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Introduction 
In the last QRL we outlined five mantras we believe will help today’s leader become wiser and 
more capable of managing complexity and change. The first of those mantras is - know 
yourselves.  

The importance of self-awareness has been long understood, but traditional approaches talk in 
terms of a single self. The pursuit of a single, true, authentic self is simplistic. It encourages us 
to gloss over our own complexities. There is no evidence to support the idea that there is one 
me or one you. The only evidence for the existence of a single self is our subjective sense of 
being. There is more evidence to support the idea that we are not one, but many. Multiplicity 
theories have been around a long time. Plato spoke of the rational self, the appetite, and the 
spirit. Freud described the ego, superego, and id. Eric Berne defined parental, adult and child 
ego-states. Richard Schwartz described a whole family of internal selves, with different ‘parts’ 
both cooperating and working against each other within an ‘Internal Family System’ (IFS).   

Behaving in accordance with a single self is often referred to as being authentic. To become 
more authentic, we must push away those aspects of our self which we don’t want. Self-  
doubt, for example. Authenticity, through a multiplicity lens, is not about pushing away parts 
of ourselves that we only faintly understand. The multiplicity lens encourages us to get to 
know every aspect of ourselves. It is about the extent to which our different selves are aware 
of each other and work together collaboratively. Mary Watkins, a clinical and developmental 
psychologist, said that a hallmark of healthy psychological development is the progressive 
elaboration of different internal characters, and the continuous enhancement of imaginary 
conversation among those characters.  

The wise leader has a sophisticated, layered understanding of self. The wise leader is calm, 
agile, and adaptable, able to bring the most effective version of him/herself to the situation. In 
this paper we share with you a process for becoming more self-aware through a multiplicity 
lens.   
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Becoming more selves-aware 
There are lots of multiplicy theories and lots of advice in terms of exploring our own 
multiple selves. The process we outline here draws on the work of John Rowan, David 
Lester, Michael White, Maggie & Jeff White, Tatiana Bachkirova, Richard Schwartz and 
othersi ii iii iv v vi. This paper is for those of you interested in a multiplicity approach to 
becoming more self aware. If you uncomfortable with the idea that we may be ‘multiple’ 
or reluctant to get into a self-exploratory process, then feel free to stop reading. For 
those of you who want to continue, we outline a nine-step process with the help of Shaun 
(not his real name). 

Step 1 - roles 

List all of the different roles in life you play. Don’t worry at this stage whether these 
different roles constitute different selves.  

Shaun listed the following roles: 

Loving partner Mischievous friend Busy peer 

Impatient partner Tired friend Considerate line manager 

Rule enforcing parent Energetic exerciser Demanding line manager 

Playful parent Hermit Acquiescent subordinate 

Loving parent Friendly consumer Rebel subordinate 

Tired parent Demanding consumer Supportive subordinate 

Loyal friend Supportive peer at work  

These are not necessarily different selves. ‘hermit’ Shaun, who just wants to be left alone 
for a while, may be the same self as ‘tired parent’ and ‘busy peer’ Shauns.  

Step 2 – characterise self in each role 

For each of the roles you have come up with, ask yourself: 

1. What emotions do I associate with this persona? 
2. What behaviours? 
3. What drives each of these personas? 
4. What sort of thing does each of these personas tend to say? 
5. What age, gender is each of these personas? 

Shaun came up with the following: 
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 Emotions Behaviour Drivers Says Age/gender 

Loving partner Love 
Compassion 
Empathy 

Attentive 
Loving 

Support 
Nurture 

“Tell me …” 50s/male  

Focussed 
partner 

Calm 
Determination 

Focused 
Single-minded 
 

Action 
Resolve 

“This is what I 
need to do 
now.” 

30s/male 

Playful partner Joy 
Happiness 
Love 

Spontaneous 
Playful 
Intimate 

Have fun [just does] 20s/male 

Rule enforcing 
parent 

Determination 
 

Strict Maintain order “I want you to 
…” 

50s/male 

Playful parent Joy 
Happiness 
Love 

Spontaneous 
Playful 
Intimate 

Have fun [just does] 20s/male 

Loving parent Love 
Compassion 
Empathy 

Attentive 
Loving 

Support 
Nurture 

“Tell me …” 40s/male or 
female 

Tired parent Exhaustion 
 

Unresponsive Recovery “I need to be 
alone” 

50s/male 

Loyal friend Love 
Determination 

Available 
Supportive 

Support 
Nurture 

“What can I do 
…” 

40s/male 

Mischievous 
friend 

Joy 
Happiness 
 

Spontaneous 
Playful 
 

Have fun “Have you heard 
the one about 
…” 

20s/male 

Tired friend Exhaustion Unresponsive Recovery “I need to be 
alone” 

40s/male 

Energetic 
exerciser 

Energy 
Bounce 
Drive 

Doing it! Progression 
Health 
Vitality 

“Let’s do it!” 30s/male 

Hermit Calm 
Thoughtful 
Peaceful 

Serene Learn [nothing] 40s/male 

Friendly 
consumer 

Happiness 
Empathy 

Sociable 
Engaging 

Collaboration “How are you 
today?” 

40s/male or 
female 

Demanding 
consumer 

Determination Strict 
Unbending 

Resolve “This is what I 
need.” 

Teens/male 

Supportive peer 
at work 

Empathy 
Consideration 

Sociable 
Engaging 

Collaboration “How are you 
today?” 

40s/male or 
female 

Busy peer Intentional 
Thoughtful 
Quiet 

Busy Learn [nothing] 40s/male 

Considerate line 
manager 

Empathy 
Respect 
Concern 

Sociable 
Engaging 
Supportive 

Collaboration 
Support 

“How are you 
today?” 

40s/male  

Demanding line 
manager 

Determination 
Impatient 

Focussed Achieve “This is what I 
need.” 

40s/male 

Acquiescent 
subordinate 

Connection 
Attachment 

Attentive 
Compliant 

Harmony “What do you 
need?” 

Child/male or 
female 

Rebel 
subordinate 

Determination 
Impatient 

Strict 
Unbending 

Resolve “No.” Teens/male 

Supportive 
subordinate 

Empathy 
Respect 
Concern 

Sociable 
Engaging 
Supportive 

Collaboration 
Support 

“How can I 
help?” 
 

40s/male  
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Notice that male Shaun is experiencing himself as both male and female in some of the 
roles he plays. Some of you may experience yourself as being of the opposite gender in 
some of the roles you play. For others of you being of the opposite gender may make no 
sense.  

Step 3 – refine yourselves 

Shaun then looked at the table to see how many different selves might be at work, 
recognising that some selves may be at play in more than one context. After much 
thought he ended up with the following possible seven selves: 

 Emotions Behaviour Drivers Says Age/gender 
Forceful Shaun 
Representing rule 
enforcing parent 
and demanding 
line manager 

Determination 
Focus 
Impatient 
 

Focussed 
Unbending 
Impatient 

Achieve “Let’s do it.” 40/male 

Playful Shaun 
Representing 
playful partner 
and playful parent 
and mischievous 
friend and 
energetic exerciser 

Joy 
Happiness 
Love 
Bounce 
Drive 
 

Spontaneous 
Playful 
Intimate 
Doing it! 
 

Have fun 
Progression 
Health 
Vitality 

“Let’s just try 
it?” 

25/male 

Loving Shaun 
Representing 
loving partner and 
loving parent and 
loyal friend and 
friendly consumer 
and supportive 
peer at work and 
considerate line 
manager and 
supportive 
subordinate 

Love 
Compassion 
Empathy 
Determination 
Respect 
Happiness 

Attentive 
Loving 
Sociable 
Engaging 
Supportive 

Support 
Nurture 
Collaboration 

“What can I do 
for you?” 

40s/male or 
female 

Tired Shaun 
Representing tired 
parent and tired 
friend  

Exhaustion 
 

Unresponsive Recovery “I need to be 
alone.” 
 

50s/male 

Focussed Shaun 
Representing 
focussed partner 
and hermit and 
busy peer 

Calm 
Thoughtful 
Intentional 
Quiet 
 

Thinking 
Serene 

Learn [nothing] 40s/male 

Contrary Shaun 
Representing 
demanding 
consumer and 
rebel subordinate 

Energetic Challenging 
 

Justice “I don’t 
agree.” 
 

Teens/male 

Self-critical Shaun 
Representing 
acquiescent 
subordinate 

Connection 
Self-doubt 
Anxiety 
 

Attentive 
Compliant 

Harmony To self: 
“What are you 
doing wrong?” 
 

Child/male or 
female 
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Working through these various selves Shaun realised ‘hermit’, ‘tired parent’ and ‘busy 
peer’ were not all the same self, after all. He also noticed that none of his selves were 
exclusive to parenthood. Rather it seemed that parenthood had enabled some of his 
selves to flourish – for better or for worse. And he saw that his propensity to criticise 
himself seemed related to his desire to please others. These insights seemed useful. 

Step 4 – exploring early selves 

This stage is entirely optional, of course. If you are aware of any trauma in your 
childhood, or your relationships with either of your parents was traumatic, then we 
strongly suggest you skip this stage. If you are happy to explore those relationships, then 
read on. The questions below come from the ‘script questionnaire’, a series of ten 
questions devised by Maggie and Jeff Whiteiv. First think carefully about these questions: 

1. Imagine you are sitting across from your mum, and imagine her saying to you “I am 
most happy with you when 
____________________________________________________________________  

2. Imagine you are sitting across from your dad, and imagine him saying to you “I am 
most happy with you when 
____________________________________________________________________  

3. When you were little, what was it about you that most upset your mum – or that 
she was afraid of in you?  

4. When your mother lets you know she does not like you being like this, what do you 
feel? 

5. What do you do when you feel like this? 

6. When you were little, what was it about you that most upset your dad – or that he 
was afraid of in you?  

7. When your father lets you know she does not like you being like this, what do you 
feel? 

8. What do you do when you feel like this? 

9. Think of a sentence (or phrase) to describe the theme of your mum’s life  

10. Think of a sentence (or phrase) to describe the theme of your dad’s life  

Once you’ve answered all the questions then consider your answers in terms of:  

(1) and (2) The way you should be successful in life 
(3) and (6) The way you should not be 
(4) and (7) Your unhappy feeling responses 
(5) and (8) The decisions you made to cope with stress 
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(9) and (10) The models of ‘how to live life’ you learned from your parents 

Shaun answered the questions as follows: 

1. You are calm and considerate and friendly to everyone  
2. You do as you are told and listen attentively to me. When you make sensible and 

conservative decisions, not taking any risks 
3. Anger. 
4. Resigned. Isolated. 
5. Withdraw. 
6. Anger. Not listening to me. 
7. Frustrated. Annoyed. 
8. Lose my temper. 
9. Try your best. Be polite to others. 
10. Work hard. Always achieve. Take no risks. 

From his mother Shaun was hearing – be calm and considerate to everyone. Don’t get 
angry. Try your best and be polite to others. From his mother he learned to withdraw in 
the face of people unable to deal with his anger. From his father Shaun was hearing – be 
obedient and risk averse. Don’t get angry or disobey. Work hard and take no risks.  

In reviewing his answers, Shaun went back to his hypothetical selves. He saw the desire to 
be calm at all times in Focussed Shaun especially, and he saw Focussed Shaun as a place 
he went to when feeling threatened by other’s anger, or in the face of others feeling 
intimidated by him. He saw how Contrary Shaun and Forceful Shaun might each have 
emerged to protect him from being overwhelmed by his father’s need to control and 
dominate, and he added anger to the list of emotions under each of those selves. He 
recognised also how much time he spent alone as a child, how he always chose to 
withdraw from some of his parent’s behaviours rather than stay in close proximity and 
get angry. He recognised also how Self-critical Shaun, now very quiet, had been much 
more active in his childhood and early adulthood as a consequence of feeling quite unable 
to manage a constructive relationship with his father, particularly. Shaun made a few 
additions to his table accordingly.  

In Shaun’s case, his reflections on his childhood enabled him to refine his analysis. Others 
discover whole new selves that don’t emerge in the role analysis. 

Step 5 – heroes and heroines 

John Rowani suggests we may sometimes seek to create new selves to help us manage 
difficult situations. For example, if I feel frequently intimidated by others, I might call 
upon my inner Hulk, or Superman, or other fictional character.  

Shaun thought about a time in his career when he had been promoted into a role leading 
a business shortly before the parent business decided to sell it. The decision to sell was 
deeply upsetting for many employees, because they didn’t want to lose their jobs, 
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because they enjoyed working with the people they worked with, and because they had 
been highly committed to the success of the business. It was going to take up to 12 
months to sell the business, and Shaun realised that everyone would be watching him 
very carefully every minute of every day to gauge his mood, all to pick up on any signs as 
to whether the sale was going well or not. If the sale went well, then people hoped that 
most of them would retain their positions and that the new owner would be supportive 
and good to work for. Shaun was sure he was going to feel pretty tired at times during the 
long, protracted sales period.  So, he thought of a leader he had worked for in a previous 
role. This leader was always bright, energised and determined. Nothing phased him. He 
strode into work every day with a bright, cheerful, determined look on his face and dealt 
with every challenge over the course of the day with calm and resolve. He recalled how 
he had then started walking into work like that person had walked into work. How he had 
purposefully maintained a bright positive attitude even when he was tired and under 
pressure. This aspect of himself had aspects of Focussed Shaun but was more outgoing 
and engaging. He wondered if there was a new self in there somewhere but decided 
instead that what people had experienced was Focussed Shaun purposefully acting in 
concert with Loving Shaun, stepping in when they noticed Tired Shaun showing up. 

Step 6 – culture 

We learn our behaviours from those with whom we interact. That includes parents and 
friends and all those with whom we personally interact. And it includes some of the 
norms of the cultures in which we are raised. Those norms are not all directly expressed 
to us, nor are we necessarily aware of their influence. Those norms may include messages 
we read in the papers, watch on television, see in films. Of course, if we are not aware of 
their influence then we can only hypothesise how they may have influenced us in 
becoming the people we are, but hypotheses are good, and we can test hypotheses once 
we have articulated what they are. 

Shaun reflected on his childhood growing up in the country in 70s and 80s England. He 
recalled in his early childhood experiencing a clash between voices urging him to be self-
sufficient and voices emphasising the need for people to support each other. This played 
out in ongoing clashes between conservative and labour governments. People were 
either Tory blue or Labour red. His grandmother on his father’s side had married an ex-
Tory councillor. His mother’s family were from the north of England, and his grandfather 
on that side of the family has worked his life as a coal miner. He went to a state primary 
school in a village where there was also located a private primary school. He recalled the 
tension between their students and the students of the school he went to. He recalled his 
parents taking him to the private school to see if he would change schools and 
remembering how opposed he was to the idea. He recalled attending university at 
Durham about the same time the government was making decision that closed down 
whole mining communities and witnessing the hardship such decisions led to. He 
recognised autonomy in his interpretation of Tory blue and care and collaboration in his 
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interpretation of Labour red. Forceful Shaun was quite boundaried and expected others 
to manage regardless (Tory blue). Loving Shaun was more empathic and caring and 
considerate, willing to go out of his way to help others (Labour red). He recognised the 
tension between these two selves, and the tensions both selves experienced when 
relating to polar opposites. He recognised shadows of a hierarchical philosophy in his 
Forceful self and simultaneously a rejection of hierarchy being imposed on himself by 
others in his Contrary self. He recognised how society in his early childhood seemed 
shaped by the wartime experiences of his parent’s generation, and the playfulness he 
experienced in feeling detached from that sense of feeling vulnerable. He added some 
new words to his self-analysis, again without feeling the need to add new selves. 

Step 7 – test your hypotheses 

Deep breath. Your self-analysis so far is all hypothetical and based on how you experience 
yourself. What sense do your nearest and dearest make of your hypotheses? That might 
be people at home, friends or people at work. Whoever you choose, make sure they are 
people you can trust to respect you sharing with them. Shaun shared his analysis with his 
partner and best friend. They listened carefully to his story and helped him think more 
deeply, not about his different selves per se, but which selves seemed to show up when. 

Step 8 – ongoing reflection on inner tensions 

Every time we experience inner conflict is an opportunity to further explore our inner 
selves. Our action is to make the time to reflect on inner conflict every time we 
experience it and learn from those reflections. This is an ongoing, never-ending journey, 
but the more time we allocate to that process, the more self-aware we become, the wiser 
we become. 

For example, a friend from overseas asked Shaun if he was free one Friday evening to 
have a conversation about a decision he was struggling to make. Shaun wanted to help 
out his friend but already had plans to go and enjoy himself at the pub that Friday night 
with local friends. What did Shaun do? At the behest of Focussed Shaun, he created ten 
minutes in his day to work out what sat behind the tensions he was experiencing. He 
realised the tension was sitting between Loving Shaun and Playful Shaun and worked out 
a way forward that satisfied both. Reflecting on his reflection, he realised that Focussed 
Shaun seemed to be that aspect of himself that acted most often as reasoner/narrator. 

Step 9 – learning to dance 

By now Shaun had a pretty good hypothesis as to the nature of his various selves. 
Through his exploration he was on the way to becoming more authentic. But remember, 
authenticity through this lens is not only about understanding the identity of our different 
selves, it’s also about the extent to which our different selves are aware of each other and 
work together collaboratively.  
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Reviewing his selves helped Shaun make sense of feedback he had received in the past. 
For example, he had been told he needed to slow down and spend more time investing in 
relationships. That sounded like Forceful Shaun at play. He had subsequently tried 
spending more time in relationships (Loving Shaun) but felt that whilst that seemed to 
help with team morale, others expressed dissatisfaction that he wasn’t as productive as 
he used to be.  

He had been told in the past that he got too carried away with new ideas (Playful Shaun), 
that he needed to learn how to translate good ideas into practical actions (Focused 
Shaun). He had tried taking this advice but became bored. He felt torn. A coach debriefing 
him on the outcomes of a psychometric instrument warned him that an overabundance 
of creativity was likely to derail his career. But without that creativity, how could he be 
innovative and creative? 

Shaun recognised that people had often given him feedback and advice that felt very 
polar – be this, and don’t be this. This is often how feedback is delivered and/or how we 
choose to receive it. Again, it speaks to the idea that we have one self, that we somehow 
need to fine-tune this one self so that it behaves consistently and effectively in all 
scenarios. Through a multiplicity lens the world looked quite different to Shaun. 

He realised that all four of the above selves were useful and brought him value – Forceful 
Shaun, Loving Shaun, Playful Shaun and Focused Shaun. The question wasn’t – which of 
these selves are best and need to cultivated, and which of these selves are worse and 
need to be toned down or obliterated? The more pertinent question was, how might 
these selves all get to know each other better and learn to work together more 
effectively? His challenge was not to determine a best single self, but to recognise all 
different aspects of himself and work out which aspects of himself to bring to any given 
scenario. For example, having a difficult conversation. He saw how each of his selves had 
a useful contribution to make: 

Forceful Shaun   voicing own perspective clearly. 

Playful Shaun  looking for opportunities to lighten tension  

Loving Shaun  staying tuned in to how the other person is feeling, responding 
appropriately.  

Tired Shaun  make sure all the selves are fully rested before the session. 

Focussed Shaun   keep conversation on track. Observe what’s happening. Ensure all the 
selves come in at the right time.  

Contrary Shaun  maintain boundaries if feeling too enmeshed (Loving Shaun 
overplayed) 

Self critical Shaun  monitor behaviour of other selves during conversation – speak out if 
things start not to go well  
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In his mind, Shaun began to see all his selves mingling and talking with one another – 
before he had seen each separate and in isolation. He began to see their ongoing 
relationships as a complex dance. He watched them moving in and out of each other’s 
way, sometimes gracefully, sometimes clumsily, and he determined to help them become 
more able to work together effectively. To do so he would need to check-in with them all 
regularly, reflect on how well they were working together and how they could improve 
their relating.  

In conclusion 

These are the five mantras we believe will help today’s leader become wiser and more 
capable of managing complexity and change: 

1. Know yourselves 
2. Transcend yourselves 
3. Think Meta 
4. Engage in dialogue 
5. Learn 

In this paper we explored in more detail the first mantra – know yourselves. This process 
takes us deeper than a single list of traits, values and preferred behaviours. It 
acknowledges that we are complex beings, forever in relationship with others, evolving 
and changing as we go. It acknowledges the complexity of the world in which we operate 
and our capacity for flexing to the needs of the different contexts in which we find 
ourselves.  

Spending time exploring our selves in more depth sets us up well for the subject of the 
next paper – self-transcendence. 

 

Dr Paul Lawrence 
Principal, Leading Systemically 

paul@leadingsystemically.com 
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