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Mindful Leadership Resource 4:  

Leadership transformation via self-authoring 

Today’s leaders face a number of expanding challenges. Technological, social, and economic forces compel leaders 

to address these issues to stay ahead of the competition. As organisations become less hierarchical and increasingly 

lean and flat in structure, workloads have increased and more skills are required. 

The increasing globalisation of business increases the requirement for leaders to travel and develop cross-cultural 

competencies. The balance of economic power is shifting, necessitating a greater need for strong strategic alliances. 

Daily technological innovations are accelerating the avalanche of information, freely available not only to leaders but 

also their competitors. As workforces are becoming more educated, their expectations of employers are also 

changing, leading to the need for more attractive working conditions driven by proactive staff engagement. 

In response to these challenges, many employees are working increasingly long hours. While little evidence suggests 

that cultures with long working hours benefit the bottom line, plenty of evidence suggests that stress is reaching 

epidemic proportions. 

In 2010 and 2011, the U.K.’s Health and Safety executive (HSE) conservatively estimated the cost of stress, 

depression and anxiety at £3.6 billion. This was based on an estimated cost of one case (£16,400) multiplied by the 

reported number of cases of ‘stress, depression and anxiety’ (222,000). In a 2013 EU-funded project carried out by 

Matrix, the cost to Europe of work-related depression was estimated to be €617 billion annually. 

New challenges demand new solutions. Mindful leadership is a new way of leading that can help you to become 

more productive, resilient and a better leader in times of rapid change. Becoming a mindful leader requires 

fortitude, commitment and a genuine desire to be the best leader possible. It’s a journey of self-discovery, applying 

insights gained to manage yourself better. 

This ‘hints and tips’ guide prepares you with the self-knowledge and skills you need to assess your current leadership 

style preferences and aptitudes and the extent to which they’re currently delivering the results you seek.  

Understanding Self-Authoring 
In the book ‘In over our heads (R. Kegan: Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), a useful model of adult 

cognitive development is proposed.  The model defines five stages of mental complexity or “orders of mind”.  The 

following is a summary of Kegan’s Order of mind model.  

Building on the work of Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, William Perry, and others, psychologist Robert Kegan 

developed a theory of adult cognitive development that defines five stages of mental complexity or ‘orders of mind’. 

The Following are a summary those five orders: 

 Orders one and two  are concerned with stages of child development:  Meaning making’, and ‘The  Instrumental 

mind’ 

 Order 3: The socialised mind: 

 At this stage your thinking becomes more abstract, and you become more aware of your feelings 

and the internal processes associated with them. You connect more and interact with communities 

of people and ideas. 
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 People around you act as sources of internal validation, orientation or authority. A feeling of being 

accepted and part of your peer group is regarded as critically important. Mutually rewarding 

relationships and shared experiences are important. 

 Order 4: Self-authoring mind: 

 At this stage you are able to begin to write your own identity, rather than viewing life through the 

lens of what others think of you.  You take responsibility for and ownership of your own internal 

authority. You establish your own sets of values and ideologies.  This order is typified by 

independence and self-regulation. 

 To develop further, you need to be confident and find your own way of being when others around 

you fail to support you or try to discourage you. 

• Order five: Self Transformation 

 Not everyone reaches stage five.  If it is reached, it is generally at some point in life after middle-age.  

In this stage, people can start to hold more than one position or viewpoint.  They are able to grasp 

that even their own way of seeing things might be flawed.  

The third order of mind is characterised by its drive to seek alignment between itself and its surroundings. A major 

fear for a person at this stage of development is falling out of favour with his “tribe” or social group. 

As humans, our survival depends on acceptance and membership of our ‘in-group’. It takes courage, self-belief and 

strength to step away from established norms and ways of doing things in favour of a new, more effective way of 

operating. This is where the art of self-authoring comes in. 

According to Kegan’s theory, the self-authoring mind is able to take a step back from its environment and critically 

evaluate it. People in this stage are able to think more freely and set aside others’ opinions and cultural norms and 

are guided by their own inner compass. People at this stage of development tend to be self-directed, independent 

thinkers. Major fears of such an order of mind include falling short of your own standards or conforming to others’ 

definitions of the norm. Researchers estimate that approximately 40 per cent of the adult population is at this stage 

of development. 

Why self-authoring is now a critical leadership skill 
Leaders need to be able to adapt quickly and effectively to the world around them. Self-authoring is the process of 

starting to loosen the reins of others’ expectations. It’s a phase when you become the author of your own identity. 

When self-authoring, you’re able to step back enough from your social environment to generate your own unique 

internal personal authority, which helps you evaluate and makes choices free from external expectations. The ability 

to self-author is becoming recognised as a critical leadership skill. 

Self-authoring allows you to detach yourself mentally from your social environment and norms and generate your 

own solutions free from external expectations. This of course is easier said than done. The transition from Order 3 to 

Order 4 can be a tricky and painful one, especially if you’re new to leadership. While you desire more autonomy, you 

may struggle because you still want to approval of your manager. You may feel reluctant to share your problems and 

concerns because you fear disapproval, making your position as a leader a lonely one. 

<Remember> 

Becoming more mindful – that is, being present and aware of yourself, others and the world around you – helps you 

to self-author, recognising at any given moment your own perceptions, resulting potential biases, emotional 

reactions and the actions needed to deal with what’s going on in the moment more effectively. 
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What’s working, and what needs to be different? 
Having gained a clearer indication of your current leadership preferences (complete Resource 1 if you haven’t 

already done so – available from www.aheadforwork.com ) it’s worth asking yourself if they are currently serving 

you well.  In some cases things that worked in the past are no longer effective. Are you comfortable to self-author 

your future leadership self, or is your acceptance within your social group a restricting factor? 

Spend a little time taking exploring objectively how effective your current leadership preferences will be for the 

challenges you are now facing. If you decide that your current preferences are no longer serving you well, by all 

means pick a new one, but make sure that it’s one that is resonant with you and true to you and allows you to 

remain true to you values preferences (complete Resource 3 if you haven’t already done so – available from 

www.aheadforwork.com ).  There is no need to stick rigidly to one leadership style; determining your current 

leadership style preferences helps your gain insight into where you are now.  Feel free to create your own unique 

hybrid that allows you to be the most authentic, effective leader you can be.   

How Intention drives attention  
A mid-level leader I once worked with was an avid golfer.  He spent many hours practicing his 300 yard drive, and 

seemed to spend a huge sum of money constantly buying the newest equipment and on weekly lessons a week to 

ensure his technique was “correct”? 

One day I asked him what, in simple terms, was the purpose of the game?  After a short pause for thought, with an 

incredulous look on his face he told me “to get the ball in the hole with as few strokes as possible.” 

I asked him if it really mattered how he got the ball in the hole – was technique and equipment really critical? I am 

not a golfing expert, but I’m pretty sure there are few players out there who are impressive in every aspect of their 

game.  If they are playing the game competitively (rather than enjoying a nice walk in the countryside with friends or 

business contacts) it’s the winning that matters.  Of course practice and good equipment is important, but it’s really 

easy to lose sight of the objective – i.e. getting as many balls in the hole with as few strokes as possible.  

The same analogy applies to the game of leadership. What are you trying to achieve as a leader?  When it boils down 

to it, good leadership is about leading your people - coming up with the best solutions with the resources available 

to you. What often gets in the way if the desire to be accepted – your place within your social group.   

Here is a question to you. What will happen in your game of golf or game of leadership if you focused your attention 

on your intention? Intentions on: to get the ball in the hole and to lead your people? It’s as simple as that.  

Experienced mindful leaders know that intention shapes attention.  Mindfulness equips you with the skills to 

improve the way that you manage your attention.  It also enables you to increase your focus and concentration.   

If your intention is to be the best leader you can be, this shapes your lens on the world.  Your brain starts to pay 

more attention to approaching this challenge, making you aware of barriers that need to be overcome and new ways 

of achieving your goal.  Your position and status within your social group remains important, but it becomes less of 

an influence on your decision making.  You start to become more comfortable at stretching the boundaries of your 

leadership, and at times standing outside your social group, acting as a lone voice for what you believe in.  

<Remember> 

• Intention drives attention.   

• Attention influences awareness 

• Awareness gives you increased choices 

• Choices drive actions 
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• Actions drive results 

What makes me successful?  
A good starting point is what makes you successful as a leader right now?  What are the key strengths you will build 

your mindful leadership on? 

As a leader you are sure to have a number of strengths, but are you aware of which ones you possess?  Being able to 

identify your strengths is a valuable tool.  Successful leaders focus their intention on developing and applying their 

strengths in the workplace while simultaneously managing their weaknesses. By understanding your strengths more 

fully, you can focus more clearly on what you are good at. 

In order to identify your strengths, consider using a strengths diagnostic tool or assessment by others.  

Using a strengths diagnostic tool or psychometric - you might wish to use: 

 The McQuaig Self-Development Survey®: this assessment will identify your natural strengths and provide an 

action plan for you to follow. http://www.mcquaig.co.uk  

 Complete the 24  question Brief Strengths Test developed by Chris Peterson, University of Michigan: 

https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/questionnaires/brief-strengths-test  

 Assessment by others - ask 5 people who know you well to identify what they feel are your strengths. With this 

feedback, look for any common traits or patterns.  

<Try this> 

Once you’ve identified your strengths, make them actionable by:  

• Convert the strengths into nouns.  

• Create “I lead” statements such as “I lead honesty” and “I lead with perseverance.”  

• Create an action plan to put your strengths to good use. 

Determining what’s working and what’s not 
Consider what is working well for you, what you need to develop and what you need to ditch. 

When working in a junior role in my youth I remember a young, dynamic leader who worked in an office nearby.  

Dan wasn’t my direct manager, in fact he only had a small number of direct reports.  Dan made up for this by an 

annoying habit of catching you as you walked down the corridor and asking you “can you just....”.  The problem with 

Dan’s indiscriminate use of this request was that his “can you just...” took up a lot of peoples time, and as a result we 

all ended up avoiding him when there was the slightest change of Dan assaulting us with a “can you just”.  This was a 

habit that was highly effective in getting results in the early days, but after a while had the opposite effect.  Although 

Dan was a lovely man, and an intelligent well informed leader, in the end no one wanted to work with him. 

<Try this> 

Consider the following and make a list of your answers 

• Which aspects of your leadership are currently serving you well? 

• Which aspects of your leadership do you feel require further development? 

• Is your intention driving your attention?  

Different results require different inputs 
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The old adage “if you always do what you have always done, you always get what you always got” is very true, 

especially when applied to your leadership.  Different results require different ways of thinking and behaving.  

Pushing the boundaries of leadership  
Are you willing to push the boundaries of your leadership to the next level? Now is the moment to find new ways of 

leading that work in the here and now. 

As mentioned earlier, intention drives attention. Set a clear intention to be a better leader by considering your 

responses to the following questions.  

<Try this> 

• What is your intention as a leader?  Try to describe as vividly as possible how you will think and behave.  

How would others describe you? 

• Which key strengths will you maximise? 

• Which skills need to be strengthened? 

• Which habitual patterns of thought and behaviour need to be changed?  How will you do this? 

• How do you think mindfulness will help you to push your boundaries to become a better leader? 

• What problems to you foresee, and how will you overcome them? 

 

Self-transformation, the process of developing new habits and awareness, takes time and effort.  The journey is 

rarely smooth, and you are bound to encounter obstacles and attention hijackers on the way.  Keep your attention 

focused firmly on your intention to become the best leader you can be at this moment in time.   

Don’t forget to also deploy a healthy dose of self-kindness along the way.  Doing so is a sign of strength, and, as odd 

as it may seem, is actually very efficient from a brain perspective.  The more under pressure you feel, the more your 

primitive brain takes the driving seat - defaulting back to habits and old ways of thinking and behaving.   

Conversely acceptance, suspending judgement and being kind to yourself (all key aspects of mindfulness training) 

keep your higher thinking brain in the driving seat, improving your ability to change and grow as a leader.    

 


