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Introduction 
Whether leaders are ‘born’ or ‘made’ is an age-old debate.

When people are asked this question, generally the response is ‘leaders are made’.  
Ask whether they see themselves as a leader and the response is often ‘I’m in the role but 
wouldn’t say I’m the ‘leader’’. Explore further and many believe they are ‘holding the fort until 
the ‘real’ leader arrives’. A very real concern exists that ‘real leaders naturally have it’ and that 
our own leadership feels like an act.

In a series of three papers, we will consider how people can move from ‘acting’ as a leader to 
‘being a purposeful leader’. This first paper explores areas Acorn have found are consistently 
important in the growth and development of purposeful leaders, areas such as:

• The concept of leadership 
• How leaders are formed
• The leadership challenge - the importance of underlying psychology

– Growth mindsets
– Deep and broad learning
– Agency and permission
– Awareness of diversity challenges

• Ongoing development

The concept of leadership
• The volume of leadership literature and media creates a confusing picture 
• Imposter syndrome is alive and well across all organisations 

Leadership is a slippery concept. Hundreds upon hundreds of books, articles, research  
and personal opinions demonstrate the importance, visibility and elusiveness of leadership.  
The volume of comparisons can hinder many from appreciating and realising their own 
leadership qualities and as mentioned above, many can feel they ‘haven’t earnt’ the right to 
lead, that they’re not a ‘real’ leader, that they’re coping and masking instead of leading as  
they think they should.

This can lead to ‘imposter syndrome’, where the individual feels a fraud in the role and holds a 
deep conviction and fear of being ‘found out’. Imposter syndrome is all too common across  
all levels of organisations yet is largely invisible and undiscussed. It negates positive feedback, 
erodes self-belief and reinforces the idea that real leaders are born. 

The intensity of imposter syndrome reduces as experience and evidence shapes and 
strengthens our sense of self-belief. Strengthening self-belief can, however, take years which 
means there can be a significant gap in time, skills and impact between the point of stepping 
into a leadership role and the time when we’ve come to perform purposefully as a leader.

How then do leaders develop and how can organisations help them to do so more quickly? 
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How leaders are formed 
• From beginning to end leadership is learnt continually through life
• Parental models of leading are foundational and influential 
• Family orientated organisational cultures are not leadership cultures

Acorn’s belief is that leaders are formed rather than born, by the perceptions and meaning  
they give to experiences, relationships and situations they encounter throughout life. 

Research into how leaders learn to lead by Professor Stephen Kempster (2009) demonstrates 
how, from childhood through to our mid 20’s, we unconsciously construct our understanding  
and belief of what leadership is. Through continually experiencing and observing those around  
us, even leaders we don’t like or rate, we build and embed models of leadership. 

The default settings are those early encounters we have with leadership - our parents or those 
responsible for us. That is why many entrepreneurs or SME’s, who often lack wider exposure to 
different organisational leadership styles, often employ parental styles of leading.

Such an approach is useful for creating ‘family’ orientated cultures; however leadership is not 
about creating families. The limitation of strong parental models is to stifle problem solving, 
innovation, resilience and growth by constraining independent thought, challenge and creativity.

The leadership challenge - the importance of underlying psychology
• Informal leadership learning solidifies as we ‘move through our 20’s’
• Formalised development revitalises the momentum for learning and absorption
• Development and change require fertile ground, the more fertile the field the  

stronger the growth

For today’s dynamic environment the parental model of leadership has limitations.  
Critically, by our early to mid-20’s our beliefs regarding leadership begin to solidify.  
Habits, practices, beliefs embed and reinforce. (S. Kemspter, 2009)

Moving from a parental to effective leader requires awareness, testing and renewing of the 
underlying beliefs that shape leadership practice. A critical outcome of such awareness is the  
shift from reactive, habitual leadership to leadership grounded in conscious assessment and 
decision making. Change is not instant and requires a fertile field to take root and grow strong. 
Acorn has consistently found the following principles and concepts are key to creating the 
conditions to enable growth.

Mindsets
• A growth mindset underpins developing as a leader
• The motivation to actively learn and practice is shaped by mindset 
• A leaders mindset influences the mindsets of others

Developing a growth mindset is an essential foundation for developing as a leader.  
Carol Dweck of Stamford University has over 30 years research into the impact mindset  
has on developing our potential. 
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Fixed mindsets 
Dweck found fixed mindsets, the belief that one’s talent and potential is finite, causes people  
to self-limit. They will do so through minimising opportunities to learn and grow by avoiding  
risk and challenge, viewing the success of others as a threat, avoiding or refuting feedback  
to name but a few. (Dr C. Dweck, 2017)

Growth mindsets 
A growth mindset is the belief that one’s talent and potential can grow. Such a mindset 
perceives a myriad of opportunities for learning and growth. The way a growth mindset 
manifests can range from curiosity, willingness to learn from the success of others,  
willingness to embrace challenge, and actively seeking and accommodating feedback.  
(Dr C. Dweck, 2017) 

Consciously noticing and being curious about the leadership surrounding oneself can 
unfreeze long held beliefs and increase our awareness of the everyday acts of leadership 
occurring around us. (S. Kempster, 2009)

Deep and broad learning
• Developing as leader requires learning at both a broad and a deep level
• New learning disrupts our frames of reference creating new ways of thinking
• With psychological safety new learning can be accommodated into new frames of reference

We have found potential leaders move through learning stages; learning to lead self; learning to 
lead others; learning to lead the organisation. Each stage comprises broad and deep learning.

Broad learning 
Broad learning expands existing skills and practices, ones that might be applied everyday 
within a leadership role. For example, at the ‘learning to lead self’ stage, broad learning  
might encompass time management or managing boundaries. At the ‘learning to lead the 
organisation’ stage broad learning might focus on strategic planning or cross organisational 
influencing skills.

Deep learning
Deep learning is the recognition of ones underlying beliefs and identity. Deep learning is 
constant because new learning at the broad level can disrupt our usual frame of reference  
and challenge long held underlying beliefs.

For example, ‘learning to lead others’ will challenge existing habits and beliefs when learning  
to let go of tasks in order to delegate. Someone ‘learning to lead the organisation’ may find 
learning to step back and lead more strategically challenges their beliefs and needs regarding 
control and risk.

Deep learning can be challenging and uncomfortable. However ‘uncomfortable’ need not  
be threatening when psychological safety is considered and constructed. Through contracting 
and agreeing the learning relationship, psychological safety can be built. Doing this, in our 
experience, enables new learning to be accommodated into new frames of reference.  
Expanded frames of reference increase leadership range, and agency and permission  
are two vital outcomes of that expansion. 



www.acorncoaching.com

THE DEVELOPMENT OF PURPOSEFUL LEADERS

Agency and permission
• Imposter syndrome and fear go hand in hand
• Agency is an enabler of distributed leadership
• Agency means finding and learning to use one’s power 
• Permissions are powerful enablers of action

We mentioned how imposter syndrome, the fear of being caught out or seen as a fake,  
limits people’s application of new approaches. Fear reinforces such beliefs and fear 
disempowers action.

Rather than directly addressing imposter syndrome Acorn has found it more beneficial to  
help potential leaders find their agency. Agency is a key leadership attribute. Agency is the 
belief that we have choice and the power to exercise that choice.

Enabling one’s agency requires testing and challenging preconceived beliefs and habits of 
one’s ability to act. Key is learning the power of permissions, psychological rules for what  
we believe we can and can’t do. Our psychological permissions are immensely powerful.  
They can empower and disempower us from taking action.

Rather than looking to others for leadership, people learn the power of psychologically 
permitting themselves to act, of allowing themselves to try new approaches, to take the  
lead and learn as a consequence. In flatter organisations willingness to step forward  
and take the lead is crucial for innovation and productivity.

Permissions and agency do not develop overnight, deep beliefs, old habits, our concept  
of our identity conspire to maintain our status quo. 

Awareness of diversity challenges
• Diversity offers many advantages, creativity, innovation, etc
• The fault lines within diversity are the potential sources of innovation
• Harnessing and directing the forces of diversity requires leadership that is aware

Diversity reflects the composition of society. It seen as a positive force for catalysing innovation 
and creativity. However, research evidence indicates diversity poses challenges, challenges  
which contest the assumption that ‘diversity’ works naturally. 

Within diversity there are fissures along lines of gender, culture, age, nationality to name a few.  
To harness the innovation and creativity derived from diversity requires leaders who are aware  
of the challenges diversity poses, and who recognise their role in managing these challenges. 
M.West (2012).
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Ongoing development
• Leadership learning is ongoing, is life long and is not a destination 
• Requires conscious thought and effort 
• Needs support to create sustainability

A commonly held belief is that leadership is a destination, for example ‘at some point I will know  
I am a leader’. However, work by Charan, Drotter & Noel (2011) demonstrates it is a continual 
process of adapting to context and role changes. Adaption requires openness to new ways of 
thinking and leading and the release of old habits, thinking and beliefs.

Leadership, according to Charan et al, is not a destination but is built on an open mindset that  
is willing to learn. They identified a series of pivotal learning or transition points organisational 
leaders must adapt to in order to succeed. For example, the shift from leading oneself to learning 
to lead others or the step up to leading a function or unit. 

Transition points require leaders to understand and recognise that new ways of thinking and 
behaviour are required in order to make the new role effective. Michael Watkins of Harvard 
University concluded many managers fail to recognise that adaption lies with themselves rather 
than the context adapting to them, with many not recognising the need to adapt their frame of 
reference. They repeat what worked in the past (M. Watkins, 2006). Leadership development 
thinker and publisher Marshall Goldsmith labels this ‘What got you here won’t get you there’  
(M. Goldsmith, 2007).

In our experience a long-term view underpins solid leadership growth. In time poor organisations 
the temptation is that a two or three-day programme will develop leaders. However, Acorn has 
found that a longer-term programme built around workshops and one to one coaching over a 
year’s duration delivers more durable and beneficial results than isolated events. 

Summary
In summary the impact of leadership at all levels is not to be underestimated as it has  
a profound effect on shaping organisational culture. What leaders do others follow. 

However, leading with conviction and purpose does not occur overnight. 

This article has highlighted some of the significant areas that enable and accelerate  
leadership potential.

Our next article will consider the ‘how’. The type of programme and structure that enable 
meaningful and impactful leadership development for both participant and organisation.
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