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PART 1

SELF , SOMA &
EMBODIMENT
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Have you wondered why
developing yourself as a leader
is hard?
Why, when you come back
from a development
programme it is hard to
implement what you have
been learning?
Or why, despite knowing that
some of your personal patterns
don’t work for you, it seems
really hard to change them?
You know how you ought to be,
or how you’d like to be
regarded as a Leader but
somehow you can’t achieve it?
Read on and you will learn
about the missing ingredient
for leadership (and personal)
development.
Definitions of leadership abound,
along with a multitude of selfhelp books and guides, to ‘top 10
lists’, Ted talks, proverbs and
reams of social media
‘reminders’ of what makes a
good leader. Ever wondered why
we still seem to be searching for
the ‘secret to leadership
success’?
The contention of this paper is
that there is a missing element
to the way in which we reflect
upon, consciously observe and
develop leadership and that is
the development of the ‘self’.
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EMBODIMENT

Your ‘self’, my ‘self’ -what does
it have to do with Leadership?
What do we mean by the ‘self’.
Firstly, let me declare that
throughout this paper I will refer
to the ‘self’ as a distinct entity
simply for emphasis.
At it’s simplest level the ‘self’ can
be defined as the ‘essential
being that distinguishes one
individual from another’. What
arises are questions of character,
nature, virtues, abilities, beliefs
and so on. We may add in
observations that reflect
perceptions of our physicality.
One’s sense of ‘self’ is drawn
from our feelings, sensations,
moods, emotions, our vocal
tone, our language and our
physical nature. We know what
it feels like to be our ‘self’ to a
greater or lesser degree.
Leaders today are expected to
be technically competent,
possess both cognitive and
emotional intelligence, and to
have a certain presence, or 'air'
about them.
Leaders are expected to inspire,
to motivate, to lead. They are
expected to be a particular kind
of person or a particular kind of
‘self'.
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The ‘self’ that we are influences
greatly the relationships we
have with others, our perceived
presence, stature and gravitas,
and therefore our leadership.

the domains of language and
cognitive processing, moods and
emotions and the physical body.
When we show up as leaders,
our Soma shows up.

Our sense of self determines our
ability to inspire, to motivate and
to lead.

If this seems somewhat
tangential bear with me.

In leadership development we
focus often on the development
of technical competence,
knowledge and understanding.
We invest time understanding
models, theories and concepts.
We develop softer skills and
emotional intelligence and one
could argue that we are, in some
sense developing the ‘self’. There
is however more to it.

Soma? Embodiment?
There is an ancient Greek word –
Soma - which roughly translated
means the body in its living
wholeness. When we think of our
‘wholeness’ we realise that we
are far more than a physical
presence of matter.
We are a complex mix of
physical cells, chemicals,
electrical impulses and
energetic vibrational forces.
These elements contrive to
create a human being that
ultimately is revealed through

As we have grown and
developed we have learned to
embody certain ways of being.
We may have embodied a
happy go lucky disposition that
reveals itself through smiling,
laughing, flowing movement,
resilience and maybe, free of
worry, lack of concern, not
completing projects and so on.
(Who we are determines how
we interpret ‘happy go lucky’.)
Or we may have learned to
embody a worrying disposition
that reveals itself through bitten
nails, constant nervous
movements, revisiting the same
stories, constant checking and
re- checking, a tight face and
body, jerky or timid movement.
Our Soma reflects what we have
learned to embody throughout
the passage of our life.
If we want to stand in a
leadership role, then one of the
key places we need to pay
attention is what it is that we
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want to embody, what it is that
we want to reveal to others
about our self through our
leadership.

What is it in my ‘self’ that I want
to cultivate?’ and ‘for the
purpose of what do I want to
cultivate it?’
‘

Meet Jayne...
Jayne is petite, demure and
leading a team of 7 people. She’s
warm, friendly, engaging and
startlingly bright. She is well
respected for her smarts
amongst her peers and
colleagues.
Jayne is currently facing a test of
her leadership and management
because one of her team is
under performing and despite
regular conversations there has
been no improvement.
She’s faced with putting him on
a Performance Improvement
Plan which she fears will not
result in the required
improvements and therefore
ultimately end in the
termination of his employment.
Jayne cares about this person,
who she knows is also facing
some personal challenges at
home.
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Putting all the legal issues to
one side, Jayne is faced with
having some potentially difficult
conversations with him.
Role playing this out, Jayne
shows up as contracted, slightly
curved spine, withdrawn rib
cage, shoulders rounded, head
reaching forward and dropping
down, unable to maintain eye
contact with saucer like eyes
darting from side to side.
Her breath pattern is high. Her
speech isn’t fluid and she’s
stumbling on her words.
From this position she
recognises that she is unlikely to
be able to have the conversation
she actually wants to have; one
of clarity and coherence, rational
and fair tempered with
compassion and heart.
She wants to maintain contact
with her team member and
she’d love for him to turn the
situation around.
How Jayne is showing up in this
situation is her response when
she is in the spotlight. We
discover in the course of the
conversation that the difficulty
that she is experiencing is not
just about the fact that putting
someone on PIP is unpleasant
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and potentially career
damaging, but that one of her
deepest concerns here is being
seen.
It’s not just about her
competence or her ability to
take care of her team member.
As the leader of this team she is
being asked to step up to
leadership and she’s going to
be in the spotlight. She feels
vulnerable and it’s showing up.
Her personal pattern under
stress is revealing itself.
All of this, after Jayne has had
coaching on the procedural
and process aspects to
handling this situation from the
HR function.
There is nothing wrong with the
advice, support and coaching
that she has been given but to
date it hasn’t focused on ‘how
she needs to be’ in this
situation, how she needs to
‘organise’ herself somatically
(not notes, papers and prep,
although that’s just as
important) and what she needs
to practice in the moment.
This won't be the only time that
Jayne shows up is way. It's a
pattern, a historical way of
being for her that occurs in
situations she finds stressful.
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The bad news is that we all have
helpful and unhelpful patterns
that have been shaped into us
that show up whether we want
them to or not.
The good news is that by
learning to notice and pay
attention to these patterns we
can begin to develop the
capacity instead, to show up in
a different way.

PART 2

WHO DO WE
WANT TO BE AS
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Whilst the core questions of
‘what we want to embody as a
leader’, ‘what kind of self do we
want to develop and express’
are relevant for any domain of
life, when it comes to leading
others they are particularly
important because we are
inviting people to align with,
and to follow us through our
leadership.
Imagine that Jayne declares
that she wants to be a source of
inspiration, strength and
compassion for her team.
How does she live this when
part of her patterning is
discomfort at being seen?
Through somatics and the
development of the ‘self’ Jayne
can begin to practice new ways
of being (or showing up if you
prefer) that at the very least
support her in being
comfortable with the discomfort
of being seen, but in time will
move her beyond that
discomfort.
It’s important to emphasize that
this is more than applying some
techniques of ‘body language’
over the top of how Jayne shows
up.
To access deeper more
fundamental change, Jayne will

need to work at the level of
sensation, she will need to be
able to identify what is
happening in her body, where
she contracts or expands, what
emotions and stories arise.
The ‘why’ that sits behind what
she notices becomes important.
In order to develop into the kind
of leader she wants to be Jayne
will need to become a powerful
observer of herself.
Once she starts to observe how
she is and what shows up, she
can then begin to ask what else
might be available to her, what
else she might be able to
develop.
Recently I met a client whose
boss was invited into our
conversation as part of the three
way contracting process.
He was amiable, friendly, chatty
and very smiley when we were
settling into the conversation,
talking about the company and
so on.
Rapport was established. I came
to notice however that when he
was invited to share his
assessments of the work that my
client needed to engage in, even
when the assessments were
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he struggled to maintain eye
contact, looked anywhere but
at me or the client, looked at his
note book.

Instead, he could have done
with more ‘smiling’, more
looking up, establishing more
eye contact.

He became slightly concave in
his chest and his head dropped.
He moved less other than to
play with his pen and make
notes. His explanations were
not clear, requiring quite a bit
of clarification.

It was as if he were two different
people; the smiling, open person
was much easier to be with and
to connect with than the boss
giving feedback.

What came up was an
assessment that this man
struggled with giving feedback,
and sharing a level of intimacy
and connection certainly with
my client and possibly with me.
His way of coping was to be
more still and to engage less.
He was clearly uncomfortable.

And which one is the easier
Leader to engage with?
Our bodies communicate
something of our self all of the
time (even birds!)
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The Body IS Language
Take a look around you. Begin to
notice bodies. What do you
observe? Some possibilities are:

Is this a body that I would
follow? That will deliver on it’
commitments? Is this a body
that I would trust?
•

•

We are making assessments of
bodies all of the time whether
we are conscious of it or not.

Is this a body that looks like it
might acquiesce, collapse or
withdraw?

Of course whilst observing
others you are making
assessments that you can’t
always truly know but perhaps
what you will come to
appreciate is that the body tells
it’s own story.

Is this a body that is inclined to
influence through gentle
persuasion and listening or is
this a body inclined to ‘tell’?
•

Can this body be in adversity
and stand firm yet flexible?
•

It is a body that braces or
contracts?
•

Does this body push away or
does it invite?
•

Does this body listen? Does this
body pay attention?
•

Where is there life and
animation in this body? Where is
there stillness?
•

Can this body take powerful
action?
•

Can this body engage
wholeheartedly in conversation?
•

Can this body engage others? Is
it a body that others will believe
in or be drawn to?
•

What story is your body
telling?
What its your body
communicating?

PART 3

CRITICAL
LEADERSHIP
SKILLS

PART 3 | CRITICAL LEADERSHIP SKILLS

The accepted wisdom of the
day suggests relationships are
key to our success as leaders,
and key to the success of the
companies and organisations
we work in.
Nothing is achieved working
alone but everything is achieved
through relationship. We need
therefore to be able to develop
and embody the ability to:
Generate and maintain (and
sometimes repair) trust
•

Motivate and mobilise others
towards a common purpose
•

Co-ordinate effective action
with and between others
•

Offer assessments and
feedback in support of the
common purpose
•

In order to do all of this we need
to be a ‘self’ that is able to:
Listen to and attend to the
concerns of those we seek to
lead
•

Identify and shift negative or
unhelpful moods in ourselves
and others
•

Take care of our own dignity
and that of others
•

Be open to different
perspectives and points of view
•

Be compassionate, tolerant and
understanding, and stretching
and demanding of ourselves and
others
•

Commit to a purpose and
deliver against it consistently
•

Add into this mix the certain
knowledge that those people
we seek to lead all have a
different interpretation of what
‘good’ looks like against each of
these dimensions, and one can
see that Leadership is no easy
task.
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Self Development is no easy task
– not if we are seeking to add to
our current ways of being and in
so doing, creating deep
fundamental, transformational
change.
There are no ‘pat’ answers for
how we can do this. There is no
road map for developing the
‘self’. There is however a rough
plan that comes together in a
non- linear fashion.

We also need to engage in new
practices – such as maintaining
eye contact and smiling more
(see above!). We can declare our
discomfort with our new
practices and we can learn new
ways to calm our internal
anxieties and dialogue but we
must, if we want to grow and
develop, consciously engage and
practice.

We know that we need to
understand how we are – this
point has hopefully been well
and truly made.

The good news is that conscious,
intentional practice at
developing new ways of being
work Practice is what got us to
the place we are today - the self
that we are today.

We also benefit from knowing
how we got to be moulded as
we are. What influenced our
current way of being – anything
from family influences to
political and social contexts to
environment and landscape?

Practice, is fundamental to
developing more of the ‘self’
which ultimately provides us
with greater choice, and more
effective, authentic and
inspirational leadership – if that
is what we declare we want!

We are influenced by what we
live in.
Gaining this level of insight
helps us to understand better,
and sometimes to choose
whether to let go, to reframe, to
see some stories in a different
light.
This is however still not enough.
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