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Holistic Leadership Development

“A leader is anyone who takes responsibility for finding the potential in people and processes,

and who has the courage to develop that potential” - Brene Brown; Daring to Lead

Holistic leadership development requires that you look at the whole person. Let’s face it,

humans are complex, layered and emotional beings. As a leader, should you take all of the

above factors into consideration when developing those people you are responsible for? I would

be compelled to say that you are not an effective or an authentic leader if you do not. Over the

next several pages I will take you through why I believe it’s important to look at the whole person

as you develop yourself and others into leaders. This includes things like self-efficacy,

recognizing our own social ascriptions, and leading through our own values and convictions. We

must understand who we are, do the inner work and become self-aware in order to become

more of an authentic leader. I would ask that you would join me on this journey with an open

mind and a willingness to look inward as you develop as a leader holistically. Deep breath, let’s

go.

We can’t talk about leadership development without first talking about what a leader is.

Professor Christian Stamov Rossnagel in his book Leadership Today 2016: Practices for

Personal and Professional Performance states that “leaders show the way and help employees

pursue it by empowering and engaging those employees through the ability to influence,

motivate, and enable others to contribute toward the effectiveness and success of the

organization” (Rossnagel, 2016). Leaders work to inspire those around them. Different from

being a manager which is a rank within an organization, a leader can be anyone. For example,

a custodian at a school, though not over anyone, can inspire other janitorial staff to be more

efficient by coming up with different ways to organize their work. John Quincy Adams once said

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310328263_Leadership_Today_Practices_for_Personal_and_Professional_Performance
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/310328263_Leadership_Today_Practices_for_Personal_and_Professional_Performance
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“If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more and become more, you are a

leader” (Luttrell, 2011).

If a leader is someone who inspires others, then leadership is the acts of that leader.

W.C.H Prentice defined leadership as “the accomplishment of a goal through the direction of

human assistants” (Prentice, 2004). He goes on to say that successful leaders not just work to

motivate others but enlist employee participation in a way that they marry “individual needs and

interests to the group’s purpose” (Prentice, 2004). A hotly debated topic in the field of leadership

is whether or not a leader is born with the qualities of a successful leader or can a leader learn

those skills? In an article entitled Point/Counterpoint: Are Outstanding Leaders Born or Made?

states, “individuals possess certain qualities and talents, such as deep honesty, moral vision,

compassion and care, that make them well-suited for leadership. On the contrary, organizations

invest much time and money to help their employees develop leadership skills based on the

assumption that leaders can be trained”(Coyle et. al 2017). Leaders work to inspire and

motivate others around them and that skill can be possessed with some natural born giftings but

it can also be taught to people who are willing to learn and grow.

Now that we have defined what a leader is, it’s important to understand how we can

become a more authentic leader and that starts with the inner work. Knowing who you are as a

person is a vital part of leadership. “Being true to self requires self-awareness if leaders are to

determine what is distinctively their own; aligning behavior with the true self requires self

regulation” (Sparrowe, 2005 p.420). Sparrowe goes on to say in his work entitled Authentic

leadership and the Narrative Self that in order to find your purpose you must understand who

you are, what your passions are and what motivates you. One would think it would be easy to

understand who they are, but in reality I believe that is often a struggle for many people who

have not done personal inner work on themselves. Inner work is the work that we deal with on

the inside our bodies; emotions, feelings, and relationships. Below in Figure 1 helps us to

understand the different areas of ourselves.
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Figure 1

Parts of Inner Work

It’s important that leaders work to understand how they relate to those around them, their

environment and community. For example, if you are particularly bothered by a co-worker or one

of your employees brings out a deep frustration in you, it’s important to do the inner work to find

out what is going on inside of you. Does that person perhaps mirror a poor sibling relationship

you have, or does that person push boundaries which makes you feel unsafe. As a leader if you

can sit, meditate, journal, reflect on these particular things you will see the world differently and

particularly those that you lead because you will then start to look at that person and recognize

their own inner work and be able to lead from a place of compassion and empathy.

The importance of asking ourselves tough questions, sitting with our emotions,

recognizing our own biases takes work. Oftentimes, we don’t make time for that work and don’t

believe it’s important enough to do. However, Figure 2 (below) shows some of the effects of

doing that inner work.
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American scholar, organizational consultant and author Warren Bennis states “no leader sets

out to be a leader. People set out to live their lives, expressing themselves fully. When that

expression is of value, they become leaders. So the point is not to become a leader. The point is

to become yourself, to use yourself completely – all your skills, gifts, and energies – in order to

make your vision manifest” (Robichaux, 2021) So how do we incorporate this into our lives as

leaders? The CEO and Co-founder of BetterUp suggests that we schedule time in our days to

reflect. That can materialise as 30 minutes spent journaling or reflecting, or maybe 15-minutes

reading a book on doing self-work. Other areas of inner work include things like mediating,

which helps clear our minds, grounds our bodies and refocuses our intentions. Meditating also

teaches you to breathe deeply and to be aware of your breath throughout the day. If you own an

AppleWatch, it will even tell you if your heart rate is going up and when that happens, going

inward, inhaling and exhaling deeply will help to center our bodies back and relieve stress. As a

leader it’s important to incorporate inner work into your life’s routine, whether in the morning

before your day begins, at lunch time taking a peaceful walk outside and/or taking deep breaths.

Not only will it make you a better leader but it will also make you a better person.

Self-regulation is a crucial factor in knowing ourselves and leading others. Someone who

is able to self-regulate has “the ability to keep their emotions in check. They can resist impulsive
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behaviors that might worsen their situation, and they can cheer themselves up when they’re

feeling down. They have a flexible range of emotional and behavioral responses that are well

matched to the demands of their environment” (Ackerman, 2021). When we can self-regulate,

we are able to understand ourselves and our employees better. For example, if an employee is

reacting to a stressful situation and you react with the same stress instead of responding in a

way that soothes the other person, you will not be an effective leader. Learning to self-regulate

as a leader will help you to walk your employees through the stressful situation, without reacting

or responding in an unhelpful manner. “Consistency is the result of self-awareness and

self-regulation working in concert: authentic leaders are effective in leading others because

followers look for consistency between their leaders’ true selves--as expressed in values,

purpose, or voice--and their behaviors” (Sparrowe, 2005 p.423) Doing the inner work, working to

self-regulate and being aware of ourselves will help you to grow and be a more effective and

authentic leader.

It’s vital that we take the time to look inward and find more about who we are. Holistic

leadership development isn't a rulebook of do’s and don’ts, it’s about taking the journey through

the inner work that brings us to a place of knowing ourselves better so that we can better lead

others. A manager can tell you all things you should do or shouldn’t do but an authentic leader

is going to help guide you through the process of listening to your inner voice, help you to

self-regulate and understand what fears you are experiencing because they have gone through

a similar journey. As we transition to talking about how to become a more authentic leader, know

that the journey must first start with the inner work.

Holistic leadership is learning to lead with authenticity. We can’t talk about leading with

authenticity till we can clearly define it. Avolio and Gardner define authenticity as “owning one’s

personal experiences, be the thoughts, emotions, needs, wants, preferences, or beliefs,

processes captured by the injunction to ‘know oneself’ and further implies that one acts in

accord with the true self, expressing oneself in ways that are consistent with inner thoughts and
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feeling” (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Knowing one's own inner thoughts and feelings are key to

authentic leadership and makes a case for the inner work that is done prior to and during the

process of leading with authenticity. Shamir & Eilam in their article entitled “What’s your Story?”

A life-stories approach to authentic leadership development suggests that authentic leaders do

not put on a persona of leadership just because they are in a management position but rather

authentic leaders perform leadership functions as “self-expressive” acts…”when enacting, the

leadership role, authentic leaders are being themselves (as opposed to conforming to others’

expectations)” (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005 p. 396-397). It’s clear that to lead from a place of

authenticity, you must start by knowing oneself.

Sharmir and Eliam in their article make an argument that authentic leaders do not just

take on a role of leadership for status or fame but out of a sense of conviction. An authentic

leader starts with their own sense of duty, moral conviction or mission and then in order to

promote those ideas, must “engage in leadership” to make change (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005 p.

397). When one acts out of their belief system and being true to oneself it is called “eudaimonic”

which originates from Aristotle. “The state of eudaimonia occurs when people’s life activities are

congruent with their deeply held values' ' (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005 p. 397). Authors Ryan and

Deci in their book Self-Determination theory and intrinsic motivation, social development and

well being make a case that when leaders are “eudaimonically motivated” they are better

leaders who use their giftings and talents for the betterment of the world (Ryan & Deci, 2000) At

the end of the day authentic leaders will seek to be true to themselves but also make a

difference around them.

Authentic leaders also seek to be original. Sharmir and Eilam argue that authentic

leaders though may have similar characteristics or personality traits, they would have arrived at

those differently. “Their values, convictions, cause or mission may be similar in content to those

of other leaders and followers...the process through which they arrived at these convictions and

causes is not a process of imitation...rather, they have internalized them on the basis of their
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own personal experiences'' (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005 p. 397). When a manager takes over a

store, they bring their own point of view, stories, and background with them. They may be similar

to the previous leaders in the store but their story and point of view will be unique to them

because it will be personal to them. Bennis wrote that “leadership without perspective and point

of view isn’t leadership--and of course it must be your perspective, your own point of view. You

cannot borrow a point of view any more than you can borrow someone else’s eyes. It must be

authentic, and if it is, it will be original, because you are original” (Bennis, 1992, p. 122). When

you can come from a place of personal reflection and experience, that will shape the way you

lead which will transform you into an authentic leader.

An important aspect of authentic leadership is being consistent with your own values and

ideals and your leadership practices. For example, as a leader you believe it’s important to lead

from a place of vulnerability but never share with your employees when you are struggling, then

as a leader you are not going to be effective because your employees are going to sense that

you do not ‘practice what you preach’. Sparrowe states “ authentic leaders are effective in

leading others because followers look for consistency between their leaders’ true selves-- as

expressed in values, purpose or voice-- and their behaviors” (Sparrowe, 2005 p.423). A good

example of this is when politicians lack consistency with their values and practices, when

speaking about changing an ideal during an election but then will support an action that is an

opposition to that ideal once elected, they are usually seen as having a low level of integrity. In

order to be seen as an authentic leader with a high level of integrity you must “act in accordance

to (your) values and beliefs rather than to please an audience, gain popularity or advance some

personal or narrow political interest” (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005 p. 397). To be an authentic leader

requires that we come from a place of transparency and consistency to who we are, what we

believe and the actions we take.

Another aspect of holistic leadership development is learning to develop talent. How do

we take self-awareness, self-regulations, our own personal values and actually develop the
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individuals who work with us? Gelaye Debebe in Authentic Leadership and Talent Development:

Fulfilling individual potential in sociocultural context suggests that leaders identify and cultivate

natural giftings as well as cultivating and developing on the basis of inherent interests, which is

the work one likes to do. “The explicit goal of talent development in the context of gifted

education is to enable individuals to discover what they are good at doing and to provide them

with learning opportunities to develop gifts into talents” (Debebe, 2017 p. 428). Being an

authentic leader and developing talent involves not just being devoted to the investment of

knowledge and skills but also as noted above as to learning to be true to who you are. We

however must be aware of the things that can get in the way of being authentic leaders and

developing talent.

One thing we must be self-aware of when developing talent is our ability to have bias. A

way that manifests itself is through the social ascriptions. Debebe explains social ascriptions as

“a social categorization process that is inclusive of, but broader than, stereotyping...social

ascriptions involves the use of formal organizational practices to classify and rank individuals”

(Debebe, 2017 p. 422). The author goes on to say that social ascriptions on both the eternal

and internal conditions that influence talent development “result in the sorting of individuals into

roles and occupations that reinforce hierarchies based on race, class, gender and other social

identities” (Debebe, 2017 p. 422). A leader's ability to have a profound impact on others lives,

requires that they have the ability to navigate their own self awareness of social ascriptions

within the workplace. An example of this would be to steer a person identifying as female into a

role that has been considered more “female” leaning like teaching rather than engineering.

Figure 3, shows how ascription is used in talent development. The figure below shows the

difference between self-directed learning to be and other-directed learning to be. If one can work

to self-direct they will be set up for a positive outcome in regards to Physiological Capital.
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Figure 3

Learning process: Learning to do and other-directed learning to be.

When developing talent it's important that you help lead others through listening to their own

inner voice rather than deciding for them as to what they should be doing. This will help teach

them to be self-directed rather than others directed. “Authentic talent development rests on the

capacity of the individual to choose the capabilities that he or she wishes to develop on the

basis of having both a natural gift and inherent interest” (Debebe, 2017 p. 430)

If we want to become more authentic leaders, awareness of what gets in the way is

paramount to that. Physiological Capital or “PsyCap” as it is often referred to is an important part

of our well-being not only at work but in life. PsyCap refers to the four thought processes around

hope, optimism, self-efficacy and resilience. “It is hard to imagine how individuals can beat the

odds created by identity ascription and do what they love to do without the capacity for

hopefulness” (Debebe, 2017 p. 430). Though whole papers have been written on PsyCap alone,

it’s important to briefly note how understanding human development like self-efficacy is needed

in learning to develop talent in others. Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s belief in their

ability to successfully accomplish specific tasks in specific situations (Bandura, 1997). One's

ability to believe in themselves comes from cultivating an individual with positive and
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encouraging feedback through both formal and informal learning opportunities. It’s crucial that

as we lead through our authentic self we are aware of our ability to cultivate self-efficacy in

others. When an individual lacks self-efficacy they do not have the opportunity to master skills,

believe in themselves and think negatively regarding their goals and usually lack self-motivation.

“Cultivation of PsyCap and learned resourcefulness forge a learning process characterized by

learning to do and self-directed learning to be. This results in forging an authentic leadership

and talent trajectory” (Debebe, 2017 p. 433).

Oftentimes leadership development looks at skills or how-to’s. How to speak positively to

others, what is the right formula to inspire and motivate. However, developing leaders must start

with ourselves. We must look inward, do the inner work, and become self-aware of who we are

before we can start to lead with authenticity. Once we start to do the inner work we become

aware of our biases and social asprictions, the more we are aware of our own ability to

stereotype others we can work to lead people to listen to their own inner voice, rather than

making a judgement on what they feel called to do. Authentic leadership starts with knowing our

own values and leading others from a place of consistency with who we are and what we expect

of others. Avolio and Gardner says this about leadership in regards to the ever constant change

in our world which I would argue we are experiencing more than ever “such challenges have

precipitated a renewed focus on restoring confidence, hope and optimism; being able to rapidly

bounce back from catastrophic events and display resiliency; helping people in their search for

meaning and connection by fostering a new self-awareness; and genuinely relating to all

stakeholders (associates, customers, suppliers, owners and communities) (Avolio & Gardner,

2005 p.316). Holistic leadership development is more crucial than ever, as we spend a large

portion of our lives at work, connecting with others, influencing those we work with, it’s important

that we take the time to do the inner work of meditating, working with a therapist, journaling to

become more self-aware and thus leading from a place of wholeness and authenticity.
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