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Speaking
Topics

Neuroscience-backed, story-led sessions on courage, kindness and human
leadership — designed to shift how your people lead, not just what they know.

The topics that follow are a sample of the depth and breadth. Sonia also designs bespoke
masterclasses and workshops built entirely around your organisation.

Founder & CEO, LeadershipHQ  ·  Author of First Comes Courage  ·  Leadership Brain Framework™

Richtopia Top 250 Most Influential Women  ·  35 years in leadership development

soniamcdonald.com   ·   leadershiphq.com.au
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T H E  A P P R O A C H

Leadership people actually feel
Sonia McDonald has spent thirty-five years inside boardrooms, building sites and executive teams — and she
speaks like it. Every session blends behavioural neuroscience with lived experience, plain language and a strong
dose of humour. The topics in this kit are a sample, not a menu — bespoke masterclasses and workshops are
designed from scratch every week.

R E S E A R C H - B A C K E D

Grounded in the Leadership Brain
Framework™ and original
LeadershipHQ research, including
the annual Great HR Leadership
Pulse Survey.

B E S P O K E  B Y  D E S I G N

Nothing is delivered off the shelf.
Sonia builds custom masterclasses
and workshops around your
industry, your language and your
leadership challenge.

P R A C T I C A L ,  N O T  T H E O R Y

People leave with tools they can
use on Monday — conversation
scripts, regulation techniques and
habits that stick.

S E S S I O N  F O R M A T S

Ways to work together

Keynote
45–60 MINUTES

Conferences, all-staff days, leadership summits and awards nights.

Workshop
HALF OR FULL DAY

Interactive, capped groups. Includes workbook and practice time.

Webinar
45–60 MINUTES

Live and virtual, delivered globally. Recording and slides provided.

Bespoke masterclass
2 HOURS – FULL DAY

Purpose-built for your team, your challenge and your context. Designed from
scratch.

Program
3–12 MONTHS

Multi-module leadership programs with coaching and measurement.

Facilitation
BY ARRANGEMENT

Panels, MC duties, strategy days and executive team offsites.

Coaching
BY ARRANGEMENT

One-to-one executive coaching for senior and emerging leaders.

W H O  S O N I A  S P E A K S  T O

Executive and senior leadership teams · Emerging and first-time leaders · HR, People & Culture communities ·
Industry associations and member bodies · Government and public sector · Construction, infrastructure and
engineering · Professional services · Women in leadership networks
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S I G N A T U R E  K E Y N O T E S

Keynotes
A selection of Sonia's most-booked keynotes — not the full range. Each runs 45–60 minutes, works as a
conference session, all-staff address or virtual event, and is customised to your theme. Bespoke keynotes are
written to brief.

01 The Human Leader
Leading with head, heart and guts in an AI world

AI can process, predict and produce. It cannot read a room, hold a hard conversation or make someone feel
seen. Sonia's signature keynote introduces the Human Leader Model™ — six zones of leadership from the
regulated head to the brave spine — and makes the case that the most valuable skills of the next decade are
the most human ones. Based on Sonia's forthcoming book, The Human Leader (2027).

The six zones of the Human Leader Model™ and how to strengthen each one
Why regulation, not intelligence, predicts leadership performance
What to automate, what to humanise, and how to tell the difference

02 First Comes Courage
Why courage is the skill that changes everything

Courage is not a personality trait — it is a practice, and it is trainable. Drawing on her book of the same name,
Sonia unpacks what actually stops leaders from speaking up, and gives audiences a practical method for
doing the hard thing before it becomes the harder thing.

The neuroscience of avoidance and why silence feels safer than it is
A simple structure for the conversation you've been putting off
How to build courage as a team habit, not an individual act of bravery

03 Kindness Is Not Weakness
The commercial case for human leadership

Kindness gets dismissed as soft until you look at the numbers on retention, discretionary effort and
psychological safety. This keynote reframes kindness as a hard-edged leadership capability — and separates it
clearly from being nice, being liked, or avoiding accountability.

The measurable business impact of kind, direct leadership
Why kindness and high standards belong in the same sentence
Practical kindness: five behaviours leaders can start this week
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K E Y N O T E S  C O N T I N U E D

04 Leading the Brain
The neuroscience of high-performing teams

Every leadership problem is, at some level, a brain problem. Using the Leadership Brain Framework™, Sonia
translates behavioural neuroscience into plain language leaders can use — covering threat response, trust,
feedback, focus and the conditions under which people do their best work.

How threat and reward states shape everyday team behaviour
Designing feedback the brain can actually receive
The four conditions that reliably lift team performance

05 Strong for Too Long
Resilience, burnout and the cost of holding it all together

Sonia's most personal keynote. Delivered with honesty and humour, it examines what happens when
high-performing people mistake endurance for strength — and offers a genuinely different model of
resilience built on regulation, boundaries and asking for help early.

The difference between resilience and quiet endurance
Early warning signs leaders consistently miss in themselves and others
Building a culture where recovery is expected, not requested

06 Leadership 2030
Future-ready leadership in the age of AI

What will leadership demand of us in five years — and who is preparing for it? Using the Leadership 2030
Compass™, Sonia maps the shifts already underway across workforce, technology and expectation, then gets
specific about the capabilities organisations need to build now.

Four forces reshaping leadership between now and 2030
The capability gaps showing up in Australian leadership data
A practical readiness audit for your leadership bench

T H I S  I S  A  S A M P L E ,  N O T  T H E  F U L L  R A N G E

Sonia regularly writes bespoke keynotes around a conference theme, a strategy launch or a specific
leadership challenge. Share the brief and she'll come back with a tailored outline before you commit to
anything.
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I M M E R S I V E  S E S S I O N S

Workshops
A sample of the most requested sessions. Half-day or full-day, capped at 25 for full-day formats, each with a
branded workbook and practice time. Bespoke masterclasses are built from scratch for your team and your
challenge.

01 Courageous Conversations
Half or full day · The Courageous Conversation DOD™ method

The workshop leaders ask for most. Participants bring a real conversation they have been avoiding and leave
having planned, practised and pressure-tested it using Sonia's Courageous Conversation DOD™ model.

Preparing and structuring a high-stakes conversation
Managing your own reaction when it goes sideways
Live practice with coaching and peer feedback

02 Just Regulate It!
Half day · Emotional regulation for leaders

You cannot lead a team you cannot regulate yourself in front of. This session gives leaders a working
understanding of their own nervous system and a toolkit for staying steady under pressure, in conflict and in
change.

Recognising your personal stress signature and triggers
In-the-moment regulation techniques that work in meetings
Co-regulation: steadying a team that's running hot

03 The Human Leader Masterclass
Full day · Built on the Human Leader Model™

A deep dive into all six zones of the Human Leader Model™, with diagnostic, practice and planning built in.
Ideal for leadership teams wanting a shared language and a common standard for how they lead.

Individual diagnostic across the six leadership zones
Targeted practice in each participant's weakest zone
A team leadership charter built in the room
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W O R K S H O P S  C O N T I N U E D

04 Trust, Feedback and Accountability
Half day · High-performing teams

The three things that quietly determine whether a team performs. This workshop makes the invisible visible
— surfacing where trust is leaking, why feedback isn't landing and how accountability quietly became
optional.

Diagnosing where trust breaks down in your team
Feedback that changes behaviour rather than damaging it
Setting and holding standards without becoming the bad guy

05 Leading Through Change and Uncertainty
Half day · Change and transition

Restructures, mergers, new systems, new leaders. This session equips leaders to hold their people steady
through change they didn't choose and can't fully explain yet.

What people actually need from you during uncertainty
Communicating when you don't have all the answers
Protecting performance and wellbeing through transition

06 Emerging Leaders Intensive
Full day · First-time and stepping-up leaders

For people newly in charge — often of former peers. A practical grounding in the shift from doing to leading,
covering identity, delegation, difficult conversations and confidence.

Making the mental shift from top performer to leader
Delegating without abandoning or micromanaging
Building credibility and executive presence early

B E S P O K E  M A S T E R C L A S S E S

Most of Sonia's workshop work is custom-built. Bring the real challenge — a merger, a culture problem, a
leadership team that isn't talking — and she'll design the masterclass around it. Sessions can also be
sequenced into a multi-module program with coaching and pre- and post-measurement.
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V I R T U A L  S E S S I O N S

Webinars
A sample of the virtual catalogue. 45–60 minutes, delivered live and globally, with Q&A, slide pack and recording.
Custom webinars and series are built to brief for distributed teams, member associations and lunch-and-learn
programs.

01 Human Leadership in an AI World
45 minutes · Most requested virtual session

A fast, energising session on the leadership skills AI can't replicate — and how to build them deliberately
rather than hoping they show up.

Where AI genuinely helps and where it quietly erodes trust
Three human capabilities to invest in now

02 The Leadership Pause
45 minutes · Leading under pressure

Built on the Leadership Pause Model™. A practical session on the two seconds between trigger and response
— and why that gap is where leadership actually happens.

Catching yourself before you react
Using the pause in meetings, conflict and crisis

03 Courageous Feedback in 45 Minutes
45 minutes · Skills sprint

One skill, one session, one structure. Leaders leave with a script they can use in their next one-on-one.

A repeatable structure for hard feedback
Handling defensiveness without backing down

04 Burnout-Proofing Your Team
60 minutes · Wellbeing and performance

Beyond wellbeing initiatives and fruit bowls. A candid look at the workload, clarity and recovery conditions
that actually prevent burnout.

The signals that appear months before someone breaks
Practical workload and recovery interventions
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W E B I N A R S  C O N T I N U E D

05 Psychological Safety, Practically
45 minutes · Team culture

What psychological safety is, what it isn't, and the small leader behaviours that build or destroy it in ordinary
meetings.

Five behaviours that build safety immediately
Why safety and accountability rise together

06 From Peer to Leader
45 minutes · New and stepping-up leaders

The awkward, under-supported transition from teammate to boss — and how to navigate it without losing
the relationships or the respect.

Resetting expectations with former peers
Earning authority you haven't been given yet

07 Women Who Lead
60 minutes · Women in leadership networks

Straight-talking and practical. Sonia shares what she has learned about visibility, self-advocacy and leading as
yourself — without the polish or the platitudes.

Being visible without waiting to feel ready
Advocating for yourself, your team and your worth

C U S T O M  S E S S I O N S  A N D  S E R I E S

Webinars can be written to brief or booked as a curated series across a quarter — a popular format for
member associations, distributed teams and organisations running an ongoing leadership development
calendar.



B O O K  S O N I A

Let's build leaders
people want to follow

Everything in this kit is a sample of the depth and breadth. Tell us about your audience
and the shift you're trying to make, and Sonia will design a bespoke masterclass,

workshop or keynote around it.

B O O K  A  S T R A T E G Y  S E S S I O N

W E B S I T E S soniamcdonald.com  ·  leadershiphq.com.au

D E L I V E R Y In person and virtual — Australia-wide and internationally

B A S E D  I N Brisbane, Australia

Author of Leadership Attitude, Just Rock It! and First Comes Courage

The Human Leader — coming 2027

© LeadershipHQ. All topics, models and frameworks remain the intellectual property of Sonia McDonald.


