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"Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend 
the first four sharpening the axe."  

– Abraham Lincoln 
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Executive Foreword 
Who'd have imagined that years in the spotlight would one day 
inform a leadership framework? My professional journey began 
as a performer – an actor trained to tell stories through 
character and action. My experience at acting school and then 
being immersed in the grind of a jobbing actor - auditions, 
rehearsal, opening night, 
film sets and television 
studios - taught me that 
the key to a compelling 
performance wasn’t raw 
talent or effort alone. It was 
the ability to create stability 
– the foundation of 
deliberate action. 
Backstage, if my mind was 
scattered or my body tense, 
it didn’t matter how well I 
knew my lines; the 
performance would suffer. This was not merely an 
uncomfortable personal experience. Instability undermined 
professional competence. It was critical that I learned to ground 
myself – steadying my breath, centring my thoughts – so that I 
could step into the spotlight with clarity and confidence. In 
those moments, I found a truth that transcends the theatre: 
before we can perform at our peak, we must first find our 
balance. 
 
That lesson took on new depth later in life. After decades of 
honing my craft as an actor and then in leadership training and 
executive coaching, I was diagnosed with ADHD and dyslexia. 
The late-life diagnosis was an aha moment, explaining struggles 
I’d quietly managed for years. Suddenly, the patterns of my life 
made sense. I realised why I had instinctively chosen a career in 
the highly adrenalised and immediate world of professional 

Darren Gilshennan, David McCubbin, James Wardlaw – “Veneer” 
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acting. I understood why certain routines, vocal and physical 
warm-ups had become reliable practices that enabled my best 
performances. They were my way of creating focus out of 
internal chaos, using physical rituals to anchor my psychological 
state. I came to a profound realisation: psychological and 
physical stability are inseparable when it comes to high 
performance. A calm mind needs a calm body, and vice versa. If 
either is off-kilter, focus and effectiveness falter. This insight hit 
home not just as a personal health revelation, but as a core 
principle of performance in any field. 
 

Over time, as I shifted from 
performing arts to working 
with leaders in business and 
government, I saw how 
universal this insight really was. 
Whether you’re an actor, an 
athlete, a CEO, or a parent, 
stability precedes effective 
action. It’s a simple idea with 
far-reaching implications. We 
live in a culture obsessed with 
action and optimisation – move 

faster, do more, be better. Yet time and again, I’ve observed that 
sustainable progress follows a pattern: first stabilise, then 
activate, then optimise. In other words, get grounded and clear 
(stability), then get moving with intent (action), then keep 
improving (optimisation). Skipping that first step is like building 
a house on sand. Yes, action is crucial, but if you act from a place 
of instability or chaos, you often just spin your wheels or burn 
out. Stability is what allows action to truly land and 
compound into lasting improvement. This is the “why” behind 
the Strategic Shift framework – it’s built on the lived reality that 
finding your footing is what lets you push forward and upward 
in a reliable way. 

David McCubbin and Noni Hazelhurst 
"Playschool" 
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Alongside stability, there’s another personal lesson that became 
a guiding principle: nothing changes unless you do something. 
As obvious as it sounds, this was a hard-won truth for me. But 
here’s the deeper insight: doing something doesn’t only mean a 
visible or physical act. It includes psychological actions – the way 
we behave, communicate, and treat others. These interpersonal 
actions, often subtle and habitual, are doing something to the 
people around us all the time – whether we’re aware of it or not. 
 
This is a game-changing idea. Because while many leaders I 
work with are focused on tasks and deliverables, they often 
overlook the ripple effects of their 
interpersonal presence – the tone 
of their voice, the timing of their 
feedback, the attention they do or 
don’t give. These psychological 
actions shape relationships, shape 
trust, and ultimately shape 
outcomes. If your intention is vague 
or reactive, the impact of your 
actions is likely to be misaligned or 
ineffective. 
 
That’s why intentionality is everything. The quality of our 
influence relies on the clarity of our intention. And since so 
much of what shapes our lives comes from how others respond 
to us, we need to understand that how we act – not just what 
we do – is the engine of change. This is the essence of 
psychological action.   
 
So yes, to change something, you’ve got to do something. But 
that “something” includes the invisible forces you bring into a 
room – your focus, your emotional posture, your communicative 
stance. Once you can see these as actions, you can choose them 
more wisely. That’s the second principle of the Strategic Shift. 

Communication is Action 
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These two core principles, born from experience, backed up by 
countless studies, now form the backbone of the Strategic Shift 
framework:- 
 

1. Stabilise → Activate → Optimise. First find stability, then 
take focused action, then pursue sustained optimisation. 
Every time you step into a new role or environment, 
building towards sustained high-performance follows this 
sequence. You anchor yourself or your team (stabilise), you 
mobilise toward a goal (activate), and then you fine-tune 
for longevity and excellence (optimise). Skipping or rushing 
through the early stabilisation stage invariably undermines 
the later stages. This principle reminds us that high 
performance is built on a foundation – one that must be 
solid before you build upward. 
 

2. “To change something, you’ve got to do something.” 
Insight must lead to action. No matter how clear you are 
on what needs to change, nothing shifts until you take the 
first step. This isn’t about reckless action for action’s sake, 
but purposeful action once you have clarity. It’s a call to 
move beyond analysis-paralysis. However small the step, 
the very act of doing creates momentum and feedback. 
This principle underlines personal agency – the idea that 
we actively shape outcomes by what we choose to do (or 
not do). In short: we cannot think our way into a new 
reality; we must behave our way into it. 
 

Neither of these ideas is entirely new. In fact, once you look for 
them, you see this pattern and truth everywhere. Throughout 
history and across disciplines, the same themes emerge.  
 

Next, are four short real-life narratives that illustrate these 
principles in action. Each example shows how establishing 
stability enables effective activation, which in turn allows 
sustained optimisation. And each one proves that intentional 
action is the catalyst for any meaningful change: 
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1. Steve Jobs – Creating Focus Through Subtraction  
When Steve Jobs returned to Apple in 1997, the company was 
overextended and internally chaotic. His first move wasn’t to 

launch a product - it was to drastically cut 
Apple’s bloated product line. This act 
stabilised the entire organisation. Employees 
could now concentrate on a handful of 
devices, which created psychological safety 
through focus and simplicity. The move itself 
was a psychological action - a message to 
Apple’s staff and investors: "We’re regaining 
control. We’re choosing clarity." That stability 
allowed Jobs to activate the company’s 
creative core, culminating in the release of 

the iMac. The rhythm he created - tight product focus, bold 
design, iterative improvement - was an optimisation cycle that 
scaled into one of the most valuable companies in history. 
 
2. Simone Biles – Knowing When Not to Leap 
In the Tokyo 2021 Olympics, Simone Biles shocked the world by 
withdrawing from several events due to what gymnasts call the 
"twisties" - a loss of spatial awareness that 
makes flips dangerous. Her decision was a 
masterclass in understanding that action 
without stability is not courageous - it’s 
reckless. By stepping back, she demonstrated 
a sophisticated psychological action: 
asserting self-agency, prioritising safety over 
performance, and communicating (without 
blame or justification) that excellence starts 
with knowing when to stop. The message she sent to athletes 
and non-athletes alike was powerful: you can say no to external 
pressure if it means saying yes to your long-term wellbeing. 
That act alone stabilised not just her own system, but changed 
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the global conversation around mental health in elite 
performance. 
3. Robert Downey Jr. – Rebuilding Trust, Frame by Frame 

Downey’s early success was followed by public 
battles with addiction, arrests, and erratic 
behaviour. When he finally committed to 
sobriety in the early 2000s, it wasn’t just physical 
rehab - it was psychological recalibration. By 
consistently turning up clean, prepared, and 
humble, he was delivering powerful 
psychological actions to Hollywood: you can 

trust me again. His performance in Kiss Kiss Bang Bang was 
not just a comeback - it was a signal. When he auditioned for 
Iron Man, it wasn’t just talent on show - it was credibility 
restored through deliberate behavioural change. That 
combination of stability, activation, and sustained effort 
optimised his reputation and career longevity, making him the 
linchpin of a billion-dollar franchise.  My favourite RDJ film?  The 
Soloist, or is it Heart and Souls?   
 
4. Nelson Mandela – Inner Stability, National Transformation 
Mandela’s 27 years in prison were not wasted. 
That’s easy to say, but can we really know what 
went on inside this man’s mind?  As the story 
goes, he used that time to stabilise his 
worldview, clarify his values, and cultivate 
patience. Upon release, he didn’t erupt in anger 
- he extended a hand. His ability to act with 
calm, strategic purpose in a volatile moment 
was a psychological action of the highest order. 
Through his tone, body language, and decision to embrace 
reconciliation over revenge, he sent an unmistakable message 
to a divided nation: we’re building a future, not settling scores. 
His presidency was built on optimisation - truth commissions, 
structural reform, healing narratives. None of it would have been 
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possible without that long period of internal preparation and 
the clarity of intention behind every public act. 
Each of these stories - whether commercial, athletic, or political 
- demonstrates that change begins with stability, proceeds 
through intentional action (often psychological), and scales 
through ongoing refinement. This is the Strategic Shift in 
motion. 
 
If these stories resonate with you, we invite you to turn the lens 
inward. 
 
Where in your life - professionally or personally - do you need 

more stability before acting? Where 
are you in motion, but without clarity? 
Where are you improving, but not 
sustaining? 
 
The Strategic Shift diagnostic is 
designed to help you answer these 
questions. It cuts through the noise 
and points to one clear area that, if 
addressed, will unlock greater traction 

and long-term progress. It’s not about telling you who you are. 
It’s about helping you decide what to do next. 
 
Taking this step won’t just sharpen your leadership. It will 
strengthen your relationships - at work, at home, and with 
yourself. That’s the foundation of a better life. 
 
Read on. And when you’re ready, take the diagnostic. Because 
when you know where you stand, you can act with purpose - 
and create change that lasts. 
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The Leadership Environment:  
Why Stability Can’t Be Assumed 
 
In the current era, leadership is a 
high-stakes balancing act played 
out on a shifting, unpredictable 
field. Across both corporate and 
government sectors, leaders are 
contending with waves of 
destabilisation that undermine not 
only strategic continuity but also 
their own capacity to lead 
effectively. The need for deliberate 
stabilisation, clear activation, and sustainable optimisation has 
never been more urgent. 
 
Here are the five most pervasive and escalating destabilising 

forces: 
 
1. Disruptive Technological Acceleration – 
Especially Artificial Intelligence 
Artificial intelligence is no longer a 
peripheral experiment - it is a core strategic 
force. AI is reshaping industries, upending 

traditional roles, and demanding entirely new capabilities from 
leadership. Many senior leaders face a double-bind: they must 
lead digital transformation without being digitally native 
themselves. The result is a leadership environment riddled with 
uncertainty, where decisions must be made quickly on 
incomplete data and unfamiliar terrain. AI also threatens to 
disrupt professional identities. Roles once built on expertise and 
analysis are being redefined - or made redundant - by 
automation. This creates deep psychological destabilisation. 
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2. Geo-Political Volatility and Economic 
Fragmentation 
The post-globalisation order is breaking 
down. Tariff wars, sanctions, politically driven 
trade restrictions, and increasingly 
nationalistic policies are fracturing supply 
chains and complicating international 

operations. Leaders can no longer assume geopolitical stability 
or free trade as a baseline. Decision-making now involves 
assessing not only commercial feasibility but also diplomatic 
risk. The operating environment is tense, fluid, and often 
adversarial - conditions that undermine long-range planning 
and require rapid psychological adaptation. 
 

3. Escalating Climate Disruption and 
Environmental Uncertainty 
Extreme weather events - floods, fires, 
droughts, cyclones - are not just 
humanitarian issues. They are operational, 
financial, and reputational hazards. From 
insurance to agriculture, logistics to energy, 

extreme weather has become a direct destabilising force. Even 
for industries less obviously impacted, climate policy volatility 
and ESG pressures are forcing new standards of transparency 
and risk disclosure. Leaders now face the challenge of guiding 
their organisations through transformation under public 
scrutiny, while internal systems are stretched thin by 
environmental unpredictability. 
 

4. Cognitive and Emotional Overload 
Leaders are saturated. Always-on 
communication, collapsing boundaries 
between personal and professional life, and 
the relentless demand for performance are 
eroding cognitive clarity and emotional 
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stamina. Many leaders operate in a state of internal 
fragmentation - highly active, but increasingly disconnected 
from clarity, purpose, or presence. The result is a drop in 
relational quality, foresight, and influence. This internal 
destabilisation is contagious: when a leader is off-centre, the 
whole system wobbles. 
 

5. Loss of Trust and Social Cohesion 
Public institutions and private companies 
alike are experiencing a deep erosion of 
trust. Employees and citizens alike are more 
attuned to hypocrisy, inconsistency, and 
power plays. Transparency is demanded, but 
vulnerability is often punished. In this 

environment, every statement and action carries implicit 
messages - psychological actions - that can either deepen trust 
or accelerate cynicism. Leaders must communicate not just 
efficiently but credibly, navigating a crowded field of competing 
narratives, mis/disinformation, and social expectation. 
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What does this mean for leadership? 
 

It means that the old reflexes - more control, more speed, more 
visibility - are insufficient and often counterproductive. In this 
environment, sustainable leadership advantage does not come 
from reacting faster. It comes from stabilising with intent, 
activating with clarity, and optimising with discipline. 
 

• Stabilise: Ground yourself and your team. Establish 
psychological safety, clear direction, and narrative control 
in the face of ambiguity. 

• Activate: Take action that is sequenced, intentional, and 
connected to values. Don’t act for show - act for impact. 

• Optimise: Institutionalise what works. Don’t let 
momentum be wasted - codify it, systematise it, and scale 
it with purpose. 
 

This is not a theoretical model. It’s a practical leadership 
response to the very real destabilisation some leaders face right 
now. 
 

The Strategic Shift gives leaders a language and a method for 
staying composed under pressure, moving with intention, and 
building something that lasts – when careers involve changing 
roles and increasing complexity in a world that seems designed 
to disrupt. 
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2. The Strategic Shift Model 
a. STABILISE – Anchor Before You Advance 
 
High performance doesn’t start with outputs. It starts with 
orientation. 
That’s the first – and often most overlooked – lever in sustained 
leadership performance: the ability to stabilise your focus, your 
psychology, and your sense of what matters. 
When leaders are destabilised, they don’t fail dramatically – they 
degrade subtly: 

• Their attention fractures 
• Their time gets hijacked by second-guessing 
• Their presence becomes inconsistent 
• Their clarity disappears under noise and reactivity 

Stabilising means developing the capacity to stand firm in 
uncertainty – not because you know everything, but because 
you know what you can trust. It’s not about confidence. It’s 
about earned certainty in the signals you’re reading and the 
systems you rely on. 
The stabilised leader has: 

1. Clarity of values and strategic 
priorities 

2. Composure under fire, using tools 
from dramatic practice, Acceptance 
Commitment Therapy (ACT) and self-
regulation theory 

3. A disciplined approach to recovery 
that supports long-term influence 

This is also where true competency begins – not just insight, but 
usable strength. In our approach, stabilisation develops the 
power and ability to manage your internal state and external 
presence. We train leaders in mindfulness, psychological 
flexibility, interpersonal agency, and critical thinking – so they 
can anchor themselves before taking action. 
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b. ACTIVATE – Switch On Strategic Capability 
 
Once stability is in place – even in a fragile form – leaders gain 
access to something rare and powerful: choice in how they 
show up. 
Activation is the second stage. It’s the 
ability to bring the right capabilities to 
the surface at the right moment, with 
intent. Not instinct. Not guesswork. 
Intent. 
Activation isn’t about turning up the 
volume. It’s about being selective, 
agile and deliberate. 
 
This includes: 

• Situational awareness – seeing what the moment 
demands 

• Behavioural flexibility – using more than one tool 
• Communication impact– delivering the right message to 

the right person at the right time. 
 

Earn the right to be certain – not about outcomes, but in the 
internal tools you trust to shape your perspective and the 
actions that create outcomes.   
 
This is where we build the competency to lead performance 
moments on purpose – your power (influence and clarity) and 
your ability (execution and communication). We do this by 
teaching unique communication and collaboration 
disciplines that allow leaders to land meaningful messages in 
rooms that matter, and to take people with them on the 
journey.   
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c. OPTIMISE – Build What Sustains Performance 
 

This is where strategic leadership becomes sustainable. 
Optimisation isn’t about hustle. It’s about rhythm. 
It’s the difference between making something work once – and 
making it work again and again without burnout. 
 
This includes: 

• Workflows that protect focus 
• Relationships that support alignment 
• Rituals that build energy and reflection into the 

operating rhythm 
• Systems that allow delegation, visibility and calibration 

 
In this phase, we help leaders build competency through 
authorship. You create your own playbook – a set of routines 
and environmental adjustments that support your psychology 
and keep your influence consistent. 
 
This is the foundation of strategic leadership endurance. 
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3. Why This Model Works in a New Era of 
Leadership 
 

Most leadership frameworks were built for a time of predictable 
markets, clear boundaries, and steady job ladders. 
 
Today, none of that applies. So a new approach is needed – one 
that works in motion, and under pressure. 
 
This model works because: 

• It’s not trait-based – it focuses on levers, not labels 
• It respects complexity – and gives you a way to navigate it 
• It reinforces competency, not just understanding – power 

+ ability 
• It’s cyclical – you can return to it throughout your career; 

every time you step into a new role or when circumstances 
change.   

 
Above all, it helps leaders make one clear shift at a time, rather 
than get lost in wholesale reinvention. 
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4. How to Apply the Model 
 
You don’t need a 12-week program to begin. 
This model starts working the moment you use it to focus your 
attention. 
 
Step 1: Take the Diagnostic 
A short, sharp self-assessment to determine where you are in 
the sequence. 
 
Step 2: Receive a Personalised Report 
This outlines your current stage and gives you five strategic 
actions you can take immediately to build competency. 
 
Step 3: Book a One-Hour Strategic Session 
Unpack your report with a coach who understands leadership, 
complexity and performance. No fluff. Just focused, contextual 
insight. 
 
Step 4: Make One Shift 
Apply the most relevant action. Track the impact. Loop back. 
That’s how growth happens. 
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5. Conclusion – Focus Beats Speed 
 
We’re not in an era of quick wins. 
 
We’re in an era where those who can think clearly, move 
deliberately, and adapt with discipline will rise – while others 
churn in complexity. 
 
The Strategic Shift is a map for that adaptation. A guide not 
just for coping, but for advancing. 
 
Behind it is a promise: not more noise, but more signal. Not 
hollow motivation, but the tools and insight to make 
meaningful moves. 
 
This is how competency is built – with the power and ability to 
do something great. 
 

1. Take the Diagnostic  
2. Book the Session 
3. Make the Shift. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://coup.co/the-strategic-shift/
https://go.oncehub.com/StrategicShift


COUP 

The Strategic Shift – White Paper  Page 20 of 20 

Post-script 
References 
 
Academic Foundations and Evidence-Based Models 

• Hayes, S. C., Strosahl, K. D., & Wilson, K. G. (2012). Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy: The Process and Practice of Mindful Change. 
Guilford Press. 

• Kabat-Zinn, J. (1994). Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness 
Meditation in Everyday Life. Hyperion. 

• Baumeister, R. F., & Tierney, J. (2011). Willpower: Rediscovering the 
Greatest Human Strength. Penguin Press. 

• Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. 
Random House. 

• McEwen, B. S. (2007). “Physiology and neurobiology of stress and 
adaptation: central role of the brain.” Physiological Reviews, 87(3), 
873–904. 

Strategic and Organisational Thinking 
• Drucker, P. F. (1967). The Effective Executive. Harper & Row. 
• Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux. 
• Heifetz, R. A., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). The Practice of Adaptive 

Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and 
the World. Harvard Business Press. 

• Collins, J. (2001). Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the 
Leap… and Others Don’t. HarperBusiness. 

• Korn Ferry Institute (2023). The Real Impact of Performance 
Management Conversations. [White Paper] 

Performance, Communication and Psychological Action 
• Lecoq, J. (2000). The Moving Body: Teaching Creative Theatre. 

Routledge. 
• Laban, R. & Lawrence, F. C. (1947). Effort. Macdonald & Evans. 
• Goffman, E. (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. Anchor 

Books. 
 

Contact 
David McCubbin 
M: +61 (0) 414 443 301 
E: david.mccubbin@coup.co 
LI: https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidmccubbin/ 

mailto:david.mccubbin@coup.co
https://www.linkedin.com/in/davidmccubbin/

	The Strategic Shift
	The Strategic Shift
	How senior leaders make meaningful progress
	with less wasted effort
	"Give me six hours to chop down a tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe."
	– Abraham Lincoln

	Executive Foreword
	The Leadership Environment:
	Why Stability Can’t Be Assumed

	What does this mean for leadership?
	2. The Strategic Shift Model
	a. STABILISE – Anchor Before You Advance
	b. ACTIVATE – Switch On Strategic Capability
	c. OPTIMISE – Build What Sustains Performance

	3. Why This Model Works in a New Era of Leadership
	4. How to Apply the Model
	5. Conclusion – Focus Beats Speed
	Post-script
	References
	Contact


