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FOREWORD

I am delighted to be able, in some small way, to contribute to 
this piece of work.

Robina and Brian are rare creatures, gathering together a 
lifetime of experience to help guide the next generation of 
leadership to achieve what they want to. Their mix of real-
world experience, coupled with intellectual rigour and a 
passion for their subject is what makes this book a success. 

I, personally, have found the structure of the book constantly 
engaging and it has encouraged me to think in entirely new 
ways about established topics.

Furthermore, its clear and simple focus on the idea of 
leadership being about a mindset rather than a set of skills to 
exercise is, for me, where its power really sits. In some respects, 
it turns the traditional notion of leadership on its head. In the 
place of control and skills development, the authors offer you 
the idea of creating a more positive environment where the 
freedom to perform has been granted.

Leadership, I think, is not really about achieving objectives and 
success for you and your teams. In my humble opinion, it’s 
much bigger and more important than that. If you lead well, 
whether in your professional or private life, you fundamentally 
enrich the lives of everyone you touch. In the way that we 
can all name a teacher who inspired us and left an indelible 
mark on us, as leaders we have that same opportunity and 
responsibility.
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FOREWORD

In many ways leadership is an awesome responsibility and 
I feel it’s an honour for us all to have been placed in that 
environment. I know I’ve found it endlessly fascinating, 
frustrating and rewarding in equal measure. But there has 
never been a dull day and for that I’m hugely grateful.

I hope this book inspires you and takes you on a rewarding 
journey. You’re certainly in very good hands. 

Simon La Fosse
Founder and Chairman of La Fosse Associates 
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PREFACE

Most people who find themselves in a leadership position 
for the first time are lost and unprepared. The challenge 
of stepping up to leadership is not something that can be 
overcome by attending a course or reading a book that 
abstractly talks about planning or motivation or delegation. 
There is a big difference between understanding the theory 
of how something works and being able to apply those ideas 
in practice, especially if things are going wrong and you are 
under pressure to get results.

We work extensively with mid- and senior-level leaders in the 
IT sector across national boundaries and cultures. We find 
common issues whether we are working with technical team 
leaders or the senior leadership team – they all ask us similar 
questions and they always start with the words ‘How do I …?’.

But we have come to realise that generally they are not asking 
for theory; they already have the knowledge of what to do. 
They just have no idea of how to go about doing it in their 
particular situation and circumstances. 

When you engage with people as their leader, you are not 
simply directing work; you are engaged in creating and 
sustaining an environment within which they can deploy 
their various talents to collectively achieve great outcomes – 
outcomes that make a real difference in the lives of business 
partners, clients, customers and constituents.

Successful leaders realise that success comes more through 
their ability to create a positive environment where their staff  
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PREFACE

feel valued, trusted and free to exercise their professional 
judgement than by constraining people to blindly follow 
existing processes.

Every situation that you face as a leader will have an element 
of uniqueness; every interaction will be coloured by the hopes, 
fears and aspirations of all parties. What makes leadership 
so difficult is that all too often you are unaware of your own 
driving forces, let alone those that drive the people you are 
leading.

When we are consulting with IT leaders at all levels we hear 
the same complaints – too much work, too few resources, too 
much change, conflicting priorities and customers who don’t 
understand our problems. We see good people running faster 
just to stay in the same place and too many people facing ‘burn 
out’. It need not be like this but it takes courage and focus from 
the leader to change the situation for everyone’s benefit. 

In this book, we look at six key aspects that we have come to 
believe are critical to an IT leader’s ability to grow themselves 
both as a professional practitioner and as a person. The focus 
of this book is therefore on you, the individual; however, it is 
important to appreciate that personal growth is almost always 
achieved with the help of others and is often a catalyst and 
enabler for others to grow with you. 

Key to personal growth is the understanding that you are 
neither defined nor limited by your current circumstances. The 
only limits on what you can achieve are the limits you place 
on yourself. Therefore, in Chapter 1, we start with personal 
mastery, what it is and what it takes to achieve mastery in 
any field of endeavour. Often we fail to achieve our own 
full potential because fear of failure stops us from trying 
something new or different. One area where we see this most 
is the self-limiting belief that you are not ‘a creative type’, as 
if creativity is something that only rare people are born with. 
The ability to exhibit creativity and release it in others is an 
important role of the leader, so in Chapter 2 we look at ways 
to unlock your own creative potential. By now you should be  
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PREFACE

seeing a recurring pattern in our thinking: that learning and 
learning to learn is a critical skill for any leader. For this 
reason, in Chapter 3 we look at how you can develop yourself 
through mentoring and coaching others. In organisational 
terms this is a win–win situation, as you gain and the people 
you interact with also gain. 

In any organisational setting you are not an island: you 
function within a rich and often messy web of organisational 
relationships. Your ability to bring about positive outcomes 
for your team and your organisation will largely depend on 
your ability to exercise influence at all levels within your 
organisation; therefore in Chapter 4 we look at ways of 
‘playing’ the political game whilst maintaining a sense of 
personal integrity. 

If you are successful in developing the skills and attitudes 
that we have identified in the first four chapters, the net result 
will be lots of new opportunities to bring about changes in 
your organisation that stem from new forms of individual and 
collective learning. As a leader, it is important that you are 
seen as someone who can achieve personal success whilst 
releasing and sustaining excellent levels of engagement 
and performance from all the members of your team. This 
is a fundamental aspect of leadership and it takes time, so 
the focus of Chapter 5 is on managing your time. In the final 
chapter, Chapter 6, we recognise that things do not always go 
as planned, mistakes are made, disasters happen. As a leader, 
it is important that you find the personal resilience to keep 
positive even when the odds appear to be stacked against you.

Each of the chapters follows the same structure. Each contains 
short anecdotes of how real people have applied some of this 
book’s ideas. We point to resources for you to develop deeper 
engagement and understanding and we provide a series of 
simple things you can do now to start to develop into a more 
successful team leader.

xiv
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PREFACE

Throughout the book you will see icons in the margin to focus 
your attention on particular aspects. Below you will find 
the key.

GOLDEN RULE

The golden rule to remember, even if you don’t remember 
anything else about the chapter.

ANECDOTE

An anecdote or case study; real-life experience from leaders 
who have faced these situations and taken purposeful action.

KEY IDEA

Key ideas to unlock potential. Things you should be trying to 
build into your professional practice.

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

Get into the habit of asking yourself these questions before 
you take action.

EXERCISE REGIMES

Things you can try immediately together with hints on how to 
adopt and adapt the ideas to your unique situation.

RESOURCES

Links to resources where you can find additional helpful and 
inspiring ideas.
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PREFACE

We are always fascinated to hear of your experiences in 
applying the ideas we have presented. Please email us with 
examples from your personal experience and we will seek to 
include them in future editions of this book series.

Brian Sutton and Robina Chatham

drbriansutton@gmail.com
robina@chatham.uk.com
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1 BUILDING PERSONAL 
MASTERY

The focus of this chapter is on techniques you can use 
to go beyond being just good at your job and become truly 
outstanding; to be all you can be. To achieve this, you will need 
to become much more deliberate in choosing and working on 
things you want to improve, and you will also need to tune 
your senses to acquire feedback from every possible source 
and then use this feedback as a learning mechanism. Through 
learning, you get better at what you do and you also develop 
the personal courage to strive to be great at things that you 
currently believe are beyond your ability.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

When we talk of personal mastery we are describing the 
process of developing true expertise in a field.

It is natural to aspire to be an expert, but in looking for 
role models people often look outside their profession for 
inspiration about how people achieve mastery. For example, 
when you look at top artists or sportsmen or sportswomen 
it is easy to think that such expertise is a step too far for you. 
In many cases that may be true to an extent, but it is not the 
whole story. Almost all top performers share the following 
common traits:

 y They practise intensively and in a very focused and 
deliberate way. On average, the evidence appears to 
suggest that it takes about 10,000 hours of practice  

1
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GROWING YOURSELF AS A LEADER

 over a period of around 10 years to reach elite 
performance.1 

 y They study with devoted and talented teachers and 
coaches who are dedicated to developing people.

 y They are encouraged and supported in their 
development by their family and friends.

Rather than be disillusioned or daunted by the sheer scale of 
effort put in by these role models, you should draw comfort 
from these statistics. These experts achieved brilliance 
through hard work and focused deliberate practice. If they can 
do it, so can you. But what is the difference between deliberate 
practice and the routine consolidation of your skills that you 
engage in every day of the week?

There is an old adage that says:

Practice makes perfect.

The reality is that practice just makes you better at doing what 
you are already doing and more certain that what you are doing 
is right. Without appropriate feedback and reflective thought, 
you can never hope to get truly better at doing anything. 

Within the context of learning by doing in the workplace, you 
can think of the process in the following way; you take action, 
observe the results, reflect on why things turned out the way 
they did, and then you think about how you can modify your 
actions or approach next time to get different or better results.

This is termed the learning loop and was articulated neatly 
by David Kolb in 1983.2 In order for you to learn, experience 
has to be backed up by reflection which, in turn, allows you to 
make generalisations and formulate concepts that can then be 
applied to new situations.

1  Ericsson, K.A., Prietula, M.J. and Cokely, E.T. (2007) ‘The making of an expert’. Harvard 
Business Review. Available from: https://hbr.org/2007/07/the-making-of-an-expert  
[20 November 2017].

2  Kolb, D.A. (1983) Experimental Learning: experience as the source of learning and develop-
ment. London: Prentice Hall.

2
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BUILDING PERSONAL MASTERY

The thing that makes Kolb’s learning loop work is feedback – 
information that you receive from the real world that helps you 
understand how things are playing out. Feedback is a critical 
element for learning and growth.

If you want to achieve personal mastery at anything, you 
need to look for feedback on your current performance 
and then reflect on what that feedback is telling you.

Everything you do is an opportunity to learn and grow, but 
unless you get feedback you will never be able to take full 
advantage of these precious learning opportunities.

THE IMPACT OF THE ISSUE

There is a world of difference between being busy and being 
productive. Our organisations are full of busy people, people 
running on autopilot as they repeat with little thought the 
same tasks in the same way. Often enjoyment and fulfilment 
drain away and all that is left is getting through another day 
without actually screwing up. It need not be like this: you do 
have a choice. You can spend your days reacting to things as 
they hit you; if you do this you will inevitably have a sense that 
the world is happening to you and is outside of your control. 
Or you can adopt a more creative mindset and seek to create 
the future you want by the choices and actions you take today 
and every day.

If you choose to take a hand in creating your own future you 
will need to, first of all, imagine what that future could be, in 
terms of:

 y what it would look and feel like;

 y what you would be able to achieve if you could make 
it real;

 y what you would need to put in place in order to get 
there.

3
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GROWING YOURSELF AS A LEADER

This is, in effect, building a personal vision. Your vision needs 
to be challenging; ideally it should appear to lie just outside 
your possible grasp and it should be something that is going 
to take significant and sustained effort to achieve. If you are 
not heading somewhere significant and exciting you will just 
drift – most of the people in the workplace today are drifting. 
Drifters seldom get promoted and are highly unlikely to get to 
do the exciting and interesting jobs. You need to be driven and 
you need to be driving relentlessly towards a goal.

Comparing your personal vision to the current reality will 
highlight the gaps – the things that you need to change or 
improve in order to make progress. Some of the skills and 
abilities you need will be new to you or will feel awkward or 
uncomfortable, whilst others may need a little polishing. The 
key is to be selective and focus on one thing at a time.

Expertise is realised as a result of lots of small but 
significant improvements to lots of seemingly insignificant 
things rather than one big improvement to one thing.

The reason that many people find it so difficult to improve in 
the workplace is because they do not have a vision that drives 
them to a new level. They don’t know how to apply themselves 
in a way that can yield results. They often don’t have someone 
to inspire, guide and sustain them in their quest for excellence 
and mastery and, critically, they expect results too soon. The 
problem with shooting for the stars is that at the first setback 
it is tempting to give up or lower the goal, to say: ‘Well, that 
was unrealistic. Perhaps I ought to attempt something a little 
less challenging.’ Never give up or lower your goals. You may 
not achieve them all but the people who you admire and who 
succeed are the sorts of people who will strive relentlessly to 
achieve their goal. For them, failure is not an option.

If you fail to achieve your goal, don’t lower it – change your 
approach to achieving it.

4
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BUILDING PERSONAL MASTERY

Once you start to work on improving your skills you will need 
a means to assess the progress that you are making. This 
normally comes in the form of feedback. You know from the 
last section that feedback is important, but, sadly, feedback is 
not always easy to come by. 

Feedback comes in many forms: it can be tangible metrics 
of performance gathered as part of your business systems, 
or it can be more subjective assessments about how people 
are making sense of, and reacting to, the changes you have 
instituted. Feedback can be generic in terms of the contribution 
that your efforts have made or it can be more personal, about 
how you are perceived and reacted to as an individual. All 
types and styles of feedback are important and you need to 
reflect upon what the feedback tells you about both what you 
do and how you engage with people in order to do it. 

Often the consequences of your decisions or actions do not 
show up until weeks, or even months, later. The outcomes, 
when they finally arise, do so all too often somewhere else 
along the value chain and, therefore, are not visible to you.

This causes a big problem in your feedback loop and it shows 
itself as follows:

 y You meet an issue. Your brain recognises a pattern 
in the events and says, ‘Oh, this is one of them’. If 
you have met the situation before, you are likely to 
remember what you did last time.

 y You probably think that you did the right thing last time 
or in a similar situation and the obvious conclusion is 
that you didn’t do it well enough, or that you should 
have done it faster or more vigorously.

 y So, you do the same thing again, but with more 
vigour and certainty. The consequence is that you 
repeat solutions that fail and in many cases you keep 
repeating them ad infinitum because you never get 
feedback on the outcome, or consequences, of your 
actions.

5
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GROWING YOURSELF AS A LEADER

This scenario is just as likely to show up in the way you 
handle your relationships as it is in the way you play out your 
organisational responsibilities. Day after day, you do what 
you always did; you always get the same results; you don’t 
question those results, or witness the outcomes; and you don’t 
take personal responsibility for those outcomes.

The result is that your leaders shake their heads in dismay and 
wonder why the same problems keep cropping up time after 
time, and why the competition appears to be more nimble and 
more innovative. 

You don’t need to get better at what you are doing; you 
need to get better at understanding why you are doing 
what you are doing and recognising when you need to 
start doing something different.

MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL 

In his book The Fifth Discipline,3 Peter Senge identified personal 
mastery as an underpinning principle of organisational 
learning. According to Senge, to achieve personal mastery 
you must first set a personal vision: what you want to achieve 
and why this is important to you. This will then lead to what 
he terms ‘creative tension’: the feelings and impulses that 
arise in the space between where you want to be and the 
current reality. Without this creative tension, you are unlikely 
to summon the desire and achieve the sustained levels 
of effort needed to bring about a change in your personal 
circumstances.

Senge goes on to stress the importance of being loyal to the 
truth; this is a more difficult and contentious notion, not least 
because often our version of the truth is tied up with our 
assumptions about how the world works. We would suggest  

3  Senge, P.M. (1994) The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: strategies and tools for building a learning 
organization. New York; London: Currency, Doubleday.

6
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BUILDING PERSONAL MASTERY

that at this stage of your development as a team leader it is 
possibly better to think in terms of integrity and by that we 
mean having a strong moral compass and being true to your 
beliefs and principles. 

The starting point is personal vision: a desire to achieve 
something tangible, something that will stretch you, involving 
the acquisition of new skills, knowledge and habits. Your 
vision should be something that is capable of shifting the 
tectonic plates of your life and shaping you as a new and 
better person with new capabilities and horizons. The actual 
vision itself is far less important than what the vision does 
for you, how it triggers and sustains progress towards a 
new you.

The following mini case study helps to put this issue into 
context. Interestingly this story of personal transformation 
started more by accident than purposeful visioning, but the 
vision emerged as the story unfolded and the results were life 
changing.

Anne was a middle manager in the operations department 
of a large FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods) 
organisation. Anne was bright, hard-working, highly 
professional and well respected by her peers. She ran her 
department well and could be relied upon to do what was 
right and deliver a great quality service.

Anne came to the attention of the HR department and 
was offered the opportunity of a one-year sabbatical to 
go back to university and do a master’s degree, paid for 
by the organisation. She was excited by the prospect and 
prepared herself for the challenge. Just a couple of weeks 
into the course, Anne realised that the key was not to learn 
new stuff, but rather to learn new ways of looking at stuff. 
She had to examine everything she knew and question 
why she thought about things the way that she did.

7
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GROWING YOURSELF AS A LEADER

With this new sense of ‘self’ came the crushing realisation 
that she did not have 15 years’ experience of management 
– what she had was one year’s experience repeated 
15  times. Eventually, she came out of the programme 
knowing new things, seeing all things differently, and 
having a new sense of her own value and a commitment 
always to try to see everything as if for the first time.

Anne’s story illustrates nicely that, paradoxically, personal 
mastery does not necessarily come from striving to perfect 
what you currently know and do. Anne’s breakthrough came 
when she realised that the big pay-off came when she 
challenged herself to see and do new things; learning how 
to learn better and, crucially, realising that what was already 
in her head limited what she focused her attention on. To 
really learn differently you need to acquire the ability to see 
(perceive) differently. 

Sometimes the real clarity of a situation can only be seen 
when you view it from another perspective. 

Personal mastery and development comes through 
discovering new ways of learning and embedding the desire 
to learn in everything that you do; learning is kick-started by 
new experiences.

So, the way to really get better is by grappling with things 
you don’t know. You need to challenge what you think you 
know and how you came to be so certain about it. You need to 
spend more than half of your available time striving, however 
imperfectly, to seize the unknown.

At the end of each week ask yourself the question – ‘What 
have I got better at this week that moves me towards the 
achievement of my goal?’
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People who make significant improvements in their 
personal performance do so as a result of deliberate 
practice. 

Most of the time when we choose to make the effort of 
practising something, we quickly fall into the habit of practising 
the things we can already do; after all, this feels good and 
gives us an instant psychological reward. But the research4 
shows that the route to expertise lies in practising the things 
that you can’t do or that you find difficult.

To improve your performance you need to identify 
something specific that you either don’t know how to do 
or that you are poor at and then work on that one thing in 
a sustained way. Once you have perfected that one thing 
you can then add it into your wider practice and look for 
the next small thing to work on.

In addition to physical activity, try to be deliberate in the 
thinking that is associated with the physical acts. Try talking 
through your strategy out loud before you take action; this all 
helps bring additional focus to your physical acts. 

You may also benefit from consciously scheduling what time 
of day you tackle certain sorts of problems. Listen to your 
body clock and set time for your most difficult and mentally 
challenging deliberate practice when you are at your freshest 
and your best; for most people this will be at the start of the day. 

The following story illustrates how, with a little thought, 
imagination and forward planning you can build deliberate 
practice into any situation.

4  Ericsson, K.A., Prietula, M.J. and Cokely, E.T. (2007) ‘The making of an expert’. Harvard 
Business Review. Available from: https://hbr.org/2007/07/the-making-of-an-expert [20 
November 2017].

9
Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/growingasaleader



GROWING YOURSELF AS A LEADER

Tim was a web development team leader. A key element 
of his job was to accompany senior sales execs as 
they pitched for business to important clients. Tim was 
generally acknowledged as the most promising web 
developer in the company, but he was uncomfortable in 
the presence of the extrovert sales guys and was often 
marginalised or talked over in these important meetings. 
To make matters worse, Tim’s boss was a charismatic 
personality who delivered knock-out sales presentations, 
answered client questions with authority and panache 
and was loved by all the sales team. Unless Tim could get 
better and win the trust of the sales team in the same way, 
he would never have a hope of stepping into his boss’s 
shoes when his boss moved on.

Tim got on well with his boss and so asked him if he would 
mentor him. They adopted the following strategy. 

A couple of days before an important sales pitch was to be 
delivered by his boss they would sit down and brainstorm 
all the key client needs and expectations and the unique 
ways in which their solution would fulfil these needs. They 
compiled a list of all the possible questions the client 
might have and the objections they might offer about the 
proposed solution. Tim would then go away independently 
and work up a slide pack and a persuasive response to all 
the questions. He would not share this with his boss. 

On the day of the sales pitch, Tim would accompany his 
boss and sit at the back of the room – he would compare 
his boss’s slide pack to his own and notice how his boss 
responded to questions from the floor. He made extensive 
notes on his own slide pack and briefing notes to show 
where their two approaches diverged and which elements 
of his boss’s pitch had the most impact on the audience in 
terms of nodding and supportive comments. A couple of 
days after the event the two would sit down again and review 
what Tim had learned from the process and his boss would 
explain, where necessary, why he had made the choices
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he did. Together they would agree on one core aspect that 
should be the focus of their next mentoring session. This 
continued at least twice a month for 18 months.

Two years later the sales team no longer looked at Tim as 
technically capable but dull – he was now charismatic Tim 
who could be relied upon to wow clients. Three years later 
he moved up into his boss’s job.

Tim’s story highlights some key points. Getting better at 
something takes a lot of hard work and time. But effort on 
its own is not sufficient: Tim could not have achieved his 
transformation without the dedicated and selfless support of 
his boss. We all need support, encouragement and targeted 
feedback if we are to progress and achieve mastery at anything.

We have seen that to get the most benefit from your practice 
periods you need expert feedback, so you need to find a good 
coach, someone you trust and respect, someone who has real 
proven ability in the field you wish to excel in and someone 
who will both inspire and challenge you. One coach does 
not fit all purposes. As you grow and develop you will need 
different things from different people; your need may become 
for a mentor rather than a coach, for example.5 Your coach or 
mentor will need to be skilled at giving feedback. 

Feedback needs to be considered, targeted and balanced: too 
much feedback in general can be confusing and too much 
negative feedback in particular will be demoralising. The best 

5  Coaching is about personal effectiveness, growth and career development. It focuses on 
the achievement of specific goals or the resolution of certain performance or motiva-
tional issues. The role of a coach is to ask really good questions that make you think 
and motivate you to learn and do things differently. Coaching helps individuals access 
what they already know. They may never have asked themselves the questions but they 
have the answers. A coach assists, supports and encourages individuals to find these 
answers. Coaching is about helping people to learn rather than teaching them. 

   Mentoring is concerned with the passing on of knowledge or experience to someone less 
experienced or less qualified. Mentors may also open doors, act as sounding boards, or 
provide guidance, affirmation or reassurance to their ‘mentee’.
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coaches and mentors don’t just focus on the here and now – 
they look forward and identify the skills and attitudes that you 
don’t possess now but will need to develop in order to achieve 
your next goal.

Great coaches and mentors will help you to develop your 
inner coach, so that you can become sensitive to your own 
performance in any situation and hence learn to self-coach.

The key to learning to self-coach is acquiring the ability to 
observe yourself, as a third party would, whilst you are engaged 
in your practice. This is not an easy skill. Most people, much of 
the time, will fall into one of two states: they will either be in the 
flow, so immersed in what they are doing that they are oblivious 
to the outside world, or they will be purposefully standing back 
from the action and consciously thinking about what they are 
experiencing and what they plan to do next. The second of these 
states is often termed ‘reflecting on action’, a term coined by 
Donald Schön in his landmark book The Reflective Practitioner,6 
and is an important skill to master. This sort of reflection is 
more than just noticing what is going on; it is also about asking 
yourself why you see and experience things in the way that 
you do. If you adopted a different perspective would you notice 
things differently in the same situation?

You will know that you are starting to become really effective 
as a self-coach when you are able to slip seamlessly and 
unconsciously between the two states – of flow and reflecting 
in the moment on the action you are taking. Schön termed 
this ‘reflecting in action’. The bedrock of all coaching is asking 
powerful questions. As a self-coach, you will need to ask 
yourself reflective questions such as the following:

 y What specific technique or skill have I been deliberately 
practising this week?

6 Schön, D.A. (1991) The Reflective Practitioner: how professionals think in action. Aldershot: 
Arena.
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 y How much have I closed the gap between where this 
element of my practice is and where I want it to be?

 y What has been the most rewarding outcome of this 
particular phase of practice and why?

 y What has been the most frustrating thing about this 
phase of practice and why?

 y What does the frustration I have felt tell me about 
how I should structure the next phase of my practice 
and what key learning target I should build into my 
performance vision?

The only way you will grow as a leader is by stretching the 
limits of who you are, and doing things that may make you 
uncomfortable but that teach you, through direct experience 
and feedback, who you want to become. Indeed, the moments 
that challenge your sense of self are the ones that teach you 
the most.

PRACTICAL ADVICE

We will split our advice into two parts:

1. getting better and achieving mastery in what you are 
currently doing;

2. getting better at learning, so that you can achieve 
mastery in something new.

First some tips on how to become a superstar at what you are 
currently doing.

 y Set yourself performance goals for all the important 
things that you have to do. These goals should not be 
process goals; they need to be outcome focused. It 
is not good enough to do something faster if the end 
customer sees no benefit that is meaningful to them 
as a result of your efforts.

 y Monitor your own success rate against your personal 
performance goals. What is your personal best?
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 y Get into the habit of visualising what it would feel like 
to set a new personal best:

 ß How would you need to prepare differently?

 ß What new skills or knowledge would you need?

 ß How would you deploy your new-found skills 
and knowledge to do something that someone 
cares about differently in a way that produces 
a significantly different outcome or customer 
experience?

 ß How will you know when you have achieved 
something new?

 y Ask yourself how others would assess your 
performance. Ask people for feedback on the following 
indicators:

 ß What is it like to work with you?

 ß How do you make people feel?

 ß What is the most significant contribution that people 
associate with you?

 ß What do others see as your core strength?

 ß What one or two things would others really like to 
change about how you do what you do?

Now turn your attention to doing things differently and also to 
doing different things.

In terms of doing things differently, our message is a simple 
one: every hour spent on up-front thinking and reflecting 
with an enquiring mind will pay big dividends and could save 
you 100 hours down the road, mopping up the consequential 
issues of a bodged job, or dealing with the quick fix when it 
fails. This up-front hour should be spent in the following way:

 y Considering alternative approaches.

 y Putting yourself in the shoes of the person, or people, 
who will receive the output of your efforts. Ask yourself 
what is important to them and how they would want 
you to improve what you are doing.
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 y Asking yourself if this will fix things in such a way that 
they are likely to stay fixed.

 y Thinking how what you are doing is going to make 
things easier for your customer (by easier, we mean 
reducing the effort the customer has to expend in 
order to engage with you or your services).

 y Ensuring that you are addressing the root cause of an 
issue rather than merely the symptoms.

 y Considering what leadership style or tactics you could 
borrow from others, for example shaping opinion without 
being overbearing, or using humour to break tension.

You also need to find every opportunity you can to do something 
different. Our basic rule of thumb is that when looking for a 
new challenge you should try to aim for something that is 50 
per cent familiar and 50 per cent completely unknown. You 
need the 50 per cent familiarity, or you are likely to freeze and 
become unable to act. The 50 per cent unknown forces you to 
think new things and imagine new solutions.

When you approach a new challenge, start by asking yourself 
these questions:

 y What is different or new about this situation, problem 
or request? Then look for new angles.

 y What are the big assumptions that underpin your 
thinking about this situation? Are those assumptions 
still valid?

 y If you were coming at this for the first time with no 
prior knowledge, how would you react?

 y What would be the first thing that made an impression 
on you?

 y What would world-class performance on this issue 
look and feel like?

 y How far are you away from providing world-class 
service?

 y What is the single biggest barrier to success?
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 ß What don’t you know about this situation? Is the 
lack of that knowledge a roadblock that will stop 
progress or merely a speed bump that will slow you 
down?

 ß If you are facing a roadblock, can you find someone 
else who has the knowledge you need?

You also need to adopt a rigorous approach to creating 
opportunities to be different. We suggest that, at the start of 
each week, you choose one event that you may be called upon 
to repeat a number of times; for example, chairing a meeting, 
meeting a customer, or, maybe, briefing a team member on a 
task.

Then pick one aspect of the task; for example, planning for the 
task itself, how you use questions to steer the meeting, how 
you build rapport or how you check on understanding.

Whatever you decide to focus on, make sure that you do the 
following things:

 y Be conscious of the thing you are trying to practise.

 y Monitor your own feelings and internal struggles as 
you carry out your task.

 y Monitor the reaction and behaviour of the people you 
are dealing with:

 ß Were they at ease and receptive?

 ß Were they following your train of thought?

 ß Could they feed back to you an understanding of 
what you wanted?

 ß Had you engaged both their hearts and minds, or 
just one aspect?

 ß Did you get the level of contribution from them that 
you had hoped for?

 ß Did anyone leave the room not understanding what 
you were aiming for or feeling that they did not have 
the opportunity to express their concerns, hopes 
and desires?
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Now think about the outcomes you were hoping to achieve, 
and use those outcomes as feedback to guide your learning 
about the effectiveness of your new strategy:

 y How confident and natural did you feel as you used 
the technique?

 y What went really well?

 y What could have gone better?

 y What one or two things that you did appeared to 
resonate with the people you were working with? 
What got them excited?

 y Did the energy you created produce a positive result?

 y If you could immediately repeat the same exercise with 
the same people, what would you do differently and why?

Keep a reflective journal of what you tried, and what you observed 
happening as a result of what you tried. Capture how you felt, as 
well as what you did. In your reflective section focus on:

 y what you learned from the events of the day or week;

 y what you might have done differently if you had 
been able to view the same events from a different 
perspective.

At the end of each week review your learning and try to identify:

 y two things that you will try to do more of;

 y two things that you will try to do less of.

Achieving personal mastery is all about:

1. setting a goal and putting in time and effort to achieve it;
2. finding ways of getting feedback on your progress; 
3. reflecting on what the feedback tells you about 

yourself and your impact, in the context of your goal;
4. using your new understanding to modify what you do 

and how you think going forward.
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The process that we have described above looks pretty 
straightforward but, in our experience, the facet that people 
have most difficulty with is reflection. Our advice would be 
to get yourself a coach or trusted adviser. It is important to 
understand that, when choosing a coach, you are not looking 
for someone who can tell you what to do. You are looking for 
someone who can listen to your experiences and then ask you 
really good questions, questions that make you think and that 
kick-start your learning process.

The key to achieving personal mastery in anything is 
reflection and learning, and having the courage to try 
something new.

If you want to achieve mastery in everything you do, you have 
to find learning opportunities in everything that you do.

By all means take pride in doing something well, but always 
remain alert to the possibility that maybe you could have done 
it even better. It is the quest for continuous improvement that 
marks out the star performers.

THINGS FOR YOU TO WORK ON NOW

Below are some questions that will help you build a picture of 
how you currently seek and value feedback about your own 
performance and contribution to significant outcomes. 

KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

 y How do I judge and measure my own performance?

 y How much of my time does fire-fighting and 
rework consume?

 y When did I last actively seek feedback about how 
my efforts contribute to achieving outcomes that 
are meaningful to our customers?
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 y When did I last seek feedback about how my 
style of engagement impacts or inhibits the 
achievement of key goals?

 y Have my stories, my defining moments or my 
self-image become outdated?

 y How often do I challenge myself to think and see 
things in a different way and then reflect upon 
how I could do things differently?

 y How concerned am I about how I appear, and how 
afraid am I to take risks in the service of learning?

 y When I look at people in the organisation who 
are considered to be star performers, what are 
the key things about how they operate that are 
different to my way of behaving that I feel I could 
emulate?

Reflect on your answers to these questions. Decide on whether 
you wish to work on perfecting a current personal practice or 
embark on achieving mastery at something new, then choose 
one of the techniques we identified on pages 13 to 17 and use 
those ideas to help you tackle the mini exercises below.

MINI EXERCISES YOU CAN TRY IMMEDIATELY

 y Start to keep a personal diary of learning – jot 
down things that you do that work well and 
things that don’t work quite so well. How did you 
recognise that they were working, or not working?

 y Set aside some quiet time to review your learning 
diary and reflect on how you can change one or 
two of the things you do. Make a plan of how you 
will change those things and be rigorous about 
following through on your planned actions.
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 y Ask for feedback from your staff, your boss, your 
peers and your customers. Ask them what they 
value most about your style and approach and 
what they value least.

 y Get yourself a mentor or coach and be prepared 
to have at least two sessions in the first month 
and then at least one session per month for a 
minimum of a year.

 y Set yourself three personal performance goals. 
How will you measure your progress and how will 
you know when you have achieved these goals?

 y Understand that you can also improve performance 
by eliminating some behaviours – identify two 
things that you are currently doing that are getting 
in the way of improved performance and vow to 
stop doing them. Once you have succeeded with 
these two, set yourself another two.

If you are inspired to find out more about any of the themes 
covered in this chapter we suggest that you start by reviewing 
the resources listed below.

FURTHER FOOD FOR THE CURIOUS

 y Ericsson, K.A., Prietula, M.J. and Cokely, E.T. (2007) ‘The 
making of an expert’. Harvard Business Review. 
Available from: https://hbr.org/2007/07/the-making-
of-an-expert [20 November 2017]. 

 ß A short 15-page paper with lots of inspiring and 
fascinating examples.

 y Goleman. D. (1995) Emotional Intelligence. New York: 
Bantam Books.

 ß A comprehensive text on the subject of emotional 
intelligence. One of the five emotional intelligences 
that Goleman describes is ‘motivating yourself to 
achieve peak performance’.
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 y Schön, D.A. (1991)  The Reflective Practitioner: how 
professionals think in action. Aldershot: Arena.

 � A must-read for the more thoughtful professional 
who is committed to learning and self-coaching.

 y Senge, P.M. (1994)  The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: 
strategies and tools for building a learning 
organization. New York; London: Currency, Doubleday.

 � The classic text on the elements of building a 
learning organisation. This is an easier read than 
the original book, The fifth discipline (1990), and is 
set out in a very accessible way with lots of clear 
examples. Dip in to sample a specific idea.

 y Taylor, D. (2002) The Naked Leader. Oxford: Capstone.

 � An easy read with many poignant truths and 
practical tips.
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priorities 73, 77, 85

proactive mode 78–83

probing questions 51

problems

see adversity, 
approaches towards

procrastination 81

productivity

see personal 
mastery; time 
management

questioning

to challenge 
thinking 68–9

in coaching/
mentoring 40–1, 
43–4, 55–6

creativity and 27, 
28, 34

effective questioning 
45, 51–4

RACE model of 
coaching skills 44–5, 
46–54

reactive mode 73

real world creativity 
27–8, 37

redundancy 92–3

‘reflecting in action’ 
12–13

reflection 2–3, 12–13, 
17

reflective questions 52

relationship building 
45, 46–7, 64

relaxation 94, 95, 96

resilience 96–7

role models 1–2

sales pitches 10–11

saying ‘no’ 82–3

Schön, Donald 12

seeing things 
differently

see perspective 
changes

self-awareness 44, 55, 
69–70

self-centredness 66

self-coaching 12–13

self-confidence 69

self-limiting beliefs 
28–9, 30

Senge, Peter 6–7

service 14–15, 23–4

sheep (political 
animals) 60, 61, 69

sleep 96, 98

social network sites 79

stealth tactics 78

success 34, 60

talking 9, 93

teaching

as learning 39–40, 
45–6

see also mentoring 
and coaching

team morale 42–3

testing ‘in the moment’ 
27

thinking

deliberately 9

habits 92–3

questioning and 
52–4, 68–9

Thomas, Maura 73

time management

impact of 73–4

importance of 72–3

making sense of 
74–8

practical advice 
78–83

resources 86

things to work on 
84–5

time of day 9, 79

time out 94, 96

time thieves 79

time wasting 80–1

‘to do’ lists 82

trust 47, 64, 80

truth 6–7

university (case study) 
7–8

up-front thinking 
14–15

urgency of tasks 75–6

vision 3–4, 6–7

visitors 79

wasted time 80–1

win–win situations 62, 
64, 67–9

word association 33

words 36–7

106
Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/growingasaleader



Buy the complete book: www.bcs.org/books/growingasaleader


	Cover
	Copyright Page
	CONTENTS
	LIST OF FIGURES
	ABOUT THE AUTHORS
	FOREWORD
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	PREFACE
	1 BUILDING PERSONAL MASTERY
	WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
	THE IMPACT OF THE ISSUE
	MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL
	PRACTICAL ADVICE
	THINGS FOR YOU TO WORK ON NOW
	FURTHER FOOD FOR THE CURIOUS

	INDEX
	Back Cover



