline-fuelled nausea filling my throat. A 
flurry of questions raced through my mind:

Had I checked the fuel tank before starting the journey?
Did the guy at the rental car company say I should fill up? Or did he say 

the fuel tank was full?
How many miles had we driven since then?
What was the size of the petrol tank?
How far until the first petrol station?
Think! Think! Think!
But the more I willed myself to think, the more my coherence was 

hijacked by the panic that was now in full tilt.
Sharing the news with my partner only triggered his own panic. 

A flurry of rhetorical questions followed—very similar to those I’d 
already been asking myself.

Had I not checked the fuel?

I signed the car papers: hadn’t I done a thorough check before signing?
Didn’t I know I should always check the rental car before I sign 

the papers?
It all went downhill from there. We turned off the air conditioning 

to save on petrol, and as the temperature inside the car rose, so did 
my adrenaline and cortisol levels. I felt anxious, scared and frustrated 
with myself for not checking the petrol, and angry with my partner 
for not sharing the responsibility—I mean, aren’t we a team?

More worries consumed my thoughts. What if we didn’t make it? 
How much water did we bring with us? How long had it been since we had 
passed the last car? All the while, I was trying to remember any poten-
tially useful titbits of information I’d ever read about desert survival.

As we drove on our quickly evaporating petrol, my partner and I 
continued arguing over whose fault it was, and the next few hours 
passed in a relay of blame, resentment and agonising fear over 
whether we would die in the desert. Eventually we got our wits about 
us and started talking about what really mattered—what we would 
do when the car finally ran out and we were stranded in this heat 
and exposure.

As it turned out, the car never stopped. We never actually ran out 
of petrol. While the fuel gauge stubbornly remained on reserve, we 
managed to panic-drive all the way to Reno where a local mechanic 
found an electrical error in the dashboard. The car had not been close 
to empty—but my preparation and knowledge was. Because of that, I 
drove 300km with stress levels through the roof, I severely damaged 
my relationship with my partner and I wasted a unique opportunity 
to be fully present in an extraordinary landscape.

Navigating today’s leadership desert

Even if you’ve never been stranded in Death Valley, this scenario 
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probably feels uncomfortably familiar. Because right now, leaders 
are navigating their own version of an unknown desert, one far more 
complex than anything previous generations have faced.

We’re dealing with teams scattered across time zones and conti-
nents. Markets that can shift overnight due to geopolitical tensions 
or a single social media post from a head of state. AI that’s simulta-
neously being hailed as the salvation of the human race and feared 
for making entire professions obsolete, often in the same week. 
Supply chains that can collapse because of a ship stuck in a canal or a 
factory shutdown halfway around the world.

Add to this economic uncertainty and a workforce that’s funda-
mentally reassessing what they want from work and life, and many 
of our traditional leadership playbooks feel as useful as that paper 
map I carried into Death Valley.

As leaders today, we might feel like we’re driving through 
uncharted territory with no clear destination, no reliable GPS and, 
critically, a fuel tank that’s already running dangerously low.

Leadership on empty is a leadership crisis

I’ve been working with high-performing leaders for nearly two 
decades, and here’s what I’ve learned: the fatigue, burnout and 
loss of resilience that many leaders are experiencing didn’t start 
with recent global events, and they won’t magically disappear on 
their own.

In fact, the pressures have only intensified since I began this 
work. What I faced in the early 2000s were leaders describing what 
felt like already-impossible demands: long hours, constant travel, 
the always-on culture of the early smartphone era. And for many of 
the women I worked with, the relentless work of pushing against a 
glass ceiling that hadn’t yet started to crack. It was hard then. But 
what those clients described 20 years ago looks almost manageable 

compared to what crosses my desk now. Today’s leaders aren’t just 
dealing with more, they’re dealing with more kinds of things at 
once, and the human nervous system, brilliant as it is, did not get 
the memo.

This constant acceleration has created an invisible but pervasive 
strain on leaders, because they’re trying to perform at a level that 
far exceeds what their biology was ever designed to sustain. For too 
long, we’ve operated under the unspoken rule that achieving the 
highest levels of professional success requires trading wellbeing for 
performance. So we’re making complex decisions, carrying a huge 
emotional load and navigating relentless context-shifting at a speed 
that outpaces any meaningful recovery. The result is a generation of 
mentally and physically exhausted leaders who keep driving forward 
despite their fuel gauge firmly pointing to reserve.

I know because I lived it.
I understand this crisis intimately because I once drove myself 

at a million miles an hour, feeling so invincible that I ignored every 
warning sign, until my fuel tank got so empty that I hit major burnout.

For years I worked as a leader in the UK, first in publishing, then 
in the service sector. The demands on my time, my body and my per-
sonal life were enormous. I loved my job so much that I was entirely 
devoted to the success of the business, the teams I led and the brand 
I represented. I stayed later than anyone else and was the first to 
arrive. I worked weekends and often even while on holiday. I lived, 
breathed and, during the few hours I slept, dreamed of the business.

When my partner and friends pointed out my lack of availabil-
ity for personal downtime, I felt misunderstood and resentful, so I 
doubled my efforts to prove I could fit it all in. When they mentioned 
I was becoming short-tempered and difficult to deal with, I rational-
ised it was just until we reached the next deadline (there were always 
two or three more deadlines waiting).

When I started relying more heavily on coffee to make it through 
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the afternoon, I justified it as normal for someone ‘a bit tired’ due 
to current responsibilities. When coffee stopped working and my 
doctor told me, in plain terms, to slow down, I shrugged off her 
advice, thinking I just needed a holiday.

But I wasn’t fine. The weeks turned to months and then to years 
until one day my system finally hit the wall. I crashed hard. My 
insomnia became so severe that despite feeling deep and constant 
exhaustion, I’d wake 10 to 20 times every night even when taking 
sleeping tablets. A walk around the block would leave me exhausted 
for hours. After years of thriving on challenge, I could barely muster 
enough energy for the basics of daily life.

That experience didn’t just break me. It also taught me an impor-
tant lesson. It taught me how easy it is for driven, capable people to 
run themselves into the ground without ever noticing the slide (and 
certainly without understanding that there might be another path 
forward). And over time, I began to see the same patterns every-
where, especially in the leaders I worked with.

These weren’t people lacking capability or commitment. In fact, 
most were exceptionally driven, high-functioning leaders trying to 
carry workloads and emotional demands that no human nervous 
system was designed to sustain indefinitely. Some felt completely 
depleted. Others noticed their energy becoming inconsistent and 
unreliable, with their resilience worn so thin that small setbacks now 
felt disproportionately heavy. Still others lived with a kind of ‘wired’ 
type of energy that felt impossible to maintain, running more on 
adrenaline and caffeine rather than real vitality.

Does this sound like you? Do you find your motivation ebbing 
and flowing based on how much caffeine you have left in the tank? 
Trouble switching off despite heroic levels of exhaustion? Periods of 
brain fog when you struggle to concentrate? Losing your composure 
over things that wouldn’t have rattled you a year ago? And perhaps 

most concerning, are you wondering what happened to that vibrant, 
enthusiastic person you used to be?

If any of this sounds familiar, you’re not alone, and you’re not 
imagining it. When I ask the leaders I work with how long they’ve 
been driving on reserve, most of them realise they’re not actually 
sure. When I ask what’s draining them, they usually point out first, 
to demanding jobs, lack of time, high responsibilities or difficult 
team members.

And chances are, you’ve been doing it too. It’s easier to look out-
ward first. But somewhere underneath, you already know it’s not 
just the workload. As someone used to feeling energised, motivated 
and engaged, this decline is likely deeply concerning to you. You may 
worry that while you still appear in control on the outside, inside you 
feel weary and disconnected. You might be experiencing low-grade 
anxiety about your declining ability to make sharp decisions, or 
questioning whether all the sacrifice is worth it.

So you take charge. You double your efforts, trying to give more 
of yourself to your business, team and family, while having less and 
less to give. But it doesn’t work. Because it’s not the capability or 
commitment that’s failing you. No matter which version of exhaus-
tion you’re living with, the story is the same—you’re running on 
empty while trying to operate at full speed, and it’s not your fault.

Your personal operating manual

It’s not your fault. But it is, from here, your responsibility, and the 
first step is understanding how you actually work. Like me setting off 
into Death Valley without understanding what my rental car could 
actually handle, most leaders are navigating their careers without 
understanding their own operating manual.

We spend time, money and care maintaining our cars, homes and 
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devices to ensure peak performance. Yet when it comes to ourselves, 
the single most important asset in our professional lives, we oper-
ate with a ‘hope for the best’ approach. We skimp on sleep, work 
extremely long hours, fuel ourselves with coffee, sugar and will-
power, and then act surprised when something gives way.

Even doing all the ‘right’ things like eating well, sleeping more, 
or training regularly won’t get you far if you don’t know how your 
body actually works. Doing the right things in general isn’t the same 
as doing the right things for you.

You probably already know people who seem to handle the same 
things differently than you do. The colleague who stays calm in a 
crisis while you’re churning inside. The friend who sleeps deeply no 
matter what, while you wake at 3am replaying a difficult conversa-
tion. The partner who can eat a plate of pasta at lunch and stay sharp 
all afternoon, while the same meal leaves you sleepy and slow by 
3pm. The CEO who downs three coffees a day and sleeps like a baby at 
night, while two leave you staring at the ceiling at midnight. There is 
no universal manual; there is only yours.

And it’s written in your DNA.
Your genes hold the information to build you, rebuild you and 

keep you working optimally and efficiently. Instead of taking shots 
in the dark with generic wellness advice that may or may not work 
for you, your genetic information provides the specific instruction 
manual on how to take care of your body so it keeps performing at 
its best.

Why this matters more than ever

Leadership has never been more demanding. The pace of change, 
the constant pressure to adapt, the weight of decisions made under 
uncertainty—all of it collides with a workforce asking harder 

questions about what work is for, while technology is rewriting 
entire industries faster than organisations can respond.

In that environment, your technical skills, however hard-earned, 
are no longer a competitive advantage. AI can analyse data, write the 
report and even draft the code. What AI cannot do is inject energy 
into a demoralised team, hold a room through a difficult decision or 
transform ordinary work into work that matters. That spark, that life 
force that transforms ordinary teams into extraordinary ones, starts 
with you. And you cannot give what you don’t have.

That is why energy and resilience will be the real competi-
tive advantages of the next decade. Not longer hours. Not pushing 
harder. Not white-knuckling your way through another quarter on 
caffeine and good intentions. The leaders who will thrive are the 
ones who understand their own biology well enough to work with it, 
not against it.

Leading well in the 21st century is about having the physical and 
mental capacity to show up fully, clear-minded and energised, and 
to positively influence the people around you rather than merely 
trying to get through the day.

Your journey to unstoppable vitality

This book is your invitation and a roadmap to rebuild your energy 
from the inside out, so your leadership doesn’t cost your wellbeing 
but instead elevates it.

The journey is organised into three parts:

Part 1 helps you assess your current fuel tank by understand-
ing where your reserves stand and how this impacts your life 
and leadership.
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Part 2 reveals your genetic Energy Signature—your unique DNA 
blueprint for optimal performance.

Part 3 provides your personalised high-performance toolkit, a 
practical action plan designed specifically for your biology to help 
you sustain energy, build resilience and perform at your best.

My aim is that this book will help you plan for your future perfor-
mance like you would for a challenging expedition: with all systems 
checked, a deep understanding of your own potential and limits, and 
a roadmap to help you fully experience the journey while reaching 
your destination with plenty of fuel left in the tank. You’ll have a 
strategy as unique as your fingerprint—one that fits you, not some-
one else.

If you’re ready to stop driving on empty, and start performing at 
your genetic potential, you’re in the right place.

Let’s begin.

~ Alessandra

PART 1

WHY WE’RE  
RUNNING ON EMPTY
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Before you can fix what’s draining you, you have to know how 
empty you actually are.

Most leaders I work with arrive convinced they know the 
answer. They tell me they’re ‘a bit tired’, ‘running a bit hot’ or ‘going 
through a stretch’. What they almost never tell me—because they 
haven’t done the maths—is how many years it’s been since they last 
felt genuinely energised, how long their reserves have been deplet-
ing and what that exhaustion is now costing them across every part 
of their life.

Part I of this book, then, is your fuel-gauge check. The next two 
chapters will help you see clearly where you actually are, not where 
you think you should be or where others assume you to be.

Chapter 1 explores the modern fatigue epidemic and why so many 
capable, driven leaders are running on fumes without fully recog-
nising it. Chapter 2 introduces the Unstoppable Leader Ladder, a 
framework designed to help you understand how your energy levels 
influence your performance, your presence and the way others expe-
rience your leadership.

This part is not the fix. The fix comes later, and it’s personalised 
because your biology is unique. But personalised strategies only 
work if you start with an honest reading of the dashboard.
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Chapter 1

The Fatigue Epidemic

‘I thought I was Superman. I felt I could do everything.’

— António Horta-Osório, CEO, Lloyds Banking Group

António Horta-Osório said this in 2017, six years after taking 
the top job at Lloyds Banking Group and admitting himself, 
eight months in, to a psychiatric clinic for stress-related 

insomnia.1 He had not slept for five consecutive nights. At the time, 
he was one of the most disciplined and celebrated CEOs in Europe. 
He spent nine days at the Priory, an exclusive London clinic favoured 
by royals, rock stars and high-profile celebrities, sealed off from all 
outside contact and resting 16 hours a day with the help of prescrip-
tion medication.

If a man like that can mistake himself for Superman, the rest of us 
should probably pay attention.

Finding myself unprepared in the desert helped me realise 
something uncomfortable about modern leadership: many high-
performing people are driving through their own version of Death 
Valley, pushing forward without checking their internal fuel gauge 
and with no real plan for what happens if the system breaks down.
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My car’s faulty dashboard nearly left me stranded in the desert. 
Leaders do something similar every day. They continue operating 
at full throttle long after their internal warning signs have started 
flashing, assuming they can push through indefinitely. But unlike 
a broken-down car, the human nervous system doesn’t come with 
roadside assistance. Even the most disciplined and capable leaders 
eventually pay a price when they ignore their biology for too long.

Breaking the silence

When Jeff Kindler announced in 2010 that he was stepping down as 
CEO of pharmaceutical giant Pfizer, he had been at the helm of the 
$138 billion company for five years. He had experienced huge pres-
sure from the board as he dealt with a lagging share price, relent-
less shareholder disappointment and the looming patent expiry of 
Lipitor.2 In his announcement, he cited the incredibly demanding 
nature of his job and his need to ‘recharge his batteries’.3 You can bet 
business eyebrows were raised faster than you could say Viagra.

His explanation shocked the business world. This was the first 
time a Fortune 50 CEO had publicly claimed something like burn-
out (though this wasn’t the phrase used) as the reason for stepping 
down, and many saw this as breaking the unspoken C-suite rule: you 
don’t air your dirty laundry in public.

Kindler didn’t care. Instead of the usual carefully scripted fare-
well stating that it was time to move on to new challenges, he offered 
a surprisingly human statement that simply cited the harsh 24/7 
nature of his responsibilities and the exhaustion that followed.

Rather than being hailed as an overworked leader finally naming 
a common problem, Kindler was met with immediate backlash. The 
media dismissed him as a ‘surprise’ choice in the first place$ and 
then continued by attacking him with articles like ‘Pfizer’s Kindler 

Flames Out’%. His departure was widely described as abrupt, and 
business commentators, including The Week, noted how unusual it 
was for a CEO of a company as large as Pfizer to openly cite the per-
sonal demands of the job as a reason for stepping down.&

Yet Kindler was not a bad CEO or an exception to the rule. In fact, 
his approach to work was straight from the 20th-century execu-
tive playbook: always-on mentality, no weekend downtime and 
seemingly unending late-night, rapid-fire communications with 
his team.7

Kindler might have been the most noteworthy and widely 
reported, but three years earlier, Arianna Huffington, co-founder 
of The Huffington Post, had reached her own brutal breaking point 
when she literally collapsed at her desk from exhaustion, breaking 
her cheekbone and cutting her eye.( The body, it turns out, is not 
subtle. At the time, The Huffington Post was exploding with growth. 
Like many high achievers, Huffington had convinced herself that 
sleep was optional. ‘I thought I could get by on four or five hours and 
be perfectly fine,’ she later wrote in her book The Sleep Revolution.)

Her collapse transformed her perspective entirely, becoming 
what she describes as her ‘wake up call’.10 Following her collapse, 
she began speaking candidly about burnout, challenging the ‘sleep 
when you’re dead’ mentality that pervades corporate culture.11 Her 
admission that success at the cost of wellbeing isn’t success at all 
marked a significant shift in leadership conversations.12

And then came Horta-Osório. You’ve already met him—the 
celebrated Lloyds CEO who was admitted to a clinic after five con-
secutive sleepless nights. When he returned to work two months 
later, he didn’t slip right back into the usual corporate script. In a 
2017 Times interview, he described the experience in startling terms, 
comparing the sleep deprivation he’d endured to the methods used 
to torture prisoners and admitting the job ‘almost broke me’.13 He 
described the unspoken rule many high-performing leaders live by: 
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that the less you sleep and the more you work, the better. His expe-
rience became a turning point in how he led. With his psychiatrist, 
Dr Stephen Pereira, he designed the Optimal Leadership Resilience 
Programme, a 12-month initiative rolled out to 200 of Lloyds’ senior 
executives, covering nutrition, mindfulness and cognitive behav-
ioural tools. The bank hoped that a new culture of wellbeing would 
filter down through the organisation.1$

The body always wins

On the surface, these three executives seem to have little in common 
beyond their titles and public admissions of exhaustion. Kindler led 
a pharmaceutical giant, Huffington built a digital media empire and 
Horta-Osório ran one of the UK’s largest banks. But they were all 
operating under the same dangerous assumption that high levels of 
success somehow exempt us from basic human biology.

It’s the executive version of an astronaut returning from zero 
gravity and deciding the laws of gravity no longer apply on Earth. 
We would call that either madness or extraordinary hubris. Yet many 
high performers live this way for years, believing they can outwork 
sleep, override stress, suppress exhaustion and push indefinitely 
beyond the limits of recovery.

Eventually, the body responds. And the body always wins.

The superhuman syndrome

I call this mindset the ‘superhuman syndrome’, and it’s one of the 
most damaging patterns I see in high-performing leaders. Having 
lived through my own version of it during my burnout years in the 
UK, I can usually spot the signs across a room: the walk, the constant 

grip on the phone, the way someone describes an impossible week as 
‘fine’. It affects men and women equally and follows a surprisingly 
predictable progression.

Burnout doesn’t arrive all at once, and it’s not the result of a 
single event. It starts with the denial of our basic human needs. Sleep 
is usually the first casualty, followed by erratic eating patterns such 
as skipping meals, then bingeing on whatever’s convenient. Next, 
recreation and social time are slowly carved away. Over time, this 
erosion of our human needs dulls self-awareness, strains relation-
ships and leaves us feeling emotionally disconnected and depleted at 
the deepest level.

When we’re in the grip of superhuman syndrome, our brain 
shifts into a heightened state of arousal. Stress- and reward-related 
chemicals such as cortisol, dopamine, noradrenaline and adrenaline 
rise, temporarily increasing alertness, drive and perceived capabil-
ity. At the same time, the neurotransmitter acetylcholine, which is 
involved in attention and memory, also spikes.1% This cascade cre-
ates intense feelings of strength, energy, confidence and control as 
we ride waves of increased productivity. Leaders often describe this 
phase as feeling faster, stronger and sharper than usual. Which they 
are—for a while. It’s also why, if you’re relatively healthy, under 40 
and you’re willing to do it, it’s possible to sustain this pattern for 
years, even decades.

Delusion is one of the most common features of superhuman 
syndrome. It’s the belief that even if we skimp on sleep and basic 
nutrition, we can still feel amazing, on top of the world and ready to 
conquer anything for years to come. Those feelings are reinforced by 
powerful neurochemical surges that temporarily make exhaustion 
harder to recognise.

Despite how it might feel at the start, we cannot continue like 
this forever because the body’s adaptive systems—the mechanisms 
that help us cope with stress, change and demand—eventually wear 
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down under chronic strain.1& We can think of it like a car engine that 
becomes less efficient with time. In the same way, our body requires 
more and more fuel to do the same tasks as we age. Eventually, unless 
we give it the right fuel, we’ll become so underpowered that we need 
help even to tackle the smallest of challenges.

Over years of working closely with senior leaders, I have seen 
firsthand how pressure shows up in the body, not just in behaviour 
or mindset. When I review the biomarker results of my executive cli-
ents, the gap between how they feel and what their biology is actually 
doing is sometimes startling. Often they’re much closer to break-
down than superhuman vitality. I find that stress hormones have 
flooded their systems, making them feel invincible and ready to take 
on the world,17 a feeling often further fuelled by copious amounts 
of caffeine. These same hormones also suppress their appetite and 
deceive them into ignoring their body’s natural signals of exhaus-
tion. So what looks like peak performance on the outside is often a 
body running on borrowed time.

This cycle of delusion can be hard to break, especially for those 
who genetically produce high levels of stress chemicals and experi-
ence prolonged periods of productivity. But as we’ll see in Chapter 2, 
energy decline rarely happens all at once. Most leaders slide gradu-
ally down the ladder without recognising how much of themselves 
they’ve already lost along the way.

While this is my lived clinical experience working with high-
performing executives, science bears it out. A Harvard Business 
School study, led by professors Michael Porter and Nitin Nohria, 
tracked 27 chief executives around the clock for 13 weeks each, 
logging their time in 15-minute increments—some 60,000 hours 
of data in all. Upon analysis, the results were telling: CEOs work an 
average of 62.5 hours per week, and conduct business on 79% of 
weekend days and 70% of vacation days.1( Long hours have become 

the modern executive default, either to advance their career or 
simply to stay afloat. But eventually, the bill arrives.

Good dollars and bad dollars

During my own recovery from burnout, I realised something about 
the true cost of success. Not all business achievements are created 
equal. Every dollar earned carries a hidden price tag, and most of us 
don’t stop to read it until it’s too late. The cost might be your health, 
your relationships or family moments you can never get back. While 
your financial wealth grows and your achievements accumulate, 
another account silently runs dry.

When I understood this, I began to see its broader application. I 
started to separate success into two categories: good ‘dollars’ and 
bad ‘dollars’, or good price tags versus bad ones, depending on the 
true cost of the achievement.

Bad dollars buy the visible markers of success—the watch, the 
upgrade, the corner office. But they’re often paid for with the invis-
ible ones—a body that still works at 70, a spouse who still likes you, 
children who pick up the phone. By contrast good dollars are earned 
in ways that support your health rather than spend it, strengthen 
relationships rather than strain them and allow success to coexist 
with both your purpose and your health. These are the dollars that 
build financial wealth without draining the life behind it.

No amount of money or career advancement can buy back real 
friends, repair a neglected family or fully restore a body pushed 
beyond its limits.
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We can’t outwork our biological limits

I’ve navigated two deserts in my life. One was literal, that summer in 
Nevada. The other was burnout. Both taught me the same thing: that 
our body has biological limits we can’t outwork. That’s because our 
DNA and physiology determine how much energy we can sustainably 
expend, and those limits apply whether we acknowledge them or not.

Just like my rental car had specific fuel quirks and capacity limits 
I should have understood—but didn’t bother to—before taking on 
a potentially perilous desert journey, each of us possesses unique 
genetic predispositions that shape our response to stress, our 
recovery needs and our optimal performance zones. And we need 
to understand these before taking on the pressures of executive-
level leadership.

This isn’t about making excuses for our limitations. On the 
contrary, the smartest leaders learn to partner with their biology, 
respecting its limits while unlocking its strengths. When we under-
stand our personal operating manual, we stop wasting energy fight-
ing ourselves and start directing it towards strategies that allow us 
to perform and recover sustainably.

The foundation of all this is self-awareness. It’s where the book 
begins and where your work as a leader begins too. Self-awareness 
allows you to notice your internal state more clearly. By observing 
your energy patterns, emotional responses and behavioural tenden-
cies, you can better align your choices with your biology, your values 
and your long-term goals.

This isn’t always simple or straightforward. It requires the cour-
age to confront limiting beliefs and the discipline of regular self-
reflection. More importantly, it means learning to recognise the subtle 
early warning signs of energy depletion such as persistent fatigue, 
increased irritability, scattered attention or chronic procrastination. 

When you catch these signals early, you can take intentional steps to 
recalibrate before the damage becomes irreversible.

In the desert, I should have checked my car’s actual fuel capacity 
and fuel reserves instead of trusting a faulty dashboard reading. As 
a leader, you also need to be able to assess where you truly stand on 
the energy spectrum and what you have left in your unique biological 
tank. This isn’t about where you think you should be, or where others 
expect you to be, but where you actually are right now.

What’s left in your tank?

In the next chapter, we check the fuel gauge. I’ll introduce you to the 
Unstoppable Leader Ladder, a framework I use with every executive 
I work with to reveal where their energy reserves truly sit and how 
that shapes both their performance and the way others experience 
their leadership.

Energy is never just personal. It influences every relationship, 
decision and opportunity that crosses your path. Leaders who 
understand their own energy patterns make better decisions under 
pressure, recover faster from setbacks and create far more stability 
for the people around them.

So before we go any further, it’s time to find out what’s really left 
in your tank.


