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“Intuition is a very powerful thing.
More powerful than intellect.”
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Honing Intuition: Practice Builds Excellence

“All of us have the ability to be intuitive;
we just need more practice.”
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— John Winsor
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Introduction
The business world has an insatiable appetite for data. Data and evidence drive
every decision and plan that is made, and the volume of data—structured and
unstructured—feeding into every organization continues to grow year over year.
However, there is another resource, arguably almost as powerful deep within us.
It is one that every person possesses, yet few choose to listen to it. It is intuition.
Intuition is the sensation you get—a shiver, a tingle—when something feels right.
And it is the trusted advisor that warns you when something feels wrong.
Despite its power, few leaders tap into their intuition and they rely almost exclusively on
data. However, facts and statistics are limited. They are compiled by humans, but they
don’t reflect the human experience.
This was the message that Erin Oliver, Vice President, Health, Safety & Sustainability
at Modern Niagara delivered to participants of Leaders Moving Forward: Honing Intuition,
a CEO Health + Safety Leadership virtual event, which took place in October 2020.

Oliver shared Modern Niagara’s experience to illustrate the power of intuition and
its inextricable link to innovation, change management and sustainability. She
framed the conversation in the context of our current global crisis, pointing out that,
“Leaders need to inspire organizational change, success, and sustainability as we
move through this very difficult and unique period. We have an opportunity to be
better for our coworkers, families, community and ourselves.”
This white paper, based on Oliver’s presentation, makes the case for tapping into
this plentiful resource to guide planning and decision-making.
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She highlighted that intuition must be used in partnership with data and science to
help organizations and leaders move to the next level. “Over the past few decades,
leaders have moved away from depending on instinct and intuition. However, they
are important to success. They eliminate analysis paralysis, and when they are
married with data, can be incredibly powerful.”
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Intuition: The Road Less Travelled
Oliver kicked off her presentation by appealing to the audience to rethink their
reliance on data alone. “Innovation is the intersection between passion and need.
Leaders must figure out how to move on to what is next. Too many leaders get stuck
in the numbers. We have to find a way to drive inspiration and trust intuition.”
In order to make decisions and take actions that reflect both sides of the story—human
and statistical—leaders must be perceptive, patient and kind, and give credence to
the body’s response to various situations.
The Fast Company article, “Scientific proof that your gut is best at making decisions”,
states, “There are two over-arching kinds of decision-making. One requires research
and careful thought as to probable outcomes. The other simply goes with the gut.
It may make sense to stick with the latter in matters of the heart, but a number of
recent scientific studies show that in business, the inner voice working in concert with
cold, hard information could lead to better decision-making.”
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The article points to several studies demonstrating that trying to process too much
information in making a decision can be as risky as following a hunch. “The more you
pay attention to the outcome of trusting your intuition in combination with facts, the
better your future decision-making can become.”1
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Oliver discussed the power of the vagus nerve as a filter, amplifier, capacitor and
resistor in the brain’s function. She noted that it directly affects the autonomic
nervous system by impairing, intensifying or magnifying hormonal functions. When
these things are off balance, it can lead to emotional interference in decision-making,
impulsivity, aggression, anxiety, and attention. When this happens, people lose the
ability to assess situations both empathetically and statistically.
Doing a gut check is incredibly important in a highly emotional state. When you feel
“I can’t stomach this,” your gut is giving you an instinctual response to the situation.
In the report, Interoceptive Ability Predicts Survival on a London Trading Floor,
researchers found that interoception—the ability to sense physiological signals
originating inside the body—had a very real impact on the success of traders.
“Traders in the financial world often speak of the importance of gut feelings for
choosing profitable trades. By this they mean the subtle physiological changes
in their bodies provide cues helping them rapidly select from a range of possible
trades the one that ‘just feels right’. Our findings suggest that the gut feelings
informing this decision are more than the mythical entities of financial lore—they
are real physiological signals, valuable ones at that.”2
At Modern Niagara, intuition is promoted in safety conversations. The most recent
example being their response to the global pandemic.

“When you feel ‘I can’t
stomach this,’ your
gut is giving you an
instinctual response
to the situation.”
— Erin Oliver
Vice President Health,
Safety & Sustainability
at Modern Niagara

“As we returned to work after the holiday break, China announced to the world that
they had a problem. On January 12th, the World Health Organization (WHO) issued their
first report. The team at Modern Niagara took note of this and we held our first meeting
about how to manage infection, inspection and control. On January 27th, WHO elevated
the global risk to high, and the first case appeared in Canada. On January 28th, we had
our first safety talk in the field, which covered the topics of managing the flu, and flulike
symptoms, as well as superspreaders. It was general, but we had a gut feeling that
something wasn’t right,” says Oliver.
By February 14th, as cases and the death toll continued to rise, Modern Niagara was
already reaching out to partners, clients, and unions to ask if they would collaborate
on a strategy since it was clear that one organization, acting alone, wouldn’t be
successful. And, on March 14th, as WHO announced the global pandemic, the team at
Modern Niagara had held its first COVID HSE Council meeting, third safety talk, and had
presented a proposal to the executive team to strike a COVID crisis committee.
The team was propelled forward by the gut feeling that something wasn’t right, but their
actions were supported by the evidence and numbers that were emerging.
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Path to Innovation
Inspiration and trust, combined with action, drive innovation. However, Oliver cautions
that innovation without structure can cause an organization to meander. To avoid this, she
shared the Data Continuum,3 created by John Winsor, a global authority on innovation.
The model shows the steps of the journey, and how each one—data collection, transfer
of knowledge, sharing insight and inspiration—contributes to innovation. Oliver believes
each one also represents an action or a passion and employees need to be engaged and
inspired by leaders to progress to the next level.

“Intuition does
not come to an
unprepared mind.”
— Albert Einstein

In his article, “The Search for Meaning – Why More Data Is Not Enough,”4 Winsor
suggests that most people understand the first four steps of the continuum—data,
information, knowledge and insight. However, many overlook the last three, which
are inspiration, intuition and innovation.
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He says the following behaviours are essential to each step.5, 6

Practice – Intuition is a form of pattern recognition. It’s a bit like playing
chess. The more you practice, the more patterns you’ll recognize.
Tell Stories – Instead of just presenting data or analyses. Present a problem
like a magazine article. Explore how it makes you feel and what your gut is
telling you to do.
Encourage Others – Encourage others to dig deeper into how they are
feeling. Make sure intuitive thinking is supported and not overanalyzed.

6
7
8
9
10
11
12

Listen More – Listen to yourself, the subtle signals in the market,
and your team members.
Rely on Experience – Intuition is like a muscle. You’ve got to get out and
start using it. Ask yourself the meaning of things you experience.
Integrate Intuition into Your Process – Many of the companies that
embrace and encourage intuition are also very process-driven. The two
seemingly opposing forces enhance each other and add value.
Be Curious – Reintroduce curiosity into your brand. Instead of controlling
the outcome when developing new product and marketing ideas, think in
dynamic terms and accept many possible outcomes.
Be Keenly Aware – Be aware of subtle changes in your surroundings.
Go deep into the market to find inspiration.
Use Your Imagination – Have an active imagination
and do creative things.
Have a Human Touch – Take time to really care about the people
from whom you are trying to gain the inspiration you’re after.
Be Patient – Inspiration is a journey
with no end.
Always Stay Connected – Nurture your network of trend
translators for inspiration.
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Winsor also says that following all of the steps is the only way to move from simply
knowing to truly understanding. “Brands need to be fearless about finding ways of
learning and knowing that allow for deeper understanding of meaning, context and the
shared experiences of everyone involved in their businesses.”
This can only happen in a healthy, supportive workplace. Oliver encouraged participants
to create a safe and communicative environment where people can learn from one
another’s successes and failures. “Tell stories. Share stories about collaboration, the
risks that team members have taken and failures. My team relies on this. They reach out
to each other, ask questions and probe one another’s experiences to see who has the
best answer for a situation.”
She also stressed the importance of letting the team develop the skills to share and
learn from one another. She explained that leaders need to listen and should avoid
the temptation to be the first to speak in a room, or facilitate collaboration. “If the
most senior person speaks first it can sometimes suppress ideas that come from
youth in the room or diverse experiences. You run the risk of defaulting to biases and
might miss out on doing things that are new and unique.”
In addition, leaders need to encourage employees to listen to their intuition. Charles
Darwin wrote down anything that came to his mind that wasn’t part of his normal belief
structure within 30 seconds so that his unconscious bias didn’t dismiss it.
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Managing Change
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Leaders directly influence the success of change management. When done well,
it can be empowering and invigorate corporate culture and innovation. Conversely, if it
is mismanaged, change can create undue stress and negatively affect performance.
It takes very little time to destroy trust and momentum, but they can take years
to rebuild.
The Managing Complex Change model illustrates the many ways that trust can erode
and a change effort can be derailed if it is mismanaged. There are five key ingredients for
successful change. When a single ingredient is missing, it can result in a false start or
slow change, frustration, anxiety and confusion.
If you don’t paint a clear picture of where you are headed, people will start to move in
different directions. Leaders need to explain the journey and be clear about how the
organization will get there, otherwise people will create their own path and may just
continue to focus on the tasks they like to do and not the ones they need to do.
Oliver says it also requires leaders to pay attention to subtle cues. “If you are picking up
on anxiety, it may be that people feel they lack the skills needed to move forward. If this
isn’t addressed, stress and fear will take over and team members will start to disengage.
In some cases, they may even sabotage their own efforts to show that they don’t have the
skills to be successful.”

If people understand the vision and possess the skills that are needed, but pace of
change isn’t where it should be, engagement may be the issue. Making sure the change
management plan incorporates people’s thoughts, ideas, resources and skills is key to
getting them engaged.
Oliver says that incentives are the things that help people maintain passion even in the
challenging moments and stresses that it isn’t always about money.
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Most people arrive at their work day engaged, passionate and ready to do a good job.
They want to be successful in the tasks they have been given. When team members are
operating in this optimal state, within their knowledge sphere, and they feel supported,
their performance generally soars. That state of being comes in large part from the gut.
However, if external forces throw this out of whack, and arousal and stress levels are
elevated, performance can be negatively impacted.
The Yerkes Dodson curve illustrates how stress affects performance. It is important
to feel some degree of stress. However, if it dips too low, motivation will suffer. People
begin to feel disengaged and bored. If the level of stress is too high, it creates attention
impairment and can trigger the hormones that send us into fight or flight mode.
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Leaders must recognize their role in managing this curve. On top of impairing
performance, unhealthy stress levels can cause people to avoid taking risks and
making calculated decisions, and this is where innovation lies.
“As you move through this process, you will need to circle back on a regular basis.
As you move from point A to point B, the tools and processes you used in A will start to
become disfunctional,” says Oliver.
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Sustainability
Many believe sustainability is simply about protecting the environment, but it is more
than that. It is a cornerstone of change. Ivey Business Journal defines sustainability as
“a new and evolving corporate management paradigm. The term ‘paradigm’ is used
deliberately, in that corporate sustainability is an alternative to the traditional growth
and profit-maximization model. While corporate sustainability recognizes that corporate
growth and profitability are important, it also requires the corporation to pursue societal
goals, specifically those relating to sustainable development—environmental protection,
social justice and equity, and economic development.”7
To guide its sustainability journey, Modern Niagara chose to adopt the United Nations’
Sustainable Development Goals. On its website, the UN says that these 17 “Life-Changing
Goals” are the result of a commitment made by world leaders in 2015 to “transform
the world, make it fairer and safer and leave no one behind.” The goals are:

“You can’t connect
the dots looking
forward, you can only
connect them looking
backwards. So you have
to trust that the dots
will somehow connect
in your future. You have
to trust something—
your gut, destiny, life,
karma, whatever. This
approach has never
let me down and it has
made all the difference
in my life.”
— Steve Jobs

No poverty
Zero hunger
Good health and wellbeing
Quality education
Gender equality
Clean water and sanitation
Affordable and clean energy
Decent work and economic growth
Industry innovation and infrastructure
Reduced inequalities
Sustainable cities and communities
Responsible consumption and production
Climate action
Life below water
Life on land
Peace, justice and strong institutions
Partnership for the goals

Every one of them is enormous and figuring out where to begin is challenging.
“There is so much value when you dig into each one, but you can’t tackle all 17
at once,” says Oliver.
One of the first things the Modern Niagara team did was to take the necessary time
to define what sustainability meant to their organization and develop a corresponding
impact statement. Oliver says it took nearly a year, but it was vitally important to
dedicate the necessary time to this process. “This isn’t a weekend project. Every
word matters because it reflects who you are and what you value. If everyone
doesn’t believe the vision comes straight from our CEO and it isn’t integrated into
the organization, it’s not going to happen.”

Modern Niagara’s Definition
Modern Niagara has the desire to work with companies and hire employees who
collectively strive toward supporting and accelerating improvements in the environment;
communities in which we live and work.
We will improve the quality of life for our society by reducing our negative influences
and improving our positive contributions, all while continuing to provide innovative
products and services.
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Impact Statement
“At Modern Niagara we believe that we can be socially and environmentally
responsible and profitable.”
Some people wonder about the inclusion of profitability in the statement, but Oliver
stresses it belongs there and is very important. “It is really important for companies
in communities to be profitable and provide good earnings for staff. They, in turn,
are supported citizens who identify and bring good corporate social responsibility
opportunities forward. Healthy companies contributing well create a cycle of
sustainability and they are more likely to go out and donate their time.”
The Modern Niagara team also articulated their purpose, which is, “To create
sustainable solutions for our communities and our planet.”
To develop the strategy in support of these statements, Modern Niagara turned to the
B Impact Assessment (see sidebar). Their overall score was 45%. “Apparently, this is
actually not bad. We scored well in some areas and not so well in others. But that’s
okay. It’s part of our journey.”
While the survey provides scores on all 17 of the UN’s goals, it includes recommendations
for five areas of focus. Oliver says there were some that didn’t make sense until they
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sat down and dug in. In the end, they decided to focus on no poverty, quality education,
gender equality, innovation and infrastructure, and reduced inequalities. Their focus in
the coming year will be to build a plan and process by following the path of innovation.
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“Leaders must foster a drive towards intuition and innovation that comes with
passion and focus. This includes a solid change management plan with the
appropriate vision and skills and commitment to sustainability.” She adds, “You
might do something really good, but without sustainability, it won’t be woven into
the fabric of what you do every day.”

B Impact Assessment
The B Impact Assessment is a free, confidential tool that was developed by
a group of global business leaders seeking to redefine success in business
so that, one day, all companies compete not to be the best in the world, but
the best for the world. In addition to the assessment, they have developed
standards, benchmarks and tools that are also available at no cost. The value
to employers: employee engagement, competitive advantage, greater trust and
awareness. The standards are developed by the Standards Advisory Council, a
group of independent experts in business and academia. The tools are suited
to businesses of all sizes and industries and the assessment is tailored to the
specific needs of the business upon registration.

Discussion
After the main presentation, participants engaged in discussion to dive a little deeper
into the topics and themes that were introduced in the session.

Q1
A1

Can you tell us a bit about what you’ve done to pivot during the pandemic?
How are you managing layoffs and protecting apprentices?

Our employee performance team spent considerable time ensuring we could
support those who needed to go home and our communications team researched all
the supports that were available for staff. They created an exit support strategy and
gave people the comfort of knowing their jobs would be waiting for them.
Given the nature of construction, we remained essential in most instances. Labour
managers have been organizing and reorganizing trade staff to manage ratios and
ensure that those who want to can continue to work and others who want to withdraw
are able to do so. They are also making sure we aren’t creating superspreader
environments.
Where we couldn’t continue to work, we gave people the opportunity to retool. For
example, some went on our contact tracing team and some on research to support
updates of Frequently Asked Questions pages. We made sure to give them new
skills that they can use when they return to their original positions in the company,
and they could do this work from home.

A2

Do you provide specific training for your innovation team to help build
intuition or to help contribute?

You need a team that is focused on who you are and who you want to be as
an organization. In our case, this includes gap analysts, engineers, designers, the
employee performance team, and health and safety. All of these skills help us focus
on what is visionary, and they work together to show us how we will get to where the
CEO wants us to go. Sometimes the ideas seem counterintuitive, even crazy, but they
are amazingly exciting. Crazy is just the unknown. When you break “crazy” into small
bits and start working away at them, it is so exciting to see where you can go.

Q3
A3

How have you been balancing COVID, innovation and business continuity?

We recognized that our response to COVID required a change management
strategy. We made sure our people were all pointed in the right direction and they
understood the vision. We had a communication plan in place and then we brought
the COVID crisis team together. This team included some of the highest hitting
team members in the company, and that’s when we were able to look at out-of-the
box strategies. For example, before others were doing it and it made the news, we
approached a distiller and asked them to make sanitizer for us. We found a way to
make our own lids and bottles and had them approved and shipped out. We enlisted
people to find masks, but with the proviso that they were not pulling masks out of
the healthcare system. Since then, we’ve had people doing research to find the best
masks for those in construction.
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Q4
A4

How are you developing the skills to focus on the pillars you’ve selected
throughout your organization? What types of incentives have you provided
to employees?

We’re still in the early days and doing gap analysis. We have to be honest
and transparent about where we are and then identify where we want to go. The next
step will be to assess the people, skills and passions we have available. We may
have people with strong skills, but if they aren’t in belief of the vision, they’re not the
right fit. Skill sets are almost secondary to the human role. We’re also focused on
communicating a very strong execution strategy, breaking it into achievable bits and
setting realistic timelines.

Q5
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Balancing leadership and vulnerability is difficult. How do leaders do this
and how do they take care of themselves?

This has been a very stressful time for leadership and staff. When we did our
survey, we actually discovered our leaders were suffering the most from stress. We
recognized that if we are broken and unhealthy, the company will have no leadership.
We are working on this. We are making sure people understand what is meant
by wellbeing and mental health and that they know what tools are available to
improve. We are challenging all staff to take their holidays. We do one-on-one
check-ins regularly on the phone, and we have huddles to get good news out and
to identify challenges.
Willingness to be vulnerable and release in a safe environment is also critical. Our
CEO, Brad McAninch, recently did this. After we faced some of the issues emerging in
the media, he came out and wrote a memo to the entire staff saying we can do better,
I can do better, and together let’s do better.
Leaders are more approachable and human when they are transparent about their
belief systems and passions, especially when they are feeling weak or vulnerable.
I would say Brad is one of the best at this. He is very passionate about talking to people
about their passion/craft and asking what they need from him and whether they feel safe.
Many of our leaders do that. I would ask that you all do that. Take a moment to ask, “How
are you doing?” “Is there something we could do better?” “Is there something you need
from me?”

Conclusion
In her conversation, Oliver noted that none of the ideas and models she was presenting
were original and said that she was pretty sure they would be familiar to the audience.
However, what she wanted to highlight is that the way they are threaded together and
how you engage your team matters. “These concepts create the pathway to what leaders
are trying to achieve. You have to find a way to help your team move through this in a
manner that is valuable to them. Teach them that practice builds excellence.”
In “Hone Your Intuition to Better Understand Your Data,”8 John Winsor reminds readers
to “start integrating intuition into your decisions by asking yourself, ‘What if…?’ Remember
that intuition is a form of pattern recognition. It’s a bit like playing chess. The more
you practice, the more patterns you recognize. When you do use your intuition in a way
that adds to your decision-making ability, think about what happened. Why did
your intuition work so well? Did you recognize a pattern in your work and abductive
thinking to understand what to do next? Can you use it again in a similar way?”
Oliver closed out the session by reminding participants to:
 Foster the development of intuition to drive innovation
 Remember that every data point collected represents a person, their actions,
and experiences
 Recognize that unhealthy stress can negatively impact intuition
 Foster opportunities to support the team and mitigate negative stress

The McKinsey & Company article “Slowing down to speed up”9 reinforces Oliver’s
messages. It talks about the complexity and pace of the world we live in and cautions
that speeding up isn’t always the best way to achieve goals. It makes things much
more complex, consumes more energy, and often solves only part of the challenge.
The authors note that having a quick conversation and moving from point A to B in a
controlled and straight line fits a Newtonian world view that many leaders possess.
Like Oliver, they believe that data, control and structure have a place in decision-making,
but when used exclusively they can be limiting. Instead, they suggest that “a Quantum
world view is knowing that solutions are always available and require only that we be
conscious enough to see them. If we are, we set the right attention (we’re fully present)
and intention, directing our energy to the solutions we want to emerge.”
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 Take the time you need to plan and manage innovation, change management
and sustainability.
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About the CEO Health + Safety Leadership Network
The CEO Health + Safety Leadership Network is a distinguished group of leaders who
share a commitment to building sustainable businesses and communities.
This dynamic collaboration offers fertile ground for exchanging knowledge and ideas in
the pursuit of performance excellence. In addition to optimizing their own organizational
health and safety performance and return on investment, members:
 Build brand value and enhance corporate reputation
 Influence provincial and national health and safety policies and ensure business
requirements are represented in critical conversations
 Contribute to the transformation of health and safety culture in Ontario
Join us for the next CEO Health + Safety Leadership Network Roundtable!

Contact Information
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Simona Mazat
Manager, CEO & Future Focused Programs
Workplace Safety & Prevention Services

16

T

905-614-2138

E

CEOHSNetwork@wsps.ca
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1-877-494-9777 ext: 2138
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ceohsnetwork.ca

About Erin Oliver, BscKin, R.Kin, CRSP

Erin Oliver
BscKin, R.Kin, CRSP

Erin Oliver is Vice President Health, Safety & Sustainability at
Modern Niagara. She is an advocate for open source health
and safety and believes that no worker’s health and safety
should be leveraged as a competitive advantage. To support
this commitment, she is currently serving as Chairperson of
the Prevention Council to Ontario’s Chief Prevention Officer and
Minister of Labour, Training and Skills Development. She served
as Director and President of the Ontario Kinesiology Association
and was instrumental in moving Kinesiology into regulation.

Appendix A: References
1

Dishman, L., (July 2015), Scientific Proof That Your Gut Is Best At Making Decisions, Fast Company. Retrieved
from: https://www.fastcompany.com/3049248/scientific-proof-that-your-gut-is-best-at-making-decisions

2

Kandasamy, N., Garfinkel, S.N., Page, L., Hardy, B., Critchley, H.D., Gurnell, M., Coates, J.M., (September
2016), Interoceptive Ability Predicts Survival On A London Trading Floor, National Library of Medicine.
Retrieved from: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27641692/
3, 5, 6, 8

Winsor, J., (November 2017,) Hone Your Intuition to Better Understand Your Data,
Forbes. Retrieved from: https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnwinsor/2017/11/06/
hone-your-intuition/?sh=6a434eb25716

4

Winsor, J., (October 2017), The Search For Meaning – Why More Data is Not Enough,
Forbes. Retrieved from: https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnwinsor/2017/10/24/thesearch-for-meaning-why-more-data-is-not-enough/?sh=18169805f020

7

Wilson, M., (March/April 2003), Corporate Sustainability: What is it and where does it
come from? Ivey Business Journal. Retrieved from: https://iveybusinessjournal.com/
publication/corporate-sustainability-what-is-it-and-where-does-it-come-from/

9

Chang, C., Groeneveld, R., (March 2018), Slowing Down to Speed Up, McKinsey
& Company. Retrieved from: https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
organization/our-insights/the-organization-blog/slowing-down-to-speed-up

“A Quantum world view is knowing that solutions are
always available and require only that we be conscious
enough to see them. If we are, we set the right attention
(we’re fully present) and intention, directing our energy
to the solutions we want to emerge.”
— McKinsey & Company

Let’s Shape the Future of
Health and Safety Together

CEOHSNetwork@WSPS.ca

Workplace Safety & Prevention Services™ is the largest health and safety
association in Ontario, responsible for more than 171,000 member firms
across the agricultural, manufacturing and service sectors.

5110 Creekbank Road
Mississauga, ON L4W 0A1
1 877 494 WSPS (9777)
T 905 614 1400 | F 905 614 1414
E customercare@wsps.ca
WSPS.CA

Our ISO 9001:2015
Quality Management
System sets us apart and

FPO

signifies our commitment
to quality

QMS Certificate No: 52950

This product contains a minimum of 10% Post-Consumer Waste and is 100% recyclable.
©2021 Workplace Safety & Prevention Services. All rights reserved.

850-BDV-01-INDO | June 2021

