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The continuous process of learning to be a self-leader

by Kathryn J. Deiss

L eadership developm ent—the opportunity 
to grow, learn, practice, and gain insights 
into o n e ’s ow n capacity to  lead others. Thi

could be a description acceptable to most. But 
how  does leadership development occur?

Is it always, for instance, an opportunity 
given by others? An opportunity to attend for­
mal training, a new  position, or a challenging 
w ork assignment are exam ples of leadership 
development opportunities granted to many of 
us throughout our careers. Most often these 
opportunities are provided as recognition of 
excellence in our present and past performance, 
and with hope in our future performance.

But this is not the only path— nor is it the 
most effective path—to developing as a leader, 
particularly as a leader for w hom  learning is a 
“way of being,” as Peter Vaill1 nam es it. It is 
clear that w e must tend to our own self-under­
standing and growth through the process of self­
leadership.

What is self-leadership?
To lead others one has first to lead oneself. In 
describing leadership as a “process of influenc­
ing others,” author Charles Manz2 indicates that 
self-leadership can be seen as a process of “influ­
encing ourselves.” This influencing behavior, in 
my view, can be descrilted as a learning behavior 
and is the very heart of leadership development.

What does self-leadership imply? How does 
one become truly self-leading? Each of us needs 
to look within to see w here the real w ork­

s

shop is. The three arenas in w hich self-lead­
ership is attended to are: self-awareness of 

 personal values, intentions, and behavior and 
of the impact these have on those around us; 
personal vision of w here one wants to go; 
and learning skills that will allow one to seize 
opportunities to contribute and to influence 
others to contribute.

Self-awareness
Knowing w ho and w hat w e w ant to be is im­
portant, but know ing w ho w e are is crucial. 
Self-awareness—of values, intentions, strengths 
and weaknesses—is the basis of internal leader­
ship. A commitment to self-awareness signals a 
willingness to be in a state of unknow ing— 
where one doesn’t actually have all the answers, 
w here one is a learner in the deepest sense of 
the word.

Many years ago, I was asked to speak to a 
group of architecture faculty and librarians 
about the future of librarians as educators. I 
urged librarians to encourage a state of “un­
knowing”—a state of questioning rather than a 
state of assertion— in the students they helped. 
Now I find myself often reflecting on this ad­
vice as it applies to leadership. We must w el­
come a state of unknowing in ourselves to be­
come great, or even good, leaders.

Self-awareness through feedback
Researcher Morgan McCall3 says, “Lack of 
awareness, w hether through neglect or arro­
gance, is a major contributor to derailm ent.”
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O u r  le a d e r s h ip  d e v e lo p m e n t  d e p e n d s  n o t  o n ly  

o n  o u r  s e lf -u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  a w a r e n e s s , b u t  

a ls o  o n  o u r  w illin g n e s s  to  b e  in f lu e n c e d  b y  

o th e r s : s e e k in g  o th e r s ’ a p p r a is a ls  o f  o u r  g r e a t­

e s t  f la w s  a n d  a c t in g  to  c h a n g e  o u r  b e h a v io r  

a n d  a ttitu d e s . L is te n in g  to  o u r  c r it ic s  a s  w e ll  a s  

o u r  s u p p o r te r s  is  th e  firs t s te p  to w a rd  se lf -  

a w a r e n e s s . It  is  in  l is te n in g  c lo s e ly  fo r  d is s o ­

n a n c e , b ia s e s  a n d  ig n o r a n c e  w ith in  o u rs e lv e s , 

in  a d d itio n  to  o u r  p o s it iv e  tra its , th a t  w e  w ill 

k n o w  w h e r e  t o  w o r k  o n  o u r  le a d e r s h ip .

T o  a c c o m p lish  th is, w e  c a n  s e e k  fe e d b a c k  in  

fo rm a l a n d  in fo rm al w a y s; m o s t o fte n  fe e d b a c k  

c o m e s  fro m  o n e ’s  im m e d ia te  su p erv iso r. H o w ­

ev er, w e  o fte n  p ro fit fro m  a p p ra isa l fro m  th o s e  

w e  c lo s e ly  w o rk  w ith  o n  a  d aily  b a s is . S o m e  o r­

g an iza tio n s u s e  m u lti-ra ter o r  3 6 0  d e g re e  fe e d ­

b a c k  in stru m en ts th a t p ro v id e  fo rm a l a n d  r ich  

fe e d b a c k  fro m  p e o p le  w h o  o b s e r v e  o u r  b e h a v ­

io r  a n d  w o rk . T h e s e  su rv e y s  a re  a  m o s t  p o w e r ­

fu l m e a n s  o f  se c u rin g  h o n e s t  re s p o n se s . U s e  o f  

th e s e  in stru m en ts e n a b le s  o n e  to  c o m p a r e  o n e ’s 

s e lf-c o n c e p t w ith  v ie w s o f  o th e r  re sp o n d e n ts .

W h a te v e r  m e th o d s  w e  c h o o s e  f o r  s e e k ­

in g  f e e d b a c k ,  a n d  th e y  s h o u ld  b e  v a r io u s , 

th e  k e y  is  to  ta k e  a  p r o a c t iv e  r a th e r  th a n  a  

p a s s iv e  s ta n c e  to w a r d  s e c u r in g  th a t  f e e d b a c k . 

T h e r e  is  n o  s u b s t itu te  f o r  m u lt i-d im e n s io n a l  

v ie w s  o f  o u r  b e h a v io r  a n d  its  im p a c t  o n  o th ­

e r s  a n d  o n  t h e  w o r k  o f  t h e  o r g a n iz a t io n .

C re a tin g  a p e rso n a l v is io n
T h e  k e y s to n e  o f  s e lf-le a d e rsh ip  is to  k n o w  w h a t 

o n e  w a n ts  to  b e c o m e  o r  a c h ie v e . J u s t  a s  o rg a n i­

z a t io n s  f o u n d e r  w ith o u t  a  c l e a r  v is io n , s o  d o  

in d iv id u als fo u n d e r  a n d  m is d ire c t e n e rg ie s  w ith ­

o u t  a  c le a r  a n d  c o m p e ll in g  v is io n  to  le a d  th e m . 

In  V o ic e s  o f  O u r  A n c e s to r s : C h e r o k e e  T e a c h in g s  

f r o m  t h e  W is d o m  F ir e , D h y a n i Y w a h o o  d e ­

s c r ib e s  th e  C h e r o k e e  fo rm u la  f o r  s u c c e s s : c le a r  

in te n t io n  ( m e a n in g  k n o w in g  y o u r  p u r p o s e ) ;  

sk illfu l m e a n s ; a n d  a f f ir m a t io n  ( m e a n in g  p e r ­

s o n a l  v is io n  a n d  w o r k  m u s t  n o t  c la s h  w ith  in ­

d iv id u a l v a lu e s .4

D e v e lo p in g  a  p e r s o n a l  v is io n  r e q u ir e s  ta k ­

in g  t im e  to  d e e p ly  r e f le c t  u p o n  o n e ’s  o w n  d e ­

s ir e s . M a n y  g u id e s  t o  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  p e r s o n a l  

v is io n in g  c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  le a d e r s h ip  lite ra tu re ; 

t h e  w o r k s  o f  S te p h e n  C o v e y , M o r g a n  M c C a ll, 

a n d  C h a r le s  M a n z  a r e  e x c e l le n t  s o u r c e s .

Learn in g  in  co n te x t: The  im p o rta n ce  
o f e n v iro n m e n ta l a w a re n e s s
C re a tin g  s e lf -a w a r e n e s s  a n d  a  p e r s o n a l  v is io n  

o c c u r  in  a  c o n te x t :  a s  th e y  d e v e lo p  sk ills , s e lf ­

le a d e r s  a r e  a lw a y s  a w a r e  o f  w h a t  is  r e q u ir e d  

b y  th e ir  p r o fe s s io n s  a n d  o r g a n iz a tio n s  a t  a n y  

g iv e n  m o m e n t .  A  d e e p  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  o f  

a n d  a c t iv e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  t h e  l i f e  o f  o n e ’s  

p r o f e s s io n  c r e a te s  m o m e n tu m  a n d  a  s e n s e  o f  

e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  p u r p o s e fu l  in te n t  w ith o u t  

w h ic h  th e  w o r k  o f  d e v e lo p in g  a s  a  s e lf - le a d e r  

w o u ld  n o t  b e  m e a n in g fu l.

U n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  e v o lv in g  e n v ir o n m e n t  

o f  o u r  p r o f e s s i o n  a n d  d is c o v e r in g  t h e  c o m ­

p e t e n c i e s  w e  n e e d  t o  e x c e l  i n  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  

w e  a s k  q u e s t io n s , r e a d  a s  m u c h  a s  p o s s ib le , 

a n d  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  c o n n e c t  w i th  t h o s e  

w i th  w h o m  w e  a r e  n o t  m o s t  n a t u r a l ly  a s s o ­

c ia te d . W h ile  w e  a r e  a c c u s to m e d  t o  le a r n in g  

fro m  th o s e  w ith in  o u r  im m e d ia te  ra n g e , w e  n e e d  

to  a ls o  b e  a b le  to  le a r n  fro m  d is ta n t c o n n e c ­

t io n s . T h e s e  c a n  b e  p e o p le  a n d  g r o u p s  th a t 

a r e  s e e m in g ly  d is ta n t fr o m  o n e ’s  im m e d ia te  

f ie ld  o f  in t e r e s t  o r  c i r c l e  o f  c o l l e a g u e s ,  o r  

th e y  c a n  b e  m e m b e r s  o f  a  c o m p e t in g  in d u s ­

t r y . T h e s e  d is t a n t  c o n n e c t i o n s  h a v e  t h e  

p o w e r  o f  a le r t in g  u s  t o  a  w i d e r  b o d y  o f  

k n o w le d g e  a n d  s tim u lu s , a s  w e l l  a s  k e e p in g  

u s  fr o m  b e c o m in g  p a r o c h ia l  in  o u r  v ie w s .

C o n c lu s io n
L e a d e r s h ip  is  a  le a r n in g  p r o c e s s .  W h ile  s o m e  

a r e  s e e m i n g l y  b o r n  w i th  s t r o n g  l e a d e r s h ip  

in s t in c ts ,  t h e r e  a r e  a s p e c t s  o f  le a d e r s h ip  th a t  

n e e d  t o  b e  l e a r n e d  a s  w e  g o .  C o n t in u o u s ly  

l e a r n in g  a b o u t  o u r  o w n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a n d  

b e h a v i o r s  a n d  t h e n  i n f l u e n c i n g  t h o s e  f o r  

p o s i t i v e  d e v e lo p m e n t  is  t h e  k e y  t o  b e i n g  a  

s e l f - l e a d e r .  T h e  w i l l  t o  d e v e lo p  o u r  l e a d e r ­

s h ip  f r o m  w ith in ,  th r o u g h  a  p r o c e s s  o f  s e l f -  

d is c o v e r y  a n d  l e a r n in g ,  c r e a t e s  t h e  m o s t  

p o w e r f u l  a n d  la s t in g  c h a n g e s .
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