
See, and See Again 

With leadership, numerous distinctions and labels are applied to various techniques and 

styles, with more seeming to appear with every trip to the bookstore. Articles and books 

highlight servant leadership and transformative leadership; books delve into socialized and 

adaptive leadership, and training sessions encourage authentic and inspirational leadership…it 

sometimes becomes overwhelming to connect to what feels most suitable to you and your own 

leadership journey.  

Growth and learning are keys to happiness: learning gives us self-confidence and 

motivation, and being willing to grow can expand our perspective and increase life satisfaction. 

(Eiluned Pearce, 2017). However, sometimes, it can all feel like too much. When that happens, 

take a moment, and refocus yourself. Reflect on what is happening, and why you may be 

feeling overwhelmed. You need to look and then look again at what is happening. Look at these 

common situations that can lead to feelings of burnout, being overwhelmed, imposter 

syndrome, or defeatism.  

1. Reading leadership advice articles makes you feel inadequate or as if you will 

never be “good enough.”  

Leadership articles are a great way to study leadership, expand your knowledge, 

and find advice or insights to enhance your own practices. However, sometimes the 

infinite amount of articles touting “10 Things You Are Doing Wrong as a Leader” and 

“What Successful Leaders Are Doing (That You Aren’t)” can cause feelings of 

inadequacy, or like you will never measure up.  



When this happens, step back for a moment and think about everything you are 

doing well as a leader. Look at where you have improved and acknowledge that for 

yourself. Next, consider the context: Everyone is in a unique situation, and there is 

no “one size fits all” regarding leadership. Your team, department, role, and even 

industry can have a massive impact on what “good leadership” looks like. What is 

successful in a factory won’t necessarily work in a board room or leading a team of 

programmers – each of those situations defines success differently. Take the time to 

decide how YOU want to define success.  

  

2. The things you want to prioritize learning or developing are too much! The 

mountains of information you feel like you don’t know is intimidating, and you 

cannot imagine ever learning enough.  

Start the same way: look at your strengths and successes and develop what 

success looks like to you. Once you have done this, you may realize how far you have 

already come or how much you already know. Then look at what areas you want to 

prioritize improving as part of your leadership development: start by considering 

where you want to be in the future, whether six months from now or three to five 

years from now.  Use your journal – write this down! “In X years, I want to be…”.   

With that clear goal in mind, what are the most important things you must 

develop to prepare yourself for the future you want? Focus on those, knowing you 

can always add on and build on these skills later: You don’t have to do everything all 

at once! If it’s difficult to start, don’t just focus on the leadership aspect. Write down 



what required training you may need and what recommendations or hard 

requirements there are.  

Work backward from your goal to where you are currently to find the most 

important areas for you to focus on. If your 3-year plan is to be a team leader, 

consider what traits a good team leader has in that position. (Look at the mind map 

exercise as one technique for this) Of the skills and talents you identified, which 

ones are you already good at, and which ones should you work on? Keep your focus 

on just a few of these areas at a time, starting with what you feel is the most 

important.  

 

3. The more information you find, the more inadequate you feel. Or maybe you 

spend too much time considering where you aren’t meeting the mark.  

In either case, the cause is likely the same: Overthinking. Spending too much 

time thinking only of your faults and how you need to improve not only negates the 

hard work and successes you already have but also can lead to mental health issues. 

Depression, anxiety, negative self-talk – all these and more can create barriers to 

developing and growing as a leader. 

You should act on the information you are reading or studying, not just thinking 

about it. Visualization is a fantastic technique commonly used by athletes at all 

levels, but even the most detailed and intense visualization won’t win a trophy if it’s 

never turned into action. Think, but don’t overthink. (Or think negatively!) 



When you catch yourself overthinking or in a negative thought pattern, there are 

a few ways to realign your mind.  

a. Notice when it happens and acknowledge that it isn’t productive.  

b. Focus on Solutions instead of focusing on problems. Just thinking about the 

problem isn’t helpful, but thinking about solutions is. And if you don’t think 

you can solve the problem? Think about mitigation, or strategies to help cope 

with it. You may know a hurricane is coming, but worrying about it won’t 

change its course, and you can’t really solve the problem. But you can devise 

strategies to mitigate the impact and stay safe. 

c. Call yourself out especially when you are catastrophizing. Everyone has times 

when they get carried away with negative thoughts. You feel like you bombed 

a presentation, which will result in a low employee review, which will cause 

you to be fired, which will mean you can’t pay your bills and then you will 

have to live in a van down by the river. When you find yourself turning 

molehills into mountains, take a step back and look objectively at the 

situation. Journalling, contacting a mentor, or tapping into your support 

network can help you keep perspective.  

d. Be mindful by practicing mindfulness. Meditate, use a journal, draw – do 

anything that helps you live in the present moment. Like any skill, mindfulness 

takes practice but has enormous benefits. You can start with a simple 5-

minute guided reflection using any number of apps on your phone or the 

internet to guide you and grow from there.  



e. Don’t think about a polka-dotted penguin. You can’t always control your 

thoughts, and when you constantly tell yourself to “stop thinking about a 

polka-dotted penguin,” the more the image of that decorated 

Sphenisciformes will pop up. Instead, engage your brain in other things. Take 

a walk, have a chat, work on an exciting project, or do anything else that will 

engage your mind and keep penguins and polka dots from taking center 

stage.  

4. You were feeling overwhelmed, so you stopped reading/studying/learning/etc, 

and now you feel impossibly behind. Or maybe you had to take a step back for 

personal reasons and feel like the ship has sailed.  

It happens to us all. For whatever reason, you take some time away, and when you 

are ready to return, you feel like you missed out on too much. You aren’t in the habit 

anymore, and it’s hard. Maybe your situation changed, and the routines and 

schedules you had before aren’t working anymore.  

 That’s okay: change is one of life’s few constants. Acknowledge the validity of 

your feelings, but also the need for action. Start where you can, and slowly build up 

your routines and efforts. If possible, try to identify what made you feel so 

overwhelmed that you had to do an “all-stop” so that you can avoid it in the future. 

Life happens to us all, and our priorities shift and change. Sometimes permanently, 

sometimes not. Give yourself some grace and get back in the game at a sustainable 

pace, relying on your mentors and support networks when you need to.  



5. You made a mistake. Or aren’t doing as well as you thought you would. You tried 

something and it failed. You just aren’t good enough.  

No one should expect perfection. Perfection means you have reached the 

pinnacle; there is absolutely nothing to improve, and thus, you can consider your 

leadership journey complete. Any authentic leader will readily tell you that it’s not 

about perfection; it’s about progress. When you remove the pressure to be perfect, 

you can instead commit to getting better one step at a time.  

 This is a process practiced in businesses worldwide known as incremental 

improvement. It is where you focus your efforts on smaller solutions or challenges 

that slowly move you closer to success. Rather than dramatic results, the immediate 

results will be more modest but will also be longer lasting.  

 Incremental improvement focuses on small rather than large changes. For 

example, rather than deciding to practice your presentation and public speaking 

skills at a significant organizational summit for the first time, start by speaking and 

participating in your weekly team meetings and grow from there. Because you are 

working on more minor changes, it’s also less intimidating to try new things to see 

what works for you and your team while allowing for course adjustments.    

 It’s also important to check your own self-talk. Who is demanding perfection – 

is that what you are being told? Or what you are telling yourself? You can always 

seek ways to leave a toxic work environment, but nothing will change if the true 

culprit is in your mind. Check-in on what standards and expectations you are 

measuring yourself against and whether they are reasonable. Use your journal, 



mentor, or support group to discuss your feelings of inadequacy or failure – you may 

be surprised to find that you are the only one who views it that way. 

    

 All these suggestions share a common thread: being willing to look at something, then 

take a second, more introspective look. It is so easy to get caught up in the routine and patterns 

of our lives. Unless we intentionally remind ourselves to spend the time to step back and really 

observe what we are feeling or experiencing, it can be easy to fall into the trap of complacency 

or drown in feelings of inadequacy or being overwhelmed. Take the time to acknowledge your 

thoughts and action patterns and listen to your inner voice. Try to maintain the balance of 

holding a growth mindset while appreciating your progress. While there is always room to grow 

and improve, that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t also be proud and acknowledge our past 

accomplishments and achievements.  Leadership is a journey of “both-and”, not “either-or”.   

 Following this idea of “seeing and seeing again”, art gives us a wonderful phrase: 

Pentimento.  

Pentimento 

Pentimento: (noun) a visible trace of earlier painting beneath a layer or layers of paint on a 

canvas. 

Derived from the Italian word “to repent”, pentimento is the term in art referring to the 

literal presence of layers in an image. Today, many pentimenti are visible via x-rays and infrared 

scans in famous artworks, and these pentimenti mark the ways in which the painting in 



question changed and evolved as the artist created it. And this is an important distinction: a 

pentimento is not a mistake, it is a change or evolution of an idea as it is created.  

 Leonardo da Vinci, Jan van Eyck, Edgar Degas and Vincent van Gough are all famous 

artists known for their practice of pentimento, especially when completing preliminary 

sketches. One of the earliest artists to embrace the idea of pentimento beyond the sketchbook 

was Paul Cezanne, who was an early adopter and pioneer of how pentimento could play a role 

in the enrichment of a finished work. Perhaps the most well-known example of pentimento is 

from da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. In the early 2000’s, an infrared scan was conducted on the famous 

painting, showing that originally, she was posed slightly differently and had a different hairstyle 

in the underpaintings, later changed for the final version.  

 Black out poetry is a creative writing and visualization activity that embraces the idea of 

creating layers of meaning. Most commonly, it is done by taking an existing piece of writing and 

redacting words to create meaning. You can use books, magazines, brochures, personal writing- 

nearly anything can be the starting point for a blackout poem. Because you don’t have to 

“write” the poem, only “discover” it, it is also very accessible.  

 Like other forms of poetry and creative writing, blackout poetry can train our brain to 

“see” things from a different perspective. The use of poetry in self-development can help increase 

not only the capacity for self-expression but also provide a vehicle for a better understanding of the self. 

(Olson-McBride & Page, 2012) If other forms of creative writing don’t interest you, blackout poetry can 

provide similar benefits in a more accessible format. Try a blackout poem now, and practice “looking 

and looking again” to see what messages and insights you uncover.  



 



 



 



 


