
	

	

	

	

	

Primal	Leadership	(the	process	of	 leading	yourself,	or	self-leadership)	is	the	foundation	of	every	

other	form	of	leadership.	Before	anyone	can	credibly	guide	a	team,	organization,	or	community,	they	must	

be	able	to	guide	their	own	thoughts,	decisions,	habits,	and	emotions.	When	leaders	neglect	self-leadership,	

they	may	 still	 hold	 authority,	 but	 their	 influence	 is	 fragile,	 inconsistent,	 and	 often	 harmful.	When	 they	

prioritize	it,	their	impact	becomes	more	stable,	trustworthy,	and	sustainable. 

At	its	core,	leading	yourself	means	taking	responsibility	for	your	life	instead	of	living	on	autopilot	

or	 blaming	 circumstances.	 It	 involves	 clarifying	 your	 values,	 setting	 meaningful	 goals,	 regulating	 your	

behavior,	and	continually	learning	from	experience.	You	move	from	being	primarily	reactive	(pushed	by	

deadlines,	emotions,	and	external	expectations)	 to	being	primarily	 intentional,	choosing	your	responses	

and	direction.	This	does	not	mean	controlling	everything	that	happens;	rather,	it	means	consistently	owning	

how	you	show	up	in	whatever	happens. 

One	 key	 dimension	 of	 self-leadership	 is	 self-awareness.	 You	 cannot	 lead	what	 you	 cannot	 see.	

Self-aware	people	understand	their	strengths	and	weaknesses,	their	triggers,	their	values,	and	the	stories	

they	tell	themselves.	They	pay	attention	to	patterns:	How	do	I	behave	under	stress?	What	kinds	of	situations	

bring	out	my	best?	Where	do	I	overreact	or	shut	down?	By	noticing	these	patterns,	they	gain	the	ability	to	

pause	between	stimulus	and	response	and	to	choose	a	better	path.	Without	self-awareness,	leaders	easily	

project	 their	 frustrations	 onto	 others,	 repeat	 unhelpful	 habits,	 and	 remain	 blind	 to	 how	 their	 behavior	

affects	the	people	around	them. 

Another	 core	 element	 is	 self-management,	 which	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 align	 your	 actions	with	 your	

intentions,	especially	when	it	is	inconvenient	or	uncomfortable.	This	includes	managing	time,	energy,	and	

attention;	keeping	commitments;	and	 following	 through	on	what	you	say	you	will	do.	Self-management	

shows	 up	 in	 simple	 but	 revealing	 ways:	 being	 on	 time,	 preparing	 adequately,	 meeting	 deadlines,	 and	

maintaining	consistent	effort	even	when	motivation	dips.	Leaders	who	cannot	manage	themselves	create	

 



chaos	for	others:	missed	commitments	ripple	across	teams,	emotional	volatility	destabilizes	meetings,	and	

poor	 personal	 organization	 forces	 others	 to	 compensate.	 By	 contrast,	 leaders	 who	 have	 mastered	

self-management	become	anchors	of	reliability. 

Self-leadership	also	requires	clarity	of	purpose	and	values.	Before	leading	others	toward	a	vision,	

you	need	a	personal	sense	of	“why”	-	why	you	work,	why	you	lead,	and	what	kind	of	person	you	intend	to	

be	 along	 the	way.	 This	 clarity	 guides	 decisions	when	 trade-offs	 are	 difficult.	 For	 example,	 if	 you	 value	

integrity,	you	will	be	willing	to	take	a	short-term	loss	rather	than	mislead	a	client	or	distort	a	report.	If	you	

value	growth,	you	will	accept	discomfort	and	feedback	rather	than	clinging	to	the	 illusion	of	perfection.	

When	leaders	lack	this	 internal	compass,	they	are	more	easily	swayed	by	pressure,	 flattery,	or	fear,	and	

their	teams	quickly	sense	the	inconsistency.	And	remember,	above	all	else,	your	values	are	signified	by	what	

you	do,	rather	than	what	you	say. 

Emotional	 regulation	 is	 another	 crucial	 aspect	 of	 self-leadership.	 Leaders	 are	 human;	 they	

experience	 anger,	 anxiety,	 frustration,	 and	 disappointment.	 The	 difference	 is	 in	 how	 they	 handle	 those	

emotions.	 Leading	 yourself	means	 recognizing	what	 you	 feel,	 understanding	where	 it	 comes	 from,	 and	

choosing	how	to	express	it	constructively.	It	may	mean	pausing	before	responding	to	an	email,	taking	a	brief	

walk	before	a	difficult	conversation,	or	admitting,	“I’m	frustrated	right	now,	so	I	want	to	take	a	moment	to	

think	 before	 I	 respond.”	 When	 leaders	 cannot	 regulate	 their	 emotions,	 their	 moods	 dominate	 the	

environment.	People	begin	to	walk	on	eggshells,	focus	shifts	from	the	work	to	the	leader’s	state,	and	honest	

communication	shuts	down. 

Primal	or	“self”	leadership	is	also	deeply	connected	to	personal	growth	and	learning.	A	leader	who	

has	“stopped	learning”	is	already	falling	behind.	Leading	yourself	means	treating	life	as	a	continuous	course	

in	improvement:	reading,	seeking	feedback,	reflecting	on	successes	and	failures,	and	deliberately	practicing	

new	skills.	This	learning	mindset	keeps	you	adaptable	in	changing	circumstances	and	humble	in	the	face	of	

complexity.	 It	 also	models	 the	behavior	 you	want	 to	 see	 in	others.	 If	 you	ask	your	 team	 to	 grow	while	

remaining	 stagnant	 yourself,	 your	 message	 loses	 credibility.	 When	 you	 visibly	 invest	 in	 your	 own	

development,	you	send	a	powerful	signal	that	learning	is	not	just	a	slogan	but	an	expectation. 

All	 of	 these	 facets	 of	 primal	 leadership	 -	 self-awareness,	 self-management,	 values,	 emotional	

regulation,	and	learning	-	directly	influence	your	ability	to	lead	others.	People	rarely	do	what	leaders	say	if	

it	 contradicts	what	 leaders	do.	 Teams	 take	 their	 behavioral	 cues	 from	 the	 person	 in	 charge.	 If	 you	 are	

disorganized,	your	team	will	struggle	to	stay	organized.	If	you	avoid	hard	conversations,	so	will	they.	If	you	

are	 defensive	 about	 feedback,	 others	will	 hide	 problems	 or	 sugarcoat	 the	 truth.	 Conversely,	when	 you	

demonstrate	 calm	 under	 pressure,	 honesty	 about	 mistakes,	 respect	 for	 others’	 time,	 and	 openness	 to	

learning,	you	create	a	culture	where	those	behaviors	feel	normal. 

Leading	yourself	first	is	also	critical	for	trust.	Trust	rests	on	two	pillars:	competence	(can	you	do	

the	job?)	and	character	(are	you	honest	and	consistent?).	Self-leadership	builds	both.	Competence	grows	as	



you	manage	your	own	work	effectively	and	continue	to	learn.	Character	is	revealed	when	you	keep	your	

promises,	take	responsibility	instead	of	shifting	blame,	and	align	your	actions	with	your	stated	values.	When	

people	see	that	you	hold	yourself	to	a	high	standard,	they	are	more	willing	to	follow	your	direction,	even	

when	they	disagree	with	specific	decisions. 

Another	 reason	 self-leadership	must	precede	 leading	others	 is	 sustainability.	 Leadership	brings	

stress:	 conflicting	 demands,	 incomplete	 information,	 scrutiny,	 and	 the	 emotional	 weight	 of	 others’	

expectations.	Without	a	solid	foundation	of	self-care	and	self-regulation,	leaders	burn	out	or	begin	to	cut	

corners	ethically	and	relationally.	Leading	yourself	includes	maintaining	your	physical	and	mental	health,	

setting	 boundaries,	 and	 knowing	 when	 to	 rest.	 It	 is	 not	 selfish;	 it	 is	 responsible	 stewardship	 of	 the	

instrument	through	which	you	lead	-	yourself.	Exhausted,	resentful	leaders	may	still	function	for	a	time,	but	

their	decisions	and	relationships	suffer,	and	eventually	everyone	pays	the	price. 

Self-leadership	also	clarifies	motivation.	Some	people	seek	leadership	roles	for	status,	power,	or	

security	rather	than	service	and	impact.	Leading	yourself	involves	examining	your	motives	honestly.	Why	

do	you	want	to	lead?	What	do	you	hope	to	gain?	What	are	you	willing	to	sacrifice,	and	what	are	you	not	

willing	to	sacrifice?	By	wrestling	with	these	questions	before	you	are	responsible	for	others,	you	reduce	the	

risk	of	using	people	as	means	to	your	own	ends.	Instead,	you	can	approach	leadership	as	a	responsibility	to	

help	others	succeed	and	to	advance	a	mission	larger	than	yourself. 

In	practice,	developing	self-leadership	is	a	daily	discipline	rather	than	a	one-time	decision.	It	might	

include	simple	habits:	regular	reflection	or	journaling;	reviewing	your	day	against	your	values;	planning	

your	week	around	your	 top	priorities;	 intentionally	practicing	calm	responses;	seeking	out	a	mentor	or	

coach;	and	asking,	“What	did	I	 learn	from	today?”	Over	time,	these	small	acts	compound	into	a	stronger	

sense	of	agency	and	integrity.	When	opportunities	to	lead	others	arise,	you	bring	into	those	roles	a	person	

who	is	already	accustomed	to	leading	their	own	life	thoughtfully. 

In	the	end,	“leading	yourself”	is	not	separate	from	“leading	others”;	it	is	the	first	and	most	essential	

layer	of	it.	Teams	do	not	just	receive	a	leader’s	instructions;	they	receive	the	leader’s	habits,	values,	and	

character.	By	learning	to	guide	your	own	choices,	emotions,	and	growth,	you	create	the	only	truly	stable	

platform	on	which	 effective	 leadership	 can	 stand.	 Before	 you	 ask	 others	 to	 follow	 your	 lead,	 you	must	

become	someone	you	yourself	would	be	willing	to	follow. 


