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For all those who sometimes feel they don’t quite belong, but
really want to, precisely so they can change the organisation
they’re so involved in from within.



Contents

Foreword 9
Introduction 13

The Discomfort of Victory 17
1 AMeaningful Turn 25

2 The Uniform 31

3 The Foundation 39

4 TheRoyal Military Academy 45

5 De Peel: Learning Without a Mission 51

6 No Women Allowed (Or Are They?) 57

7  Pregnant and on the Deployment Roster 63
8 OnDeployment 69

9 One of the Guys 79

10 TheFlip Side of Loyalty 8s

11 The Art of Invisible Leadership 93

12 Cyber Command 99

13 Nota Pilot, but an Outsider 105

14 The Myth of Visibility 113

15 Traditions with the Windows Open 123

16 Creating Space in an Overcrowded Country 131
17 The Battle for the Battleground 137



18 Vulnerability with Red Cheeks 141

19 Taking off the Tie 149

20 A Dress, a Concert and a Mission 153

21 Breasts and Tanks 159

22 Pumps and Trainers 163

23 ‘I'm Going to Be an F-35 Pilot’ 167

24 The Business of Security 173

25 ‘We Don’t Do Women’ 177

26 Stopwatches and Silence 181

27 The Reference Man — Time to Retire 185

28 The Carafe and the Orange Pen 191

29 Fighting Smarter 197

30 Halifax — Where Words Carry More Weight
(And Hair Became a Symbol) 201

31 Tall Trees, Fallen Acorns and a Tank Full of Criticism 205

32 Progress Without Permission 209

Epilogue 215



Foreword

By Janice Gross Stein

Elanor O’Sullivan has written a stunning book. I read
many books about leadership and usually find myself
yawning before [ have finished the first ten pages. Armed
with Sensitivity is so filled with unconventional wisdom
that [ finished the book in one sitting. Written by a woman
who was ‘the first’ at so many things she did, I was not sur-
prised to find new ways of approaching old problems and
new categories that enable different kinds of thinking. All
of that is here. But beyond all of that is Elanor’s distinctive
voice. I had the privilege of meeting Elanor when she was,
of course, in the first class of senior women officers in a
program — the Women for Peace Fellowship — sponsored
by the Halifax International Security Forum. As I read, the
voice of the Elanor that I had met and admired rings out
above the words.

The best way to introduce you to this extraordinary
woman is to let her speak for herself. When she begins her
career, she tells us, “You have to start small. No big words.
Seeing who speaks first and who never says anything.
Who quietly sets the tone, who always arrives just a little
late. And sometimes just sitting down next to someone



and talking, without an agenda. That worked better than
any leadership programme.” How right she is. Leadership
is, Elanor tells us, about being present. She goes on: ‘Lead-
ership comes with standing next to someone. Asking
what someone needs, even if you think you already know
the answer. Looking at what people can do, not only at
what they are formally required to do. Change does not
start with a strategy. It starts with being there. And above
all, being there to listen without judgement. It is precisely
in places where nothing seems to be happening that you
learn what patience is. What trust requires. And how, with
quiet steps, you can still provide guidance. The trick is not
to stand in front of someone, but to stand beside them.’
Would the leaders of today pay attention to this quiet
voice that radiates both strength and understanding? The
story she tells us is the antidote to bombastic authoritari-
anism, to those who think they know it all and have no
need to ask, to those who think leadership comes from a
checklist and can be captured by a formula. We have all
seen these leaders and know the gaping holes they leave
behind in organisations that never reach their potential.
Armed with Sensitivity is a brilliant primer for those who
care about innovation and renewal in their organisation,
especially in a time when we are so focused on technology.
Elanor puts technology in its much larger social context
and seamlessly knits the two together. Again her words
say it best. ‘If you introduce a new weapon system but con-
tinue to use it as you always have, the benefits will be lim-
ited to what you already know. But the whole idea is that
such a system can do more, provided that the environ-
ment changes as well. It is not just about technological in-
novation, but also about social innovation — how do you
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organise yourself around it? — and cultural innovation —
how are you going to act? That’s the crux of the matter.
Purchasing a new system such as a drone is one thing. But
you also have to rethink everything else: functions, man-
dates, powers, training and, of course, integration and co-
operation with other systems. New technology only really
comes into its own when the organisation changes with
it.” Here, Elanor addresses, in the most direct and easily un-
derstood way, the fundamental challenge of all innovation.
What begins as a technological innovation, she tells us, be-
comes a social innovation and above all, a human achieve-
ment. Read her words again, quietly, slowly, and the im-
mensity of what she is saying will slowly sink in. I know I
have thought about her insights again and again. Many
times, they have changed my own perspective in the or-
ganisation that I lead.

Finally, Elanor writes about diversity in her own, unique
voice. Leadership, she tells us, is not about fitting in. It’s
about daring to break the mold so that it doesn’t only ac-
commodate one type of person: ‘Leadership is not a posi-
tion or a protocol. Nor is it telling people what to do be-
cause you are already there. True leadership starts with
opening the door. Not for the people who are already
inside, but for those who are still outside wondering
whether there is a door at all. Leadership requires some-
thing from all of us. That we dare to deviate from ‘the way
it’s always been’. That we have the courage not to direct
someone who is different, but allow them to flourish in
their own way. Not as a favour, but as a necessity.’

In Armed with Sensitivity, Elanor tells the compelling
story of a woman who, against all odds, wanted to become
an F-35 pilot, one of the most demanding and daunting
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responsibilities in contemporary militaries. As the chapter
comes to a close, her voice still sounds in my ears: ‘Because
let’s be honest: if she succeeds, it is her victory. But if we
make it possible for her, then it is ours too. Then we will
not only have an F-35 pilot, but also a system that is learn-
ing to fly.’

This book is all about human-centred leadership and
what we can do to enable and support a system that is
learning to fly. Don’t miss reading this book. It will enrich
your life, just as having Elanor in my life has enriched
mine.

Janice Gross Stein,

Founding Director, Munk School of Global Affairs and Public Policy
Chair of the Board, Halifax International Security Forum
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Introduction

Writing a book. Was it really such a good idea?

That thought crossed my mind more often than I would
have liked. Especially while editing, rewriting and rewrit-
ing yet again. Every time I re-read the beginning, I thought:
oh dear. Too heavy, too complicated, a bit too much self-
analysis before breakfast. Halfway through, I felt the urge
to quit. Just quietly, as if this project had never existed.

Still, Tkept going. Not because I was bursting with moti-
vation, but because it kept niggling at me. “Why don’t you
write a book about this?” people kept asking me. And a
few publishers kept coming back. Somehow I felt it made
sense — because the process itself is the story. Exploring
boundaries, stumbling, getting back up and discovering
that ‘T'm not perfect’ is very different from deciding that
‘I'm not good enough’.

An important guide in all this was my coach. A coach
who helped me to press pause. Not in the sense of pausing
to reflect while lying on a yoga mat, but really taking a
hard look at yourself: where is the friction, where is there
still work to be done, what do you keep putting off even
though you know you have to do something about it. I've
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learned that the list of things I need to work on, even today,
isn’t exactly short. It is almost bittersweet to think that we
will never be a ‘finished product’. We remain works in
progress. That is not a failure. It is part of being human.

In other words, we are all ‘a work in progress’. There is
always room for growth, and if you don’t tap into that
room, it is not only a shame for yourself, but also for the
people around you. And this touches on the core of what I
wanted to write here: letting go of the idea that as a leader
you always have to be sure of yourself. We have turned
leadership into a kind of obstacle course, while setting the
bar higher and higher —as if it were a sport in which you
only count if you jump over every obstacle without falter-
ing. But that bar is not motivating; it is just exhausting. It
pushes people beyond their limits and leaves them with
that quiet, nagging feeling that, at the end of the day, what-
ever they do is never good enough.

This book does not claim to be a manual. It is not a step-
by-step plan or a recipe for success.

It is rather a plea to let go of some of that tension and
make room for humanity. Especially in situations where
we most often mask it. Can [ be myself, even as a leader?
Can I doubt, not know something, stumble occasionally
without immediately having to justify myself? I am con-
vinced that this is precisely where strength lies: in ac-
knowledging discomfort and staying with it. Leadership is
not something you put on, but something you dare to take
off. Not armoured, but armed with sensitivity.

Because leadership is not about the smartest suit, the
most convincing narrative or a charismatic personality. It’s
about people, real people. People with questions and good
intentions, people who are sometimes having a bad day.
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This is why I'm thrilled to present Armed with Sensitivity.
Not because sensitivity makes you weaker, but because it
makes you sharper: more human and hence more reliable.
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