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Six key propositions
Authenticity is fundamentally linked to TRUST

The power of authenticity as a concept is fundamentally linked to trust.  
Our level of trust in someone else is crucial to determining how authentic 
we can let ourselves be with them

We need a better sense of what is DISTINCTIVE about our 
authenticity

We need to be more conscious of what we want to “put out there”, 
otherwise we will find that in our quest to become more authentic we 
actually become too concerned with pleasing others

We need a stronger sense of SELF-LOYALTY

The powerful concept of loyalty can easily be used as a cover for a 
leadership style this is so externally focused that we lose sight of one of 
our core needs as a leader: loyalty to our own values and principles

Many of us need a stronger sense of what we EXPECT from 
ourselves

As leaders we can easily end up being tougher on ourselves than we are 
on others.  This is why we need to change the balance between external 
and internal expectations by putting integrity and courage centre-stage

We need to develop our capacity for SELF-COMPASSION

Through working on the value of self-compassion, we can become tougher 
-and more compassionate – with others as well as ourselves 

We need to create more TIME for ourselves

We need to create more time for ourselves, to be as well as to do, and to 
affirm the joy of “bringing all of ourselves” into our authenticity as leaders.
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1 Do we agree that authenticity isn’t ALWAYS a good thing? 

2 With whom do we most want to be authentic?

3 In our key relationships as leaders, how do we manage the  
 interface between authenticity and trust?

4 If we had to capture our “better self” in a few words, what  
 would we each come up with?

5 Which characteristic of ours best defines us as an authentic  
 leader? 

6 How much is our authenticity as a leader about how we want  
 to BE – and how much is it about the IMPACT we want to have  
 on others?

7 We love to talk about our loyalty to others. How  important is  
 it to be loyal to ourselves, as part of our authenticity?

8 What is it that causes us to be tougher on ourselves than on  
 others? Is it that we are more fearful of their harsh judgement  
 than we are of our own?

9 How can we bring the spotlight back on to the standards by  
 which we want to judge ourselves as leaders? 

10 How do we NOW feel about authenticity?

Ten questions
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1 Do we agree that authenticity isn’t ALWAYS   
 a good thing?

Have you noticed that whenever people refer to authentic leadership there 
nearly always seems to be the assumption that it is bound to be a good 
thing?

Authentic leader = tick in the box 
Really? At all times and in all situations?

On a day when you wake up feeling gripped by indecision and fear, or so 
stressed that you know you’re at risk of biting off the head of the first 
person who says the wrong thing, is it really a good idea to let your feelings 
dictate your behaviour on the basis that this is you being “authentic”?

Surely not!  

This doesn’t mean that you have to pretend to be full of joy and optimism 
at times when you might actually be feeling depressed and pessimistic.

It just means that you might need to keep your head down for a few hours 
and hope that you’re not put on the spot until you are in a better state to 
perform as the leader that you want to be.

Setting authenticity in context

What this tells us is that authenticity needs to be set in context if it is to be 
useful as a concept.

Out of context, it becomes yet another generalised abstraction that has 
little relevance to the real life needs of leaders.

R

authenticity… 
in context
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2 With whom do we most want to be authentic?

As leaders we have different levels of professional and personal responsibility 
to different people.  So it’s really important to ask the question: 

l	 in whose eyes do we most want to be seen as authentic?

A “window into our true self”

This question reminds us that authenticity really is a big deal.  It 
offers someone a “window into our true self” and a chance to see 
who we really are.

If we offer this to someone, then it is important that we accept 
responsibility for what we have done.

 The fact that we don’t want to lie about who we are doesn’t make 
us obliged to expose our inner selves to everyone we come into 
contact with.

It’s fair to be selective

So, it seems fair and reasonable to say that we should be selective in deciding 
who is going to be granted a view into our inner selves, and when.  

Of course, most of us say that we want to be seen as authentic by our 
immediate team of closest confidantes at work.

So far, so good – and then it gets rather tricky.  For example, when CEOs 
talk about the Chair of their Board, and Chairs talk about their CEO, a lot of 
uncertainty can come in.

This is no surprise, because our degree of authenticity with others depends 
to a large degree upon how much we trust them.  In some of these key 
work relationships, trust is sometimes more precarious than either side will 
openly acknowledge.
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3 In our key relationships as leaders, how do we    
 manage the interface between authenticity and trust?

 Authenticity & trust

This is another one of those questions that we all need to think about pretty 
hard before knowing what’s the right answer.  It is also one where there is, of 
course, no single right answer.

Authenticity up-front – to help BUILD trust

For some leaders, the offer of real authenticity with someone is a means of 
building greater trust. 

The simple fact that authenticity involves a measure of risk on our part 
contributes a lot to the trust-building process.

As we let ourselves be authentic with others about our ambitions 
and fears as a leader, this helps our relationship move on to a 
different – and higher - level.  

We know we are taking a certain risk, and we know that it can bring us some 
real benefits in terms of building trust.

Trust BEFORE true authenticity

In the case of other relationships, we can regard this degree of self-disclosure 
as a step too far.

We tell ourselves that if we are to let our guard down and be truly authentic, 
we first need to establish a higher level of trust. 

Until that time, we need a measure of guardedness to ensure that we don’t 
let ourselves become too vulnerable to individuals whose honourable 
intentions towards us cannot yet be taken for granted.

Every relationship is different.  What’s key is that we trust ourselves in 
determining the degree of authenticity that we should offer in each particular 
relationship. 

TRUST

TRUST

RISK RISK RISK

TRUST TRUST
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4 If we had to capture our “better self” in a few   
 words, what would we each come up with?

This theme of authenticity and trust draws out a powerful point:

l	 When we talk of authentic leaders, we tend to make the assumption 
that what they share about themselves “authentically” makes it possible 
for others to achieve a stronger connection with them.  

This connection is often described as being with their “better self”.

Describing what you see as your “better self”

This is why it would be a really good exercise for you and your immediate 
team to give yourselves the challenge of describing in as few words as 
possible what you each see as your “better self”.

We find that when leadership teams first ask themselves this question, they 
tend to come up with quite general terms such as:

l	 Approachable/ open-minded/ encouraging/ resilient/ curious/  
adaptable/ strategic.

Most of these words apply to a wide range of leaders and don’t shine a 
particular light into anyone’s personal authenticity as a leader.

After all, if a leader didn’t feel able to associate themselves with all of these 
adjectives to one degree or another, there would be grounds for concern.  

Identifying something more distinctive

This explains why we asked ourselves a more focused question in Windsor, 
to encourage Fellows to identify something more distinctive about their 
leadership style that they would like others to see as key to their authenticity.

It was a question that triggered some really fascinating answers. 

 Authenticity 
& your better self
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If you go through this exercise with your team, some might want to stick with 
calling themselves “good listeners” or “calm in a time of crisis”.

We suggest that you give yourselves 15 minutes or so in groups of 2 or 3 to 
sharpen up your personal answers, and then set aside quite a bit longer to 
share your answers among the team.  And make a point of saying that no-one 
can “recycle” anything that has already been said.  It’s a great ground rule!  

“The joy of bringing ALL of yourself …”

In Windsor, the answer from one Leadership Fellow really captured our 
imagination as a group. 

He defined authenticity in terms of:

l	 “The joy of bringing all of yourself to something and being part of 
something bigger than yourself”.

When you look at these words, they are the sort of language that wouldn’t be 
out of place at an evangelical rally.  Yet here we were thinking about them in a 
Conversation about authentic leadership – and it was exciting!

What really gripped us was the way in which this combined two propositions:

l	 Us giving all of ourselves to something, joyfully - in a way that many 
associate with mindfulness

l	 This something else being “bigger” than us and having a wider purpose 
that enables us to have a greater impact as leaders because we are 
part of something bigger.  Wow!

5 Which characteristic of ours best defines us as  
 an authentic leader?

 - and something 
bigger
than ourselves

Joy
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6 How much is our authenticity as a leader about   
 how we want to BE – and how much is it about   
 the IMPACT we want to have on others?

In these Insights reports we do not generally share detailed outputs from the 
Conversation.  In this case, however, we want to offer more to help explain 
the discussion that this then made possible for us.

As other Leadership Fellows came up with different phrases to describe what 
authenticity means to them, they focused on how they want to be as leaders.  
They used terms such as:

l	 Stretching themselves to grow

l	 Setting high standards, whilst being a good listener with an open style

l	 Leading from the front, whilst caring for and nurturing others

l	 Showing that “I want to know" the individuals I’m working with and 
"care about what matters to them”

l	 Being fiercely loyal, “doing the best for my people and the organisation 
in every situation”.

The words that other Fellows used emphasised how they wanted to increase 
their impact as leaders, for example by:

l	 Providing positive creative disruption

l	 Demanding the extraordinary as well as offering real time honest 
feedback

l	 Enabling curiosity through insightful facilitation

l	 Inspiring others to maximise their potential 

l	 Optimising the value of people.

BEING IMPACT
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7 We love to talk about our loyalty to others. How  
 important is it to be loyal to ourselves, as part of  
 our authenticity?

As this discussion went on, we found ourselves spending more and more 
time talking about what others expect from us.  This is why every now and 
again we made a point of pulling ourselves back to the fact that authenticity 
is in a very fundamental sense about what we expect from ourselves.  

Asking what sort of leader we WANT to be

If we are to be seen as authentic by others, we need a pretty good idea of 
whether the ways in which we are currently positioning ourselves as a leader 
actually reflects what we want.

This is why it can be so helpful to talk about loyalty, because this enables us 
to challenge ourselves about where we see our loyalties lying.

What holds back so many leaders?

Through this discussion we shared the insight that so many leaders are held 
back by their ongoing preoccupation with what others think of them.

The fact that their sense of loyalty is so outward-facing stops them from 
acknowledging their loyalties to themselves, that they have to see if they are 
to step into their full potential as a leader.

Giving ourselves a good kicking

It is our occasional lack of loyalty to ourselves that makes it so easy for us to 
be tougher on ourselves than we are on others.

We all say that people follow authentic and not perfect leaders.  Yet many 
of us love to give ourselves a good kicking on those occasions when we are 
other than perfect!

Authenticity & loyalty
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8 What is it that causes us to be tougher on ourselves  
 than on others? Is it that we are more fearful of their  
 harsh judgement than we are of our own?

This line of thinking led to another insight that took a number of us by 
surprise and yet seemed completely natural once we had let ourselves 
spend a few minutes thinking it through.

A range of concerns quickly came to the surface about how we were 
performing as leaders. Namely:

l	 We tend to be “cowardly with our teams”

l	 We let our leadership be “too much about others”

l	 We’re “not nearly as tough on others as we are on ourselves”

l	 We “hold back from being our best when we know others aren’t 
being theirs”.

Worrying most about what OTHERS think

We were clear that our first instinct is to worry most about what others 
think of us.  

Why is this?  In part it’s because a term like authentic makes us ask what 
others think of our leadership and not how we feel we're performing as a 
leader.  

So, whenever we consider our authenticity as leaders, wouldn’t it be good if 
we could spend a little more time focusing on the values and virtues that we 
want to associate ourselves with, so that they really can drive our behaviours 
in a more conscious way than they tend to do at present?

 Authenticity & ducking 
harsh judgement by others
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9 How can we bring the spotlight back on to the   
 standards by which we want to judge ourselves as  
 leaders?

The thought here is more about us changing the balance between 
external and internal expectations, so that the expectations that we set for 
ourselves come to the fore rather more than at present.

Integrity and courage – putting them centre-stage

This takes us back to the insights from previous Leadership Conversations on 
the theme of courage in leadership and leading with integrity.

If we are to become rather more willing as leaders to risk criticism from 
others for the sake of our own principles and standards, we need a clear 
sense of our “bottom lines”.

Our personal integrity and courage need to be at the very heart of our 
internal dialogue that enables us to say to others “I am drawing a line in the 
sand just there, and beyond that point I will not go".

The importance of self-compassion, too

As we work at projecting our own values rather more, we also need to 
create space to think through the force of self-compassion, building for 
example on the excellent work of Kristin Neff on this theme. 

For the vast majority of leaders, more self-compassion could only be a good 
thing.

It should also enable us to expect more of others and show them some 
compassion too at those times when they fail to meet the high standards 
that we expect of them.

 Authenticity, standards & self-compassion

http://self-compassion.org/the-three-elements-of-self-compassion-2/
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10 How do we NOW feel about authenticity?

At the end of this Leadership Conversation, our general sense was of 
continuing to value the concept of authenticity as a way in to asking 
ourselves some tough questions about the sort of leader that we want to be 
– and therefore want to project to those around us. 

Devaluing the importance of what we stand for

At the same time, a number of us came to the view that our cultural 
preoccupation with authenticity has contributed to the process of many of 

us devaluing the importance of what we stand for as leaders as we seek to 
“adjust and trim” to make sure that those around us give us the thumbs 
up!

This is why we ended up spending a fair bit of time discussing what 
is important to us, as well as our authenticity.  We ended up with a 

wide agreement that our own sense of integrity and self-loyalty and self-
compassion need to be seen as sitting at the core of our authenticity.  

We also challenged ourselves with the thought that at times the “authentic 
us” might not be particularly pleasant to be with.  A desire for authenticity 
requires us to find ways of owning our not so likeable side, as well as 
defining more clearly the core virtues that we will draw on in those 
moments whenever we take the moral high ground as a leader.

One other rather practical point came to the fore in the final stages of this 
Conversation.  Most of us do not create enough time for ourselves, with the 
result that we don’t perhaps know ourselves as well as we think we might. 

More time needed – for ourselves

We need to place a higher premium on the time that we all need just to be, 
and remind ourselves of the simple joys of life, without having to be tied in 
to some worthy mission that accounts for every moment of our working life.  

Using the word joy again brings to mind the words of one of our Leadership Fellows 
during this Conversation to describe what authenticity means for him …

<



“The joy of 
bringing all 
of yourself to 
something and 
being part 
of something 
bigger than 
yourself ”
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6 Insights

Sometimes our keenness to demonstrate our trust in colleagues we value 
highly can lead to us giving our trust too freely – and in a way that means we’re 
not there for them when they most need us.

Our desire to be seen as trustworthy by others in our own team can mean that 
we become over-concerned with meeting their expectations towards us – at 
the expense of our expectations towards them.

Our concern not to jeopardise the trust of a risk-averse colleague – or boss – 
can lead to us copping out of taking risks with them.

Our concern not to jeopardise others’ trust in us can make us question our 
own judgement about what is the right thing to do, in situations where others 
disagree.

We are so keen to keep control over the standards of working in our business 
that we insist on “owning” them ourselves, without thinking about the impact on 
staff attitudes - and the danger of them regarding our controlling behaviours as a 
sign of our lack of trust in them. 

The challenge of becoming more trustworthy as a leader can easily result in us 
spending most of our time thinking about how others view us. In the process, we 
can fail to ask ourselves the killer question that will determine our success more 
than anything else: how much do we trust our own judgements as a leader?

1    Trust and championing others

2    Trust and keeping others happy

3    Trust and risk-taking

4    Trust and managing disagreement

5    Trust and setting the standard

6    Trust and our top challenge: trusting ourselves
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Great that you want to develop someone you clearly believe in. But how 
is it that you gave them a major new responsibility without asking them to 
take it for granted that you would be there for them the moment they run 
into a difficulty and want your help and advice? 

If you simply tell someone who’s taking on a fresh and challenging task that 
you trust them and don’t also say that you’re there to help them get out of 
any holes they land themselves in, it’s no wonder that they don’t tell you as 
much as they should. By over-investing trust in them, you helped to make 
them fearful of letting you down. This meant that they couldn’t trust you 
enough to respond the right way at the time when they needed you the 
most. 

Instead of being quick to punish them for their failure, you should have been 
quicker to take responsibility for your own failure in not offering them any 
sort of life raft after you threw them in the deep end.

1    Trust and championing others

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲

We place our trust in a colleague to take responsibility for a major new 
assignment and then leave them to it. 

The burden of our belief in them means that they are unable to turn to 
us for help when they encounter a serious problem. When the problem 
becomes so serious that we are called in, we take back their responsibility 
and withdraw our trust.

Danger
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For members of your team to feel able to trust you as their new leader, they 
need to feel that early on they are developing a good sense of the sort of leader 
that you are. If you intend to introduce some changes that they are likely to 
regard as radical, give them the signal that you want to behave in a way that 
some might well be uneasy with. This way, you are less likely to take them by 
surprise later on. Surprises can do a lot to undermine trust, since people can 
easily persuade themselves that a new leader deliberately kept them in the dark 
because of a “hidden agenda”.

We are often tempted to want to keep people happy, and can justify this to 
ourselves as a way of retaining their trust.  The problem with this is that it ignores 
the truth that trust is to a large degree conditional on us behaving as the sort of 
leader we purport to be.  Leaders whose main concern is to keep their people 
happy are “trusted” as relatively weak and reactive leaders. If you want to be trusted 
as a strong and purposeful leader, you need to demonstrate this in your behaviours.

At the same time, you should make a point of inviting feedback about how 
members of your team are experiencing you as their leader. If they see you as 
receptive to their ideas, they are likely to trust you more as a leader who is 
purposeful and also responsive to them. 

2   Trust and keeping others happy

We are given responsibility for leading a new team and want to demonstrate 
what an inclusive team player we are. 

We are careful to ask what they expect of us and do all that we can to fit in with 
the current team culture. We quickly realise that we are so busy trying to fit in 
with others that they lose sight of our expectations of them – and when we say 
that we want to put in place some major changes in how the team works, they 
are surprised and tell each other that they’re not sure where they stand with us 
and so can’t really trust us.

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲

Danger



Authenticity and trust in leadership, Chapter 2   21

Society of Leadership Fellows

3   Trust and risk-taking

We have an idea that brings with it some risks that we believe to be worth 
taking for the sake of the business benefits that it would bring.

Our enthusiasm for the prize isn’t shared by some of those we need to 
convince. Their focus is mainly on the risks and because of this we tell 
ourselves to back off and give up on the idea lest our colleagues see us as a 
compulsive risk-taker.

Instead of being deterred by your risk-averse colleagues, why not factor this 
in to the advice that you give? Tell them that you had an idea you wanted 
to raise with them and rejected on the grounds that it’s too risky. Having 
thought about it some more, you have come up with a way of de-risking it to a 
considerable degree, so now you have a proposal that could be made to work.

By acknowledging up-front their dislike of risk-taking you give yourself your 
best chance of disarming them and persuading them to follow the course 
that you want. In the process, you build their trust in you as someone who 
respects their wariness of risk-taking and is ready to reshape an idea to 
ensure that it fits in with their approach towards the business.

There are bound to be times when you can’t de-risk a good idea in this way. 
In these cases, it is important to introduce some rigour into the process of 
assessing what the risk really is. Risk-averse leaders tend to withdraw from 
a line of thinking fairly quickly once they sense danger.  When they see a 
“red light”, it is important to ask them to engage in some thoughtful risk 
assessment, on the basis that the light would only turn to green if they are 
reassured as a result of this assessment. Sometimes our response to them 
bottling out too quickly can be to do the same, and it is this that we need to 
avoid.

Danger

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲
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4   Trust and managing disagreement

In this sort of situation, be transparent with others about why you feel as 
you do, making clear that there might well be a difference in approach – and 
if so, you would like to discuss it in an open way.

Even if you end up disagreeing about the best way of moving forward, the 
others are likely to value your honesty – and feel they can trust the fact that 
they know where they stand with you. It is such a falsehood to believe that 
they have to agree with you to trust you. 

The key to high trust relationships is that we all feel a certain obligation 
to explain why we think as we do and be ready to shift in our thinking if 
others persuade us that they have a better idea. It is the transparency of our 
argument and our readiness to move on in our thinking that enable others 
to trust us a lot. Sometimes the fact that we can disagree on an issue we feel 
passionately about, and understand where we are each coming from, brings 
us closer together and helps us to trust each other more.

Danger

We hold back from offering our personal judgement because we feel that 
it’s more important to retain the “trust” of those with whom we disagree.

Afterwards others feel that we haven’t been open in arguing for what we 
believed to be the best course of action. They interpret our behaviour as 
showing us to be unreliable, because we have been willing to go along with 
something even though we’re clearly not happy about it.

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲
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5   Trust and setting the standard

Rather than focusing on what might be your entitlements as the founder and 
business leader, why not start by focusing on the needs of your people?  You 
know that your best people constantly need to feel stretched, if they are to 
keep on giving of their best. So why treat your standards as off limits?

Instead, wouldn’t it be better to say that you and your co-founder have set a 
series of minimum standards? You could explain these in vivid detail and then 
say that where any team members can beat these standards, and/ or come 
up with smarter ways of working, you want to hear about this and to learn 
from them.  

By trusting your people in this way, it doesn’t give away control. On the 
contrary, it encourages your best people to come to you with ideas and 
suggestions that enable you, together, to set higher standards. This way, they 
can trust you as someone who wants them to help you raise the bar rather 
than being wary of you as someone who is saying “back off, this is all mine!”

We are proud of the fact that we co-founded our business and are now 
developing a global profile. We see ourselves and our co-founder as 
“owning” the vision of our business and also the standards of performance 
that we expect of our teams and can’t imagine how this might have a 
negative impact on their attitudes towards us.

After all, if we hadn’t set up the business none of them would be in their 
present jobs. So what’s the problem with us owning the standards that we 
expect them all to meet?

Danger

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲
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6 Trust and our top challenge:    
 trusting ourselves

Be very clear with yourself about whose trust matters to you the most. 
Who are the people with whom you most share your higher purpose in 
your professional life? So much can be gained from working at developing 
exceptionally high levels of mutual trust with them. 

Beyond this core group, perhaps the knack is to expect more modest levels 
of trust among these people you do business with occasionally. After all, they 
have different notions of their higher purpose and are bound to attach quite 
a few conditions to the level of trust they can invest in their relationship with 
you.

However much trust you might achieve in your relationships with others, 
please don’t diminish the fundamental importance of your trust in yourself 
as a leader. The best leaders need to feel able to be in a situation where you 
might be the only person holding one particular view. If others are to line 
up behind you, they need occasionally to witness you trusting in your own 
judgement as a leader and standing your ground.

Trust really matters to us. So we are careful to ask how much others trust 
us as a leader. In the process we realise not only that people have wildly 
different expectations towards us, but also that they all have different sorts 
of “triggers” that can cause them to trust us more – or less. 

We can spend so long seeking to win others’ trust that we fail to invest the 
time we should be giving to thinking through how we should behave as a 
leader. This is rather strange, really, since we are the ones responsible for our 
own performance as a leader – not anyone else.

Danger

Coaching tips

➲

➲

➲
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There is much to be said for inviting two or three people that we 
trust a lot to act as our honest challengers.  We ask them to agree 
that we will occasionally have a few minutes together and discuss 
whether there is anything particular about our leadership style that 
might be creating barriers in the way of others trusting us more.

It is important that we encourage them to ‘say it as it is’ and hold 
back from diluting any difficult messages to make them more 
palatable. 

We can also use this time with our challengers to bounce ideas off 
them in a way that we can only do with a trusted confidante.

It can be so useful to say to a trusted challenger, 

“If I were to do so-and-so, how do you think others would react?” 

We each need our honest 
challengers

Learning to trust ourselves more 

Our aim is that through our behaviours as a leader we demonstrate our capacity to step 
up to the challenges that we face – and, through the way that we do so, inspire others to 
follow suit. 

Two or three trusted personal challengers can support us so much with this by enabling us 
to sharpen up our own instincts and judgements as a leader, and learn to trust ourselves 
more.
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It is this interplay between 
our self-trust and the trust of 
others that is so key to our 
development as a high trust, 

high performing leader.
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Chapter 3

Unpacking 
authenticity

"Can you spare me 
half an hour?" 
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This Chapter is inspired by a story told by one 

of our Leadership Fellows at a Conversation 

in December 2019. It demonstrated how 

powerful authenticity can be as a concept, 

and how it can also sometimes result in us 

trapping ourselves into quite a rigid position.

Hence the importance of viewing our 

authenticity as leaders as something that 

evolves as we follow through  

our leadership journeys.
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You've had a big promotion. You're walking down the corridor and  
your new boss comes up to you. "Well done! Now it's time for you to conform 
and leave your rebellious side behind. When you do, you'll love your new role."

A kick in the stomach
Feels like a kick in the stomach, doesn't it?  A day you've 
been waiting for has arrived, and in your moment of glory 
you're suddenly reminded that the powers that be think 
they have more control over you than ever.

You don't want to start an argument before you've joined 
your first meeting at the top table in your own right.  But 
you immediately worry that you're being asked to be 
inauthentic by renouncing your inner rebel.

Maybe they're right! Maybe it is time to tow the line.   
But if you become too compliant what does this say 
about your authenticity?  Your new peers might think 
you've "sold out" for your career!

£ So often, when we talk of our authenticity, we 
cite it as part of our defence in response to what 
we see as an unreasonable request.  We can so 
easily feel wrong-footed and needing to justify 
ourselves, for fear that the only alternative is to 
keel over and do what doesn't feel right.

"It's time for you to 
conform-or else!"

wrong-foot
verb
past tense:  

wrong-footed
;

  
put (someone) in a 

difficult situation 

by saying or doing 

something unexpected.
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So, how about now picturing yourself on the front foot?  Your new boss 
has challenged you to conform, and from your new position of authority 
you want to find out exactly what she means by this.

Your great weapon: curiosity
You tell yourself that now is not the time to start trying 
to justify why you behaved in the way that you did in 
the past.  After all, it couldn't have been too much of a 
problem, since they have just given you a big promotion!

So you deploy that great weapon that many leaders hardly 
ever use.  Your curiosity! "When you have time for a chat, 
I'd appreciate it if you could share what was in your mind then.  
Were you referring to my values or my style?"

If the answer is values, your boss knows she owes you a 
considered explanation.  If it's style, it might well be that 
this is consistent with the values of the organisation in 
promoting diverse and varied styles of leadership!

£ You have shown yourself to take your boss's comment 
seriously and asked for some explanation. You've kept 
away from your internal panic button, and remained 
calm!

"What's your 
problem - my  
values or my style?"

PANIC

OUT OF
BOUNDS!
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You've had no more challenges about needing to conform. Remaining on 
the front foot, you now want to find out more about your new team and 
how authentic they each feel they can be with you.

What did you HEAR?
At your first extended meeting with the team there's a 
row about a big decision you need to make about a key 
supplier.  Afterwards you ask each of them to give you 
some time in a one-to-one.

In each 1-2-1, you say that you want to learn as much as 
you can about what was behind the disagreement.  So 
you want to ask what they personally took away from 
that discussion. What did they hear?

Every member of your team experiences you wanting 
them to feel that they can be authentic with you.  In this 
way, you turn to advantage your sensitivity about the 
importance of authenticity. 

£  The fact that you're up for hearing 
some tough messages shows how much 
you care about what members of the team 
think.  You are modelling a behaviour that 
you can challenge them on next time there 
is a disagreement among the team and a 
noticeable lack of high quality listening! 

"Tell me, what did 
you hear then?"

High quality 
listening only
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Let's now think about the people in your organisation who put up the 
greatest resistance to your ideas. Whether you call them "blockers" or 
"refuseniks" or the awkward squad, you should know who they are.

You want to pick their brains
Imagine yourself seeing one of them walking down the 
corridor towards you.  Instead of letting yourself think 
you'd rather see as little of them as possible, you say how 
glad you are to have bumped into them.

You then say that you know how busy they are and would 
so appreciate it if they could spare you half an hour of 
their time.  You want to pick their brains about the change 
programme that you're leading.

Rather than them coming to you, you go to them. 
Seated in their space, you say that you know they have 
some criticisms of the programme and would love to 
understand more about their thinking, off the record.

£ In the process, you can do so much to 
build trust between the two of you. So long 
as you demonstrate your commitment to 
being open and authentic, you might be 
amazed by what becomes possible! 

"Can you spare  
me half an hour  
some time?"
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You have a meal out with your three close confidantes who together 
form your personal support group. They're very important to you and 
this time you have something to say that you haven't said before.

Empowering your support group
You tell them that when you've met before you have 
found them very helpful. However, you feel that 
sometimes they have handled you with kid gloves. Now 
you're after some tough love, with an emphasis on tough!

So you want to put some options before them about 
an opportunity that has come your way.  You are after 
their candid advice about which one you should choose, 
without feeling they need to keep you sweet!  

You then have a discussion that is more honest than any 
you've had before.  Even though their messages are quite 
tough, you so value the three of them feeling they can be 
authentic and "say it as it is".

£ In this situation, you had to be very explicit in asking 
your confidantes to cut to the chase.  You did find it a 
little hard hearing what they had to say, but you knew 
they were saying what you needed to hear!

"Don't keep me 
sweet... what do 
you really think?"

♥TOUGH 

LOVE
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When people talk about authenticity, there is often a sense that they 
see it as being associated with some timeless (and generally undefined) 
principles. This can make the concept seem rather rigid - and elusive!

The challenge
We experienced this when we discussed the challenge 
one Fellow had about conforming more. Looking back, 
there was a key moment when concern was expressed 
about him being asked to "compromise his integrity". 

From that moment on, the word compromise was 
hardly used again. Striking, isn't it, how this could be true 
for leaders who spend a lot of their professional lives 
deploying the art of compromise to do their job.

What had happened was that we had come to equate 
this Fellow's authenticity with the idea of him being true 
to his inner self. No surprise, then, that we wouldn't 
want to see that compromised!

£ Once we link authenticity to our true selves we can 
develop quite a romanticised view of it. This can leave 
us opposed to any compromise and effectively choosing 
between two extreme positions. Do we really want that?

"Surely we can 
compromise AND                                                                                                                                              
be authentic..."

AUTHENTICITY

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤
❤❤

❤

❤
❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤

❤❤
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The authentic me - 
constantly evolving

The language of authenticity can sometimes become tangled up with 
the process of us angsting about doing the right thing as a leader. 

The danger is that this can result in us either digging our trench a 
little more deeply or switching to an entirely new mode suggested by 
others.

Our best response might well sit between the two.

It is easier to see this once we recognise that the "authentic me" is 
constantly evolving. 

The authentic me today is bound to be different in some respects from 
the authentic me next month and next year.

It will often be quite ambiguous.  It will almost certainly involve 
compromise on our part, as well.

What sort of compromise would be desirable, and what sort 
would be a step too far? 

This is the central challenge that every leader has to resolve in 
their own way.

It's important to face this, because unless we do so we might find 
ourselves behaving in a way that is overly reactive and - we hate 
to say it - rather inauthentic!

This takes us back to where we started this Chapter.


