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Helga Svendsen 0:00

Today on the Take on Board Podcast, I'm speaking with Sara Harrup about neurodivergent CEOs and
executives and what boards need to know to effectively manage the relationship.

Sara Harrup 0:11

Before we start the podcast today, I'd like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on
which we record. For me, | am on the unceded lands of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin nation.
And | pay my respects to elders past and present. | also pay my respects to any First Nations, people
who may be listening today. | acknowledge their continuing connection to land, waters, skies,
culture and country. | support voice, treaty and truth for Aboriginal and Torres, Strait Islander
peoples, and | encourage others in the Take on Board community to do the same. Now let me tell
you about Sara. Sara is Deputy Chair of the Australian charities and Not-for-profits Commission,
Chair of Jabiru Community Services and a board member of healthcare insurance. She's formerly
been on a range of boards including doctors for Doctors for Nutrition, Family Day Care Association
Queensland, ESSA Professional Conduct Committee, 3rd Space. Sara is a coach, speaker, facilitator,
board chair and non executive director with a unique perspective shaped by her experiences with
being an ADHD-er and having autistic traits. She coaches people whose brains are wired differently.
They are often in roles where their brains ask a lot of them and facilitates learning for leaders and
boards who want to harness the power of specialist, unconventional thinkers for success. Welcome
to the Take on Board Podcast Sara.

Sara Harrup 1:37

Thank you for having me. Helga.
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Helga Svendsen 1:39

It is so awesome to have you here. So this topic came up in one of the Take on Board Accelerator
programs that | run, and one of the participants in that group said, you know, our CEO has just been
diagnosed as, and | think it was ADHD, but certainly neurodivergency. And she was saying, Oh, what
do | do? How do we effectively and manage the relationship. What do | need to keep in mind? And |
said, this is an excellent topic. Let me put it out and see if we can come up with a podcast. So thank
you for being open to the call, for taking the call and coming along to share your wisdom.

Sara Harrup 2:14

Yes. So welcome. Excited about it.

Helga Svendsen 2:17

So before we dig into that neurodivergency topic, which I'm very excited to do before we do that, as
always, I'd love to dig it a little bit deeper about you. Can you tell me a story about young Sara that
tells us a bit about how you got to where you are today?

Sara Harrup 2:31

Yes. So Young Sara, believe it or not, was a very quiet child, and, in fact, situationally mute, meaning
that there were certain places where | never spoke. So my first year of school, | didn't speak at all,
from drop off to pick up. So a quirky child, you might say, a really anxious, nervous, but very high
achieving child, so academically performed at a higher level, musically, danced, and | guess over the
years, | just started to deal with some of the anxiety and the fact that the world felt like a very big
place to me, and | entered this kind of career journey where someone once said to me, you know,
you've had this very long, windy, meandering career, and | realised that that was because I've always
been very interest driven.

Sara Harrup 3:31

So I've done lots of different things. And to people looking from the outside, it looks like they've all
been different, but for me, | can feel the threads that pull all those things together.

Sara Harrup 3:42

So | have been a registered nurse, I've worked in education, I've worked in adult learning and
development and peak professional bodies and community and private enterprise. So very varied
broad experience the threads that kind of hold all of that stuff together is, I'm absolutely for the
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underdog, whoever that is, and in about seeing what kind of potential can be unleashed, and | care
how | care looks a little bit different to most as a neuro divergent person, but that care for people
and communities kind of drives a lot of the work that I've done.

Helga Svendsen 4:28

I love how you pick up the threads there, of all the different things it does. Sometimes | think for lots
of people from the outside, look like people have been on a windy road, and everyone's on a windy
road in some way, shape or form. | think so, knowing your own threads and how that ties together,
that's great, and it's interesting. Your threads about underdog and care. | just recently recorded a
podcast with somebody about feminist governance and the | guess the core tenets of feminist
governance, and her reflection was that care is one. Of the defining elements of feminist governance
that often doesn't show up in other forms of governance as well. So it's interesting to hear,
immediately after that conversation with her, that care is one of your central tenets as well.

Sara Harrup 5:11

And | think you can never go wrong when you lead from a place of care as difficult as the terrain may
become, you can never go wrong.

Helga Svendsen 5:21

How does that show up for you in the boardroom?

Sara Harrup 5:24

| don't make assumptions about what people's internal motivations are, but | do try to know people
well enough that | understand who they are and what matters to them, so where some people might
see a particular director or executive as being prickly or difficult, the first place | go to is, could | get
to know them a little better and understand who they are, what might be driving that and look, of
course, sometimes we just end up with that person, might be a little prickly or difficult, but | think
when you understand people and when you have a relationship with them, it is always so much
easier to have the more challenging conversations.

Helga Svendsen 6:16

It's part of. | think the hidden work almost of being a board director is building those connections.
It's key to robust conversations, and it doesn't happen in the whatever it is three or four hours you
spend together once a month, or once every two months, or whatever it may be. It's conscious
work, but hidden, often hidden work.
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Helga Svendsen 6:38

Okay, thank you. Thanks for letting us dig around a little bit in the background, there. It's about
knowing more about we could dive straight into the topic, but here in Take on Board, we'd like to
know more about the whole person. So | love to dig a little bit into the background as well as part of
that care, | guess, as well.

Helga Svendsen 6:54

So our topic for today is about, yeah, neurodivergent CEOs, neurodivergent executives and what
boards need to think about in building, managing, leading that relationship.

Helga Svendsen 7:06

As | said earlier, this came up as a topic in one of the Take on Board Accelerator groups. And whilst
we could all surmise about some of those things, | thought, well, there's got to be some specialist
advice out there about this, and that path led me to you, Sara, so where should we start this
conversation about what boards should be thinking about in working with neuro divergent CEOs and
executives?

Sara Harrup 7:30

| think the place to start is just taking a slightly different world view about what neurodivergence is.

Sara Harrup 7:40

So most of us are familiar with the kind of diagnostic label, ADHD, autism, Tourette’s, dyscalculia,
like the list broadens like now we also see things like schizophrenia, epilepsy included in the list, so
that's changing all the time.

Sara Harrup 7:59

And it's good to understand that those terms have come from the DSM five, which is the diagnostic
manual globally that is accepted around how we diagnose mental health conditions. And | think
those diagnoses are certainly very helpful, but maybe the view that is more helpful to us is that kind
of think of it like this. If you took 10,000 people and took a photo of their hands and compared all of
their hands, you would see this enormous variance in the size of people's fingers, the strength and
quality of their fingernails, how long they were, the quality of the skin, like, there's just all of these
differences that you would see. And our brains and how we use them are no different.
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Sara Harrup 8:52

So for example, if you take something like how we use our senses, there are enormous differences.
Like everyone will go, oh, look, my best sense is, you know, my nose, | can smell whatever it is from a
10 kilometre radius. Like my nose is, it is my gift. So if we take our senses, there are a broad range of
some people are very sensory seeking. They're the ones that want to get in there up to their armpits
in the mud bath. Some people are sensory avoidant. Some people have hyper sensitivity to certain
sensations, which can include their own internal body sensations like hunger and thirst. And some
people have a very dull sensations, or dull sensitivity to sensations, so they may not even be aware
that they're hungry or thirsty or anxious or starting to dysregulate.

Sara Harrup 9:50

So there's this whole range of how our brains work, from how we communicate, how we process
information, how we interact. Interact with the world, whether we think in pictures or words or
colours. And so neurodivergence is really just or neurodiversity is really just this really broad
expression of how our brains work and how our brains interact within ourselves and with the world.
| like that frame, because it gets away from this concept of, there's typical, and then there's other.

Sara Harrup 10:29

It just comes down to, because if you've met one neurodivergent person, well that's one expression
you've seen that even within all people who have ADHD, for example, there are a big range of how
those traits are expressed. And yes, there are some commonalities, but there's also a lot of
difference as well.

Helga Svendsen 10:51

So in some ways, | think what I'm hearing is, in some ways, everybody's neurodivergent in some way,
shape or form. You'll often hear people talking about, oh, you know, I'm a visual learner, or I'm an
auditory leader, or whatever it may be, the brain has different preferences or needs and
requirements, and everybody's brain has different needs and requirements. So thinking about
neurodiversity is just inverted commas, ensuring that all of the different needs and requirements of
different people's brains are looked out for.

Sara Harrup 11:23

Itis. And | think the thing that is important to recognise, though, is that even though there are, you
know, there are some estimates that up to 30% of the population is neurodivergent, and that
probably we'll see it grow.
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Sara Harrup 11:38

The world is particularly, in the white, Anglo European world, is very much geared for what we see
as being neuro typical in terms of the social norms and the work norms around how we
communicate, how we think, how we process information. So whilst yes, there is this huge variance
across every human being that for those people who have enough traits that they do fitinto a
diagnostic kind of box, if you like, they will experience living in a world which is not built for their
own brain and its style of how they interact and communicate with the world.

Helga Svendsen 12:29

Which | imagine, is quite exhausting.

Sara Harrup 12:31

Yes, it can be.

Helga Svendsen 12:32

So what should boards or board chairs be thinking about, so that people aren't put in this box that
isn't built for them? What can boards and chairs be thinking about? It's probably for organisations
more broadly, but for their CEOs, or for their executive teams, or for their colleagues in the
boardroom to ensure that the box fits everybody?

Sara Harrup 12:53

So the first thing is that you don't need to know whether someone is diagnosed with a neuro
divergent condition, or whether they identify as neuro divergent, to be curious about who they are
and how they tick.

Sara Harrup 13:09

The issue of disclosure is very sensitive. Many people don't feel safe to disclose. If somebody does
openly disclose, then it's really okay to have a conversation around what does that mean for you?
What kinds of things are more difficult or challenging for you, and also, what are your strengths?
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Sara Harrup 13:32

So either way, | think that the starting point is always to have a conversation with somebody
understand who they are and try to get an understanding of how they think, how they best
communicate, how they process information and what their strengths are.

Sara Harrup 13:52

| think the other thing we have to be really careful about, particularly as awareness of
neurodivergent conditions increases is that we often see people projecting diagnoses onto other
people. Oh, he's so autistic. Or we see people down playing the impact of it. Oh, well, everybody's a
little bit ADHD, aren't they? | mean, you hear that quite commonly, and so | think it is just, let's take
people as we find them. It's okay to notice that there might be something about someone's thinking
style or communication style or information processing style or sensory needs that might be
different to what we accept as typical, without needing to label that and to have a conversation with
someone around what's not working for you, what could look different and look there are some
typical traits that I'm happy to talk to that might show up, that might indicate that somebody might
have a different way of working with their brain.

Sara Harrup 14:58

So | always think one of the ones for CEOs in interacting with a board, it is there is something called
rejection sensitive dysphoria, which is common amongst a variety of neurodivergent identities. And
it is this enormous dysregulated reaction to criticism, or perceived criticism, or even the perception
that someone might criticize you if you do something wrong or not up to your own standards. And
so if | reflect back to my CEO career defensiveness with the board was something | had to work really
hard on so that when directors were constructively challenging me about things, and sometimes
maybe not constructively challenging, as sometimes happens, that it really ignited in me this very big
reaction that would carry over from a board meeting into me being very self critical around | didn't
present that well, it didn't land well, | need to do better next time. And so it can impact board
dynamic, because you can get a CEO that is having trouble regulating, and so they are being
defensive and kind of, then it looks like they're ducking and weaving and or not being forthright. And
so it can impact the, | guess, the the level and quality of discussions that at board level. So that's one
thing that | think, is you might more commonly see show up.

Helga Svendsen 16:37

In that instance, in as much detail as you're happy to share how do you and the chair in particular,
manage that for you, for the chair and for the board, so that it could be because it's tricky, right? You
want to be able to challenge your CEO constructively, as you say, sometimes it's not always
constructive, but you definitely want to be able to challenge constructively, yet if that's causing a
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reaction that then causes minutes, hours, days, whatever it may be of defensiveness, that's not
ideal, either. So how did you and your chair work through that?

Sara Harrup 17:12

So | was really fortunate to have a couple of really great chairs where just the general relationship
was really good, and they would they were very helpful in helping me prepare for board meetings in
terms of if | was worried about the quality of a board paper that they would review that give me
some feedback around how | might better position it, they would help me anticipate questions that
the Board may ask and also help me sometimes unpack afterwards if | was feeling sensitive about
things.

Sara Harrup 17:49

But the other thing I think chairs can do, and this is something that broadly directors can do, is try to
move away from dressing up a statement as a question.

Sara Harrup 18:02

So when we think about our constructive challenge, people can think they're being constructive, but
what they're really doing is taking an opinion that they want to put forward, framing it as a question
and it's really not a question, it's a statement, that will very much trigger defensiveness in some
neurodivergent executives, because they're also particularly people with ADHD who are what we call
polyphasic thinkers, so they're able to think in multiple different areas at once and draw lots of
different points together. They're very good at listening for the unsaid, so they will immediately spot
that as somebody who's actually just trying to assert a position, and it causes prickliness.

Sara Harrup 18:53

So it kind of works both ways. | think board chairs can really support CEOs in helping pre-empt
guestions make sure board papers are on point. A good debrief after a meeting where there might
have been a lot of robust discussion and directors can get a lot better at the quality of the discussion
they put forward and the quality of questions they ask.

Helga Svendsen 19:18

That is such a good prompt, the curious question, rather than the thinly veiled solution question.
Yeah, interesting. Okay, so that strong relationship between the CEO and the chair as well in there
about supporting each other in this and getting the best out of each other in it.
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Sara Harrup 19:39

So the other thing good chairs can do is really help to foster relationships, the relationships between
individual directors and the CEO.

Sara Harrup 19:49

So if | go back to another example of my CEO life, | remember being on a board, and it was a not for
profit or the small charity, | was a CEO of this organisation, and a really, really heavy hitting director
came on the board who had incredible like ASX experience and | found him, his level of expertise a
little overwhelming, and he and | did not see eye to eye when he first came on the board. | felt a
little intimidated. | felt that his kind of level of probing was akin to what you would expect on an ASX
board, and that chair really helped to give me some perspective about how that director viewed me
and what he was struggling with and through this very careful dance that the chair took between
that director and myself, he really helped us to come a lot closer together.

Sara Harrup 20:49

That person is actually 13 years later, actually someone | now consider to be a friend. So a skilful
chair can sense when there is friction or not, a good relationship between particular directors and a
CEOQ, and to help bridge that gap and help both parties see different perspectives.

Helga Svendsen 21:10

I'm wondering then, Sara, that's like a skilled chair can absolutely do that. What happens when
you've got somebody in the chair who may not be as open to working differently. Shall we say, it is
such a key role, what if the chair is not up, | shouldn't say not up for it, or maybe it is not up for it, or
not open to it?

Sara Harrup 21:30

Look, I've seen different ways of approaching this. I've sometimes seen that deputy chairs who are
up for it can, well, they can do two things, they can help to provide some support to a CEO, and they
can do that really legitimately within their deputy chair role and with the consent of the chair. And
they can also work the other way, where, if they do also have a trusting relationship with the chair,
or they're working on developing that they can help to, again, it's around helping people see
different perspectives.
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Sara Harrup 22:07

So a really good deputy chair, sometimes also chairs of committees can help to create a bit of a
buffer, where you might have a chair that's perhaps a bit less interested in some of those human
elements of working with boards and CEOs.

Helga Svendsen 22:26

It also sounds like, in the experience you were talking about before, you had very high self
awareness, shall we say, about yourself, it sounds like, how did you build that self awareness about
yourself?

Sara Harrup 22:38

Gosh, if | had the answer to that, | think | have always been a self aware person, and | think it comes
with being ADHD and autistic in that when you go through life feeling like there are many times
where You feel misunderstood and you feel like it's you, you learn to examine things and to start to
try and differentiate always, well, what's me, what's the environment, what's the other person?

Sara Harrup 23:13

And I think, | think for a lot of your lifetime, you naturally think it's you. So in fact, you become hyper
self aware as you mature, with or without diagnosis and with or without identifying as
neurodivergent, you start to relax on yourself a little bit, where you start to go, you know, it's time
to be a little bit more confident in myself and actually accept myself for who | am and then, of
course, if you do start to identify that you're you have a neurodivergent identity that then provides
this entire opportunity to rewrite the narrative of your life, of the stories you've told yourself about
who you are, and it really helps you then distinguish even more discreetly between what's me,
what's my environment, what's other people.

Sara Harrup 24:11

So | think | haven't | have a natural curiosity in that, just because of the discomfort of often feeling
misunderstood, and that still happens sometimes now, like sometimes, | will still have an interaction
or series of interactions, where | am aware that | am being misunderstood, and | am having difficulty
finding a way through that and so you get to practice this stuff right, and unpack it, and have
coaching and go, what could | have done differently? So | have been an avid user of coaching for
many years.
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Helga Svendsen 24:48

Yeah, it's interesting, though, isn't it, like often it's the people who have started their journey, at
least on self awareness, that engage coaching services, rather than the people that aren't quite
there yet?

Helga Svendsen 25:00

Oh, Sara, | knew this would happen. | feel like we've barely scratched the surface. | do think if you're
open to it, | would love to do an event with the Take on Board community around this, and maybe
what we'll do is get them to listen to the podcast before they come, and then we can spend
maximize our time in Q and A around this. So if you're open to that we might do that at the time this
goes to air.

Sara Harrup 25:22

| would love it.

Helga Svendsen 25:23

Yay. All right, because, like | said, | feel like we've barely scratched the surface, so we might do both.
So with that in mind and knowing that we've barely scratched the surface, what are the key points
you want people to take away from the conversation that we've had today?

Sara Harrup 25:35

It's really okay to have conversations with people where you can talk to them about what you're
noticing and ask them to help you to understand that. So | think that's the first thing. Just keep
talking to people, keep building a relationship with people, keep deepening your understanding of
other people.

Sara Harrup 26:02

| think the second thing is that we always have more in common than the things that set us apart. So
there's always we always have more similarities and differences, | think, is what I'm trying to say,
and it always serves us well to remember that, particularly when we are feeling in conflict with
people.
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Sara Harrup 26:24

And | think the third thing is that pretty much anything we do like I'll just make up a figure, there's
no evidence to this, but I'm going to say 90% of the things that we do to support neurodivergent
people to thrive and work to their strengths will benefit everyone. There are some little things
where you might have to just problem solve a way through, but for the most part, if we think about
being mindful of our pace when we're in group discussions, to allow people with different thinking
styles to catch up and not using pace to push through decisions quickly, like that benefits everybody.

Sara Harrup 27:07

When we provide opportunities for all types of people who are introverted, extroverted, and all the
things in between, when we provide deliberate and intentional opportunities for everybody to
provide a perspective. Everybody benefits, the organisation benefits. So I'm hard pressed to think of
an initiative around neuro inclusive workplace design that can't benefit the majority.

Helga Svendsen 27:38

Okay, and is there a resource that you would like to share with the Take on Board community?

Sara Harrup 27:43

| think, for now, so I'm a little way away, maybe a month away from launching a bunch of my own
resources. But for now, people could follow me on LinkedIn. I'm connected with lots of other people
like me in this space. There are some amazing people doing some amazing work in this space. And so
| think maybe this LinkedIn is a great platform to start to find people like me who are working in the
space of kind of neurodivergent communities and neuro inclusive workplace design, and kind of
what we call it, neuro affirming leadership. There's lots of incredible people working in this space.
You can find them on LinkedIn, and I'll often share things from other people that I'm following that |
go, look, that's just gold, so maybe start there.

Helga Svendsen 28:37

Great and by the time this goes to air, | think your website will be live, so we'll include a link to your
website and your LinkedIn. It's how | found you to have this conversation. I'd seen you on LinkedIn,
so that's how this conversation came about, and | wholeheartedly agree you're sharing all sorts of
amazing, valuable stuff there, so encourage people to connect.
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Helga Svendsen 28:57

Oh, Sara, thank you. Thank you both for the conversation today and agreeing to a further event
where we can delve a bit deeper and take some of the questions live from the Take on Board
community. So folks, there will be a link in the show notes to that event, because by the time this
goes to air, we will have sorted out all the details for it. Thank you so much for being open to the call
to have this conversation and for sharing your wisdom with the Take on Board community today, |

really appreciate it.

Sara Harrup 29:24

Thank you for having me. It's been great.

Transcribed by https://otter.ai
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