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Credibility and Recommendations 
This primer draws on lessons and strategies from two critically acclaimed books: Career 
Suicide is Overrated: Strategies for Resilient Leaders to Overcome Self-Defeat and On the 
Other Side of Broken: One Cop's Battle With the Demons of PTSD. Both works have been 
widely praised by industry leaders, first responders, healthcare professionals, and readers 
for their practical insights and compassionate approach to leadership and mental health. 

Rick Derus, Deputy Chief, Windsor Police (Ret’d): “’Career Suicide’ is a must-have, must-
read book for any leader in the public safety world. The real-life examples provided from an 
author who has ‘walked the walk’ put everyday leadership into the grasp of all current and 
aspiring leaders. I only wish such a comprehensive guidebook on leadership that focuses 
on the mental well-being of our employees was available earlier in my career.” 

Natalie Harris, Founder of Wings of Change Peer Support, City Councillor – Barrie, 
Ontario: “Brian Knowler is a leader in many ways—this book shines a bright light on this 
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fact. Being a good leader is not easy. Thankfully, this book highlights ways to achieve that 
and encourages the implementation of new techniques to foster positive direction and 
management.” 

Veronica Felizardo, Registered Social Worker and Psychotherapist, Canada Border 
Services Agency: “Brian’s book was a raw and honest account of all he’s experienced. I 
can completely appreciate and respect his characterization of leadership (including 
Capital L Leadership). Both as the leader I continually strive to be and as a mental health 
professional, Brian’s book resonated with me deeply. It is a wonderful piece of work that 
will undoubtedly touch many and influence change.” 

Tim Campbell, Division Head, City of Fullerton, CA: “Brian’s book fills a critical gap in 
current leadership and mental health literature. In a short volume, he covers it all—ethics, 
leadership vs. management, and the challenge of leading while coping with personal 
struggles. It’s a must-read for any leader.” 

Scott Ramey, Division Chief, Halifax Regional Fire and Emergency Services: “This book 
highlights key leadership concepts that are essential for supporting staff in demanding 
roles. Brian Knowler shares personal stories and pragmatic ideas that create a culture of 
compassion and adaptation. It’s a must-read for frontline leaders.” 

Carrie Pluck, Captain (Ret’d) ,Canadian Armed Forces: “Brian’s book fills a very 
necessary gap in how leaders should deal with those who suffer from trauma or 
operational stress injuries. I could relate to everything Brian wrote as a spouse, a retired 
military member, and a leader. This book is the most accurate description of what a leader 
needs to portray if the stigma around mental health issues is to be broken.” 

Elizabeth A. Petrie, Paramedic: “As a paramedic who suffers from PTS, this book truly hit 
home for me. It’s simply written, raw, and paints an honest picture of what this disease is. A 
must-read for all first responders and their families.” 

Chris Lewis, OPP Commissioner (Ret’d), President, Lighthouse Leadership Services: 
“People in leadership positions can greatly impact the lives of those they lead—positively 
or negatively. Within the PTS realm, knowing their people and recognizing the need to 
support them while maintaining open and trusting relationships allows true leaders to do 
all they can to help. Brian has been on both sides of the PTS world—as a leader and as an 
employee suffering from it. Thankfully, he emerged from his personal crisis healthy and 
caring, and once again presents his valuable thoughts, theories, and lessons-learned very 
well in his latest book. It’s a must-read for all levels within the emergency services sector.” 



Why These Books Matter 
Both Career Suicide is Overrated and On the Other Side of Broken offer deeply personal 
and transformative perspectives on leadership, mental health, and resilience. From raw 
discussions of trauma to actionable strategies for compassionate leadership, these works 
inspire leaders to support their teams and themselves with empathy, integrity, and 
purpose. 

 

Introduction: Why Leadership and Mental Health Matter 

Leadership is about more than managing tasks and achieving results—it’s about guiding 
people, creating trust, and inspiring resilience. Yet, for too long, mental health has been 
treated as a separate issue, something to be addressed outside the workplace or after a 
crisis has occurred. That approach is no longer enough. 

I’ve spent over 30 years in the justice sector as both a police officer and a lawyer, and I’ve 
experienced leadership from every angle. I’ve seen the toll that trauma and stress can 
take—not just on individuals but on entire teams and organizations. I’ve also faced my own 
battles with post-traumatic stress and the challenges it brings. Those experiences didn’t 
end my leadership journey—they transformed it. 

This primer is the result of those lessons. It draws on the ideas and strategies from my two 
books, Career Suicide is Overrated and On the Other Side of Broken, and the framework of 
Capital-L Leadership that I’ve developed to help leaders address the critical intersection of 
leadership and mental health. 

This is not a guide to perfection. Leadership is messy. It’s about navigating tough 
conversations, making hard decisions, and showing up even when you feel you have 
nothing left to give. It’s about building resilience—not just in yourself, but in those you lead. 

The strategies in this primer are actionable and rooted in real-world experience. Whether 
you’re a seasoned leader or stepping into a leadership role for the first time, my hope is that 
these insights will inspire you to lead with empathy, integrity, and purpose. 

Because here’s the truth: mental health isn’t a weakness to be hidden; it’s a strength to be 
embraced. And when leaders step up to break the stigma, we create workplaces and 
teams where everyone can thrive. 

Let’s get started. 

 



The Role of Leaders in Mental Health 

As a leader, you set the tone for your team. Your words, actions, and attitudes shape the 
culture of your workplace, influencing whether people feel safe, supported, and valued—or 
whether they feel isolated and misunderstood. In today’s world, where mental health 
challenges are increasingly prevalent, leaders cannot afford to remain silent or passive. 

Mental health is not just a personal issue; it’s a leadership issue. When unaddressed, it can 
lead to burnout, decreased productivity, and high turnover. But when leaders take proactive 
steps to support their teams, the results are transformative. Teams become more cohesive, 
trust deepens, and individuals are better equipped to navigate challenges. 

Why Leaders Must Act 

• Breaking the Stigma: For too long, mental health has been a taboo subject in many 
workplaces, particularly in high-stress professions like public safety, healthcare, 
and the corporate world. Leaders must model openness and vulnerability, showing 
that it’s okay to talk about mental health and seek help when needed. 

• Creating Psychological Safety: Teams thrive when they know their leader has their 
back. This means fostering an environment where people feel comfortable speaking 
up about their struggles without fear of judgment or repercussions. 

• Leading by Example: Leaders with lived experience of mental health challenges 
have a unique opportunity—and responsibility—to lead the way. Sharing your own 
story (when appropriate) can inspire others and normalize conversations about 
mental health. 

The Traits of Effective Mental Health Leaders 

1. Empathy: Understanding and sharing the feelings of others is the cornerstone of 
compassionate leadership. 

2. Courage: Addressing mental health openly requires bravery, especially in 
environments where stigma still exists. 

3. Consistency: Supporting mental health isn’t a one-time initiative; it’s an ongoing 
commitment to creating a healthy workplace culture. 

4. Self-Awareness: Great leaders understand their own limitations and take care of 
their mental health so they can better serve their teams. 



A Leadership Opportunity 

Every leader has the power to influence how mental health is perceived and addressed 
within their organization. Whether it’s through simple actions like checking in with a 
struggling team member, implementing policies that prioritize well-being, or sharing your 
own journey, your leadership can make a profound difference. 

The question is: Will you rise to the challenge? 

 

Capital-L Leadership: Leading with Purpose and Integrity 

Leadership isn’t just a role—it’s a responsibility. The concept of Capital-L Leadership 
emphasizes a higher standard of leadership: one rooted in empathy, authenticity, and 
accountability. It’s about leading not just with authority, but with purpose and integrity. 

Core Principles of Capital-L Leadership 

1. Communicating Powerfully: Build connections through clarity and empathy. 

2. Building Self-Awareness: Reflect on your strengths, weaknesses, and biases. 

3. Creating Perspective: Provide vision and guidance. 

4. No One Is an Island: Cultivate teamwork and shared responsibility. 

5. Your Team Is the Foundation: Prioritize the mental health and resilience of your 
people. 

6. Admitting Your Mistakes: Model accountability and growth. 

7. Living Out Loud: Inspire authenticity by being authentic. 

8. Leaving a Trail: Aim to leave your team better than you found them. 

Why Capital-L Leadership Matters 

In high-stakes environments, leadership can make or break a team. Capital-L Leadership 
equips leaders with the tools and mindset to foster resilience, trust, and growth. It 
challenges leaders to rise above the status quo and commit to a deeper, more impactful 
way of leading. 

How to Get Started 

Reflect on your own leadership style: 

• Are you communicating effectively? 



• Are you prioritizing the well-being of your team? 

• Are you willing to admit mistakes and grow? 

Capital-L Leadership is a journey, not a destination. It starts with the commitment to lead 
with empathy, integrity, and purpose—and to always put people first. 

 

Understanding Trauma and Resilience: The Foundations of Effective 
Leadership 

Trauma is not rare. It’s pervasive, often invisible, and affects people in ways that can 
profoundly impact their lives, relationships, and work. For leaders, understanding trauma is 
not optional—it’s essential. Whether in public safety, healthcare, corporate settings, or any 
other high-stress environment, leaders must be equipped to recognize and respond to the 
effects of trauma, both in themselves and in their teams. 

What Is Trauma? 

Trauma is the emotional, psychological, and physiological response to an event or series of 
events that overwhelm an individual’s ability to cope. It can stem from acute incidents, like 
a critical injury or loss, or from chronic stressors, like workplace harassment or sustained 
high-pressure environments. 

The effects of trauma can manifest in various ways: 

• Emotional responses like anxiety, anger, or detachment. 

• Cognitive challenges like difficulty concentrating or decision-making. 

• Physical symptoms like fatigue or chronic pain. 

• Relational impacts, such as withdrawal or strained communication. 

As a leader, recognizing these signs is the first step toward creating a supportive and 
resilient team. 

Why Resilience Matters 

Resilience is the ability to adapt and thrive in the face of adversity. It’s not about avoiding 
hardship—it’s about developing the tools to navigate it effectively. For leaders, fostering 
resilience isn’t just about personal growth; it’s about empowering your team to recover, 
learn, and grow from challenges. 



Trauma-Informed Leadership: Key Principles 

1. Recognize the Impact of Trauma: Understand that trauma affects how people 
think, feel, and act. Be observant and empathetic to changes in behavior that might 
indicate someone is struggling. 

2. Create Psychological Safety: Foster trust and openness, ensuring team members 
feel safe to speak up. 

3. Lead with Empathy: Listen actively, validate experiences, and demonstrate 
understanding. 

4. Model Resilience: Show your team the importance of prioritizing mental health and 
self-care. 

5. Foster a Culture of Support: Develop practices that prioritize well-being. 

6. Break the Stigma: Talk openly about mental health and normalize these 
conversations. 

Practical Steps for Leaders 

• Check In Regularly: Have one-on-one conversations to understand how your team 
is doing beyond work tasks. 

• Educate Yourself: Learn about trauma and its effects. 

• Leverage Resources: Connect your team with mental health professionals or 
support programs. 

• Be Patient: Allow time and space for healing and resilience-building. 

Trauma and Resilience Are Leadership Opportunities 

Trauma-informed leadership isn’t about fixing people—it’s about creating an environment 
where they can thrive despite challenges. By understanding the impact of trauma and 
fostering resilience, you’re not only helping individuals but also building a stronger, more 
connected, and more effective team. 

 

Call to Action: Leading the Way in Mental Health and Resilience 

Leadership isn’t just about guiding teams—it’s about transforming them. It’s about creating 
an environment where people feel safe, supported, and empowered to thrive. In this primer, 
we’ve explored the critical intersection of leadership and mental health, from 



understanding trauma and resilience to implementing actionable strategies that make a 
difference. 

But knowledge alone isn’t enough. Leadership requires action. 

A Challenge for Leaders 

2025 is the year to step up. Make mental health a cornerstone of your leadership. Start 
conversations, build trust, and create the kind of workplace where people know they are 
valued—not just for what they do but for who they are. 

What You Can Do Today 

1. Reach out to someone on your team who may be struggling. Let them know you 
care. 

2. Share your own journey (when appropriate) to inspire and normalize conversations 
about mental health. 

3. Begin implementing one strategy from this primer to create a culture of resilience 
and support. 

Together, We Can Lead the Change 
This is a journey, not a destination. By committing to these principles, you’re not just 
improving your team’s well-being—you’re setting a new standard for leadership. One where 
empathy, integrity, and resilience take center stage. 

Let’s lead with purpose. Let’s lead with empathy. Let’s lead with resilience. 

Are you ready to take the first step? 
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