
By S. Skinner (M.Appl.Sci.)

A handy guide for understanding the importance of 
defining/refining and celebrating your leadership self.

I.D.?
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Background to this Guide

This guide is intended to provide you with further 
background into the area of Leadership Identity (I.D.).

We recommend that you read it in conjunction with your Leadership I.D. Report. 
If you have not already done so, you are invited to complete your Roar People 
Leadership I.D. Self Assesesment.  
http://www.roarpeople.com.au/leadership-self-assessment.html.

The purpose of this guide is to give you a high level summary of our work. If you are 
keen to get a more comprehensive insight into Leadership Identity you are welcome 
to contact us at www.roarpeople.com.au.
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Our personal thanks

Thank you for being involved with us in redefining 
leadership for a better world and a more inclusive future. 
I am thrilled that you recognise the importance of this 
area and thank you for devoting your time and energy in 
understanding more about your Leadership I.D.

A key aspect of our approach is to recognise that leadership identity and the wide 
range of research that it draws upon, is just one piece of a very complex picture. 
Because of this complexity it is vital that we acknowledge that you have knowledge 
and experiences to share which will add to the collective whole. This is a very rich 
area, full of new perspectives and research and we fully expect that you will bring 
your own perspective to the mix. That is the joy of celebrating the unique leadership 
that each of us bring. 

A key aspect of our approach is to recognise that leadership 
identity and the wide range of research that it draws upon, 

is just one piece of a very complex picture.

We encourage you to continue to bring a spirit of curiosity as you read this guide. 
Not only does this mitigate against glossing over development opportunities that 
may arise for you, but it also allows you to fully explore what you may be potentially 
missing and perhaps more importantly, what more you can be doing to realise your 
own potential.
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Never before has inspired leadership been so needed, 
yet seemingly in such short supply. Roar People are an 
active voice in the global conversation on contemporary 
leadership and inclusive cultures – believing 
passionately that extraordinary leaders build better 
organisations, communities and world. 

Our research into Leadership Identity won a Harvard Institute of Coaching research 
award recently for its useful contribution to the field of Leadership Development, 
and has now been formulated into some practical questionnaires, including a 
360-degree and self-report variants. 

Our passion at Roar People is to help build 
extraordinary leaders and to tap into the leadership 
potential of every individual – with your involvement 

we can make a significant difference to 
the world around us.

Our combined purpose
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Motivation behind our Approach

Our Leadership I.D. approach has been developed as 
the result of research, client projects and our personal 
passion in wanting to support the development of more 
leaders around the world. I have been interested in the 
area for many years, particularly given the common 
themes that, as coaches and facilitators, we get to notice 
when  working across so many different organisations 
and cultures. 

A key observation has been that leadership seemed to belong only to those at elite 
levels and was not accessible to the masses – everyday folk like you and I. As you  
will see as you progress through this guide, we are keen to turn that assumption on 
its head.

In 2008 I applied to the Institute of Coaching for a research grant to attempt to 
provide some fresh perspectives on the critical area of leadership development and 
more specifically, the potential influence of gender. I would like to thank the Harnsich 
Foundation who provides research funding for coaching research across the world 
– a very worthy cause. I would also like to thank the Scientific Advisory Board at the 
Institute of Coaching who provided the wonderful impetus to practitioners (such as 
myself) to delve deeper into areas of interest that will help make a difference.

A key aspect in bringing this perspective to life is to ensure that inclusive leadership 
becomes mainstream. This is a priority for many individuals, communities and 
organisations globally. 

Strategically our approach is to take this perspective one step further and recognise 
that in respecting the leadership qualities that exist in every person we can start to 
overcome the barriers to a more diverse, more individual practice of leadership. As 
I have said, and I will state again, the bottom line of our approach is to recognise 
and validate the talent of every individual – to realise the leadership qualities and 
potential of entire organisations and communities.
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Introduction to Leadership Identity

Great leadership is about helping individuals see the 
leadership qualities in themselves and those around 
them. This awareness provides a platform of respect and 
inclusivity that can transcend gender, race and culture. 

In recognising the unique leadership qualities that exist in every individual we can 
start to overcome barriers and start to embrace the individual nuanced approach to 
leadership that makes our lives so rich. 

Does leadership belong to only to those in positions of power? We think not. In fact 
it is those people that choose to lead from any position (with or without positional 
power) that are making a difference every day.

In this way, we are in a time of redefining leadership and making leadership 
accessible to everyone. In our view everyone has the capacity to influence the 
people around them in a positive way. This is at the core of leadership. In this leader 
to leader approach we recognise that we are all leaders and at the same time, we 
are all followers. Followers of each other, followers of the purpose we have signed 
up for and so on.

Crucially, recognising the leadership potential in ourselves 
and in the people around us is the only way we will be able 
to handle the global complexity that is now commonplace. 

The old top down, command and control leadership approaches are not equipped 
to help us lead and manage the hyper connection and globalised world that we  
now live in. 

And every one of us has a role to play in this.
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Our work is centred on how the individual (you) can really start to own your 
leadership potential. Our approach is grounded in a body of research that finds 
that being able to integrate leadership into your professional identities (as distinct 
from your professional identity as an engineer or a coach or a manager and so on) is 
critical to longevity in your career, particularly as you become more senior. 

This approach to leader development also ensures that leaders are encouraged 
to validate the leadership in others and thereby create a more inclusive culture. In 
essence, leadership development involves working on our identity – not just the 
work of learning new skills or new knowledge but our way of being as a leader. 

Our Leadership I.D. self survey (and 360 survey) is designed to help you clarify and 
refine yours, and in so doing , build a high performing, inclusive culture. 

I think you would agree that it is time to LIFT the leadership standard and create 
environments where everyone can thrive.
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Redefining Leadership 

Leadership is not only a personal process (based on an 
individual’s unique personal traits, characteristics and 
history) but a social process too – bringing into focus the 
importance of both organisational and social contexts – 
where you work/live and play.   

So individuals and institutions that are asking: “How do we create environments 
where everyone can thrive and realise their unique leadership potential?” are on the 
right track. 
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However unfortunately in many situations, data shows that the social and 
organisational context in which individuals aspire to leadership positions seem 
largely unsupportive. This can be attributed to out dated assumptions of gender 
roles; stereotypes about either gender or any one of the plethora of potential 
barriers that have been reported (think work life balance/access to relevant 
networks and so on). From a leadership perspective, data also suggests that the 
very definition of leadership is an out dated premise based on male leadership 
behaviours of past centuries.

Just as women have moved into so many more professions  
in the last 50 years, the time seems ripe to redefine  

what leadership looks like – as over the next 50 years  
the face of leadership will continue to change.

Challenging assumptions that leadership is a predominantly male domain (where 
men lead and women follow) and creating dialogue that includes the incredible 
diversity that women leaders/older leaders/diverse cultural leaders bring, is a critical 
requirement for today. 

This perspective asks us to suspend judgement on leaders from diverse 
backgrounds and instead look to the richness that this leadership diversity can 
generate. Rather than deriding difference, our opportunity lies in listening to the 
voices of leadership from different backgrounds, different life experiences and 
learning from each of them. 

Every time we engage in dialogue which questions a person’s claim to leadership 
we undermine not only their sense of who they are as a leader but perhaps the very 
opportunity to create a new leadership paradigm – one that we cannot yet envision 
but that may be more inclusive and transformational for us all.



What’s Your Leadership i.d.? 11
©Roar People, Selftalk Pty Limited 2014

Taking context into account 

Creating a culture which recognises the leadership 
potential of every person is probably one of the toughest 
challenges for communities and organisations today. 
However we know it is worth the effort. 

Research from organisational contexts tells us that individuals are attracted to 
an inclusive culture and that these create more engaged employees with higher 
retention rates. They also outperform the rest as studies have highlighted. 

Leading organisations are reviewing their leadership value proposition and now 
asking whether it is attractive and if so, to whom?

In terms of taking the context into account, enabling more leaders and building 
more inclusive environments requires both strategic and individual change, in order 
for it to be sustainable. Our approach takes on both of these perspectives and our 
aim is to accelerate the individual factors that can accelerate the leadership of every 
individual and in so doing, make a positive impact on the culture at large.



What’s Your Leadership i.d.? 12
©Roar People, Selftalk Pty Limited 2014

What is Leadership Identity? 

Have you ever asked yourself: “Who am I as a leader?” 
or “How do I tap into the leadership potential of the 
people around me?”

These questions, asked by individuals all over the world, highlight that at the 
heart of our development lies our sense of self and more specifically, our identity. 
Understanding how we think of ourselves and whether we consider leadership 
to be a part of our professional identity, is often the missing link in leadership 
development or career development more generally. 

Leadership identity can be defined as whether you identify yourself as a leader and 
the extent to which this is integrated into your identity (sense of self). It includes the 
ways in which you define this aspect of who you are, including your personal traits, 
your career events and your life experiences. It gets to the heart of your identity by 
asking you to consider whether the various identities that you hold (for example: 
daughter/partner/mother/lawyer) include “leader” in this mix. 

Research highlights that in order for one to 
become a leader and to understand who 
they are as leaders, their leadership role must 
become a central part of their sense of self, 
of self concept. In this way growth is about 
“WHO” leaders are, not just what they “DO” 
or “KNOW”.

Importantly a leadership identity approach is less about 
skills and behaviours that new leaders can adopt, and 
more about an individual’s sense of self. Indeed research 
shows that individuals who are unable to ground their 
self-identity in the leadership role may be missing a 
critical requirement for leadership development and 
their overall effectiveness.
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Individuals typically navigate their own individual path to identity formation, but 
there are several universal techniques that can be applied to progress this.  

How is it developed? 
Leadership identity is developed over time, by individuals, through:

• a process of feedback; 

• growing self-awareness; 

• development of insight into their own identities; 

• self-reflection.

This identity formation process also helps improve one’s ability to manage the 
increasing complexity of their environment, as they gain greater awareness and 
confidence in their ability to influence others and be true to their sense of self. 

Take a moment to think about a person in your life who has validated you as a leader:

It may be a teacher/friend/manager. What did they do? How did it change your 
thinking about yourself? Researchers have found that leadership identity is granted 
by others through the validation in a social environment of the individual’s leadership 
claims (for example, exhibiting leader behaviours at work which are accepted as valid 
by peers). This external validation helps the individual to internalise a leader identity 
as a part of their inner self. 

Having a clear and consistent leadership identity 
is fundamental to career success  and being able to 
communicate it to others is another crucial element  

of realising one’s leadership potential.
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Leadership Identity Formation

It is also important to recognise that leadership identity 
formation occurs along a continuum, from an under-
developed leader identity, to a well-developed and 
integrated leadership self. 

This continuum incorporates both an individual’s traits (the individual complexity 
of participants forming their leadership identity), as well as the impact of the 
organisational/ societal or cultural context they are operating within. 

At one end of the continuum is the under-
developed leader self concept – this shows up 
in a variety of ways but mainly in comments 
by individuals who don’t see themselves as 
a leader (even when they may be working in 
a senior role or may be positively influencing 
people around them). 

At the other end of the continuum is 
those who have a well-integrated sense 
of their leadership self – this shows up as 
a confidence and centred-ness around 
who they are as a leader – i.e. leadership is 
another part of their identity, or their way 
of being in the world. “I am a leader of 
my family/my friends/my occupation” are 
examples of the way one’s leadership self 
can influence aspects of one’s life.

The identity formation process also recognises changes in an 
individual’s identity over time. Defining and refining your leadership  
identity is a process that continues throughout your entire career and life. 
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Enablers of Leadership Identity 

The concept of leadership identity has been identified as 
a key factor in career (and life) success – however you 
choose to define success. 

In correlation with this finding, a series of enabling factors were identified in our 
research to help accelerate the integration of one’s leadership identity. 

Our research highlights that these enablers can be internal (to the self) and external 
(relating to each individual’s environment). 

These enablers include: 

•  Change readiness (self): This can be defined as the degree to which you are 
ready to take on some level of personal or professional change. Leaders with a 
good sense of who they are in the world are also open to change, to learning 
and to adapting.

•  strengths and authenticity (self): This includes the knowledge and practice 
of your natural strengths and values in your work and life. Working to your 
values and being your authentic self at work helps to define your approach to 
leadership. The desire to lead authentically is defined as being true to self and 
acting upon one’s values and beliefs transparently. 

Defining leadership on your own terms – helping individuals (such as you) to 
define their unique leadership approach is so important (even if it is at odds with 
the often dominant stereotyped expectations and style of leading). This is a key 
step in developing (or maintaining) one’s authenticity. 

•  Gender awareness (self): This refers to knowledge of the potentially different 
attitudes feelings and behaviours that a given society or culture associates 
with being male or female. This includes whether you think critically about the 
difference expectations of men and women. And whether your own beliefs 
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may be limited by these gender stereotypes and conditioning. The imbalanced 
organisational demographics that exist (particularly for women at senior levels) 
is a powerful indicator of gender dynamics in the workplace. Being active and 
aware of the gender dynamics in your environment and with yourself is critical to 
changing them. Our research suggested that promoting critical insight into the 
gender aspects of organisational contexts – how gender is reproduced through 
organisational practices – is a learning opportunity for both women and men. 

•  social resources (environment): Refers to your appreciation of and continued 
building of your connections with important others in your life and career. 
This includes the range, availability and suitability of your social resources and 
whether they are internal and external to your organisation. The term “social 
resources” refers to your role models, sponsors, mentors, executive coaches 
and any other sources of support that you may have. Our research highlighted 
that the strategies that you use in relation to these resources, (whether you may 
imitate aspects of their leadership that you like or and adapt your behaviours 
based on what has been positively role modelled for you) is an important aspect 
of your development. 

On this note, wider research highlights that the more social resources that are 
available to you, the more likely you will endure difficult situations or take on 
greater challenges. So this leadership enabler becomes of prime importance 
when managing the adversity that life can throw at each of us. 

Having vicarious access to others in leadership roles and opportunities for 
you to witness the success and failures of others in the leadership arena is 
another way that social resources can be an enabler to leadership identity and 
subsequent career satisfaction and success. 

•  Validating others (environment): This area refers to your recognition and 
activity in validating (confirming/supporting/encouraging) the leadership 
qualities in the people around you. Social validation from peers, managers and 
external contacts helps individuals to internalise a leader identity as a part of 
their inner self. And ultimately this approach contributes to a more empowering, 
inclusive culture.
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Derailers of Leadership Identity 

Potential derailers (obstacles/challenges) also exist which 
can undermine the integration of your leadership identity. 
These include external obstacles in your environment 
which can detract from your sense of self as a leader. 

It also refers to any internal obstacles (self derailers) which can limit your sense of self 
as a leader. Our research highlighted four key areas that have the potential to derail 
your leadership self. These include:

i.  Navigating male dominated organisational cultures: for women this can entail all 
the reported obstacles of the so called “Glass Labyrinth”; for men this can entail 
the challenges of living up to outdated norms about the Alpha male leader and 
so on.

ii.  Life, family and home decisions: For every individual this can entail the impact of 
life and work/stress/career breaks and family involvement in your life. 

iii.  Embedded institutional mindsets: refers to the wide variety of norms and 
practices that can get in your way (one example is the so called preference for 
individuals to have an unbroken/ linear career – in today’s complex world this 
is both an outdated and unrealistic expectation that is still the norm in many 
environments).

iv.  Self limiting beliefs: Typically these are the impact of negative self talk and self 
limiting beliefs which can undermine your leadership potential and how you 
“show up” at work.   
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The “So What”!

Integrating your leadership identity is an ongoing 
process of reflection and feedback (with external others). 

Facilitating factors to enable this include: 

• finding your authentic voice, 

• redefining leadership on your own terms,

• challenging accepted norms,

• building and using a kaleidoscope of social resources throughout your life,

• and managing your personal motivation. 

Actively working on your own 
unique leadership identity (not 
simply adopting a set of leadership 
behaviours) can help you to define 
and remain authentic to your own 
approach to leading, particularly in 
times of stress or transition. 

Being aware of and where possible, 
avoiding and overcoming potential  
de-railers will also ensure that a strong  
sense of your unique leadership identity  
is maintained.

The process of forming a professional 
leadership identity is common to women and 
men. The pathway to leading however can 
be quite different. As such we recommend 
that you stay active in defining and refining 
your leadership identity and that you 
continue to recognise and tap into the 
leadership potential of the people around you.
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