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It was typically frowned upon to show your 
emotions in the workplace. What role do 
emotions play in leadership? 
The image of a leader has changed in recent years. Just as 
we used to have the image of a father who did not express 
his emotions, because the vulnerable man image was not 
accepted, we now know that a leader can be someone who 
empathises with and understands the emotions of others. 
The emotional world was removed from the workplace 
for many years. However, we now know that when the 
emotional intelligence component is incorporated, that 
is, when I comprehend and understand my emotions 
and learn to listen to what is happening to my team 
emotions-wise, I am a better leader. This happens 
because when you understand the suffering of others, 
you have a better connection with them and are capable 
of bringing out the best in them. When there is a wall 
between the manager and their employees, those 
professionals never give their best because nobody 
believes in them. And when no one believes in you, it is 
very unlikely that you will reach your full potential. 

What qualities should go hand in hand with 
positive leadership?
A good leader is someone who has clear ideas and 
knows how to get them across. They are optimistic in 
this respect and coherent in life. In other words, they 
are clear about what they want and their ideas, they 
are able to put those ideas across and get through 
to other people, they do so with a certain degree of 
optimism and enthusiasm, and people perceive them 
as a coherent human being. In my view, this would be 
the best definition.

Marian Rojas-Estapé  |  Psychiatrist.

Marian Rojas-Estapé graduated in psychiatry from Universidad de Navarra 
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Emotions project, which brings together happiness, emotions and life plans 
in the workplace. In the course of her professional career she has worked 
with the Somaly Mam Foundation, AFESIP, for the NGO “Por la sonrisa de 
un niño” and at a school in the Bronx (New York), where she gave classes 
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she conducted further research in the field of somatisation together with 
top-level professionals. She also gives happiness, stress management, 
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“I want leaders to be 
"vitamin people"”

“If you have an emotionally and 
physically exhausted company that has 
become disenchanted with the project, 
you will never achieve your goals“



Leading in positive  | Interview with Marian Rojas-Estapé

3

In these turbulent times, how can a leader help 
their team to be emotionally stable?
In order to be able to interact well with others, the most 
important thing is to feel good about yourself. If you 
don’t feel good about yourself, you won’t connect well 
with your work colleagues, or with the message that 
your boss is trying to convey, or with the company’s 
message. A leader has to know that this is happening. 
If you have an emotionally and physically exhausted 
company that has become disenchanted with the 
project, you will never achieve your goals. Good 
leaders must therefore spend a few minutes every 
day, every week, every month and every year gauging 
the emotional temperature of the people who work 
for them. This can sometimes be achieved through a 
questionnaire, a session or by speaking to team leaders. 
When leaders understand what their teams are going 
through emotionally, it is much easier to rekindle their 
enthusiasm so that the business projects work better. 

How can talent development be worked on at an 
emotional level?
I believe that every person has immense inner value. 
I don’t know anyone who isn’t very good at one 
particular thing. The challenge is being able to know 
yourself, listen to yourself, find out what that value 
is and maximise it. We live in a society in which the 
negative inner voice is louder than the positive one, 
which is the voice that enables you to overcome a 
challenge or any tricky issue that crops up. 

Every human being has value, a light, something 
positive. Admittedly, there are people who show this 
talent from a very young age, but in other cases this 
brilliance shines through over the years when their 
wounds heal, they shed those layers of insecurity or 
they meet the right people. So this talent that had been 
switched off is turned on and illuminates everything 
around them. The key is not being afraid to leverage 
our virtues, the good that we possess. Every human 
has the power to become a much better person.

Who are your role models? Which profiles have 
inspired you?
My first role model in the field of psychiatry is my father. 
I have a wonderful father who combines medicine, 
humanism, psychology, understanding beings from a 
holistic standpoint; he listens to them, pays attention, 
fights for every one of his patients and doesn’t lose 
hope. Then, over the course of my professional career, 
I have had role models such as my mother, who has a 
spectacular capacity for work and organisation, and an 
exceptional mind. She's a very special person. 

Also, I love reading about people with interesting 
essential qualities, for instance, John Paul II, Thomas 
More and Nelson Mandela. These are people who 
suffered and were able to recover. I love that; it 
impresses me and I am passionate about it. I think that 
all human beings suffer throughout their lives - they 
deal with battles. I like hearing stories about people 
who have had major things to fight for and who were 
able to prevail, making this world a better place. 

The pandemic has forced us to deal with very 
challenging situations. Is there anything positive 
that we can take away from this experience?
The following phrase was repeated over and over 
again at the beginning of the pandemic: “If you can’t go 
outside, go inside”. Since you can’t go outside, you can’t 
make plans, go inside and start to reconsider your life. 
What are your dreams? What are your goals? Were you 
happy with your life? Were you happy with your human 
relationships? Do you look after the people around 
you well? What role does your family play? What do you 
think about life, about transcendence? The big moral 
questions come up when death is close by. Philosophy 
and thought arise on the brink of death, suffering and 
illness. 

It was a good time to think, but we were scared. When 
the brain is scared, the prefrontal cortex, which is 
capable of thought, freezes. People were dying and we 
were frightened for a very long time. We have therefore 
been left with a sense of uncertainty. Cortisol, the 
stress hormone, is good when it comes to facing 
a challenge but terrible when we have it in excess. 
We have had excess levels of cortisol for months 
during the pandemic, and there have been no escape 
routes enabling us to get rid of it. I am therefore not 
sure whether we have been able to come out of this 
experience stronger. 

“Good leaders must spend a few 
minutes every day, every week, every 
month and every year gauging the 
emotional temperature of the people 
who work for them”
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For the first time in their lives, human beings, when 
they see someone, first measure the risk before their 
eagerness to see that person.  On the other hand, we 
badly need to return to normal life, but we know that 
this isn’t possible just yet. 

In the workplace, we have become mentally 
blocked. I recommend gradually returning to human 
relationships. We need to interact with each other 
again, we need to practice saying “how are you?” and 
work at dealing with each other at the office. There 
was no need to interact with each other or smile for a 
long time; we greeted each other from a distance. The 
pandemic has made us more individualistic, selfish, and 
selfishness makes us sad; it crushes us. It is therefore 
necessary to encourage a warmer attitude, whereby I 
drop my mask and smile at you, I say hi, I ask you how 
you are, how your family is, about your career plan, 
your concerns, your major life issues, and I devote time 
to what interests you. 

This has disappeared, and when this vanishes from 
human relationships, human beings switch off 
and become sad. We are going through a time of 
confusion, of mental chaos. Reorganising ourselves 
and reacquainting ourselves with those four pillars 
that help us to feel good will enable us to be better 
individuals, partners, family members and, naturally, 
better professionals. 

The book Encuentra tu persona vitamina (Find Your 
Vitamin Person) has recently been published. 
Does such a profile apply to professionals in the 
business world? What is a “vitamin person” like?
We all know what a toxic person is. I personally don’t 
like that concept, because I don’t feel that a person is 
intrinsically toxic; what causes the toxicity is the effect 
that they have on us. When we think about a toxic 

person our levels of cortisol, the stress hormone, rise. 
My cortisol levels therefore increase drastically when 
I interact with, or think about, certain people around 
me. I want to flip the coin and say: “okay, we need to be 
vitamin people, we need to surround ourselves with 
vitamin people”. Vitamin people are people who make 
you feel better when you are with them, because your 
cortisol levels go down and your levels of oxytocin, 
the hormone linked to relationships, empathy, 
well-being -the hormone we know from birth and 
breastfeeding-, go up. It has now been discovered that 
this is the hormone responsible for functioning human 
relationships. When you are sad and a friend shows up 
who listens to you, doesn’t judge you, pays attention 
to you, mobile telephones are forgotten about, they 
smile at you, you laugh out loud for a while and you feel 
better, that’s a vitamin person. A vitamin person is able 
to bring out the best in you. 

I want leaders to be vitamin people because a good 
leader is capable of seeing the talent that they have 
right there in front of them and of leveraging it. By 
contrast, a bad boss is someone who cancels out talent 
because they instil fear, they judge, criticise and look 
more on the negative side than on the positive side. If 
we manage to bring vitamin people into the business 
world, I am convinced that many of the psychological 
problems that currently exist in the workplace would 
be significantly reduced. 

“Every human has the power  
to become a much better person”
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