
OPINION

Musa’s Sacrifice

A coaching approach to dealing with stress in the workplace

SACRIFICE involves the 
notion of giving up some-
thing in pursuit of the 
achievement of an objec-
tive. When the purpose 
a leader seeks to achieve 
stretches him or her in eve-
ry conceivable way, it will 
require great sacrifice for 
it to be fulfilled. Not every 
one of us will be required to 
make the sacrifice some of 
the great leaders in history 
have made, but we must all 
in some way pay a price for 
the influence we desire to 
exert. When you lead oth-
ers, you must accept that 
sacrifice is part of the price 
you will pay if you want to 
lead effectively. 

Because we can all lead 
from where we are, it is not 
only those in leadership 
positions or with leader-
ship platforms who are 
called to sacrifice. In an 
Opinion piece, veteran Ni-
gerian journalist Ray Ekpu 
told the powerful story of 
sacrifice by an ordinary 
man, Musa Usman, who 
had worked as a gateman 
for 25 years for his Indian 
employer. His employer 
was so pleased with his 
diligent service that he of-
fered to build a house for 
him in his village. How did 
Musa respond to his boss’ 
kind gesture? He said no 
to the house but requested 
that the offer should be con-
verted to the provision of a 
borehole for his community 
because his people did not 
have access to good drink-
ing water. Here was a man 
who had been doing what 
was really a low-level job 
for over two decades being 
offered shelter of his own 
but preferring to forgo it. 

Musa gave up his reward 
for 25 years of dedicated 
service to change the lives 
of others. Think of that! 
This was someone who was 
a gateman, not an executive 
in a large organisation. 
This probably would be the 
only opportunity he may 
ever get to own his own 
house - yet he chose to forgo 
it because the need of others 
was more important to him 
than his own need. This is 

sacrifice. He may not have 
had money himself, but 
through his sacrifice he 
was able to do something to 
change the lives of people in 
his community. 

Though he had no for-
mal leadership position, 

house in Musa’s care with 
no problem of any kind. His 
integrity in doing his job 
led to his boss’ trust in him. 

Musa Usman’s exam-
ple of sacrifice provides 
lessons for leaders in all 
spheres about the impor-

consider your purpose 
compelling enough, you 
will be ready to make the 
necessary sacrifice. Your 
level of conviction about 
something will determine 
your investment in it, be-
cause when you are suf-
ficiently invested in some-
thing, you will be ready 
to sacrifice for it. In 2009, 
in the wake of the global 
financial crisis, Citigroup 
received $45m financial 
help from the government 
of the United States. The 
then CEO Vikram Pandit 
told the board of Citigroup 
that his salary would be 
$1 (one dollar) per annum 
until the company returned 
to profitability. This was 
the sacrifice he was ready 
to make to see that the com-
pany’s performance was 
turned around. The bank 
returned to profitability 
two years later, and his sal-

ary was increased to what 
was commensurate within 
the industry. This CEO had 
strong personal conviction 
about the possibility of 
restoring the bank’s for-
tunes and in his own ability 
to do so. The sacrifice he 
made demonstrated this 
conviction and was his 
personal investment in the 
bank’s turnaround. Unless 
you have conviction about 
something, you will not be 
ready to sacrifice for it. 

Lastly, the cost of sacri-
fice can be great. The costs 
of sacrificing for a cause 
can be great, and they in-
clude being rejected and os-
tracised by those closest to 
you, loss of personal liberty, 
loss of earnings, depletion 
of personal resources and 
even threat to one’s life. 
Some of us, no matter how 
motivated we are by our 
purpose are not ready to 
go to jail for one day, forgo 
compensation, or have our 
safety threatened. It takes 
both conviction and cour-
age to sacrifice.     

Musa’s example shows 
how through sacrifice an 
ordinary person can do 
something extraordinary. 
Do you have a purpose that 
benefits others which you 
want to pursue? What price 
are you prepared to pay to 
achieve it?

Thank you and until 
next week, let me challenge 
you to Begin to Lead from 
where you are.

at work’.
Workplace stress has 

for a long time been con-
sidered as a major work 
environment problem in 
organizations and can 
place immense demands 
on employees’ physical and 
mental health and affect 
their behaviour, perfor-
mance, relationships with 
colleagues, and even job 
satisfaction. It is a major 
cause of long-term absence 
from work and knowing 
how to manage the factors 
that can cause work-related 
stress is key to managing 
people effectively. A report 
by the Chartered Institute 
of Personnel Development 
(CIPD)shows that stress 
continues to be one of the 
main causes of both short 
and long-term absence at 
work as nearly 80 percent 
of respondents reported a 
stress-related absence in 
their organisation over the 
last year. It is important to 
recognise that stress affects 
people differently – what 
stresses one person may not 
affect another; factors like 
skills and experience, age 
or disability may all affect 
how employees cope with 

different work conditions.
Stress is not an illness, 

but it can lead to severe 
ill health. Instances of 
workplace stress can very 
easily cascade into more 
advanced mental issues; 
hence it is important to 
address this immediately 
within the workplace.

Though organisations 
are increasingly recognis-
ing stress as an issue, and 
taking steps to tackle this 
within their organisations, 
only half of work staff agree 
that the efforts taken are 
effective. However, in light 
of continuous research, one 
approach that has been re-
ported to be both effective 
and sustainable is Coach-
ing.

In a study of 15 manag-
ers who received coaching 
for one year, participants 
reported that the coaching 
had increased their stress 
management abilities, im-
proved work-life balance, 
and reduced psychological 
stress. Recent research in 
the field of organizational 
wellbeing also continues 
to show promising results 
for the effects of coaching.

So, how can coaching 

causing you to feel stressed 
means you can change hab-
its and behaviours that lead 
to the stress. Your coach 
will guide you through 
these changes, offering sup-
port the entire way.

Sometimes, we can’t 
control what stressful 
events are going to happen 
to us. By working with a 

coach, you can develop 
your emotional resilience 
so you’re better able to 
cope. So often it’s not the 
event itself that’s stressful, 
but our reaction to it.

Coaching can offer a safe 
space where individuals 
can explore difficult feel-
ings, thoughts and symp-
toms. It can help them de-
velop tailor-made strategies 
to work with these issues 
and “normalise” what’s 
going on for them, so they 
don’t feel alone. And where 
necessary, it can offer a 
portal to further specialist 
help, including therapy.

The earlier the problem 
of work-related stress is 
tackled, the less impact 
it will have. Applying a 
coaching approach goes 
beyond organising one-off 
coaching sessions at work, 
it entails treating staff as 
individuals and helping 
them to balance their work 
and personal responsibili-
ties. Ultimately, building 
employee resilience and 
supporting staff experienc-
ing stress can help retain 
a valued employee and en-
able them to perform at 
their best in the long-term.

Because we can all lead from where we are, 
it is not only those in leadership positions or 
with leadership platforms who are called to 
sacrifice

he sacrificed what he had 
to make a difference in the 
lives of others: this is what 
leadership is about. I do not 
know what happened next 
with Musa, but undoubt-
edly this selfless act would 
have given him influence 
in his community because 
someone who positively 
impacts the lives of others 
especially in this way, will 
gain influence with them. 
The job of a gateman is 
more than opening gates 
as the name implies; it is 
also about guarding ac-
cess to the boss. It is a role 
that requires trust, as the 
boss must trust that who-
ever oversees the gate of 
his premises will protect 
his interest. In Musa’s case, 
his boss would sometimes 
travel to India leaving the 

tance of placing the needs 
of others before theirs and 
sacrificing something to 
change the lives of others. 
His story shows that there 
are examples of leadership 
all around us. We only need 
to look. 

But why are people not 
willing to make leadership 
sacrifices? Let us look at 
three reasons. 

First ,  Self - interest . 
When our personal inter-
ests (or group interests) 
are more important than 
the purpose of the group, 
then we will not sacrifice 
without reservation. Self-
interest is probably the 
greatest reason for a lack of 
personal sacrifice by lead-
ers in Nigeria. 

Secondly, Sacrifice re-
quires conviction. If you 

IN today’s busy world, the 
workplace too often seems 
like an emotional roller 
coaster. Long hours, tight 
deadlines, and ever-increas-
ing demands can leave you 
feeling worried, drained, 
and overwhelmed. It is well 
recognised that excessive 
or sustained work pres-
sure, difficult relationships 
with colleagues and even 
rigid management styles 
can over time can lead to 
stress. The UK Health and 
Safety Executive (HSE) 
define work-related stress 
as: ‘The adverse reaction 
people have to excessive 
pressures or other types 
of demand placed on them 
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By Fusi Akinkugbe

LESSONS IN LEADERSHIP

help with work-related 
stress?

· Coaching is a method 
that specifically focuses on 
the interaction between the 
individual and the work en-
vironment, it can therefore 
serve as a tool for long-
term, sustainable changes 
at the individual and or-
ganisational level.

· The aim of a coach is 
to offer a sense of space, 
reflection and clarity. 
When it comes to stress, 
the coach’s aim is to help 
the staff understand the 
root causes, rather than 
to ‘fix’ the symptoms. This 
is done through a series of 
conversations where the 
coach asks questions to 
help the individual gain 
understanding and offer 
insights or reflections that 
they may not have consid-
ered.

· Having someone un-
biased and unconnected 
to any other areas of your 
life (such as an external 
professional coach) to talk 
to about stress can help you 
process your feelings in a 
safe environment, without 
judgement.

· Understanding what is 
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