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Forgotten Leaders, Stéphane Trottier

There are books that dare to pay attention to what our world has learned to avoid: injury, doubt, loneliness, collapse. The book ‘’Forgotten Leaders’’ is one of them. It gives back a face and a voice to women and men who have hit rock bottom, wavered, sometimes fallen—but who, through their own scars, discovered a radical way of living. Through their clarity, their attention to the suffering of others, and their ability to rebuild themselves without hiding their flaws, these people embody a rare form of human strength.

This book does not celebrate social success, but the knowledge from traversing pain. It speaks of a deeply embodied leadership, never guaranteed, always threatened, built from recognized, embraced, and shared vulnerability.

“I have met too many women broken by patriarchal violence to believe that silence protects. On the contrary, it is speech, even hesitant, even wounded, that opens the possibility of a tomorrow. In shelters, camps, women’s circles, I have witnessed the birth of a staggering strength, which does not shout, but transforms. For me, leadership is not defined by control or domination, but by the ability to unite, to listen, to bring out the best in others. It is inseparable from the common good. It is manifested in the care given to the most vulnerable, in the commitment to repair, to build, to pass on.” — Michaëlle Jean 

"I was born in France, in 1944 under the bombs, and I grew up in the ruins of a country devastated by war and that had to recover. I know, having experienced it since childhood, what it means to live in the tension between shadow and light.

It is undoubtedly what drew me to philosophy and later to documentary filmmaking: this need to reveal what others prefer to keep silent, to welcome the bare, hesitant, yet true words of those who are too quickly erased from collective narratives. What has always guided my work is the necessity to listen to those whom others refuse to hear. In Indigenous communities as in so many other forgotten people of our official stories, I have encountered words that people try to erase — wounded memories, disturbing truths, but also a precious knowledge of the world. These voices carry a force that challenges certainties and, simply by existing, compel us to rethink what it means to be human.” 

—Jean-Daniel Lafond 

It is with humility and gratitude that we acknowledge here the approach of this work. It is in line with our own commitment: to make visible the invisible, to make room for that word that we keep silent out of discomfort or indifference, but which carries within it an essential truth. ‘’Forgotten Leaders’’ is not a book of consolation. It is a call to recognize fragility as a common condition, to relearn that no one is immune to loss, and that what we sometimes call "trouble" or "failure" is also, often, a beginning. 

By highlighting these journeys of distress and reconstruction, this book helps us to consider them differently: not as stigmata, but as a territory to be listened to, understood, and inhabited together. Stéphane Trottier invites us to build a society where attention becomes a form of justice, and where every voice — even trembling — can participate in telling and building the world. 

The Right Honourable Michaëlle Jean

27th Governor General of Canada 

UNESCO Special Envoy

Co-founder and Co-Chair of the Michaëlle Jean Foundation. 

Mr. Jean-Daniel Lafond 

Philosopher, filmmaker, essayist 


Co-president and co-founder of the Michaëlle Jean Foundation Ottawa, January 2026
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On Suffering and Compassion

This book was written in Ontario, Canada, within the vicinity of Ottawa. This book’s genesis lies in the raw narratives of the streets and the profound accounts of human struggle as I have witnessed and experienced them. My hope is for its resonance to extend beyond local boundaries, touching the hearts of individuals across distant cities. The process of its creation was a jarring and awakening, punctuated by nightmarish visions of despair and agony, akin to the grating shriek of a saw tearing through metal, accompanied by the clatter of falling rebar.

Within these pages, I explored the essence of hardship, dissecting its origins and exploring the divine wisdom woven into our afflictions. Suffering is not an immutable penalty for transgressions; rather, our trials frequently serve as a crucible for absolution. Through life’s storms, steadfast belief in your divine providence is paramount. This book aims to be a powerful testament to the transformative influence of human connection and a compelling call to cultivate a more compassionate and equitable world.

Echoing the poignant depiction of extreme privation faced by the destitute and unsheltered in Job 24:7-12, this endeavor seeks to cultivate profound empathy and understanding for those navigating dire circumstances.

I hope that your reading experience will foster deeper understanding, ignite greater empathy, and inspire a resolute commitment to building a society where every individual is empowered to flourish.

“Let us open conversations”

(Stéphane)
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PROLOGUE
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“LIFE’S HARD, THEN YOU DIE”
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We often question leaders’ traits and styles, and through this book, I will hopefully redefine leadership, my own way! A leader is someone who guides, inspires, and motivates others to achieve a common goal. A Forgotten Leader is the one in the background, not only the CEO but their accomplice, their right-hand person. The Forgotten Leader is the Past President or long-gone executive, sitting and waiting for children to visit their retirement home. It can be a single parent with kids, an entrepreneur, a sibling, a multi-handicapped person, or anyone we may look up to but take for granted.

As I wish to discuss leadership from all backgrounds, I will also share my journey as an entrepreneur, high-level executive, and director on many boards of directors, experiencing high levels of stress, severe anxiety episodes, and feeling on the brink of mental illness, unable to conform to guidelines, yet doing it all in a desire to fit in and be accepted.

Is conformity referring only to the tendency to adjust one’s attitudes? If so, I don’t think I fit the mold. Conformity has shattered my preconceived notions of leadership, success, and societal support systems. Often, the polished boardrooms and strategic planning sessions are replaced with the stark realities of mental survival. 

Having had the privilege of meeting great leaders who struggled, failed, started over, or perhaps ended up on the streets because of family abandonment, bad health, inability to cope with their stressful lives, or even failed drug experiments, stood in stark contrast to my own reality growing up. This reality forced a radical re-evaluation of my understanding of the human condition and how to survive in the real world. As you will discover with Mathieu, the first story in this book, he is the perfect example that when things go badly, it can feel like you have made a series of “wrong moves” that have cornered you, like being checkmated in chess. For Mathieu, the checkmate is a final, irrefutable defeat, like many others encountered—a state of despair or hopelessness in life.

“There is always a move.” Even in a dire and direct situation, there might be one final move to change the outcome. This book is not just my narrative of personal struggles; it is a deep dive into the human factors that contribute to the often-invisible crisis plaguing high-achieving individuals and great leaders, and the fine line that may bring many of us there. This perspective encourages resilience and the ability to find a new solution to “flip the script” before or when you are at your lowest point. Through the stories of many individuals who have fallen all the way to the streets, I found a system ill-equipped to support them in getting back up. All my life, I struggled with and challenged conformity and the conventional definitions of leadership. I have been fascinated by the complexities of burnout, societal pressures, and the often-untreated trauma that can lead to such devastating outcomes.

My intent is to shift the conversation, not to focus solely on the tragedy, but to highlight the resilience, courage, and steadfast human spirit displayed by those who have, or are still navigating this crisis. The lessons learned are not just for those at risk but for all of us: the importance of talking about mental health, the need for compassionate leadership, and the urgent call for systemic change to build a more supportive and equitable society. With great humility, this book is my small contribution to vital conversations we often hide and prefer not to discuss, perhaps out of fear of being judged due to thinking outside the box.

In this book, I explore the often-hidden crisis of homelessness among individuals who have, in their own way, achieved significant professional success. I will challenge conventional understanding of leadership, moving beyond the narrow definitions of power, wealth, and position to embrace a more holistic and compassionate approach. I will delve into the psychosocial factors that often contribute to burnout, the impact of unmanaged stress and anxiety, and the devastating consequences of societal pressures on high-achieving individuals. Through poignant narratives and insightful analysis, I will examine the experiences of a few of these “forgotten leaders,” their struggles, and their remarkable resilience.

I do not have all the answers nor lessons to dictate, nor will I tell anyone what they did wrong, but I will allow all of us to examine the systemic failures that leave many individuals vulnerable, questioning our perception of success and the lack of support for those who fall through the cracks. I wish to initiate conversations and investigate different leadership styles while emphasizing the crucial role of empathy, emotional intelligence, and servant leadership in creating a healthier and more supportive environment. This is not simply a study of individual experiences; it is a call for a profound shift in how we define leadership and a plea for systemic change to prevent others from suffering the same fate.

Ultimately, the hope is to inspire a reimagined definition of leadership, one that prioritizes service, compassion, and the well-being of all individuals, irrespective of their position or circumstances. 

“Allow yourself to think outside the box!” 

(Unknown)

Throughout my life and many testimonies, I have observed that being a child, student, or a great leader, the constant barrage of negative comments often becomes a weight on our shoulders, jeopardizing our confidence and self-worth. Each day, even the smallest bad joke, the weird looks, slowly accumulate and become part of a bullying pattern that chips away at our sense of self, leaving us feeling smaller and insignificant. I have found that the strongest-looking persons, the most confident-looking, the most successful-looking individuals, the vibrant and self-assured leaders, are often those suffering in silence. These people become a shadow of themselves, struggling to remember a time when they felt worthy and valued. These people, you, me, and them, we continuously wonder about the next steps, the mission, and strive to become the best person we can be, all while hoping to remain sane through it.

Work doesn’t get easier over the years; stressors’ frequency and intensity increase, leaving many of us reeling. I have often heard leaders questioning their worth and the relevancy of their lives. I have found that the weight of responsibility bears down on top leaders—their every move scrutinized, and their every decision questioned. The pressure to perform and prove themselves often takes a toll, leaving them forgotten, isolated, exhausted, and laden with doubts and insecurities.

Even with the worst outcomes, it is in these moments of darkness that true strength is found. Many forgotten leaders, even after homelessness, began to recognize the signs, reach out for support and reconnect with their teams. They realised that showing vulnerability was not a sign of weakness but an opportunity to build trust and foster collaboration. By delegating tasks and empowering their teams, they found a new sense of purpose and value. Not only for myself but also for others around me, I have found comfort in discussing vulnerability, expressing weaknesses, and opening conversations on mental health. 

The road to recovery is often not easy, but with each small step, as leaders, we may begin to reclaim power and rebuild confidence. This book is vulnerable, it is raw, and it expresses a journey of self-discovery, learning to balance the demands of high-expectation roles with self-care and resilience. Over time, we can emerge stronger and more resilient, equipped with the knowledge that we are not alone in our struggles and that true strength lies in embracing vulnerabilities. We are stronger together! 

“The real voyage consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” 

(Marcel Proust)

MATHIEU

As I began writing stories and defining how to write the book, I met this incredible, forgotten leader. Mathieu Lebrun probably demonstrates what a life should not be. As I listened to him, his life seemed filled with everything contrary to how we raise a child, provide trust or self-confidence. 

As Mathieu and I sat outside a local café, the weight of his seventy years was bearing down on him. His eyes, heavy with the sorrow of a life unfulfilled, gazed blankly at the wall, seeing nothing and everything all at once. The silence enveloped him, a constant reminder of his solitude. He had always been a loner, an outsider looking in on a world that seemed to have conspired to keep him at bay.

As he reflected on his life, Mathieu couldn’t help but feel a sense of emptiness. He had never known true happiness, only fleeting moments of contentment quickly overshadowed by disappointment. His dreams had withered on the vine, one by one, until he was left with nothing but the bitter taste of regret. He had wanted to be a soccer and hockey referee, but violence and aggression from his father brought him terrible memories and exacerbated his debilitating memories. He worked in construction but lost his job due to being late for public transportation or even because of his undiagnosed depression, preventing him from getting up early. With depression, Mathieu said that hiding under the covers prevents you from seeing life. It allows time to go by without seeing it. You want to get up, but the burden of breathing weighs you down. Now, at 70, finally medicated, it is too late.

Even the notion of a smile is foreign to him; it had been so long, if ever, that he has truly felt joy. The world has been a cold and cruel place, and Mathieu has borne the brunt of its harshness. He had loved once, or so he thought, but even that had slipped through his fingers like sand, leaving him with nothing but a hollow ache in his chest. After 21 years of living in a small room at the Shepherds of Good Hope, where the average stay is 2 years, he is closing in on himself. As a hoarder, his room is getting smaller. He is unable to name one friend, and the prospect of change seems as distant as ever.

As a child, he was beaten and abused like his mother and his grandmother before him. He was a forgotten leader before even engaging in life. Teachers and professionals never believed his stories, but his father controlled him when he told them. With a grade nine education, he never fitted the mold. School never took the time to assess his talents. As a gifted child, he was left in the dust as he was classified as unfit. Mathieu tried to work, but mental health, anxiety, stress, cognitive and depressive moods prevented him from functioning. Employers couldn’t accommodate his schedule and weaknesses. Unconventional work, such as refereeing soccer or hockey, was his passion, but the expected violence on the field or ice triggered his anxiety and panic attacks. 

Throughout his life, Mathieu lived without knowing what was wrong with him. 14 years apart from his closest sibling, he felt alone. Never having support, everyone in his life was alone and afraid. Having received a diagnosis of severe depression and anxiety at 40 can not only be challenging, but also perhaps a bit too late. Although it is a point where adequate treatment can significantly improve quality of life, receiving a late diagnosis will have significant emotional and psychological effects, often described as transformative yet traumatic. Many individuals, such as Mathieu, report feeling a sense of relief and clarity after finally being diagnosed and medicated, but they also face challenges such as missed support, stigma, and difficulties accessing necessary services. The emotional impact is more profound, as it brings a flood of complex emotions and requires non-existent self-compassion and resilience to navigate this new chapter in life.

Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) is a common mental illness characterized by persistent sadness, loss of interest, and other symptoms that interfere with daily life, compounded with a severe anxiety disorder, which also generates excessive worry, fear, and nervousness that can significantly impact daily functioning.

Can red tape, lack of support, empathy, lack of ambition, or drive interfere with a productive life? How can an individual remain confident and self-motivated when not diagnosed? Is surmounting these traits possible? As the book will ponder many questions, Mathieu has felt a weight on his shoulders. He has always struggled with motivation and a sense of stagnation in his life. The red tape and lack of support from others or society had only made it more complicated. Late in years, he knew he probably wasn’t alone in this struggle, but that didn’t make it any easier. Mathieu has given up wondering if it was possible to overcome these traits and forge a different path. He never found the drive and ambition to create a more fulfilling, productive life. 

“You don’t have to see the whole staircase, just take the first step.” 

(Martin Luther King Jr.)

When asked what he would have changed in his life, Mathieu declares that, after many psychotherapy and psychiatric evaluations, the answer is: everything. He would have changed his mother, his father, his family, his hometown, his schools, his jobs, and the government. He said that he would have made better choices, identified better social services, taken care of his health... he would have changed everything.

Mathieu has lived a life of anger; however, when talking to me today, his answer was different. He said he would have changed his “attitude.” Perhaps he would have taken matters into his own hands. He could have achieved goals for himself, things that he could accomplish despite the lack of support from others and hiding under his covers. Perhaps he could have confronted the bullies, stood up for himself and his mother. He could have surrounded himself with inspiring people and listened to others who had overcome similar challenges. He could have sought out new experiences, pushing himself outside of his comfort zone, and perhaps he could have felt what being confident is.

He reads war stories, great battles of the past, hoping history could have been different. He has never discovered passion, but a journey of setbacks that has held him back for so long. Mathieu tells me that life was simpler before the Second World War. It was a time of innocence, when the pace of life was slower, and stress was an unknown concept to most. People went about their daily lives without the weight of the world on their shoulders. But after the war, everything changed. The world had endured unimaginable trauma and loss, and the aftermath brought about a new era of complexity and difficulty. The war had unleashed a beast in the form of stress, a silent killer, which crept into the lives of the population and took hold. It manifested in various ways, from physical ailments to mental health issues, creating a domino effect of demise and depression.

The war left deep scars, and the once-carefree population now carried the burden of trauma. The world has since become a darker place, and the simplicity of pre-war life is nothing but a distant memory. 

Survival is a daily battle. Our daily wars not only take lives but also steal our innocence and sense of security. 

Our new era brings about a profound shift in society, and the world has entered a period of uncertainty and anxiety. The very fabric of humanity, and the once-simple life, is now a thing of the past, he says. For Mathieu, with each passing day, the world is a more stressful and challenging place to navigate.

Life’s journey is indeed a path riddled with challenges, but it is in these trials that we find our true strength and resilience. Mathieu, now in his seventies, has never learned this truth over the years. He has only viewed and remembered the lows and the tribulations. He knows that being focused on positive moments may have redefined his existence, but anger and survival were his only paths. This book might be his life’s redemption, a testament to what could be done differently. Along with Mathieu’s life-long heritage and through a collection of stories and examples showcasing what is and what could be before losing control to mental health, depression, homelessness, or even suicide, I invite you to reflect on our own paths and contemplate the changes we can make to live a life of fulfillment, purpose, and happiness. This book is intended to be a reminder that with every challenge, there is an opportunity to grow, to learn, and to find the beauty in the journey.

As you flip through the pages, you will uncover the moments that shaped many great and Forgotten Leaders and the lessons they gleaned from them. I wish for you to explore the times when they had to search for solutions, donning the hat of a problem-solver, and navigating through life’s complexities. For me, this book is more than just a collection of words, stories, and redefinitions of leadership and mental health; it is a legacy of wisdom, experience, and my personal journey that I hope will inspire many to embrace the challenges that come their way, if the hat fits!

I strongly believe that for many, the journey ahead may be uncertain, but with the right perspective, we can navigate it with grace and courage. So let this book be a guide, a friend offering wisdom and solace. Let Mathieu’s and others’ stories offer you this gift to remind you that life is a precious gift, and it is in our power to make the most of it.

I hope you will discover that a path to a fulfilling life is not always easy, but it is worth every step.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE POWER OF STORYTELLING
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If I begin with a story, the one that has touched me the most, you may understand everything else I wish to discuss in this book. The transformative power of narrative lies in its ability to bridge the chasm of misunderstanding that often separates individuals and groups. When we hear a story, we move beyond abstract concepts and enter into the experience of another human being. This empathetic engagement is particularly crucial when addressing the complex issues surrounding mental health challenges and homelessness, issues often shrouded in stigma and prejudice.

SARA 

When you think you know everything and even comment about people, let me introduce you to Sara. Time has passed, and Sara’s cries still echo through the empty streets of Ottawa, a haunting reminder of her tragedy. The once-lively woman, who lived in a suburban community working in business administration, has become a ghost of her former self, haunted by the memories of that fateful night. Seven years ago, despite the best efforts of medical professionals, her mind remained trapped in the inferno, unable to escape the searing heat and the helplessness she felt as her three young children slipped away. In the middle of the night, the firemen were able to go inside the house and retrieve Sara. Unfortunately, the heat was too dense and they couldn’t return for the tiny souls. The fire that took their lives also ignited an unquenchable flame of grief and trauma within Sara’s soul. She screams day and night, dressed like a lady of the night, walking up and down the street, hoping that the firemen will come out of the house with her babies.

Two years after the dreadful night, Sara’s condition persisted, a testament to the enduring power of mental illness. Unfortunately, or to save himself from the same fate, her husband abandoned Sara. Her story became a cautionary tale, whispered by locals, of a woman forever marked by tragedy. When listening carefully to her at night, she shouts out her anguish in the wind, pleading with the firemen to bring back her babies. She is now a constant reminder of the fragility between happiness and the enduring pain of loss.

Is there a glimmer of hope? As I salute Sara when I see her, amidst her screams, she usually pauses to nod her head, and continues her supplication. A dedicated social worker from the Shepherds of Good Hope, moved by Sara’s plight, refused to give up on her. Determined to help Sara find a path to healing, perhaps embarking on an impossible journey, she kept offering unwavering support in hopes that Sara might just foster enough mental fortitude.

For years, the dominant narrative surrounding mental health, depression, or homelessness has painted a picture of individuals marred by personal failings, addiction, or inherent flaws. This simplistic narrative ignores the complex interplay of societal factors, systemic inequalities, and unforeseen circumstances that can lead to these crises. It overlooks the resilience, strength, and resourcefulness that many individuals display while navigating the often-inhuman conditions of life on the streets.

The perception of homelessness is often clouded by stereotypes and misconceptions. We tend to associate it with a certain type of person, one who is unable or unwilling to conform to society’s expectations. But the reality is far more complex and heartbreaking. Among the homeless are those who have fallen victim to circumstances beyond their control. Take, for instance, former corporate leaders and executives who lost their wealth and their minds to the relentless pressure of their positions.

The homeless could also include the vast majority who suffered from personal traumas, such as a bitter divorce, the loss of a loved one, or the aftermath of a violent incident. These individuals found themselves spiraling downwards, losing their jobs, their homes, and their support systems, ending up on the streets with nowhere else to turn. This is where I coined the term “Forgotten Leaders” because we forgot them, leaving them on the streets without regrets or even a thought as to who they are. These “Forgotten Leaders,” when we take the time to know them, are a stark reminder that homelessness can happen to anyone and that the line between stability and destitution is often thinner than we think.

As I walk through the streets, I see faces that tell a thousand stories. Each person has their own unique journey, their own struggles, and their own resilience.

Like Sara, a young woman who had a bright future ahead of her, André, a once-successful entrepreneur who lost his fortune in a divorce that left him broken and destitute, now spends his days searching for odd jobs, his proud demeanor a shadow of his former self. Their stories, told in this book, are a reminder that homelessness is not a choice, but a consequence of a society that often fails to support its most vulnerable members.

Perhaps, I will be able to portray a plan where we might address the root causes, from mental health issues to societal pressures, to prevent more individuals from slipping through the cracks. 

My own experience serves as a stark example of this disconnect. I thought I possessed expertise in human factors, psychology, business, governance, and leadership development, a professional background that, in my eyes, equated to success. Yet, the pressures of corporate life, coupled with untreated anxiety and the crushing weight of unmanaged stress, ultimately led to unmanageable personal challenges and unhappiness.

I felt that the success that I had carefully cultivated over the years crumbled, replaced by the harsh reality of having to make courageous decisions to improve life not only for myself, but for many around me. My story, however, is not unique. Many high-achieving individuals, such as Bernard, driven by ambition and a relentless pursuit of success, have told me over coffee that they feel overwhelmed with anxiety, life events, and are ultimately broken by the very system they were striving to conquer. However, a friend named Bernard, as well as many others, mentioned to me wishing they had the courage to transform their lives as well, but they didn’t do it.

In this book, I will share my stories as well. The power of sharing my story, trying to dismantle some sort of carefully constructed façade of invincibility, is in its capacity to humanize the experience of mental health, happiness, and even the stigma of homelessness. I hope people will also begin to open up about their challenges. Is Facebook creating only beautiful and positive portraits of our lives? Is it really showing the harsh reality of loneliness? 

How many retired individuals, parents, friends, aunts, and uncles, etc., are in a retirement home, alone, day after day? What do we do for these forgotten leaders? Do we let them slowly die alone since they don’t contribute to society anymore? I wish to challenge the preconceived notions that often prevent us from extending compassion and understanding.

When I speak about my experience, I’m not just talking about a period of my life; I am sharing a testament to the vulnerability of the human condition. I am demonstrating that anyone, regardless of their background or perceived success, can find themselves grappling with the challenges of mental health and the devastating impact of unforeseen circumstances. 

I wish to have us reflect on the truth that we are not alone... In the upcoming chapters, I will reveal shocking data, perhaps reflecting openly about dark thoughts you may have had, about feeling alone. Perhaps learning about making that call for help, your friend may be just 10 digits away!

This shift from my discussion of individuals failing to share human vulnerabilities is fundamental in breaking down the mental health stigma. When we hear the stories of others who have experienced stress, anxiety, depression, and mental health issues of any kind, or even homelessness, we begin to see the faces and the lives behind the statistics. 

We start to understand the systemic issues that perpetuate crisis, mental health, and homelessness, recognizing that it is not merely a consequence of individual choices but sometimes a reflection of societal failures. Furthermore, the narratives of individuals who have overcome the challenges of depression, losing it all, and homelessness become stories of resilience, strength, and determination. These stories are not merely about survival; they are tales of triumph over adversity, inspiring hope and instilling the belief that change is possible.

Angel Flonis Harefa said that there will always be a reason for you to meet people. Either you need them to change your life, or you are the one who will change theirs. I personally believe that life is a series of coincidences, luck as I call it, but encounters are opportunities. 

Claude Chapdelaine, a colleague and friend, always told me that encounters are not random and that we must take the time to converse and determine why this one crosses our path.

The premise here is to open you further to my book, a book that is like me, eclectic, and will venture into several directions, hoping to make you think, while at the same time introducing unique people to you, who have left a strong mark on me. These human beings have left a bit of themselves with me. Reading on, you might be surprised by my own homelessness, the hatred received because I did not speak “White” (meaning English) when living in Toronto for eight difficult years, and navigating the multiple negative behaviors I had seen thus far. However, I still think, perhaps naively, that fundamental human nature remains intrinsically good.

‘‘Nothing Is Easy, But Everything Is Possible’’

(Margaret Drabble)

As a teenager or young adult, discovering a passion allows a person to develop leadership, learn their limits, and feel useful and important by doing something they love. A passion contributes to self-esteem and our identity development; it may even help us avoid negative influences because we feel more confident and able to succeed.

Passion also promotes learning and creativity in an open and less regulated way, strengthening other skills such as concentration and responsibility. It helps establish relationships and connections with others and develop a sense of belonging and identity. 

MARIO

An inspiring story is that of Mario Vézina, co-founder of “Chocolats Favoris,” a creative chocolate and ice cream creation family business. Today, the corporation has more than 60 stores worldwide. It began in 1979 when Mario was only 12 years old, with the opening of a small artisanal chocolate shop by his older brother Gaétan and his partner Christine Beaulieu.

Near Lauzon, Quebec, Mario worked there on weekends and during vacations. Eight years later, in search of a permanent occupation, Mario completed his college studies in building mechanics, but he didn’t feel any sense of belonging. It was in 1987 that Mario’s life took a turn when he discovered a training program in Europe for making high-end chocolate. This interest ignited a spark in him, triggering a strong passion to become a master chocolatier. With the encouragement of his loved ones, he took a leap of faith. Together with his brother and their partners, the family business was destined to become a beautiful success story. His artistic talent and expertise in chocolate creation became the heart and soul of the company. His determination and the support of his family provided a solid foundation for the company’s expansion. Over the years, Chocolats Favoris prospered, and Mario’s creations became renowned.

The introduction of dipped ice cream in an exclusive and sophisticated chocolate was an innovation and a remarkable achievement, becoming a tourist attraction for artisanal products. We became well acquainted with the history of this chocolate shop, which shows that through resilience and a supportive network, it is possible to overcome initial struggles and turn one’s passions into remarkable accomplishments. With three branches and 140 employees, Mario’s journey inspired others to pursue their dreams and find sweetness in life, just as he found it in his chocolate creations. For Mario, Chocolats Favoris was not just a family business; it was a matter of the heart, a symphony of flavors where each cocoa bean was treated as a precious treasure. The passion for chocolate flowed freely there, nurtured by generations of artisans who passed on their secrets and their unconditional love for this divine delicacy.

Mario dreamed of creating unique experiences, moments of pure joy encapsulated in every bite. The owners of Chocolats Favoris were not the type to settle for the status quo. They experimented, they dared, they pushed the boundaries of what was possible with chocolate. Bold flavor combinations, unprecedented textures, and artistic presentations transformed each product into a fleeting work of art. They firmly believed that innovation was the driving force of creation, and that nothing, absolutely nothing, could stop their momentum when guided by this dual force. 

“Your passion is waiting for your courage to catch up.” 

(Isabelle Laflèche)

Chocolats Favoris was sold in 2012 to Dominique Brown, who, at 17, had discovered his passion for video games while developing Beenox, another Quebec success story.

Just like Mario’s passion for chocolate, Dominique was passionate about video games and did not have any money from his parents to buy them. At the age of 10, he picked up bottles and empty cans along the Cap-Rouge beach to return them at the store. A vision of passionate entrepreneurs goes beyond the walls of their laboratory. These entrepreneurs aspire to share their universe, often extraordinary, with as many people as possible. Every new concept, every new idea, even the craziest, is welcomed with enthusiasm. Because deep down, passionate people know that as long as this passion burns brightly and their spirit of innovation remains awake, they are invincible, capable of turning every desire into an unforgettable reality.

Passion is the energy that drives you to accomplish everything you undertake. It is a necessary ingredient for you to experience work and life to the fullest. Anthony Robbins mentions that passion is the genesis of genius. Building your life around what you love is one of the best things you can do for yourself. I hope Mario Vézina’s story has inspired you to live and work with passion and to make your life interesting. If you have a suppressed passion, develop it and experience another fascinating world. This open dialogue should contribute to a safer, more supportive and more productive work environment, ultimately benefiting the entire organization. Unfortunately, we all have heard stories about a colleague struggling with mental health issues, perhaps on disability, with the employer saying he hoped the employee would go away, that he is useless at work! Let’s break this pattern! 

Sharing their stories and helping these individuals will not only help break down stigma but also transform future experiences. The act of recounting your journey, of articulating your struggles or triumphs, provides a sense of urgency and empowers them to reclaim their experience. It allows them to further process and find meaning in their suffering to transform their pain into a source of strength and inspiration for others.

LUNA

Luna shared her story with the people at the shelter, and when she did, a weight lifted from her shoulders. She realised that vulnerability was not a weakness but a strength. By sharing about her lowest moments from frequent sexual abuse and her boyfriend’s fierce beatings, she found a new sense of power and control over her life. The support and opportunities that arose from her honesty were a testament to her courage.

The process of sharing her story was not easy, but it was worth it. Luna had to confront her fears and insecurities when letting others know of her story, but with each word leaving her mouth, she felt a little stronger. It was as if she were rebuilding herself with every sentence, crafting a new, stronger version of herself.

Her story resonated with the social worker and other women around her, and soon she found a community of people who understood her struggles. They lifted her spirits whenever she felt discouraged or unworthy, and provided her with a network of support and love. Through their encouragement, she discovered a new sense of purpose and a drive to continue sharing her journey. She is now working at the shelter while attending Herzing College to acquire a Community Mental Health and Addictions Certificate. 

The narrative of resilience is equally important in addressing mental health challenges. Often, the stories surrounding mental illness focus on the symptoms, the difficulties, and the limitations. This approach perpetuates stigma and prevents individuals from seeking help. However, by focusing on the resilience and coping mechanisms individuals develop in the face of mental illness, we shift the focus from deficit to strength. We begin to see the capacity for growth, healing, and recovery.

Incorporating these powerful ideas into educational programs, workplace training sessions, and community outreach initiatives has a profound impact. These stories you read, the stories shared, the intimate, vulnerable details, bring a human face to complex issues and help to change hearts and minds. They demonstrate that people facing mental health challenges or living precariously on the streets are not just their diagnoses, but individuals with rich lives, experiences, and contributions to make. By sharing these stories, we are promoting a more empathetic and inclusive society.

This book may expose systemic inequalities, advocate for better policies, and demand greater investment in social services. I don’t have a solution, but let’s question our views of those on the margins of society, as they are not only personal stories. Sometimes, they may be a political statement, demanding that we recognize their differences, because they deserve it. Not all slices of bread are the same color, and all have their own personal flavor. Let’s openly and respectfully address the root causes of inequality and strive to create a more just society in a collaborative manner. 

Not all stories are about direct homelessness unless the sequence of events is undeniable. Many studies indicate that a significant proportion of transgender individuals experience mental health concerns, with 70% of them being reported to have depression or anxiety in their lifetime. When we look at these individuals beyond their percentage, we get to know their stories, and we get to understand why they suffer from depression or anxiety. Sometimes, such stories can be powerful, perhaps bringing light to incredible Forgotten Leaders. This next story was so touching to me that I had to share (my prerogative to do so, of course). I have many trans, LGBTQ, and marginalized friends, family members, and acquaintances. It is quite a privilege. (Also known as 2SLGBTQI+ communities being Two-Spirit people; Lesbian; Gay; Bisexual; Transgender; Queer; Intersex, considers sex characteristics beyond sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression. The “+” is inclusive of people who identify as part of sexual and gender diverse communities, who use additional terminologies.)

Linda’s story floored me with her courage, as it happened in front of my eyes in early summer 2025. Her openness to share her story showed her unequivocal mission to help create a better world and advocate for more equality. Linda is challenging harmful norms, and she reminded me that this book is not only about being different but about exposing others to the fact that we are all the same.

Before you make the assumption that gender identity is a whim or a dysfunctional habit, please keep in mind that an “assigned gender” refers to the sex assigned to a person at birth, typically based on external characteristics like genitalia. This sex part of the body is a significant aspect of a person’s identity and is often documented on birth certificates (World Health Organization, 2021).  However, during prenatal development, the SRY gene (Sex-determining Region Y) acts as a master regulator of male sexual development and may not always be accurate.  The brain’s structure and function are also further influenced by many biological, hormonal, and societal factors, contributing to an individual’s gender identity. Therefore, “Gender identity” may or may not align with the “assigned gender” at birth.  

Conversion therapy is ineffective at changing a person's sexual orientation or gender identity and frequently causes significant long-term psychological harm. (American Psychological Association, 2020) 

While the “assigned gender” is a visible and biological designation, gender identity is a complex differentiation of the brain and can occur independently from the development of external genitalia. This may then lead to a potential mismatch between the assigned sex and the internal gender identity at birth (Richards, C., 2017).  The Feinstein Institutes for Medical Research indicates that, during pregnancy, sex and gender are distinct from one another and have unique and overlapping associations with brain functional connections. Some people may call this SOGI (Sexual Orientations and Gender Identities).

LINDA

At Gooney’s Sandwichworks on Albert Street in Ottawa, Linda sits at the table beside me. Her eyes glaze over at one individual staring at the contours of her face. The reflection she gets seems to be the story of her long journey. Perhaps a journey of shame and lack of acceptance and belonging through her self-discovery and slow transformation. I have to open the conversation and express the courage she has while remaining calm amidst this idiot. 

Once known as Ludovick, she embarked on a path to embrace her true self, a path that was not without its challenges. Her unique appearance, a blend of metamorphosis between softness and strength, seemed to attract stares and whispered remarks. It was as if her very existence challenged the conventional boundaries of society. She definitely was shifting paradigms. Yet, she says she refuses to let the judgments of others define her. She stares back because she wants to show she is not merely just a body, an object of curiosity. “Staring back is an act of resistance. I am asserting my presence as a whole person, a human, and they see it in my eyes.” She speaks. One day, she wishes not to be recognized by her outward appearance, and hopes people will look past their preconceived notions and witness the richness that she can offer. 

The weight of others’ expectations and their narrow definitions of beauty had once burdened her when she was a man. She was not happy, and now, with each passing day, she is learning to shed those constraints, embracing the freedom to define herself on her terms. She is much happier that way. She knows that true strength is not conformity but in celebrating one’s authentic self. Her wish is simple: to be accepted and loved for who she is, not despite her differences but because of them. 

As she stepped out into the world as a woman, Linda carried herself with a profound sense of purpose. Each step she takes, and each look she gets, is a declaration of her right to exist unapologetically. She has known that by living her true self, she probably inspires others to do the same. 

In a world that often tries to mold and shape individuals into preconceived notions, she is a beacon of defiance, a reminder that we are all uniquely beautiful. 

“No pride for some of us without liberation for all of us.”

(Marsha P. Johnson)

I am told that Linda was probably very lucky that day. Her story, although very common, does not reflect many horrible events often lived through since the right movement began in 2016. A good friend of mine, Sophia D’Aoust, a public personality, an extraordinary artist, singer-songwriter, and a trans woman, now married to her amazing wife, took the time to explain to me that as trans women, they all have the courage to overcome such challenges. However, even as courageous as you can be, Sophia recalls that for more than 20 years, the statistics have remained roughly the same and show approximately 40% of transgender and nonbinary people considered suicide in the past year. (Trevor Project’s 2024 National Survey on LGBTQ+).

Sophia explains: “This is caused by discrimination exhibited in the past, notably by landlords who refuse to rent to a trans person, or by an employer who chooses not to hire a trans person, or even find other excuses to let go of an employee who has just come out as transgender.” 

Furthermore, since 2016 and the arrival of many right-wing political influencers, peddling transphobia to distract from their failures (Wolf, B., 2023), while pushing the government to the brink of a shutdown, anti-equality politicians push policy proposals further back and out of touch with the people and fuel hatred. More than 2.8 million trans adults represent the most comprehensive estimate in 2025 for the United States, and approximately 150,000 individuals (or about one in 300 people) aged 15 and over identified as transgender or non-binary in Canada. 

Sophia, along with many diverse groups of individuals and organizations, advocated and introduced bills to parliament to improve the rights of trans people. An example is Bill C-16, introduced in 2016 and receiving Royal Assent in June 2017, which proposed including gender identity and expression in the Canadian Human Rights Act and Criminal Code, and still created a strong shockwave across Canadian provinces. 

Unfortunately, our neighbors to the south considered discharging more than 17,600 trans soldiers from the American military in 2025 alone. Many US states prohibit trans people from using public restrooms corresponding to their gender, under threat of imprisonment. Additionally, trans women have been placed in men’s prisons, becoming obvious victims, used as sexual objects by other inmates.

In the United States, some American senators and congressmen, through the Project 2025 agenda, now want the federal government to monitor and label transgender people and those close to them as terrorists and are even considering classifying trans people as terrorist groups.” (Ogles, J., 2025)

This madness of hatred and persecution is also felt in Canada. Far-Right ideas in Canada are working their way into mainstream politics. Some political leaders allowed themselves to say that trans women do not have the right to use public women’s restrooms, that they cannot participate in sports, and that there are only two sexes in Canada. “I am not aware of any other genders,” said Pierre Poilievre on CTV News, Jan 2025. 

Sophia continues by saying that all this hatred generates contempt, anxiety, fear, and insecurity. This has led to an increase of more than 265% in acts of violence against trans people in Canada in less than five years. 

“It is a tragedy... We need love, empathy, support, and protection like never before.”

(Sophia D’Aoust)

This transformative power can be amplified through various mediums. Documentary filmmaking, artistic expression, literature, and even social media platforms can all be harnessed to share these powerful stories and foster empathy and understanding. These diverse mediums expand the reach of individual experiences, making them accessible to a wider audience. 

Another segment of our population is the elderly, the vulnerable architects of our past. They are the individuals who bravely navigated the arduous paths that paved the way for our progress. I have so many stories of these tremendous leaders being forgotten. Today’s innovations have replaced past leaders, but contemporary discoveries are only possible thanks to pioneers like Elora and many others. 

Great past leaders are often forgotten as they age due to a combination of factors. Their impact may diminish over time, and the world moves on to new leaders who may have different perspectives and approaches. Additionally, the way society views leadership can shift, with younger generations often seeking leaders who can address contemporary issues and challenges. As leaders age, they may also become less accessible to the public, leading to a decline in their recognition and influence.

ELORA

I met Elora in the late nineties at Natural Resources Canada (NRCan). She was an amazing scientist, now hoping to listen to forgotten melodies on the grand piano in the lobby of her residence. She remembers the innovations and the buzz of the NRCan labs (Natural Resources Canada) office on Booth Street in Ottawa. Elora retraces the fierce debate and the quiet triumph of the BESC program for “high-potential clean energy technologies” aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions, which was a breakthrough. Elora was ahead of her time. During her career, especially as a woman, she was called brilliant, a visionary. Now the only sound about her is the gentle hum of the building’s ventilation, a stark contrast to the vibrant praise of her past.

She expected a different kind of quiet in retirement, a gentle fading. But this is a void, an echoing chamber where her accomplishments are lost to the rustle of turning pages and the polite, fleeting smiles of strangers like myself. The children, once so eager to hear about her work, about the earth’s secrets she’d helped unlock, were now distant figures, their own lives pulling them away. The world, it seemed, had moved on, leaving her contributions, her very essence, like an outdated blueprint tucked away in an archive.

A sigh escaped her lips, a fragile sound swallowed by the vast common room. She now looks at the empty chair beside her, a vague memory of the many colleagues and admirers who used to fill it. Her discoveries, which had once promised a better future, were also fading away. The thought is a bitter pill to swallow for her. She was still Elora, the scientist who’d made a difference, but here, in this silent waiting, she feels like a forgotten legacy. 

I find that elderly people, as they age, have so much to say about their leadership and what they have accomplished over the years. However, we forget them in old age, relegating their stories to the hushed corners of memory, dusty albums, and the occasional, hurried phone call. Their accomplishments, once a vibrant motivator, fade away as younger generations, consumed by their own present, fail to pause and listen. The wisdom they possess, forged with tremendous experience, remains an untapped reservoir of knowledge unshared.

I find this a peculiar form of neglect. As they pass away, children rush for the inheritance. We build monuments to past leaders, etch their names in stone, and celebrate their historical impact, yet, before they are even gone, we often overlook the very individuals who walked those paths, who bore the weight of those decisions, and who possess the intimate, lived accounts of their own leadership journeys. Their legacies are not always televised or documented, but often the quiet, persistent efforts, the daily battles won and lost, often working like a salmon, the subtle, unpopular decisions that averted disaster. These are the events that formed true progress, yet they are often left unseen, unspoken, and forgotten.

We would have so much to learn from them, but we are so eager to forge ahead, to break new ground, to create our own legacy, that we forget the foundations upon which we stand. The elderly are not just relics; they are living libraries; their minds are filled with narratives that can illuminate our minds and guide our future. Their accomplishments, however seemingly small in the grand scheme of global events, represent the very essence of human endeavor and resilience. To ignore them is to deny ourselves access to invaluable insights, to diminish the richness of our collective history, and to silence the voices that most deserve to be heard.

I hope these stories can challenge traditional notions of leadership and help to create a new paradigm, one that values service, compassion, and a genuine commitment to the well-being of others. 

The integration of these personal stories into leadership development programs is crucial. Individuals who have experienced adversity can provide further valuable insights into leadership styles, emotional intelligence, and the importance of empathy and compassion. 

The fight against homelessness and mental illness is not just a battle against the symptoms of these conditions; it is a battle to change hearts and minds, and the power of storytelling is an indispensable weapon in that fight. In sharing our stories, we not only empower ourselves but also empower others to face their own challenges with courage, hope, and the unwavering belief that change is possible. 

Authenticity, unfiltered and unvarnished, cuts through the carefully constructed barriers we erect to protect ourselves. When we expose our vulnerabilities, we invite others to do the same, creating a space where empathy can flourish. This is particularly true when dealing with sensitive topics like mental health and homelessness, where preconceived notions and stigmatizing conversations often overshadow the realities of human experience.

I often feel that my own journey of making harsh decisions and finding happiness wasn’t a linear process, but a complex interplay of factors, some within my control, many beyond it. Life pressures, which we all live with to different degrees in the relentless pursuit of success, and the internalized belief that my worth was mostly intrinsically tied to professional achievements; these were all contributing factors. But it’s not solely about the failures; it was also about the resilience, the unexpected kindness received, great coaches, therapists, family, and often the support from strangers or a word of encouragement, along with the quiet moments of self-discovery amidst chaos. This book is also my journey, probably not worse nor better than yours, but a journey I carried for 60 years, and I am willing to share. 

It’s essential to acknowledge that the act of sharing is not without its risks. Vulnerability is often perceived as weakness; authenticity can be misinterpreted as a lack of professionalism. This is especially true where a culture of stoicism and self-reliance often prevails. But this cultural norm is precisely what needs to be challenged. The very act of sharing personal narratives can transform the culture, normalizing conversations about mental health, stress, and the challenges of balancing professional ambitions with personal well-being.

Let’s consider, for instance, the power of collective storytelling. When individuals from diverse backgrounds, each with their unique experiences, share their stories, a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding emerges. The shared stories challenge simplistic generalizations, highlighting the complexity of the issues. When policymakers and the public hear these stories directly from the individuals affected, it fosters a deeper level of empathy and motivates a commitment to solutions.

I think the format in which these stories are shared matters. Written accounts, such as memoirs or blog posts, provide a space for reflection and detailed exploration of complex emotions. Oral storytelling, in the form of workshops, seminars, or even informal conversations, fosters immediate connection and promotes dialogue. Artistic expression, through film, music, or visual arts, can reach a broader audience and evoke a powerful emotional response. Each medium offers its own unique strengths, and a multi-faceted approach often yields the most significant impact. 

However, sharing isn’t solely for the benefit of others. Even if only one copy of my book is shared among my family, and is never transformed into multiple prints, the act of recounting parts of my own journey, thoughts, and feelings when putting words to the emotions and experiences will have had a profoundly therapeutic impact. This process allowed me to self-reflect, a chance to process different types of traumas and an opportunity to reclaim my identity from the grip of negative self-perception. For me, articulating my experiences—and for many of you—will be a crucial step in the healing process. It facilitated reclamation of power, a shift from victimhood to fostering a growth-oriented perspective that has been well overdue.

Moreover, I discovered through the years, by sharing my experiences, that I was not alone in my struggles. This sense of connection is vital for building resilience and hope, particularly for those who have experienced the isolating effects of homelessness. The shared experience becomes a source of strength, creating a supportive network where individuals can encourage and uplift one another. They become excellent coaches!

The concept of six degrees of separation suggests that we are all interconnected, and this idea formed the basis of a unique support system. It is believed that within these six degrees (not the person beside you, but someone they know or someone beyond them), there will always be a soul willing to extend a hand, to listen with kindness, or to offer a word that quietly changes everything. For me, it is a comforting thought, especially during challenging times. 

This belief fosters a sense of community and encourages the residents to reach out and help whenever they can. I understand that sometimes, all it takes is a simple act of kindness to make a meaningful difference in someone’s life. And so, we pay it forward, creating a cycle of support and goodwill that strengthens bonds and makes a community more resilient. In a world where connections are filled with isolation, if we express ourselves, we are sure to find someone to help, and they may have faced similar struggles. 

This philosophy is that within a network, there is someone who can relate and provide support. Stories of how this theory plays out become a source of encouragement. It empowers people to seek help without hesitation and to offer assistance whenever they can.

Over time, this idea of interconnectedness and mutual support becomes a defining characteristic of their community. It embraces the beauty of human connection and the power it holds to transform lives. And as we continue to pay it forward, we find that the initial belief is indeed true—that within six degrees, there is always someone there to help.

This is the essence of compassionate leadership, and it starts with the courage to share and listen, both the triumphs and the struggles, with authenticity and vulnerability. Let’s create a ripple effect of empathy and understanding, transforming not only our individual lives but hopefully the collective fabric of our society.

Throughout the writing of this book, I have so often encountered the pervasive stereotype that homelessness is a result of personal irresponsibility, a consequence of poor choices, laziness, or a lack of willpower. This is not only deeply unfair but also fundamentally inaccurate. Countless experiences and people I’ve met demonstrate the fallacy of this simplistic view. This book wants to tell the story, and hope it does, that homelessness can strike anyone, regardless of your background, education, or previous success. As we shall see, the sudden job loss, an unexpected medical emergency, a relationship breakdown, or the accumulation of unmanageable debt, along with multiple mental health factors, are just a few of the events that can send you or even the most stable individuals spiraling into homelessness.

The perception of homelessness is further skewed by the lack of visibility of individuals experiencing it. The people we see sleeping rough on the streets represent only a fraction of the overall problem. Many individuals experiencing homelessness are not only “hidden homeless,” but “Forgotten Leaders,” staying in shelters, couch-surfing, or living in precarious and unstable housing situations. 

Their experiences are often invisible, further perpetuating the stereotype of homelessness as a problem confined to a visible, easily categorized group. This invisibility masks the true scale and complexity of the issue, hindering efforts to develop effective solutions.

Let’s not forget to acknowledge the resilience and strength demonstrated by those who experience homelessness. The daily struggles faced by individuals experiencing homelessness—looking for food, finding a safe place to sleep, accessing basic hygiene facilities, dealing with social stigma and discrimination—are immense. 

Before I delve further into the stories of forgotten leaders and the recurring challenges of mental health that will, inevitably, lead us towards the realities of homelessness, we must first look at where it all begins. 
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CHAPTER TWO
WHAT ABOUT OUR CHILDREN, 
OUR FORGOTTEN LEADERS?
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While bringing life into this world, we bring upon ourselves the responsibility to nurture and guide. Our children are a reflection of us, yet they are their own unique beings—with thoughts, feelings, and experiences entirely their own. If you truly understood what you were doing when bringing these potential new leaders into the world, wouldn’t you also know how to guide them? It is our duty as parents to listen, to truly hear what they have to say; they have so much to teach us. Let’s not forget about them already.

“We brought someone into the world, maybe we should listen to them.”

(``On a mis quelqu’un au monde, on devrait peut-être l’écouter``. Serge Fiori)

BROCK

I met Brock at the youth shelter on Daily Street. He was full of hope and would be a future leader; however, he feels already hopeless and “forgotten”. Brock’s words hung heavily in the air; they were a reflection of the pain, and the resentment he feels towards his parents is strong. Life on the streets is not easy, he says, but he prefers the freedom and anonymity the streets offer to the suffocating environment of his former home. He spends his days wandering, seeking comfort in the company of other runaways and lost souls he encounters daily. 

Nights are often cold and dangerous; “people push drugs on you all night long; no wonder why so many are shitfaced,” he said. But Brock finds comfort in the stars above, feeling a strange sense of peace as he gazes upon them. He says he gets more love from a stranger than he ever did from his home life. 

As time passed, Brock’s resentment never faded. He has a quiet determination to forge a new life for himself. He knows that his chances of success are slim, but he refuses to give up. Brock finds odd jobs here and there, doing whatever he can to get by. He is learning to navigate the streets, developing a streetwise savvy that keeps him alive. However, he has gotten so many tickets for peeing on the streets and littering, he doesn’t even know how he could repay them.

Despite the challenges, Brock finds a strange sense of contentment in his new life. He knows his path is uncertain, but he also knows he would never return to the life he left behind. 

“I don’t really care. Why go back? They never came to search for me! I am probably dead to them.” 

(Brock)

If this is your child, no older than 17 years of age: SHAME ON YOU! Instead of searching, you abandoned them and failed the leaders of tomorrow.

If we don’t listen to children and only take care of ourselves, our own needs, egoistically, without nurturing these precious children, we are failing hard! Is it then that we create discord, disconnect, and provide too much stress to these freshly developed, fragile human beings? Is it then that we should start thinking about mental health, stress, and anxiety? Perhaps by taking the time to understand our children, not letting them run away, even if they don’t respect our standards? 

No matter the circumstances, we may be able to offer them the support and love they need to navigate this complex world before they fall into the growing concern of mental health and homelessness. Once these forgotten leaders have hit the streets, it’s often too late. 35% of youth who run away end up on the streets long-term or don’t have a home to return to. For those who don’t get it, in 2024, 67,611 children were classified as “runaways” in Canada (CIPC-CPIC information); 35% is a total of 23,664 children per year that are not found. Outrageous! This indicates that a significant number of children are classified as runaways, particularly among youth aged 13–17. (Housing-Infrastructure Canada).

As I write my book, and depending on whom I am speaking with, it’s wrong to blame parents for the decisions kids are making. I say it’s wrong to assume parents had nothing to do with it. Let’s open the conversation and then assess if parents did everything possible to avoid the running away. I always wonder if my parents would have looked for me long enough when I left at five years old. My brother found me before I could find out! 

Are our children suffering from mental illness? Are they not able to cope? What I often hear is: “kids today are just lazy! They don’t know what work is... they don’t respect us.” Just want to say that, in my opinion, it is absolutely false. To my point, Sarah Konrath (2022) from the Greater Good Science Center says that the younger generation isn’t lazy, they are burned out, and the worst part is that they don’t care what their parents, family, and friends think of them. 

In 2025, a pervasive anxiety grips a generation perpetually tethered to screens. The relentless pressure of social media perfectionism, academic competition, and economic uncertainty creates overwhelming stress. This digitally native generation, bombarded with information and expectations, struggles to navigate a blurred work-life balance in a hyper-connected world. We must equip them with coping mechanisms, demanding a societal re-evaluation of support systems for this generation’s unique challenges. 

Furthermore, I was not competitive as a child. First, I had no one to compete against but myself. As the youngest of six with parents in their forties, I learned to play solitaire and learned to love it. Today, I cringe at competition and have learned that competitive behavior in children can stem from various factors like temperament, early life experiences, and parental influence. While competition can be a healthy motivator, fostering positive self-esteem and resilience, excessive competitiveness can lead to anxiety, aggression, and difficulty handling setbacks. 

Understanding the roots and manifestations of competitive behaviors is crucial for parents and educators to support children in developing healthy coping mechanisms and a balanced perspective on success and failure. (Any insight or just asking the question...)

Are you a parent who feels overwhelmed and unsure where to turn? It’s natural to seek guidance and support when navigating the complexities of parenthood. You are not alone in this endeavor, as countless other parents have embarked on this same journey before you. Their experiences and insights can serve as a valuable source of wisdom and comfort. 

Parenting is a challenging yet rewarding endeavor that requires us to wear many hats. We must be nurturing caregivers, disciplined rule-enforcers, and compassionate mentors all in one. By reaching out to those who have walked this path before, you can gain access to a wealth of knowledge and support. Whether it’s joining a parent support group, seeking advice from a trusted family member, or confiding in a close friend, there are countless avenues to explore. 

Through these connections, you will discover that holistic parenthood is not about knowing everything or striving for perfection. Instead, it’s about embracing the collective wisdom and support of those around you. It’s about recognizing that we all have unique experiences and perspectives to share, and by coming together, we can create a rich and nurturing environment for our children to thrive. 

Holistic parenting is a wonderful approach, but it’s just one piece of the puzzle. Discipline is also key, but it must come from a place of love. Children need to understand that while rules and boundaries are important, they also have a safe and non-judgmental space to express themselves and talk about their feelings. This is especially crucial during their rebellious phases. Instead of punishment, offer guidance and a listening ear. If they make mistakes or stray from the path, be there to help them navigate their way back, not to chastise and abandon them. 

Parenting is a delicate balance of structure and freedom, discipline, and love. It’s about teaching children how to navigate the world with both resilience and empathy. So, while holistic practices may be a fantastic starting point, remember to also instill discipline in a way that fosters open communication and strengthens the parent–child bond. 

This loving discipline can take many forms. It might be setting clear and consistent rules with reasonable consequences or offering choices and natural repercussions so children can learn from their mistakes. I have often openly negotiated with my children so that they understood the limitations I faced, financial, physical, or time, and the reasons behind them. It’s not about enforcing rules; it’s about guiding them towards making better decisions and understanding the impact of their actions on them and on others. By doing so, you create an environment where your children feel secure enough to share their thoughts and experiences. I often say, “If it doesn’t ‘move mountains or kill babies,’ go ahead and try the adventure.” 

For parents who have a hard time raising children, talk to other parents; they have been there. As leaders, we also need to understand and accept criticism. If your child rebels and already knows everything, it is time to review their hierarchy. Unfortunately, not everyone wins at life, you or them. 

Generation after generation has tended to stereotype the questioning of young people as far back as 700 B.C., when Hesiod, the Greek poet, wrote about the wayward ways of youth. In my early years, I was told I did not work enough, and I can tell you that I certainly pushed my own kids to do more, not to stress them but to find their true potential. Later, you will read more about it, but not now, as the book is already confusing enough as it is! 

Therefore, like I said, let us create an environment where they feel safe to express their thoughts and emotions without fear of judgment. An environment where they know they will be heard and respected, and where they will also learn to respect others. For it is only then that we can hope to prevent the silent struggles so many young people face today. By encouraging open dialogue and truly listening, we empower our children to share their world with us. This simple act of listening could be the very thing that makes all the difference in their lives.

By the way, if you also believe children don’t face concerns of their own early on, consider that in Canada, in 2023, approximately 36% of young adults aged 18-25 (Gen Z) experienced “Any Mental Illness” in a given year, according to The Annie E. Casey Foundation. This is equivalent to about 12.6 million young people. That is a lot of people! Furthermore, about half of all lifetime mental disorders begin by age 14, and three-quarters by age 24. This suggests that a significant portion of the population aged 16 to 35 experiences mental health challenges. 

I also found, from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), that nearly two in five (38.8%) people aged 16 to 24 experience a 12-month mental disorder, and around one in four (26.3%) people aged 25 to 34 experience a 12-month mental disorder as well. Allow me to suggest potential solutions. My first one will be to listen to our children, and the second will be to listen to them again, and finally provide an improved curriculum in our already not-fitting classrooms for many kids (especially boys) to learn about well-being. 

FREEMAN

Freeman Beals shared his story with me and wished to relate it as he told it. We will further discuss Freeman’s transformation later, but he narrates the following: 

“As I held my newborn child in my arms, I felt a surge of protectiveness and love like never before. But amidst the joy and wonder of new fatherhood, there was also a nagging sense of uncertainty. I had always prided myself on my calm demeanor and ability to shrug off life’s stressors, but now, I found myself struggling to manage my emotions. The smallest things would set me off, and I often found myself lashing out, only to feel ashamed and confused afterward. It was as if the person I thought I was had suddenly vanished, replaced by a stranger.

Even with a successful river guide business and a difficult upbringing, I knew I had to make a change, not just for my sake but for my family. So, I began to explore, seeking out tools and techniques to help me understand and manage my unspoken emotions. It was a challenging journey, filled with self-doubt and moments of relapse. But with each step, I gained a deeper understanding of myself and the complex web of experiences and traumas that had shaped me. I realised that my own father’s absence had left a void, and the weight of becoming a father myself had brought those unprocessed emotions to the surface.

Slowly, with the help I had, certifying myself in NLP (Neuro Linguistic Programming), and the support of my loving partner, I began to heal. The outbursts became less frequent, and I found healthier ways to channel my emotions. I learned to forgive myself for my shortcomings and to extend that forgiveness to those who had wronged me. As I continued on my path of self-discovery and emotional healing, I knew that I wanted to use my experiences to help others.

With my experience, I became a life coach to help other dads show up not only with endurance, but with intention. I had learned to navigate the turbulent waters of my own mind; I knew that I could guide others towards a place of peace and self-acceptance while providing a safe place to talk from the heart and find inner peace.”

As Freeman’s story unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that the impact adults can have on a child’s life is profound and, at times, devastating. His story is a testament to the delicate nature of childhood and the lasting imprint left by those who raise them. It serves as a reminder that our actions and emotions as parents can either uplift or shatter a child’s sense of self. It is important to remember that controlling our anger and channeling our efforts into fostering self-confidence and self-esteem in our children are integral parts of parenting. By doing so, we give them the tools to navigate life’s challenges and the belief in themselves to forge a brighter future as a potential leader or whatever they wish to become. 

Freeman’s story is also a powerful illustration of the capacity for resilience that children possess, even in the face of adversity. It highlights the importance of nurturing their fragile selves and guiding them with patience and understanding. As his journey unfolds, we are reminded that the influence of adults extends far beyond the present, shaping the very foundation of a child’s outlook on life. The choices we make and the emotions we exhibit as parents can leave an indelible mark, for better or for worse.

The role of a parent is not merely to provide physical needs but to tend to the delicate garden of a child’s emotional and mental well-being. It is a constant dance between guiding and empowering, disciplining and uplifting. By recognizing the profound impact we can have, we are called to action, to be mindful, to be present, and to always lead with love. For it is in these moments that we shape not just the present, but the very trajectory of a child’s life and the leadership to be. This, to me, is the foundation of creating great leaders and avoiding “Forgotten Leaders.” 

Not all children have the same opportunities. I met a young lady who went through an Ottawa Hospital “On Track” program and explained the early onset of her situation. Reading about this program, it is my opinion from research (and no one has returned my call) that although the children’s population between 16 and 35 having psychosis remains very rare, at most 0.1%. Yet the need to take care of all children is grand and important to avoid future mental health concerns, and perhaps, as I will explain later, if not diagnosed or treated, they could fall into deeper mental health concerns, make it difficult to achieve any leadership role, and even slide into probable homelessness. 

When discussing mental health, psychosis is a serious condition in which a person is unable to distinguish, in their experience of life, between what is and is not real, such as delusions, hallucinations, and disorganized or incoherent thoughts or speech. Psychosis could be a symptom of other illnesses, such as schizophrenia, but it can also be a standalone issue or result from other factors, like drug use (as simple as marijuana) or physical illnesses. 

As previously mentioned, I believe it is mainly the parents’ responsibility to oversee the proper growth of their children. From my perspective, the children in this small statistic lead very different lives from one another, but they all seem to share a common thread of struggle with psychosis. For some, it manifests itself as a subtle whisper, a niggling doubt that something is not quite right and on their own or with the help of their parents, they participate in the On Track program (First Episode Psychosis Program) from the Ottawa Hospital. For others, it was a loud, chaotic mess of voices and visions that disrupted their daily lives. 

CHARLOTTE

I met Charlotte through the Winthrop Court Community House. This young lady found herself in the latter category. Her world had become a blur of frightening episodes and hospitalizations. She heard voices that told her she was worthless and saw shadows that others didn’t seem to notice. 

Her parents, once proud and confident, were now anxious and overwhelmed. They felt a deep sense of responsibility to protect their daughter from the darkness that threatened to consume her. They sought help from medical professionals at the “On Track” Program, but the road to recovery was long and arduous. It was a constant battle to find the right balance of medication and therapy to stabilize Charlotte’s psychosis. It is believed that the earliest we can stabilize an individual, the better the outcome. 

“On Track” is a voluntary rehabilitative program that provides care for people ages sixteen to thirty-five years to help those experiencing symptoms of psychosis get their life back “on track” when it’s derailed by symptoms. Early intervention is critical when it comes to treating many conditions. This community-based program helps people within a three-year timeframe to get the life they want to be living. The top predictor of the success of the psychosis recovery is whether the young person has supportive and involved family members. 

Fortunately, despite the challenges, Charlotte’s parents educated themselves about her condition, learning that it was treatable and that their daughter could lead a fulfilling life. They needed a multi-disciplinary team, including psychiatrists, psychologists, nurses, social workers, occupational and recreational therapists, researchers, and even dietitians, among others, to work together to come up with a highly personalized plan. 

Charlotte slowly began to develop strategies to quiet the voices and interpret her unusual experiences in a less disturbing light. She is now a very productive student. I certainly hope she will find a way to remain out of the adult mental-illness crisis. If you feel you need more information and your child needs help, please contact the Distress Centre of Ottawa (dial 211), which can connect individuals with a wide range of services. 

I was also fortunate to discover a wonderful foundation called “Fondation Respire” (Breath), located in Mont-Tremblant, Quebec. The “Fondation Respire” is aimed at adolescents and college students, as well as their parents and professionals. Its main objective is to raise awareness about issues related to anxiety, stress, and hyper-connection, but also to promote positive mental health and healthy screen use. 

With nature therapies for anxious adolescents aged 12 to 18, the foundation offers effective solutions, including mountain hikes, breathing exercises, meditation, sound therapy, cold-water baths, and a return to nature—a step towards emotional, mental, and physical well-being.

“Here, they breathe. Here, they find themselves.”

(L.-A. S. Carrier)

LOUIS-ALEXANDRE

Here is the story of Louis-Alexandre S. Carrier, the founder of La Fondation Respire. Growing up, Louis-Alexandre experienced the profound effects of anxiety: the tensions related to the separation of his parents, the emotional difficulties experienced within his family, particularly with him and his brothers. Performance anxiety, episodes of mental distress, and heavy silences have marked his journey. 

These personal experiences have contributed to shaping his sensitivity to mental health issues and led him to find solutions to feel better. Throughout his journey, nature has been a constant refuge for him and an invaluable source of peace. That is why he founded The Fondation Respire. He talks about the importance that the forests of the Mont-Tremblant region have had for him: walking among the trees, by the shores of lakes and rivers, hearing the wind in the pines, finding a certain calm amid inner turmoil. “The Fondation Respire becomes a refuge,” expresses Louis-Alexandre. “It’s not just a foundation; it is a healing initiative for all.” 

The calming rhythm of the heart slows down to align with the rustling of the leaves and its own breathing, the mind settles, and the nervous system regulates. With nature, wisdom, courage, and humility are woven into the tapestry of the forest and the peaks of the mountains. These values are also passed on through the love of therapists and coaches who bring their good energy and precious teachings within the foundation. Louis-Alexandre and his team offer a rediscovery of life... a truth whispered in the wind. 

The COVID-19 pandemic hit like a tsunami of fear, drowning the world in isolation. Louis-Alexandre had experienced this anxiety; he saw it reflected in the empty eyes of teenagers, felt it in the frantic energy of their trembling hands. He reinvented the silent screams trapped within them, the rising tide of psychological damage, the neurological scars, and, for some, substance abuse that numbs the pain. The pandemic not only revealed our mental health issues, but it also became a source, a trigger in many cases. 

It is in this context that, with friends, he began creating events where people could reconnect, breathe, and meditate, events to share and soak up the sun, away from their tablets; to present the alternative of the scent of wildflowers and the sound of a flowing river. Hesitant breaths intensify, filling lungs with fresh air. The attention shifts to the present moment, to the simple joy of being fully present and finally being welcomed and supported. Tears flow down faces, tears of release and accumulated anxieties. Raw grief resurfaces with every slow breath. 

The learning of silence crackles with the unspeakable; the silent strength of shared vulnerability. The Fondation Respire offers outdoor activities designed to help young people reconnect with themselves, others, and their environment. The effects are tangible: their breathing becomes deeper, emotions are released, and a gradual sense of calmness is felt. Louis-Alexandre has seen how nature, with its inherent rhythm and beauty, can erode the walls of the fortress of isolation and anxiety. 

He remembers a teenager, lost in the digital maze of their phone, a constant buzzing of notifications in stark contrast to the silence of the forest. With the healing power of the earth, sun, and water, the soothing tranquility of trees, research is clear: nature’s remedy is powerful, especially for adolescents who often struggle to adapt to traditional therapy. 

This natural setting allows for a more humane and accessible approach to mental health, often better received than traditional forms of therapy. Here, among the whispering leaves and soft lights, they begin to heal. For more information about this alternative therapy: 

www.fondationrespire.org

Children’s mental health is a topic that deserves far more attention and understanding. If parents can’t take responsibility further than the night they conceived, children should become a responsibility that falls on all of us, as a society, to ensure that our children’s mental well-being is nurtured and protected. We must move beyond simply diagnosing issues and instead, embrace a holistic approach that supports young people at every level. 

From parents and caregivers to educators and healthcare professionals, we all have a duty to create a safe and supportive environment for our children to thrive. 

The impact of mental health issues on a child’s development can be profound and long-lasting. It affects their ability to learn, form relationships, and navigate the challenges of growing up. By recognizing and addressing these issues early on, we can equip children with the tools and resilience they need to lead healthy and fulfilling lives and become the leaders they aspire to be. This means creating safe spaces for them to express their emotions, providing access to professional support, and fostering an environment of acceptance and understanding. 

It is time we prioritize children’s mental health and view it as a fundamental aspect of their overall well-being. Let us all work together to offer support and empower our children to flourish and reach their full potential.

I often recall going to a teacher’s meeting. I saw many parents in the classrooms being taught by their children. Parents who could not even grasp the curriculum. 

“How can I soar like an eagle  when surrounded by turkeys?” 

(Robert Stevenson)

How can children hope to reach their full potential when they are surrounded by those who cannot even help themselves, let alone guide the next generation? The weight of this question might offend you, but not having a diploma does not make you an idiot; letting all responsibilities and mental charge fall on your children is abuse. Children should not handle your finances for you or have the responsibility to make household decisions if you can’t. Sorry, but it has been seen. I remained a silent observer in the room as parents and educators gathered to discuss the future of the children in their care. 

The concern was often palpable, a shared understanding that the kids were inherently capable, but the people surrounding them could be their undoing. I think it is a delicate balance, fostering growth while shielding impressionable minds from the ineptitude that seemed to permeate their world. Good luck to teachers, probably a demise to learning. 

I have friends who are experienced teachers, school principals, and at the start of every school year, I often hear about overbearing parents in one classroom or another. Teachers are committed to creating an environment of respect and leadership in their classrooms. After five to six years of post-secondary education, teachers know how to provide ground rules and set boundaries for the children. Unfortunately, there are always some parents lingering at the door, hesitating to let their children go. 

“We are sorry for parents who didn’t set boundaries... We will do it for them” (Ottawa Mission)

As a concerned citizen, it is natural to want to ensure that those in positions of power are acting in the best interests of the people they serve. However, it is important to remember that interfering in the work of professionals, such as teachers and doctors, without a full understanding of their field can have detrimental consequences. 

These professions are built upon years of study and experience, typically 12–15 years for a medical doctor. While it is prudent to remain vigilant and informed, stressing over every decision they make or questioning their every move can be harmful. Trust that they are equipped with the knowledge and skills to make informed decisions and that they have the best intentions at heart. You don’t have to stress about the times they may make an error, but maybe you should stress about why you go to the medical office in the first place.

By all means, stay informed and involved, but also be aware of your own expertise. Respect the expertise of those who have dedicated their lives to their profession and remember that second-guessing their every move can create an atmosphere of distrust and hinder their ability to do their jobs effectively. 

Instead, channel your energy into productive avenues. Take care of your health and do what is recommended. Stay engaged, ask questions when necessary, and advocate for transparency and accountability. But ultimately, allow the professionals to do their jobs, knowing that they are just as invested in the well-being of their students, patients, and clients as you are. 

The children, vibrant and full of potential, navigate a landscape riddled with pitfalls set by those who should have known better. It is a challenge, to say the least, to guide these young minds towards their aspirations while protecting them from the follies of the so-called adults around them. Yet, there is hope in the form of dedicated mentors and guardians who refuse to let incompetence win. 

A silent revolution begins, a movement to empower children and young leaders to rise above their circumstances. It starts with small acts of defiance against mediocrity, nurturing curiosity, and instilling a sense of self-belief. These young minds should be encouraged, with an open mind, to question, to seek, and to create, embracing their unique talents and using them as a force for positive change. It is an uphill battle, but with each small victory, a spark of potential is kindled, making the future a little brighter.

As we have seen, young children who become leaders are often marginalized and stereotyped, which can have a significant impact on their mental health and self-confidence. It is important for adults to recognize these stereotypes and take action to empower children and boost their leadership potential. Let’s create safe and inclusive spaces for children to express themselves and explore their interests. These young minds should be encouraged, with an open mind, to question, to seek, and to create, embracing their unique talents and using them as a force for positive change. It is an uphill battle, but with each small victory, a spark of potential is kindled, and the future looks a little brighter. 

As a parent, it’s a delicate dance to navigate your child’s growing need for independence while also wanting to protect their innocence. The question came up at my house with the children regarding allowing sleepovers with intimate partners. Although it is a significant step, one that signifies a shift in your child’s life and the dynamic of your home, you want to foster their development and privacy, but you also worry about the implications. 

I have always told my children that their bedroom was their sanctuary, a place of safety and comfort. So, when they asked to give up that space as well, it concerned me deeply. As I have come to understand the importance of their personal life and relationships, the thought of my child sharing their room, their haven, with a significant other brings a sense of unease. At the time, it was not as much the presence of someone else as the thought of losing this safe space for them. 

Sometimes, depending on their age, readiness, respect, behaviors, and level of responsibilities, it is a time to remind yourself that they are growing up. It is the realization that you need to let go, little by little. If you feel they can understand the consequences of their actions, and perhaps not losing their haven is best, it will be a good conversation. You may even want to compromise on certain rules if one of the no-sleepover rules is respected; you may be doing your children a favor. If all fails, and you feel they are emotionally ready to share the only room that was solely theirs, be prepared for the challenging transition, one that will tug at your heartstrings. 

As a parent, you know you must adapt, accepting that your young leader is creating their own path, forging new relationships, and seeking their privacy. It’s an evolution, a necessary step towards their future, and you find solace in the hope that the values you’ve instilled in them will guide their decisions. Regardless of how the rules are applied, you must follow them with mutual respect and understanding. Their bedroom door may remain closed for outsiders, or become a threshold to a new chapter, and while it’s difficult to let go, you understand that this is a part of their journey towards adulthood. So, with mixed emotions, you may watch them cross that threshold, knowing that while their room may no longer be the same, the love and support between parent and child remain unwavering. 

Adults can also encourage young leaders to challenge negative stereotypes and marginalization by providing them with the tools and resources to do so. This should include teaching children about the impact of media and society on their self-perception and helping them develop critical thinking skills to question and reject harmful stereotypes. It is also crucial for adults to lead by example, demonstrating empathy, respect, and an understanding that every child has unique strengths and abilities. 

By taking these steps, adults can play a vital role in nurturing the next generation of confident, resilient, and compassionate leaders. Again, challenging these stereotypes requires a multi-faceted approach. It demands a shift in public perception, a change in policy and resource allocation, and a fundamental reassessment of our societal attitudes towards poverty and vulnerability. This requires widespread education, advocacy, and a commitment to fostering empathy and understanding. 

In addition to challenging stereotypes, it’s also critical to acknowledge and address the intersectionality of the youth population. Some youth, and especially the homeless youth, are disproportionately affected, as many are from marginalized groups, including people of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and perhaps people with learning disabilities. These individuals face multiple layers of discrimination and disadvantages, compounding the challenges they encounter while experiencing life. Ignoring these intersectional aspects reinforces the existing inequalities and perpetuates the ignorance that the problem exists, and drives our young leaders to homelessness.

We should embrace a more comprehensive understanding of these complexities. This means acknowledging the systemic issues, challenging societal prejudices, and fostering a culture of open communication, empathy, and compassion. Real change begins by amplifying the voices of those often silenced. Only then can we begin to effectively address the multifaceted problem of homelessness. 

Creating genuine dialogue around mental health requires more than simply offering a platform; it necessitates the cultivation of environments where vulnerability is embraced, not judged. This involves a deliberate and conscious effort to dismantle the barriers that prevent open communication, fostering a sense of safety and trust among participants. 

This is crucial because the shame and stigma associated with both homelessness and mental health issues often silence individuals, preventing them from seeking help and support, which is what we need. 

About youth on the streets, I often hear, “No need to get involved, nothing will get done! People don’t care about us!” This silence perpetuates the cycle of isolation and prevents individuals from accessing the support they desperately need. Breaking down these barriers requires a concerted effort to challenge the negative stereotypes and misconceptions that fuel stigma. It also requires a bucketful of courage. 

The goal is not to eliminate differences of opinion, but to ensure that these differences are grounded in accurate information rather than ignorance or misinformation. Too often, data is manipulated.

Equally important is the active involvement of those with lived experience. Government officials hold meetings after meeting, but have they ever experienced or seen homelessness firsthand? Have they consulted the experts, the ones on the streets? Their insights and perspectives are invaluable in shaping these conversations and fostering genuine understanding. By centering on the voices of those who have experienced homelessness and mental health challenges, we can ensure that the discussions are grounded in lived reality and avoid perpetuating inaccurate stereotypes. These individuals can offer crucial guidance on how to create truly safe and inclusive spaces.

During my journey, I have encouraged many homeless individuals to craft their own personal testimonies and submit them to a legislative committee. Most couldn’t do it; they don’t have the energy or the faith to do it. Many homeless individuals are angry at a system that failed them. I believe this could be as impactful as a powerful spoken-word performance at a public forum. 

RICHARD

As I continued my journey, I encountered a sixty-year-old man named Richard. Wanting to share a few dollars for his story, he refused the money. He is not on the street for money, but for action, he said. When I asked him to share his story, he refused but still talked my ear off for forty-five minutes, eager for someone to listen. 

Richard has been at the corner of Wellington and Bank Streets for years, and he shared his testimony in a strong, heartfelt, and powerful way. He spoke about the McNeelys, Smiths, Baileys, Getzs, and many government officials, as well as a system that has failed him at every turn. From Moose Jaw to Ottawa, he is trying to get someone to hear from him. He has been cheated his entire life, never knowing who or how to trust, and to have true security and stability. His daughters left Saskatchewan without a trace, possibly kidnapped, he said. 

As a result, since 2018, Richard abandoned his logging business and turned to the streets in Ottawa, seeking support from legislators and the community to share his struggle with a lack of justice among those he hopes will understand that he needs to find his daughters. But even there, he faced adversity and hardship.

This story may be questionable, but it still testifies to a father’s determination to find his daughters at all costs. Despite the challenges he faces, Richard has a dream to go back to Moose Jaw with his daughters. I do not agree with sleeping in an encampment and disturbing the peace as the most efficient way to go, but could his testimony shed some light on the truth? Could his testimony be a powerful tool to create change and share with those who could make a difference? Let’s be empathetic and open the conversation.

Furthermore, for many stories, visual media like documentaries, short films, and visual panels on the streets from your own city or neighborhood could capture some individuals’ journey with greater attention and convey emotions in a way that certain media sometimes cannot.

Storytelling is a powerful tool within this broader framework. It can be used to rally support for specific campaigns, build relationships with policymakers, and encourage public participation. It provides a human face to abstract policy debates, making them more relatable and engaging. It also takes a lot of effort. 

Maybe sharing stories on social media can reach a wide audience and inspire others to become involved in advocacy efforts? But I have seen that participating in town hall meetings and engaging directly with policymakers often gets us nowhere. What is the goal of policymakers? Playing in this field and being engaged in the process also requires a certain level of resilience. Rejection, indifference, and even hostility from policymakers are strong possibilities. But perhaps sharing the impact of a single successful intervention, a life improved, can make all the difference.

Now, tell me your child is still lazy. Keep in mind that children exhibit varying degrees of work ethic due to a combination of factors, including individual personality, environmental influences, and potential underlying issues. As well, some children may naturally gravitate towards hard work, while others might struggle with motivation or task completion due to factors like learning disabilities, like my daughter Isabelle’s anxiety, or simply a lack of positive reinforcement. 

If you wonder about your child, here are additional potential intrinsic reasons to converse about: (for more reading, you may refer to “Mind in the Making” by Ellen Galinsky, or “Parenting Right From the Start” by Dr. Vanessa Lapointe.)

	Personality:


Some children are naturally more driven and detail-oriented, while others may be more laid-back or easily distracted. 

	Learning Disabilities:


Conditions like ADHD, dyslexia, or other learning differences can make it challenging for children to focus, organize, and complete tasks, which might be perceived as laziness. 

	Anxiety and Fear of Failure:


Children who are anxious or fear not meeting expectations may avoid tasks, which can look like laziness. 



	Lack of Confidence/Competence:


If a child doesn’t feel capable of succeeding at a task, they may hesitate or avoid it altogether, which can lead to the perception of laziness. 

	Underlying Mental Health:


Depression, anxiety, or other mental health challenges can significantly impact motivation and energy levels. 

“At the end of the day, the most overwhelming key to a child’s success is the positive involvement  of the parents” 

(Jane D. Hull)

By the way, have you ever heard of the “Streets for Kids Leadership Accelerator” from Global Designing Cities Initiative? I even wonder if our legislators look at best practices around the world! This initiative is online and can’t be easier to join. It is now serving 40 cities worldwide through technical assistance and a capacity-building program that brings together a selected cohort of city teams to learn from global experts to lead and implement better streets for kids. 

“It is 11 PM. Do you know where your children are?” 

(WNEW-TV, 1967)

This citation also aired by William X. Wall, a 1980s Canadian media figure, to remind parents to keep an eye on their children—a radio and television awareness campaign that should still be broadcast today.
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CHAPTER THREE
ARE WE BORN TO LEAD?
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Homeless or not, for any “Forgotten Leaders,” the jungle is a harsh and unforgiving place, teeming with predators and prey. In this wild landscape or in the corporate world, the lion reigns supreme, a symbol of power, confidence, and unwavering determination. The sloth, on the other hand, moves slowly, cautiously, and is often perceived as weak and lacking in ambition. Yet, both creatures inhabit the same environment, facing similar challenges. I am utilizing this powerful analogy to explore the often-misunderstood relationship between self-confidence, leadership, and entrepreneurship. 

As I have done throughout my life, I challenge the common assumption that leadership is solely the domain of the inherently self-assured, examining the crucial roles of developed skills, strategic thinking, and unwavering perseverance. Am I a lion, or am I a sloth? 

This is not a judgment; it’s a starting point for a conversation. I am searching for myself and assessing my current position, constantly re-evaluating and identifying my strengths and weaknesses. I would like to develop another roadmap for personal and professional growth before it’s too late. 

The words in this book are coming with difficulty, and the confessions you will read throughout these chapters may be long overdue. In laying bare my ambitions, this book becomes an excavation of my soul, a process of discovery. I am discovering not only for myself and by myself but also opening space for future conversations, for all of us to bare our souls and live with greater peace.

A lifetime of agonizing self-doubt, of childhood shadows stretching long and dark, has left me perpetually questioning my worth. Why this crippling lack of confidence, this absence of the vibrant, life-affirming thrust that propels others forward? Why did I feel undeserving of the “triumphs” I’d somehow managed to snatch? Was I an imposter? 

The successes are now undeniable. Achievements are etched on plaques, statuettes with my name on them, and certificates buried deep in my filing cabinet. Sometimes, a harsh retrospect that goes back years reveals that I am also, like so many of us, a “Forgotten Leader.” I am not talking like the previous leaders before me, telling 40-year-old stories of their victories, hoping we don’t forget them. I feel it’s my “Day of the Dead” (Dia de los Muertos), rooted in Mexican culture, where each year, millions of people around the world gather to honor and celebrate the lives of great leaders and human beings who have passed away. This unique celebration pays homage to the importance of their loved ones before becoming “Forgotten Leaders.” 

In the harsh light of retrospect, the taste of victory often felt... off. A counterfeit joy. I hear the whispers, the incredulous questions: “You are shy, not confident? Impossible!” The bitter irony is that I always thought I was an introverted individual, working hard and battling demons I couldn’t name, and I forged a path through life’s treacherous terrain. A privileged path, yes, but paved with a foundation of relentless doubts and lack of self-esteem. “Fake it till you make it” was a bitter pill that had to be swallowed daily when in front of people or starting a business. This mantra can be a toxic brew, yet it nevertheless kept me afloat. Years later, I discovered I am an ambivert. Preferring to be an introvert, I developed the capacity to exhibit traits of both introversion and extroversion, and I became mostly comfortable, with support, in both social and solitary settings. 

“Working hard for somethingwe don’t care about is called stress. Working hard for something we loveis called passion.”

(Simon Sinek)

With this book, the kimono, once tightly fastened and carefully guarded, now falls open, revealing raw emotions and a vulnerable heart beneath. 

Through real-world examples, case studies, and insightful commentary, I will try to empower you to chart your own course towards defining your expected success, regardless of where you currently stand on the spectrum between the lion and the sloth. If we can, together, prevent a fall to “Forgotten Leadership,” we will succeed. I am also being egoistic, as this book is mostly therapeutic and an expression of my thoughts, experiences, and beliefs. 

I want to emphasize that my intention is not to seek agreement or disagreement with my thoughts. Instead, I view your comments as an opportunity to engage in a meaningful conversation. By sharing my experiences and thoughts on mental health, I hope to create a safe space where we can explore the delicate balance between success and failure, leadership and a “Forgotten Leader.” 

Through the jungle, it is with these moments of vulnerability that we find strength and a deeper understanding of ourselves and others. So, let us continue this journey together, using our words as both therapy and a path to enlightenment.

The line between success and failure is often blurred, and it can be challenging to discern where one ends and the other begins. Success is often measured by societal standards, such as wealth, status, and achievements. As leaders, we must discern between what may appear as success on the surface but can mask underlying struggles and unhappiness. Foreseeing this hidden trap is a crucial stepping stone to growth and self-discovery. It is in our moments of vulnerability and adversity that we share with others that we will build resilience and forge a deeper understanding of our needs before becoming a “Forgotten Leader” ourselves. 

With you, I would like to continue to navigate my own journey of self-discovery. I invite you to join me in exploring the complexities of human experience. Together, we will challenge the norms, question conventional definitions of success and failure, and embrace the beauty of our unique paths.
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