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Abstract

This conceptual reflection brings forth the importance of self-awareness in the success and effectiveness of today’s organizational leaders. First,
the theoretical foundations leading to the emergence of self-awareness are visited. The inner awareness and awareness of others are discussed
as two dimensions of self-awareness, followed by the examination of some of the hindering factors of leaders’ self-awareness. The perspective
concludes with a discussion on the efforts to measure and develop leaders’ self-awareness. A special emphasis was given to self-other-agreement
and multi-rater evaluations for the measurement and evaluation of leaders’ self-awareness and effectiveness. The paper concludes with a
discussion of the fragmented nature of the measurement and development of self-awareness and provides suggestions for future directions.
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Theoretical Foundations

While some principles of Frederick Winslow Taylor’s Scientific
Management Theory remain applicable to organizations, contrary
to the theory’s assertions, the last century has shown that
employees are far more valuable than organizational structures
and procedures. The archenemesis, Human Relations Theory,
which prioritizes employees above all else, has proved to be long-
lasting and highly applicable in today’s organizations. The human
relations theory recognizes employees’ social and psychological
needs by prioritizing employee self-awareness and well-being.
Seligman’s [1] Positive Psychology Theory and its derivatives,
such as Theory of Mindfulness [2] and Emotional Intelligence
[3], center self- awareness as a critical attribute for effective
leadership. Leadership applications of positive psychology offer
new meanings to human relations in organizations through
positive leadership [4], transformational leadership [5], authentic
leadership [6], and servant leadership [7] approaches. Self-
awareness of leaders is also the common denominator of these
contemporary approaches to effective leadership.

Self-Awareness and Leadership

Leaders’ role has shifted towards that of a coach and mentor,
empowering subordinates and fostering their self-awareness. A

study by Sajgalikova et al. [8] showed that soft skills, such as self-
awareness, feedback, developing others, and collective problem
solving, are the sought-after skills of today’s leaders. Today’s
organizations, with unprecedented complexities and challenges,
require leaders who not only possess explicit knowledge about
tasks but also inner and external self-awareness to navigate daily
challenges in organizations [9].

Early approaches to self-awareness included only inner self-
awareness. For instance, Church [10] described self-awareness
as an attribute of evaluating strengths and weaknesses. The
contemporary approaches to self-
awareness as a multi-dimensional concept that encompasses both
inner awareness and awareness of others [11]. While the first one
is about understanding self-strengths and deficiencies, the latter
is about understanding how others perceive oneself through
objective feedback. The inner awareness of self is an individual’s
self-analysis of their identity and the resources and deficiencies
they possess. A leader who is aware of the deficiency in an area
helps followers to develop expertise in that area.

self-awareness define

Inner awareness may be a double-edged sword! While
awareness of self enables leaders to adjust depending on their
strengths and weaknesses, the lack of it presents significant
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obstacles for the effective functioning of leaders and their
subordinates. Factors such as incompetence, bias, ego, and defense
mechanisms lead leaders to disregard or distort subordinates’
(i.e., others’) feedback. Leaders tend to overestimate themselves
compared to others’ feedback on their performance. Inflated
positive perceptions of self can lead to unhealthy pride, arrogance,
or deception, ultimately harming the well-being of individuals and
organizational effectiveness [9].

While knowing personal strengths and weaknesses is
essential, it alone cannot be enough to become an effective leader.
Instead, effective leaders also need feedback and support from
their subordinates. Self-aware leaders are open to objective
feedback that increases their integrity and effectiveness. As
Showry and Manasa [9] note, “effective leadership often surfaces
when individuals become aware of critical personal experiences
in their lives, understand the driving forces, and respond by
rethinking themselves, redirecting their moves, and reshaping
their actions. Self-awareness propels leaders to develop a sense
of self and directs them to convert weaknesses into strengths by
working on themselves.” (p. 1)

Measurement and Development of Leaders’ Self-

Awareness

The development of any skill requires the level of presence or
thelack of the targeted skill. While there isa widespread agreement
about the importance of self-awareness of leaders, the literature
lacks inclusive self-awareness instruments that measure both
inner awareness and awareness of others. This is perhaps because
the developing inner awareness and awareness of others may have
unique aspects of the mega concept, and they require different
strategies and practices. In the absence of inclusive instruments
that cover both dimensions, organizations usually use methods of
self-reflection observations, such as “Self-Reflection and Insight
Scale,” self-report questionnaires, and multi-rater performance
evaluations, such as self-other agreement. These instruments help
organizations and individual leaders to assess their strengths and
weaknesses, as well as their impact on subordinates.

Due to the fragmentation of instruments to measure self-
awareness, the literature lacks inclusive development and
intervention mechanisms for enhancing employees’ and leaders’
self-awareness. Other concepts, including psychological capital,
social capital, emotional intelligence, learning communities,
mindfulness, and insight, often overshadow the existing practices
for developing employees’ and leaders’ self-awareness. Although
these concepts center around self-awareness, the existing
literature mainly attempts to legitimize these concepts without
making any deliberate attempts to establish linkages to self-
awareness as a uniting mega concept.

Evaluation Leaders’ Self-Awareness: Self-Other

Agreement

Recognizing the importance of leaders’ self-awareness in
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effective leadership practices, today’s organizations employ
multi-rater/source feedback instruments such as multi-source
evaluations. Multirater performance evaluation instruments are
centered around leaders’ self- awareness and its two dimensions:
These
instruments simultaneously include both self-ratings and ratings
of others in the determination of leaders’ overall performance.

inner self-awareness and external self-awareness.

The seminal work of Atwater and Yamamiro [12] on self-other
agreement provided theoretical foundations for multi-source
evaluations that analyzed both self and others’ perspectives in
leaders’ performance evaluations simultaneously. This model
values both self and others’ ratings in the evaluation of leaders’
performance. Atwater and Yamamiro’s self-other agreement model
included four different leader performances depending on the
degree of self or others ‘ ratings. The beauty of their model lies in
the ranking of the four performance levels. The highest performing
leaders are the ones who scored high in both self and others. This
group of leaders perceives itself as high-performing, and others
also rate their performance as high- performing. The lowest-
performing leaders are those who are rated as low-performing by
both themselves and others. By giving more credence to others’
ratings over self-ratings, the second- highest-performing leaders
do not perceive themselves as high-performing, while others rate
them as high-performing. The third-highest-performing leaders
are ranked high performing by themselves but lower performing
by others.

Conclusions

Soft skills, particularly self-awareness, are a common measure
of today’s leaders’ performance and effectiveness. Self-aware
leaders understand their strengths and weaknesses and also value
the feedback of others. Instead of being defensive, they utilize
others’ feedback to address their weaknesses and promote their
strengths. Such a confident stance of leaders earns subordinates’
as well as supervisors’ trust and confidence in them in dealing
with daily challenges in organizations. In return, the subordinates’
self-awareness skills also improve.

Although there are fragmented efforts in the literature for
its theoretical foundations, measurement, and development
mechanisms, self-awareness has already proven to be a crucial
soft skill in the effective functioning of today’s leaders.
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