
Leader vs Leadership:
It is about who you are  

and what you do

Paul Givan MLA 
Minister of Education



LEADER VS LEADERSHIP: IT IS ABOUT WHO YOU ARE AND WHAT YOU DO

© InnerDrive Ltd.

LEADER VS 
LEADERSHIP: IT IS 
ABOUT WHO YOU 
ARE AND WHAT YOU 
DO
By InnerDrive

THE PERSON
Leadership begins with the individual, but not just with traits or expertise. 
At its core, effective leadership is rooted in self-awareness and self-
regulation.

Self-awareness is the ability to understand your own values,  
emotions, strengths and limitations. It’s about knowing how your 
behaviour affects others and how your internal state shapes your 
decisions. Research by Hartung (2020) found that self-aware leaders 
demonstrate higher morale, greater transparency and stronger 
interpersonal support; traits that make them more reflective,  
empathetic and intentional in their actions.

Self-regulation is the ability to manage that awareness. It’s about 
controlling impulses, staying calm under stress and aligning behaviour 
with values even when it’s difficult. In leadership, this means responding 
rather than reacting, listening before speaking and staying grounded  
in purpose.

When leaders lack self-awareness, they may misjudge situations, 
overlook their impact on others and repeat unhelpful patterns.  
Without self-regulation they risk reacting impulsively, escalating  
conflict or making decisions driven by ego or emotion rather  
than values or evidence.

In education, this can lead to:

•	 Damaged relationships with staff, students and parents

•	 Low psychological safety where others feel unable to speak up
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•	 Inconsistent leadership which undermines trust and morale

•	 Burnout as leaders fail to manage their own emotional load

As Goleman (1995) noted in his work on emotional intelligence,  
leaders who lack these intrapersonal skills often struggle to inspire, 
connect or sustain performance over time. In education, where 
relationships and emotions run deep, self-awareness and regulation  
are not optional – they’re essential. Whether leading a classroom or  
a school, the ability to reflect, adapt and stay emotionally attuned  
is what separates good leaders from great ones. 

THE PROCESS
While leadership starts with the person, it is expressed through process 
and is played out through the actions, decisions and interactions that 
influence others toward a shared goal. This view has led to the creation 
of various process-based theories of leadership, which emphasise what 
leaders do rather than who they are. For example, transformational 
leadership (Bass, 1985) focuses on inspiring and motivating others  
while instructional leadership (Hallinger, 1985) in education centres  
on improving teaching and learning.

Leadership as a process involves setting direction, building  
trust, making decisions and creating the conditions for others to 
succeed. It’s about navigating complexity, managing change and 
responding to the needs of the moment. In schools, this means  
leading meetings, coaching staff, resolving conflict and modelling 
professional standards. It means aligning vision with practice  
and turning values into visible behaviours.

Importantly, this process-orientated view of leadership is not limited to 
those with formal authority. Anyone can lead by influencing others and 
contributing to collective goals, which is why leadership development 
must begin early and go beyond role-based training.

When leadership is reduced to personality without process, even 
well-intentioned school leaders can become ineffective. Without 
clear actions, systems and strategies, leadership becomes reactive, 
inconsistent or overly dependent on charisma.
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In schools, this can result in:

•	 Lack of direction, where staff feel unclear about priorities.

•	 Poor implementation, where vision doesn’t translate into practice.

•	 Low staff engagement, due to inconsistent communication  
or follow-through.

•	 Missed opportunities for improvement, as systems fail to  
support growth.

Research by Robinson, Lloyd and Rowe (2008) found that leadership 
practices, especially those focused on teaching and learning, have 
a significantly greater impact on student outcomes than general 
leadership traits alone. And Leithwood et al (2008) suggested that 
school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an  
influence on pupil learning.

INTERCONNECTEDNESS
The most effective leaders understand that who they are and what  
they do are deeply interconnected and that this dynamic relationship 
is at the heart of leadership effectiveness. As individuals grow in 
confidence and competence, their sense of themselves as leaders 
becomes stronger. They begin to see leadership not as something  
they do occasionally, but as an integral part of who they are.

This integrated approach helps leaders explore the intersection of their 
internal and external worlds, asking questions that are central to their 
role:

•	 What kind of leader do I want to be and what is the current reality 
of my practice?

•	 How do my core values and beliefs reflect in my daily decisions and 
interactions with staff and students?

•	 What would I need to do differently to align my identity and actions 
more closely, bridging the gap between intention and impact?

When school leaders align their inner world (beliefs, values, identity) 
with their outer world (behaviours, systems, relationships), they lead 
with authenticity and clarity. This alignment is what builds trust, fosters 
resilience in the face of challenges and supports sustained, long-term 
impact on a school community.
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FINAL THOUGHTS
Leadership is the dynamic interplay of who you are and what you 
do. The most impactful leaders take this a step further by seamlessly 
integrating their identity with their actions, all through a clear sense 
of purpose. If you want to improve your impact as a leader, start with 
yourself and then focus on what you do, because in the end, the  
internal work will build connection and the external work will  
drive continuous improvement.
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