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Intro:

“One thing I’ve tried to do, really, as a leader is model vulnerability and show people when I’m strug-
gling.”

Right now one of the biggest concerns for leaders in the social sector is the wellbeing of their staff. 

From Pro Bono News and Top Five Movement, this is the Leading Generous Teams podcast and I’m 
Clare Desira.

As the founder of the Top Five Movement, I’ve worked with thousands of leaders across 40 countries 
and I’ve seen how challenging it is to lead teams at the best of times, let alone right now.

COVID-19 has had a seismic impact on the social sector, and this is taking its toll on the people work-
ing in it.

So this show is dedicated to you, generous leaders who recognise that the resilience, mindset and 
mental health of your teams has never been more important.

Hit subscribe now to never miss an episode.

And if you can’t wait to start building your team’s resilience with our free tools, head to www.topfive-
movement.com/tools to get started.

And of course, for all of your social sector news head on over to www.probonoaustralia.com.au.

---

Clare Desira: Hello and welcome to the first episode of Leading Generous Teams, where we’ll be 
chatting with leaders about how they’re supporting their teams through the difficulty of COVID-19 and 
where they’re finding their own support. 

Our first guest is Mat Tinkler, the deputy CEO and director of policy and international programmes at 
Save the Children.

So, we’re here with you today, Mat, and we thought you’d be a really terrific first interview at Leading 
Generous Teams for a few reasons. The first is, looking over your career as a young lawyer and then 
working in public interest law, your time behind the scenes across many portfolios in government, 
but also your role at Save, which allows you to have a huge impact, but of course on the flip side, no 
doubt exposes you to some unforgettably sad things, so we’re so keen to understand how you man-
age your own resilience. We also know that you’re a father, you have three young children, as well, 
so you’re wearing that hat, and also, if that wasn’t enough to manage, this awful pandemic started 
creeping around the world at the start of the year.
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So, let’s kick off there, I really want to explore what did it mean for your team when the pandemic 
started to really evolve and some decisions had to be made and you found yourself responsible for 
communicating and making decisions about the future of this humanitarian work for many of your 
team overseas?

Mat Tinkler: Yeah, thanks, Clare, and thanks for having me on the programme, it’s really a privilege 
to be able to share some of the thoughts and experiences that we’ve had at Save the Children and 
throughout my career, so I’m really grateful for that. 

I think the pandemic ... I probably separated my role and the organisational role into two main parts. 
One was, as part of the executive management team at Save the Children, there was a time there 
when we were really worried about the financial viability of the organisation. We aren’t an NGO with 
big financial reserves, we’ve tended to run a very lean budget year on year because we’re prioritis-
ing impact for children all around the world. So, with the significant impact of COVID on things like our 
revenue from our op shops that we run, on potential deferral in programme income and expenditure, 
there was some real risk there for a point in time that our viability was at risk. So, there were some 
really quick decisions we had to make as a team. We did benefit from the extraordinary measures like 
JobKeeper that have really helped our organisation this year.

And then I had a more operational role as the managing director for our international programmes 
division. Our model is that Save the Children Australia directly runs the country programmes in the 
Pacific, so that’s Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu for us, and we implement through 
our global arm, Save the Children International, outside of this region. So, most of my focus was on 
the Pacific, where we have responsibility for our staff, both our national staff, which make up the very 
large proportion of staff we have in the region, but also some expatriate roles who are deployed 
to those countries. And it was a really difficult time because there was so much uncertainty around 
things like border closures, travel restrictions, the need to get personal protective equipment into 
countries, whether our programmes would still be operating, the risk to staff safety and health. So, we 
had to make a lot of quick operational decisions, as well, and it was in a very uncertain environment, 
obviously, so it was a really challenging time.

It’s not easy and everyone goes through it at their own pace, obviously, and I won’t pretend it was 
easy and everyone goes through a pretty emotional journey in this climate, but in one way I felt really 
lucky that an organisation like Save the Children is built for crisis. A lot of our work is responding to 
humanitarian emergencies or bush fires here in Australia, so in a sense the team is used to rallying 
around a crisis moment, we have a good crisis management team set up, we have good institutional 
support around responding to an emergency context, so I felt like we really kind of kicked that into 
gear, globally, and we were able to manage through pretty well.

Clare Desira: Yeah, thank you for sharing that. And obviously those really quick operational decisions 
and having that framework in place and having that very prepared and experienced crisis manage-
ment team must absolutely hold you in better stead when it comes to that resilience and mindset, 
but no doubt, when you made those calls, especially to bring people home and to be able to really 
separate people that are doing this work for the love of it and to be close to the cause, it’s far more 
than just organising a few plane tickets, it’s far more than the logistical process, it’s no doubt, as a part 
of your crisis management, you’re considering kind of that heartbreak and that helplessness that your 
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teams may feel, being far away from these such important causes that they support. And I’d really 
love to understand what have you done to support your staff’s mindset and resilience and mental 
health during this time?

Mat Tinkler: Yeah, it has been a big challenge and if you take the Pacific, for example, we had some 
staff who themselves had particular health vulnerabilities to COVID or their partners, some staff 
whose family members back in their home country had those kind of vulnerabilities and therefore 
were particularly keen to get home, but there’s this equal pull to be there, delivering on the mission in 
the country where they were posted. And so that was initially, I think, the challenge was helping peo-
ple through their decision. My view was, we exist to serve children in these countries, so we want our 
teams to be able to stay and help manage through the crisis, but equally there’s no shame, no judge-
ment at all if people say, my personal circumstances mean that I need to get home at the moment. 
So, we took a very open approach and supported people through that decision. And everyone made 
their own decision, some people came and then went back, some people came back to Australia, for 
example, and they’re still here and haven’t been able to redeploy due to closed borders.

So, there’s a very practical part that we still have staff who are effectively stuck in somewhere like 
Vanuatu because they didn’t make the last flight out. They might be international staff based in South 
East Asia who were working through us in Vanuatu, they couldn’t transit through Australia easily at 
the time and now there are no flights available, so they’ve been still working and very productive, but 
obviously a long way from their families. And so there was a lot of practical issues around plane tick-
ets, insurance arrangements, visa restrictions that we needed to work through, operationally, so that 
took quite a bit of effort, as well.

So, in supporting staff resilience, there were some practical things like giving out some additional 
benefits to staff, some leave for national staff, for example, to prepare before they went into lock-
down to go back to their villages and procure the kind of items they might need during a lockdown 
scenario. We made some payments across both our national staff and our expatriate staff in the 
Pacific, where we recognise that, because supply chains were disrupted, there was a huge inflation-
ary impact on household items, food and groceries, so therefore we gave people a bump up in their 
incomes for a period of time. We have really good employee assistance and counselling services. I 
mean, one thing we, as humanitarians often do is you encounter quite confronting things when you 
work in the field and we have good, culturally relevant and experienced counselling support services 
that we can offer staff, as well, and we’ve made that available as much as we possibly can.

And then I’d say there’s a lot on the more, the softer side, which is around how we’re communicating 
with our team, so at a sort of individual team level, people are having very regular check ins, more 
often than they would have in the non-remote world, if you like, a coffee every couple of days where 
there’s no set agenda and people are just having a chat online. I’ve been trying to do that with my 
senior management team, as well, as much as we can. Early on, we did the sort of Zoom drinks on a 
Friday or celebrated someone’s birthday. It might be wear a crazy Hawaiian shirt day or something, 
just things to lighten the mood a bit.

And one thing I’ve tried to do, really, as a leader is model vulnerability and show people when I’m 
struggling, too, and I think it’s really important at a time of crisis that people understand that we’re all 
struggling with this. So, from time to time, I’ve sent an email out and said, “I hope you’re doing okay, 
I’m really struggling this week, I feel like it’s week five of lockdown, there’s no light at the end of the 
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tunnel, and I just want to know that I’m feeling for all of you and I’m with you, as well, and if you need 
to chat, I’m here,” kind of thing, so I think ... I get a lot of good feedback on those kinds of things, that 
people really appreciate that, and we’ve tried to do that across the organisation from the CEO down, 
to really give people the licence to be open and let people know if they’re struggling.

Clare Desira: Yeah, I love that, I love that you’re giving people, consciously giving people space with 
no agenda. We’re so used to rushing and there’s work to be done and there’ll never be an end to the 
work that you’ve got to be doing around the world, so I love that you’re opening up that space. And 
I also love that realism around there’s no light at the end of the tunnel at the moment and you’re not 
trying to over promise or be over-positive, you’re trying to ... being realistic, but also giving people 
that space.

I love that you mentioned about the EAP programmes or the employee assistance programmes and 
yeah, as humanitarians, no doubt you really do lean on and access those as you need to. I wondered, 
are the messages at Save the Children around accessing those types of programmes, are they very 
much a access when you need it, or is it really much around proactively accessing that professional, 
one-on-one support to, I guess, proactively build mental health to support, or is it more reactive?

Mat Tinkler: It’s probably, on balance, a bit more reactive, but with a lot more emphasis on the mo-
ment about its availability and its usefulness and I think role-modeling’s important there too, if we 
have senior staff saying they’ve used the service and found it really helpful. We do tend to use it pro-
actively in acute situations, so for example, if we have staff deploying to humanitarian emergencies, 
particularly significant ones, we now have a mandatory pre- and post-debriefing session, so people 
can talk about what they saw and their experience and help to process that.

Personally, I ... and I go and see a lot of these programmes, as well, when we’re able to travel and 
one of the things that I find very useful is being able to talk about what I’ve seen and I’m quite lucky 
because often I’ll be doing that through the media, through an interview or through an opinion piece 
that I write and I find that really cathartic to capture a narrative on what I’ve seen and try and process 
that. I’m really conscious that a lot of my staff don’t have that opportunity, they’re not all out doing 
media and things like that, so you do really have to, I think, hold people’s hand through this and make 
sure that they use those support services as much as possible and that it’s actually quite a healthy 
thing to be doing, to be checking in with those kind of services quite regularly.

Clare Desira: Let’s talk a little bit more about you, so you will have, as a lawyer in the corporate but 
also public law arenas, and also, as I mentioned earlier, a parent to three young children and in this 
enormous role that you have at Save the Children, how are you managing your own resilience and 
mental health and how have you done that always, but particularly at the moment?

Mat Tinkler: Yeah, it’s a good question. If I’m honest, I’d say I’m managing it okay, but probably not 
brilliantly. Look, there’s some practical things I’ve done that I find important. I am a person who is 
quite driven and can be quite intense at times and I tend to ... and sometimes there’s anxiety there 
that drives that kind of focus and work ethic, as well, which is sometimes helpful, sometimes not.

Clare Desira: Yeah.

Mat Tinkler: But some practical things I’ve done is, I’m doing an early session at home quite often 
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during the week, where I’ll get up at five in the morning and do a couple of hours work before every-
one else gets up, because it’s a time when I can focus without any noise or interruptions and I feel 
like I’ve kind of gotten ahead of my day or my week and then I’ve got a couple of hours where I can 
have downtime and get the kids up and breakfast and we’re trying to make them come ... I’m a jog-
ger, as well, so jogging’s my thing where I sort of decompress and get exercise, so I’m ... we bought 
a puppy in our COVID isolation time, or just before, and I’ve been taking him for a run every day and 
usually one or two or three of the kids come with me on their bikes or in the jogging pram. So, we get 
a bit of family time, exercise, and I have that break between work.

And then I’ll come back in at 9:30 or something and work to 4:30 or 5:00 and ... So I’m sort of ... it’s a 
busy workload, it has been an intense time, but I’ve tried to give myself space at different times to ei-
ther focus or focus on the family. And then not feel guilty about having an hour over lunch time where 
you’re away from the laptop and helping the kids with the remote schooling or helping with lunch or 
whatever needs to be done around the house. So, I’ve tried to do that, personally, and I think also not 
be too hard on myself and reinforce that message with staff that you ... Don’t assume that you can 
be 100 per cent productive in this environment, where there’s a lot going on externally, you’ve got to 
manage your family and work-life balance and you’re away from your office environment, so try and 
cut yourself some slack as much as possible, too.

And we’ve done some ... so I suggested to the exec team recently that I think we should declare a 
public holiday for the workforce, particularly those in Victoria on lockdown, and everyone agreed and 
thought it was a great idea, because we ... if government can shut down all of society, who are we to 
think we can’t shut the office for a day and give people a break without any major repercussions for 
the team. So, we’re going to have a lockdown long weekend in a couple of weeks time, where we’re 
giving people some space deliberately to relax and a bit of a one-in-all-in approach, so if we’re all 
taking downtime, then it genuinely will be downtime, where you’re not getting emails all day in your 
inbox. So, just through proactively doing those kind of things, I think it gives us all something to look 
forward to and a break and that’s how I’ve tried to manage through this situation.

I’m really lucky, my wife’s home with me, she’s an actor and voice-over artist. Unfortunately for her, the 
industry’s been very quiet during this time, but fortunately for me that means she’s been able to help 
a lot with the home schooling and things like that and allowed me to focus when I need to on work 
stuff.

Clare Desira: It sounds like you’ve got a very full household there and a great little team going on 
and I can hear your lovely puppy in the background, as well.

Mat Tinkler: Yep, the puppy’s … he’s making an appearance, yep.

Clare Desira: Yeah! Wanting to be heard, I think. There hasn’t really been a workshop or a phone call 
or now a podcast interview where there hasn’t been some human interaction in the background right 
now and I think that’s definitely part of COVID life, as well.

Mat Tinkler: That’s right. My three year old usually interrupts me in these meetings, so my team are 
very used to seeing her waltz in, in her Elsa Frozen dress or something.

Clare Desira: I love it. 
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Can you tell me, Mat, when we were chatting earlier, before we hit record, you touched on the V 
word, so the vulnerability word, and I’d really love to hear your take on the important role of leaders 
being vulnerable, especially at a time right now.

Mat Tinkler: Yeah and we’ve done a lot of work in my team around the notion of vulnerability and 
it came from one of our engagement surveys as an organisation where, across some of my teams, 
there was a question around safety and people not feeling as safe as we would have liked them to 
and it took me a while to really process and unpack that, but when we did, I think what we realised 
is that people weren’t talking about their physical safety, they were talking about their safety in terms 
of ability to be honest and open, to make mistakes, to admit if they don’t get something or they need 
help.

And I think a lot of that is around role modelling this notion of vulnerability, that the way to build trust 
among teams is to be very open and honest with each other, because that allows you to, one, say to 
your team, no one’s perfect. And I’m the kind of person who’s been accused of having a good poker 
face in the past and I think what that means is sometimes I’m not ... I’ve got this kind of cool, calm, 
measured face on, but beneath there, things are moving pretty quickly. And I didn’t really reflect on 
that for a long time that that can be quite challenging for a team who think, oh, Mat’s always got it un-
der control, when reality is, I don’t and I’m probably just better at covering that up than some people 
are who really wear their heart on their sleeve.

So, I realised for me personally I had to be more open and vulnerable as a leader, so I’ve started to 
try and really role model this about, when I’m struggling a bit with something, when I don’t feel like 
I’ve got the answer, being quite open about that. And the team has leant into that, too, and we coined 
a term, as part of this, we call “guard down” moment, so letting your guard down in a meeting or dis-
cussion and going, “Hey, I actually really need to call out something here, I don’t get this, or I actually 
really fundamentally disagree with where we’re going.” And when we say that kind of “guard down,” 
people get that we’re saying, don’t jump on this person here, they may have a different view, let’s let 
them have their say, let’s really think and listen and then lean into this issue, the kind of tension that 
might exist there, to try and bottom it out and resolve it.

And it’s a work in progress, I’d say, we go up and down on this at times, but I think, having gone 
through the exercise of being honest about that and calling out the absence of trust at times and the 
need to be vulnerable is something we’re really working hard on. And it’s been really useful in a time 
of crisis, I think, because, having started some of it prior to now, coming into this time, it’s not much of 
a stretch to go, I get it now, I’ve got to show vulnerability day to day to my team and others are start-
ing to do that with their teams, as well, so ... That’s how we’ve been trying to approach it, yeah, in my 
team.

Clare Desira: Oh, thank you for sharing that, I love it. When you started to talk about safety, I imme-
diately thought around, it’s psychological safety that the team is looking for and that is absolutely 
creating that space again for people to feel really safe. And I love that you’ve almost coined that term, 
“guard down,” I’m sure that there’s going to be many, many listeners that will introduce that into their 
teams, as well, and it’s just a really practical and quick way to be able to bring some vulnerability in, 
so thank you so much for sharing that as a fantastic, practical tip.
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Mat Tinkler: Yeah, no worries.

Clare Desira: And my last question for you today, Mat, is what are your hopes for your team as we 
navigate through the rest of 2020 and head into, hopefully, a fresh, new start in 2021?

Mat Tinkler: I feel like we’ve done well as a team to sort of batten down the hatches and get through 
the acute phase of a crisis that has been COVID-19. And what I’m hoping is that we have made the 
right decisions and continue to make decisions now that are going to set us up for the next 18 months 
or two years. And I think it took us a while, all of us, collectively, probably a while to realise that this 
crisis was going to last a lot longer than a few months. If you think about our organisation and our 
travel model, for example, we’re not anticipating being back to international travel any time before 
mid-next year, so that’s really a profound difference to the way we work.

So, I just want to ... I guess I hope that we are courageous enough to think over the long term, to not 
pretend we have all the answers to these challenges, but to be prepared to make decisions based 
on the information we have, so that in 12 months’ time we don’t look back and go, we really should 
have acted sooner. We could sort of see the writing on the wall for our model and our work and we 
didn’t act soon enough. So, that’s probably the thing keeping me awake at night at the moment and 
I’m doing a lot of work with my team now on that sort of scenario planning and thinking about our 
structure and resources and set up to make sure we’re fit for the future.

Clare Desira: Wonderful. Thank you so much for joining us, Mat. We feel so grateful to have had you, 
especially as our first interview and there were so many things that people can take away from your 
insights in just a short time, so thank you so much.

Mat Tinkler: Very welcome, Clare, it’s great to be part of it, so thank you for the opportunity.

---

Clare Desira: Mat Tinkler, what an incredible and humble man. Now, I could talk all day about the 
ideas that Mat’s touched on, things like psychological safety and providing an open space for con-
versations with your team, without an agenda, setting realistic messages and expectations, keeping 
it real, but also supportive. And also the things that he personally does to process and build strong 
emotions, like a changed but consistent routine, running, and journaling. But the one thing I really 
want to expand on in my reflections today, after this episode, is that shift that we’re seeing in work-
places and the shift that we’re seeing in messages around mental health support. It is so key.

Now, in our conversation with Mat, we spoke about EAP programmes. Now, an EAP programme is 
an employee assistance programme, if that acronym isn’t familiar with you, and what it is, it’s when 
an organisation is set up, a relationship with a third party to be able to actually provide professional 
support for their staff. So, it’s confidential, paid sessions with a therapist, a psychologist, a counsellor, 
that employees can access and talk about things confidentially. It’s of course not the only way that 
people can seek out paid, professional help, and we’ll touch a little bit more on that later, but it is a 
really incredible service that some organisations provide.

Traditionally, in my experience, in large organisations a leader might actually recommend someone 
access an employee assistance programme when they’re going through a crisis. It could be they’re 
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managing grief or trauma or if a team member is clearly having some challenges with mental health, 
or a leader might feel out of depth, they might actually recommend that team member go and actu-
ally speak to someone professionally through the employee assistance programme. Other gener-
ous leaders, who I have seen that are incredible, when they’ve been supporting a staff member and 
they’ve felt out of depth, they’ve actually gone and booked a session themselves, as well, with an 
EAP person, to just confidentially talk about what they can do to support that team member better. 
So, two incredible ways that people can use employee assistance programmes.

I’ve actually, in a previous life, also accessed them myself and found them to be super helpful. One 
was when there was a professional ... for a professional challenge, so there was a lot of change 
going on at work, and the second was actually for a personal experience, so my brother was navigat-
ing some very serious mental health challenges, they’re things that he has spoken about publicly, so 
it’s okay for me to share that, but for me to be able to go and have workplace-supported time with a 
professional was incredibly helpful, as well.

Now, the question I asked Mat today was around, has he seen a shift in the messages and the en-
couragement for people around seeking out these services and not waiting until they’re in a crisis. 
And as you can imagine, with some of the situations and information that humanitarian workers are 
exposed to, my heart breaks even considering it, especially when it comes to child health and pro-
tection, you can imagine that speaking with a professional to debrief about that process and those 
experience would not only be helpful, but actually a much-needed service. Well, something I’m really 
excited about, more than ever, that we’re seeing in our work, is that so many organisations now are 
starting to really shift that focus to encourage and support proactive resilience building. And in our 
modern times, it’s easy to feel pressured. With rapid changes, 24/7 communication and that constant 
busyness, a lot of us are running on adrenaline and it is a really fine line.

At Top Five, we love to say that a good leader manages the logistics. Sure, they get things done, but 
they’re managing the logistics. But a generous and great leader not only manages those logistics 
well, but they truly understand, proactively support the importance of mindset resilience and wellbe-
ing in their team. They know that that actually leads to better results in the end and a more win-win 
situation for everybody. More and more in our work we’re seeing organisations or pockets of gener-
ous leaders within organisations are really starting to change that message, consciously change that 
message around building mental health and mindset resilience.

We’ve covered so much today, but there are three things that I’d love to leave you with. The first is to 
explore your own personal beliefs as a leader around mental health and the idea of proactive mental 
health. Imagine if I was to pop up into your office today, I’m not going to, I promise you, but to say to 
you, “What if, today, you actually talk to your team about prioritising their mental health?” What comes 
up for you there? What are your resistance points, do you feel excited and ready about it, does it feel 
a bit uncomfortable, do you feel scared about it? How do you feel about that? And that might actually 
be a great challenge for you there is to actually, if you’re wanting to dive in and start to explore this 
more, is to seek out a professional yourself to talk about how you can actually bring this more to your 
team and change your beliefs around accessing professional mental health, to really role model that.

The second thing I want to leave you with is to encourage you to think about what’s one thing you 
can do today to strengthen your own mental health. And lastly, what’s something you can do to sup-
port your teams today? 
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Thank you, again, to the incredible Mat Tinkler, deputy CEO from Save the Children, for sharing so 
many practical tips with us, we’re so grateful for your time and insights. We hope you found this 
episode valuable in some way, get you thinking in new ways or refreshing your ideas about mental 
health, mindset resilience and wellbeing. 

On Friday, we’ll be dropping a bonus episode, which expands on some more ways you can support 
your teams, and then next Tuesday we’ll be sharing another interview. I can’t wait for you to hear that 
one, as well.

 ---

Clare Desira: As we wrap, I want to say a big thank you to all of the generous leaders and their teams 
out there, making a difference in our world, especially right now. 

I’d like to say thank you to the people of the Kulin nation, from the Country where this podcast is pro-
duced, and of course I want to say thank you to you, our listeners. 

Be sure to subscribe to the podcast and never miss an episode and if you’re looking for some tools 
to get started with straight away, we’ve got some for you. Head over to topfivemovement.com/tools. 
For the latest social sector news, head over to probonoaustralia.com.au. 

And for now, we’re wishing you the strongest mental health mindset and resilience as you head into 
the rest of your day. Have a good one.
 


