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SUMMARY 

 

This report addresses the question ‘How do personal philosophies influence leadership?’ 

Our enquiry was both outward and inward looking: to effectively investigate the role of 

personal philosophies, we wanted to question both others and ourselves. This two-pronged 

investigation led us to interview people we identified as leaders in their field, hearing from 

them about the influence their philosophies have had on their leadership, as well as to 
engage in a personal process, looking at how the development and identification of our own 

philosophies would influence and develop us as leaders. Our aim was to become more 

informed, more resilient and more purposeful as we take next steps in our careers. 

 

This report will outline: 

 

1. Our enquiry 

2. Methodology 

3. Findings & personal reflections 

4. Conclusions and suggested areas for further research 

5. Appendices 

 

GROUP MEMBERS 

 

Emily Hedley, Youth Engagement Officer, Mallydams Wood RSPCA  

Heather Kay, School and Community Projects Manager, South London Gallery 

Martha Burns Findlay, Senior Manager: Learning, Royal Museums Greenwich 

Natalie Walton, Freelance Arts Education Project Manager / Learning and Outreach 

Manager, Arts Council Collection 
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OUR ENQUIRY 

 

Leading from the heart aimed to explore how personal philosophies influence leadership. Our 

line of enquiry has taken two distinct yet interconnected paths: 

 

 Looking outwards: Exploring how others have defined and used their personal 

philosophies in leadership roles 

 Looking inwards: Exploring our own personal philosophies and reflecting on how 

these influence our leadership journeys 

  

Our chosen line of enquiry was inspired by Stella Kanu, Executive Director, Ovalhouse 

Theatre, who gave a presentation at the first residential of the Extend Leadership 

Programme. Stella spoke with passion and conviction about how she has defined and honed 

a personal philosophy which guides her throughout her personal and professional life – a 

metaphorical road map. This clear sense of self, purpose and drive resonated with us as a 

group. It was a lightbulb moment. We realised that like Stella, our personal and professional 

lives were values-driven. However, unlike Stella, we were not able to clearly articulate our 

personal philosophies. Therefore we decided to use the group enquiry as an opportunity to 

explore this further. 

  

This report shares the journey we’ve taken to analyse the relationship between personal 

philosophies and leadership. It provides an insight into how personal philosophies influence 

leaders, both positively and negatively. It also illustrates ways in which individuals identify 

their own values and drivers, and how they put them into action. 

  

We hope this report will encourage other arts professionals, and professionals in other 

spheres, to recognise their own values and drivers, and to consider how philosophies can be 
a useful tool within their professional lives. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 
We took two approaches to our enquiry: looking outwards and looking inwards. 

 

In this section: 

 

a) Looking outwards: 

 Language 

 Interview questions 

 Interviewees 

b) Looking inwards 

c) Collaborative working 

 

LOOKING OUTWARDS 

 

We carried out the following research methods:  

 

 A workshop with Stella Kanu to unpick our understanding of personal philosophies 

and leadership 

 Online research and field research into organisational mission statements and sector 
leaders 

 Trip to MIMA and a trial group interview with Elinor Morgan, Senior Curator, MIMA  

 1-to-1 interviews with 16 leaders both within and outside the arts education sector  

 Reading books and articles, attending sector events and informal observations  

 

These methods allowed us to take a broad and varied view of how leaders identify and apply 

personal philosophies, and the impact these have on both their personal and professional 

lives.  

 

The most substantial part of the process was conducting the interviews. In order to 

complete this element of our research we needed to think carefully about the following 

elements:  

 

 Language  

 Interview questions 

 Interviewees 

 

Language 

During our enquiry we decided to use the term ‘personal philosophies’ quite broadly, in 

order to test and explore people’s understanding and interpretations of this concept. We 

wanted to connect with what people understood to be their drivers, motivations or values, 

and so left space for the interviewees to interpret and to articulate themselves in their own 

terms. We hoped that over the course of our enquiry we might reach a shared definition.  
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Interview questions 

We formulated a series of interview questions, informed by our workshop with Stella Kanu, 

Executive Director at Ovalhouse; a trial interview with Elinor Morgan, Curator at MIMA; 

and critical support from Dawn Cameron, Extend Coordinator, Engage.   

 

We decided to use the questions as the basis for informal interviews, to act as prompts for 

the interviewees and to facilitate a reflective conversation. We chose an informal approach, 

as we were aware that the nature of the questions could be revealing for the interviewees, 

and we wanted to ensure people felt comfortable. Interviews were conducted on a 1-to-1 

basis. 

 

 

How do personal philosophies influence leadership? 

 you tell us about your career journey? 

Do you consider yourself to have a personal philosophy? 

 do your personal philosophies influence your leadership style? 

 there any times your personal philosophies has been at odds with an organisation 

you’ve worked in, and how did you resolve this? 

 have you found to be the value in having a leadership style motivated by personal 

philosophies? 

 there any moments or stories you would like to share with us that have had a 

particular impact on shaping your personal philosophies? 

 there been any times when staying true to your personal philosophies has been 

particularly challenging in your career? 

 are the opportunities and risks in standing by your personal philosophies in your 

professional context? 

 piece of advice would you give to someone who is starting out on their career 

journey? 

 do your personal philosophies inform the way in which you work with others? Do 

you explicitly communicate them to your team? 

 Do you feel your personal philosophies aligns with your organisation vision? 

 you think that your personal philosophies influence and shapes your organisation’s 

practice? 
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Interviewees 

We chose to interview a diverse range of leaders. Most worked within the arts education 

sector, but some interviewees were from other professional sectors. We interviewed both 

men and women, and people from a range of ages, UK localities and ethnic backgrounds. 

Not all of the interviewees are directors, instead they were people who we identified as 

leaders, or as having a leading voice in their field.   

 

 David Allen, Head of Education and Advice RSPCA 

 Lawrence Bradby, Artist, and Learning Officer, Sainsburys Centre 

 Alison Drake, MBE, Director, Castleford Heritage Trust 

 Stella Duffy, Co-Director Fun Palaces  

 Shân Edwards, CEO, Edinburgh Printmakers  

 Sylvie Fourcin, Director, Artlink West Yorkshire  

 Hannah Fox, Project Director, Derby Silk Mill 

 Pamela Franklin, Business and community leader, Caribbean Social Forum 

 Margot Heller, Director, South London Gallery 
 Victoria Howarth, Exhibitions Curator, Jerwood Gallery  

 Jeremy James, CEO, Greenwich & Lewisham Young People’s Theatre 

 Stella Kanu, Executive Director, Ovalhouse Theatre 

 Jo Kori, Artist, Educator & Digital Learning Consultant 

 Hanna Mason, Participant on the ACE Change Maker Programme  

 Elinor Morgan, Senior Curator, MIMA 

 Clare Stanhope, Head of Art, Harris Girls Academy East Dulwich  

 Sara Wajid, Head of Engagement, Museum of London 

 

These can be broadly defined as representing these sectors: 

 14 from the arts and museums sector 

 2 from the charity sector 

 1 from the schools sector 

 1 from the business sector 

 

 

LOOKING INWARDS 

 

With the second strand of enquiry, we sought to investigate our own personal philosophies 

and to analyse the role these play in our professional lives. We did this through the 

following methods: 
 

A workshop with Stella Kanu, Engage Mentor & Executive Producer at 

Ovalhouse  

o Write a longlist of our individual personal philosophies 

o Narrow it down to top 3 personal philosophies   

o Refine into one personal philosophy 

o Share and feedback on our personal philosophies 
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A workshop with Surya Turner, Engage Mentor & Professional Storyteller and 

Coach 

o Explore a wheel of universal values and position ourselves on the wheel 

o Shortlist 10 values which are individually most important to us from a list of over 200 

o Narrow it down to our top 5 values which are most important to us 

o Measure how we currently embody those values 

o Make a plan for how to increase our embodiment of those values 

 

Undertaking the Belbin Team Roles Test 

o Online self evaluation 

o Peer evaluation from 5 colleagues 

o Individual and team report issued identifying personality traits and behaviours, and 

outlining how personalities work together in a team 

 

Undertaking the Packtypes Psychometric Analysis 

o Shortlist 12 character traits that apply to you 
o Turn over cards to reveal various dog types and group them together 

o The largest dog type reveals the most dominant aspect of your personality 

o Explore the booklet to see how your personality type works with others 

 

Personal and group reflections 

o Reflecting on what we’ve learnt from our interviews through writing transcriptions or 

notes 

o Sharing thoughts and insights via our Tumblr blog (extend2017.tumblr.com)  

o Skype calls and face-to-face meetings to discuss our personal philosophies 

o Personal journaling  

 

COLLABORATIVE WORKING 

 
As four individuals working in different locations, we needed to develop a range of 

communication methods to carry out our group enquiry: 

 

 We created a blog to share our research and personal reflections, and to map the 

enquiry process 

 We used Google Docs to simultaneously work on collaborative documents in real-

time and to store shared documents 

 We used communication platforms such as Skype, email and WhatsApp to facilitate 

group conversations 

 We developed a pro-forma (see appendix) to share summarised interview findings 

 We scheduled a number of face-to-face meetings, which proved to be the most 

effective form of communication 

 

https://extend2017.tumblr.com/
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FINDINGS 

 

In this section, we aim to draw out the findings from: 

 our interview process 

 our individual journeys 

in order to share our learning and insights. 

 

In this section: 

a.   Findings from our interview process 

 Language 

 Values 

 Shared philosophies 

 Identifying personal philosophies 

 Wellbeing  

 Authenticity 

 How personal philosophies influence leadership  

b. Personal reflections 

 

FINDINGS FROM OUR INTERVIEW PROCESS 

 

Language 

 

In conducting our interviews, we left it open for people to interpret the term ‘personal 

philosophies’ in different ways. Some interpreted personal philosophies as core values: 

 

‘I don’t have a leadership style that I’ve intentionally developed, but at the same time there are core 

values which I hope infiltrate throughout the organisation.’ - Margot Heller 

 

Others identified the concept of a personal philosophy as an underlying driving force: 

 

‘It’s something innate which drives you through life. It’s the fire which burns within.’ - Hannah Fox 

 

And for others, the idea of personal philosophies is a set of deeply-held beliefs. 

  
‘Personal philosophies should represent the core of who you are and your fundamental beliefs. To 

know your personal philosophies is to know yourself.’ - Stella Kanu 

 

This diversity of interpretation was interesting to note, as it became clear that the concept 

of personal philosophies is not widely spoken about in these terms within the arts sector.  

 

As well as the phrasing of the term ‘personal philosophies’, there was another interesting 

use of language which emerged. It became clear that interviewees adopted the language of 

their organisation to varying degrees. Where someone was more closely aligned with their 
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organisation, they acted as a spokesperson and their language reflected the organisation’s 

values, vision and mission statements. Others wanted to establish themselves as separate to 

the institutions in which they worked, by sharing a difference in philosophy and maintaining 

individual perspectives, sometimes in opposition to the organisation’s. For the majority of 

interviewees, this line was more blurred. Where people had been involved in shaping the 

mission or ethos of their organisation, this would resonate through the articulation of their 

own philosophies. 

 

‘When one has been in a leadership role for a certain length of time it can be difficult to 

differentiate the personal from the organisational. But it is a team effort and the organisation is 

bigger than my own personal mission.’ - Jeremy James 

 

 

Values 

 

All interviewees identified as having core values or philosophies – there wasn’t anyone who 
said that this wasn’t important to them. These personal philosophies directly influenced all of 

our interviewees’ career choices and life paths.  

 

Many of our interviewees were drawn to work in the arts and charity sectors due to a 

compatibility with purpose-driven work: arts and charity organisations will often have a 

perceived clear vision of the role they are playing in society which aligns with individual’s 

motivations. They identified that this was of importance to them: 

 

‘I think that’s the reason I’ve ended up working in the sector because generally people who work in 

the sector they are not doing it for money, they are not doing it for anything other than it being an 

interesting job but also wanting to make the community better or wanting things to be better. 

Working towards a kind of sort of philosophy of openness, best practice and kindness.’ 

- Victoria Howarth  

 

However, it is important to note that people who work in the business sector can also be 

values-driven: 

 

‘I believed in empowering people, particularly black people and women like myself, and so I used my 

IT skills and business skills as a social endeavour. That was for my clients. For people close to me, I 

could look after them financially because I was earning good money. Now I can still look after others 

but just in a different way – a cup of tea, or a hug – it doesn’t always have to be financial.’  

- Pamela Franklin 

 

Whilst often personal values were considered to be a positive thing, many of the 

interviewees identified situations where their values had brought them into conflict.  

Sometimes it was conflict with other people’s values, sometimes it was conflict with their 

organisation’s values, and sometimes it led to internal conflict when their own values and 

priorities clashed, particularly when greater priorities were at stake such as family needs or 
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economic factors. This became clear through people’s career journeys as well as in their 

personal philosophies:  

 

‘You always want to think you’ve got a personal philosophy, something to share with the world.  But 

quite a lot of my decisions have been contingent on other things that have happened [….] I’m 

aware of the fact that you can convince yourself you’re doing things because it’s the right way to do 

it, but it’s also about other personal things, human things, kind of little hierarchies, gender, all those 

things might influence why you question one direction and not another.’ - Lawrence Bradby 

 

 

Shared Philosophies 

 

Through our interviews, we sought to identify emerging trends, values and shared 

philosophies between interviewees: 

 

1.       A belief in or a passion for what you do.  
This was the key motivator and driver for many interviewees. 

 

‘You can’t get to be a leader if you don’t believe in what you’re doing.’ - Sylvie Foucin 

  

2. Life is a struggle. Art and art-making can help with the struggle and can  

be transformational.  

 

‘Art was completely transformative in my life. And that has also fed my approach to the role 

here. I felt that it was a real opportunity here to be a gateway for people, in a way, to open 

up that possibility. Which they could then accept or reject.’ - Margot Heller 

 

‘I also feel really strongly that art might make life easier. Life is hard. Art makes it easier.’  

- Lawrence Bradby 

 

One interviewee saw the power of art in the tragic situation of losing a loved one, 

and this drove them to engage others in the transformative process of art, activism 

and therapy.  

 

3. Inequalities and injustice fuels action  

More than one interviewee had been driven to pursue a leadership role due to a 

personal experience of inequality, due to factors such as their personal identity, 

taking time-out to have a family or other reasons. Not feeling valued led to them not 

giving up.   

 

‘I’ve had lots of difficulties in my life, but I believe life is a journey and every knock is a 

stepping stone. Sometimes I stay down longer, but I choose to get up again.’  

- Pamela Franklin 
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Some interviewees were driven by seeing other people’s experience of injustice or 

inequality. 

 

‘I think there’s always been that drive for... ‘This is actually a bit s**t, why are these people 

being treated like this, why is it happening?’ - Clare Stanhope 

 

4. A desire to create opportunities for others 

 

‘Public service is a personal philosophy.’ - Hannah Fox 

 

Many interviewees considered their professional role and leadership position as a 

means of supporting others, and felt a deep responsibility to use their privilege to 

empower other people. Shân Edwards shared that she had had many experiences 

and opportunities that had made a difference in her life; she wanted to pass this on 

to others.  

 
5. Nurturing others 

 

‘I am always trying to recognise individual’s skill sets or qualities that could be developed by 

the organisation. The RSPCA has been able to keep some valuable skilled individuals during 

really difficult times through my support and keeping communications open and honest.’  

- David Allen  

 

‘Each one, teach one.’ - Pamela Franklin 

 

6. Belief in others 

 

‘It's really important to give it a go, to not to be too rigid and to have the belief of yourself 

and the people you lead. And you get a lot more out of people that way.’ - Alison Drake  

 

‘I genuinely believe in the brilliance in everybody. I don’t believe in talent, I don’t believe that 

some people are more special than others. I don’t think there’s a limited number of 

potential leaders; I think everyone is capable of leading and sharing.’ - Stella Duffy 

 

7. Self-belief 

 

 ‘I’m naturally optimistic. I think that everything is possible. I think as a leader it’s  

important to believe in yourself and to believe in others. Teamwork makes things 

happen.’ - Jeremy James   

 

8.        Equality 

 

‘An assumption of equality, that’s my philosophy at the moment.’ - Lawrence Bradby 
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9.  Hard work to achieve goals 

 

A recurring theme from the interviewees was a strong work ethic in order to 

achieve both personal and professional goals.  

 

 ‘If you can be anything, be the best. That was Cassius Clay’s motto.’ - Pamela Franklin 

 

10. Authenticity & integrity 

 

Through the interviews it was clear that in many cases having authenticity and 

integrity was as much about knowing when to walk away from a situation, as it was 

about staying and trying to change it as a leader. It’s about being true to yourself.  

 

‘More than anything, I value my freedom. Which is why I can NEVER work for a big 

institution.’ - Sylvia Foucin 

 
‘You can't work in this field of work unless you believe in it.’ - Alison Drake  

 

‘To not be pushed into acting a way that doesn’t feel authentic. I’ve been pushed a few 

times to do things I’m not comfortable with.’ - Victoria Howarth  

 

Authenticity is explored in more detail on page 18. 

 

11.  Giving yourself permission to try and to fail  

 

‘Keep failing. Never be afraid of failure, it doesn’t matter! Pick yourself up, dust yourself off 

and start all over again. That’s not easy – people get knocked!’ - Alison Drake  

 

‘You need to be trusted as an expert in what you are being asked to do, and to be 

trusted that it’s ok for it to be a complete failure as much as it is to be a complete success. 

Because you learn as much from your failures as you do from your successes. If it’s like it 

has to be perfect for that leader, then you can get yourself in all sorts of knots. It’s easy for 

your confidence to get shaken from that one experience. Having people say ‘I trust you to 

do what I’m asking you to do’ and for you to ask if you need support.’ - Hannah Mason  

 

12.  Being structured and disciplined  

 

‘Structure and discipline is a massive part of what I do, to be as organised as possible 

because from that you can be truly creative. Structure and discipline and adhering to what 

you’re going to say, so checking things with people is massively important, I can't emphasize 

that enough really.’ - Jo Kori   
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Identifying Personal Philosophies 

 

There are multiple ways in which interviewees identified their personal philosophies. 

 

1. Through lived experience 

 

A number of interviewees strongly expressed that their personal philosophies had 

been shaped by their lived experience, which often had nothing to do with work-

related experiences.  

 

For example, Sylvie Fourcin painted a clear picture of how she had experienced 

community art and art education as a child through her mother’s interests. This was 

most powerful when her mother became sick and she witnessed the healing effects 

of creativity. Sylvie clearly identified that art helped her mother and as a result she 

got involved as a student volunteer in community arts. It empowered her knowing 

how powerful art had been for her mother and has been a driving factor in her life 
and work.  

 

Another interviewee described how her personal philosophy was shaped by 

swimming with dolphins: 

 

‘One that's quite ridiculous […] which is when I swam with dolphins. Something about that 

experience which was so out of the ordinary and just so magical and amazing. It was 

confronting myself, it made me really deeply understand the things that were important to 

me. Wanting to be a helpful cog in a bigger machine. Just that ‘be excellent to each other’ 

kind of profoundly hit home for some reason. Those moments of meditative […] where you 

are actually at one with what you’re doing.’ - Victoria Howarth  

 

2. Through setting boundaries, difficult decision-making and saying no to  

things 

 

‘To not be pushed into acting a way that doesn’t feel authentic. I’ve been pushed a few 

times to do things I’m not comfortable with.’ - Victoria Howarth  

 

‘Being very clearly defined between work and play.’ - Jo Kori 

 

‘I have strong boundaries – none of the artists I work with are friends, they’re not on  

my Facebook. Someone did ask to be friends on Facebook and I felt very torn. My 20 

year old daughter was like oh mum just do it, but what if next week I’m having to have a 

really difficult conversation with that person. So I’m very boundaried and always have been. 

My work mates aren’t my mates, even colleagues, I’ve always had that NO. I might be an 

emotional person but I am quite boundaried.’ - Sylvie Fourcin  
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3. Through role-models and identifying inspirational leaders 

 

‘I can name the values-driven leaders I’ve worked with, and I feel that my experience under 

their leadership has been much more positive and I’ve come out with more experience that I 

have valued, and then been able to apply in other areas. I’ve always been a little bit 

irreverent anyway, I can’t help it. You know, just because somebody has a sir above their 

name or that they are a lord whatever. I don’t think that they deserve my respect more than 

somebody who hasn’t. So for me I work better with that kind of leader.’ - Hannah Mason  

 

‘I think also being really inspired by people I’ve worked with who have shared the same 

ideals but worked in very different ways. I think colleagues being helpful, and who are happy 

for other people and the people they are serving.’ - Victoria Howarth  

 

‘I worked with Jenny Lomax, and she kind of set the bar, really, for the rest of my career. 

She was a total inspiration; she was a sort of guru.  She’d pioneered a lot of gallery 

education work.’ - Shân Edwards  
 

‘The Head of Education at Southampton City Art Gallery, who went on to be Head of 

Education at the Southbank Centre - Shan MacLennan - was hugely influential to me.’  

- Margot Heller 

 

Adversely, not all leaders we work for are inspirational. Some leaders actually help us 

to learn about who we don't want to be.  

 

‘You can't get to be a leader if you don’t believe in what you’re doing, even the bullies 

believed in what they were doing and the organisation – they were just s**t to me a lot. It 

was like the organisation was their kingdom. I did learn not to be a controlling leader.’ 

- Anonymous 

 

Sometimes role models can be both surprising and disappointing. For instance, one 

interviewee was bullied and manipulated in the workplace by fellow female 

colleagues, and in her career she found her positive role models were mostly male. 

However other interviewees spoke of finding inspiration from leaders of the same-

sex who they could personally identify with. This idea of gendered role models is 

something we didn’t have time to explore in more detail.  

 

 

4. Through inspiration from popular culture 

 

‘I think that the point of life is to help people out or make things better for other people. Bill 

and Ted’s philosophy of ‘be excellent to each other’ is like my personal philosophy in life.’  

- Victoria Howarth  

 

‘Sounds like Miss World - but to be a part of making things better and helping people be 

the best they can be (that’s more like the Gillette ad!). At the end of the week, late on a 
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Friday pm I can keep going because my work isn’t just making a company or a boss richer.’ 

- David Allen  

 

‘My driver is always with me, tattooed on my arm. It’s the lyrics to a song.’ - Hannah Fox 

 

 

5. Through responding to adversity  

 

Alison Drake talked with honesty and brevity about a near death experience. She 

spoke about how a devastating accident and years of recovery had influenced her, 

creating a need to make the world a better place for others. Alison’s experience 

brought faith into the discussion, her strong belief in God and her sense of calling. 

This has been an undertone in many discussions. 

 

‘I’m soft and I do cry but I’m determined. I’m not afraid of anyone or anything. I don’t want 

to hurt anyone, I don’t want to disappoint people, but on the other hand I’m not frightened. 
I nearly died and there was no earthly reason why I survived - so I always think I’m here to 

be me and I’m here to make a difference.’ - Alison Drake 

 

‘We are all connected and if we recognise the connection with the power of love it's more 

powerful that we can imagine. Every single being is enormously powerful. I’m very lucky to 

have that faith.’ - Alison Drake  

 

Often difficult times were cited as opportunities for personal reflection and soul-

searching to discover the core of who you are. 

 

 ‘When I got ill I ended-up in hospital. Trainee doctors used come into my ward and  

start addressing my illness instead of me. I asked them, “What’s my name?” - They didn’t 

know. I would take a blank piece of paper and draw a small red dot and then ask them, 

“What do you see?”. They always said the dot. What they didn’t see was the rest of the 

page. My illness is the dot. I’ve got to remind myself and others there’s a lot more to me 

than just that dot. Reminding myself of who I am, gets me through.’ - Pamela Franklin 

 

One interviewee talked about how her dyslexia has meant that she is more 

responsive to different types of leadership. She described how she has had to adapt 

to different leaders through adversity and how this has shaped her own leadership 

style.  

 

‘I don’t respond well to how they want me to work and there is also my dyslexia. It’s really 

difficult for me to explain it to a leader; it’s a spectrum and each person with dyslexia is 

different, needing support in different areas. And so when I have a very hierarchical leader 

who goes ‘do this, this, this and this’ and gives me a whole list of things and wants me to 

process information in the same way that other people process it, it’s really difficult to 

explain. Even in my own mind it’s difficult to work out how to process the information they 

are giving me and to deliver what it is I think they want. Sometimes I will misinterpret it, so 
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I’m not giving them what they want which is frustrating for them. That’s not to say that’s a 

problem of theirs, it’s just that for me as a dyslexic, adaptive leadership is a better process 

than hierarchical leadership.’ - Anonymous  

 

 

6.  Through developing recognition of personal value and worth 

 

‘I have been valued, so I make sure I acknowledge other people’s expertise in turn.’  

- Shân Edwards  

 

‘Nurture others, see when people need to go on a course, or if they need to get away and 

do something totally for themselves. I had that and understand that it's important to see 

that in others.’ - Sylvie Fourcin  

 

 

7. Through surrounding yourself with like-minded people as well as people  
who challenge you 

 

Surrounding yourself by lots of different people was cited as a way of recognising 

both similarities and differences in values and perspectives, and thus providing a way 

of affirming your own sense of self.    

 

‘Finding people – having that support for making sure you’re doing the things you want to 

do at the same time as fulling your job and your career within an arts organisation is really 

important.’ - Jo Kori   

 

‘I finally met my people, my tribe of people that I liked the work of, that think like me. 

People who don’t work in traditional theatre hierarchies and don’t work in traditional arts 

hierarchies who very much believe everyone can be creative in different kinds of ways than 

arts people who had traditionally been trained to.’ - Stella Duffy  

 

‘It’s important to put yourself in unfamiliar settings, to take yourself out of yourself. Don’t 

just stick to museums. Go to the theatre, say yes to that gig invitation, take a friend’s book 

recommendation. It will give you new perspectives [...] But also know who your allies are.’  

- Sara Wajid 

 

 

8. Through self-analysis 

 

‘Look at the way you interact with the world around you and try to unpick this. Try to 

understand why you do what you do. How have you become who you are today? What 

drives your actions?’ - Stella Kanu 
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Wellbeing 

 

Wellbeing was of particular interest for this enquiry. We realised early on that we 

collectively identified with being carers, taking on a nurturing role at work, and yet felt that 

we often didn’t allocate enough time or prioritise caring for ourselves. We were interested 

to explore if this was an experience other professionals faced; plus if and how a personal 

philosophy might support the ability to care for oneself.  

 

The importance of caring for others, nurturing others’ creativity and empowering others to 

succeed came out as a core value in a number of interviews. However this drive to put 

others first, was also identified as being detrimental to personal wellbeing in some instances. 

It emerged that this was an area where there could be conflict between upholding a 

personal philosophy and ensuring personal wellbeing.  

 

‘I’ve found things I’m passionate about, and it’s important that those things serve others. However, 

what that means is I work 14-15 hour days. I’ve worked myself into the ground all my life, I’ve had 
breast cancer twice and both times I was up and working within 5 days. That’s not healthy and 

that’s not sane. So I’m trying to, in my 50s, train myself out of this sense of duty, not because I don’t 

think it’s right – I really do – but I also have to teach it to myself. And whilst I think it’s vital we put 

others first (and I do think it’s really important that in the wealthy West we understand how 

privileged we are and as a white woman I appreciate how privileged I am) I do also need to look 

after myself better than I have to date. I have a rather overdeveloped sense of duty.’ - Stella Duffy  

 

‘The challenge is being able to push yourself ahead by just focusing on what your job is. Some 

people are quite good at doing just their job and ignoring the wider needs of an organisation. So if a 

volunteer comes in and they don’t know what’s going on or if someone knocks on the back door and 

needs help – some people are better at just ignoring that and not helping and doing their job 

brilliantly in isolation. But I’m not interested in doing that really, so I guess the challenge or threat 

with that is you can get very burnt-out or overwhelmed by the workload. Because I naturally want to 

be helping out with things and being kind to people.’ - Victoria Howarth   

 

A number of interviewees identified the importance of creating space and time to nurture 

themselves as individuals in order to be able to work with others and to enact their aims 

and goals as leaders. Some recognised that the valuing of their own wellbeing enabled them 

to make difficult decisions.  

 

‘We do the jobs we do because we think it’s important, but we also recognise there are other things 

in people’s lives, like families and things. That’s a given, an absolute given.’ - Shân Edwards 

 

For Shân Edwards, the clear value and importance to her of family life had enabled her to 

resign from a senior position. She was clear that this was the right decision, because she 

recognised that the long commute that was part of position was having a negative impact on 

her wellbeing and that of her family, and this was something that she wasn’t willing to 

compromise on in the long-term. 
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A threat to wellbeing was identified by interviewees when the values of an individual clashes 

with the values of an organisation or other staff. This situation may have come about due to 

changes in management or an unclear organisational vision. This has often led to individuals 

feeling compromised, isolated and emotionally affected.  

 

‘It’s really helpful to have people with different working styles and different ways of doing things, but 

I think if people have very incompatible drivers then that's really bad. If people are driven by what 

they can get for themselves, how important they are and how much they can get paid, and then 

actually the majority of the workforce is driven by wanting the place to be successful, caring about 

each other and the place, that just doesn't work and it’s kind of disastrous.’ - Victoria Howarth   

 

Through our workshop process Stella insightfully reminded us that personal philosophies are 

not just to be applied to others – they must be applied to ourselves otherwise we are not 

truly embodying our philosophies. 

 

‘It is not just about doing good for other people. You must take care of yourself.’ - Stella Kanu 
 

‘If you give too much away, you won’t have anything left to give. Find what gives you energy, and 

allow time to re-energise.’ - Hannah Fox 

 

 

Authenticity 

 

In identifying and articulating personal philosophies, an individual goes through the process 

of putting themselves under the microscope, and asking the ultimate question, “Who am I?”  

 

‘To know your personal philosophies is to know yourself. They should represent the core of who you 

are and your fundamental beliefs.’ - Stella Kanu  

 

In a number of interviews people spoke of how personal philosophies gave them courage 

and conviction to be true to themselves. They provide a centre of gravity for people to 

come back to, and to remind themselves of who they are even in the most challenging of 

times. For Pamela Franklin, she draws strength from Muhammad Ali. When he was asked by 

a journalist who he’d be if he wasn’t the world’s greatest, he replied that he would still be 

the greatest. Ali’s personal philosophy to be the greatest you can be, whoever you are and 

whatever you do, gave him his courage of conviction to succeed despite the racism and 

discrimination he endured throughout his career.  

 

Having a clear sense of self can also help others to know who you are. To be perceived as 

authentic can enhance relationships as people understand where you’re coming from and 

what drives you through life.  

 

‘Being able to articulate your personal philosophies will ensure you are real, true and honest to both 

yourself and to others. What we believe shows up in our actions and in our leadership.’   

- Stella Kanu 
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Within leadership, a clear sense of self can help to provide a clear purpose not just in your 

individual work but in the mission of the wider team or organisation. However, there is also 

the danger that being too self-focussed can be seen as arrogance and can close you off to 

other perspectives.  

 

‘My eldest said to me they [the workforce] are not going to all be as passionate as you, you can't 

just assume they are all going to do it to your standards – and that was very salutary when she said 

that. I mean she is so right and I have to be so careful to respect that it’s my passion – it's not 

always theirs. I think that’s often a fault of people in my position and they expect too much of 

people.’ - Sylvie Foucin  

 

There is the potential that a leader with clear personal philosophies could be an inspiring 

transformational leader, but there is also potential for that leader to cross-over into an 

authoritative leader. Therefore, there needs to be careful consideration as to how one uses 

their personal philosophies within a leadership role.  

 

How personal philosophies influence leadership 

 

A number of themes emerged as to how interviewees’ personal philosophies influenced 

their leadership: 

 

 

a.  Holding the bigger picture 

 setting the vision of an organisation 

 creating a working environment 

 

 

b. Working with others 

 recruitment and how you build team 

 how you manage a team 

 trusting your team, not having to know everything 

 authenticity, transparency and developing trust 

 valuing other people’s skills and differences 

 

 

c.  Self-management 

 decision-making and prioritising 

 personal philosophies as an anchor to re-centre yourself 

 

 

c.  Thirst for power 

 motivation for leadership 

 approach to leadership 
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a. Holding the bigger picture:  

 setting the vision of an organisation 

 creating a working environment 

 

‘It’s true that as the years have gone by it has become more apparent to me how much my vision 

for the South London Gallery has been informed by my personal values about all sorts of things.’  

- Margot Heller 

 

‘I don’t want a culture of people working round the clock and becoming completely exhausted. I just 

don’t think it creates a positive, productive working environment.’ - Margot Heller  

 

b. Working with others: 

 recruitment and how you build team 

 how you manage a team 

 trusting your team and not having to know everything 

 authenticity, transparency, vulnerability and developing trusting 
relationships 

 valuing other people’s skills and differences 

 

Many interviewees commented on how their leadership style nurtured the growth of others 

and the importance of honesty and trust within their teams.  

 

‘My leadership style is about identifying goals, identifying tasks, direction, the things that WE want to 

achieve as a group of people and working out who is best to achieve each bit and not try to do each 

bit myself but to delegate areas of responsibility. To try to give them the support they need to be 

able to do that. And that everyone within the team is supportive of each other.’ - Hannah Mason  

 

‘You can’t do everything. People think there is something wrong with them because they can’t do 

what that person does. But it’s not true, we are all given different gifts. […] I’m that pointy bit at 

the front of the wedge. I couldn’t be there; I couldn’t even exist if it wasn’t for everybody else behind 

me. But I have to forge forward and sometimes I’m hitting against things so I take the knock.’  

- Alison Drake  

 

‘I’m not a very prescribed manager or director in terms of what they do and I think there are times 

that when for some people that isn’t always that easy because it’s quite open. But what I have 

noticed is that when they then take that space with support, the work that they deliver is far more 

powerful, far deeper, far more interesting than the places where there is a curriculum, where they 

are told what to do or given a structure. […] As much as you can, give people the feeling of 

freedom within their everyday lives.’ - Sylvie Fourcin  

 

‘As a leader, I want to develop a group of self-motivated, self-sufficient, autonomous, really confident 

people who can use me as a point of strength for remembering what their strengths are. Then they 

can use you as a springboard – [I] would call myself a trampoline.’ - Jo Kori  
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‘I know I don’t have all the answers but a good leader is all about asking the team the right 

questions so they own the work they do.’ - David Allen  

 

‘A more open communicative environment – I think that’s important and I try and create that – 

then you’ve got much more input from the whole team.’ - Shân Edwards 

 

‘Beyond all those things that you try and do as a leader, where you model behaviour and values, I 

believe that everyone is an expert at what they do, and they know what they do better than I do, so 

I just try and empower their expertise.’ - Shân Edwards 

 

‘In rugby if you get exposed from the team and you become isolated, you get turned over. I’ve now 

realised it’s better to be in the middle of it and push out from the centre.’ - Jeremy James 

 

c. Self-management: 

 decision-making and prioritising 

 using personal philosophies as an anchor to re-centre yourself 
 

Having a clear personal philosophy seemed to strengthen our interviewees in making 

decisions in difficult situations. Alison Drake described this when asked ‘Do you see yourself 

as a leader?’  

  

‘I am afraid I am! And I’m not always thanked for it. Because sometimes as a leader you have to 

make decisions to go ahead with things and lead on things that people in high places might not like. 

And so just by being me and making those decisions with our trustees and the group, you forge 

ahead with your vision and your plan. That doesn’t always fit with what other people want to do.’  

- Alison Drake  

 

‘There is a way to stay true to yourself and you can always say no… especially if you’re self-

employed, that’s perfectly ok. Sometimes you can be in a situation where someone will bring 

something up, often quite innocently, and it will make your blood boil and you have to be quite 

controlled about that sort of thing. But it doesn’t mean you have to remain silent.’ - Jo Kori  

 

‘Your personal philosophies should guide your decision-making processes. As a leader you come into 

an organisation with a vision for that organisation underpinned by your personal philosophies. Use 

your personal philosophies – you wouldn’t have been hired unless the organisation shares your 

vision.’ - Stella Kanu 

 

Some of our interviewees commented on how their personal philosophies have even helped 

to determine whether to stay with an organisation if colleagues present conflicting values or 

the values of an organisation are not true to their own. For example, one interviewee left an 

organisation due to feeling discriminated against because of her ethnicity, and felt the 

organisation was not truly accepting of her as a leader within the institution. Fundamentally 

this was due to a clash of core values.  

 

Personal philosophies were also used as an anchor to re-centre oneself. 
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‘I think that’s why the philosophy is so important, it just pulls you back. It doesn’t matter what you’re 

interested in, you kind of pull it back and go “Is this really valid to what I’m doing?” and sometimes 

you have to let things go.’ - Clare Stanhope  

 

‘I’m a bit of a maverick! I can't be controlled because I don’t need the money and I don’t need the 

votes, so long as my members and trustees vote me in a chair I will keep leading the Trust forward. 

And even if they don’t, I shall still have something to say.’ - Alison Drake  

 

d. Thirst for power 

 motivation for leadership 

 approach to leadership 

 

It was noted that for some leaders, their underlying driver appeared to be a thirst for 

power, to seek power for themselves. This motivation appears to be what leads some into 

leadership positions and to take power in an authoritative way.  

 

‘Some people are in it for the power, not love. They have such an inner drive for power it sweeps 

others aside ruthlessly and they don’t care to think about it’. - Alison Drake  

 

 

PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 

 

The Extend Leadership Programme and our group enquiry have provided an opportunity for 

us as four individuals to explore and develop our own personal philosophies. This resulted in 

four very different personal journeys. Throughout the process we have defined and 

redefined our personal philosophies through a series of workshops, desk research, 

conversations, personal reflections and 1-to-1 mentoring sessions.  

 

 

Emily Hedley 

 

Having experienced some challenging examples of leadership in the past this enquiry helped 

to regain confidence in my own leadership style whilst reinstating a sense of hope and 

enthusiasm that what I do can make a real difference. Not being able to articulate my drivers 

or assuming others had similar ones to me has led to conflict in the past and left me feeling 

misunderstood or undervalued. Hearing Stella speak so articulately about her personal 

philosophies inspired me to re-evaluate the way I verbalise my intent.  

 

I found the initial process of trying to hone my personal philosophies down to a set of 

concise sentences extremely challenging. As a visual person who usually expresses myself 

through art I found finding the words to describe my gut feelings extremely difficult. 

Throughout this process I came to unpick my own story in an attempt to figure out where 
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these values originated. For me a huge part of who I am and what I believe was instilled at an 

early age and the choices I’ve made in life has tested and questioned these values.  

 

As a team we decided a workshop with Stella would give us a greater understanding of how 

she came to have such a clear and concise set of values whilst helping us develop and 

question our own. I found this workshop to be challenging as Stella pushed me to evaluate 

the way I present myself verbally and nonverbally. Unaware to myself I have picked up bad 

habits that imply I don’t value my own words. Despite this being an uncomfortable 

experience I feel Stella pushed me to take the stage wholeheartedly and to harness 

opportunities when they present themselves.  

 

This enquiry enabled conversations I might not otherwise have had. This was a fantastic 

opportunity for me to interview people who have inspired me in the past or made me feel a 

valued member of a team. Speaking to other professionals about their experience has been 

eye opening and their honest words have been greatly received as a reminder that we all will 

experience a clash in values at some point in our career. For me the biggest take away was 
to be kinder to myself and give myself time and space for reflection so that when 

opportunities arise I am confident in my approach and take full advantage of them.  

 

 

Heather Kay 

 

Our enquiry enabled me to frame conversations with people that I wouldn’t usually have - 

connecting with others in this way to talk about motivations and drivers was a really 

enriching experience and the most impactful part of the process for me. The conversations 

themselves were a means of moving relationships forward, engaging with people in a more 

vulnerable way and creating meaningful engagement. 

 

This took several forms: I spoke with people who were important to me in both my 

professional and personal life, people with whom I work regularly or have partnership 

projects with, as well as my parents. The more personal conversations opened up a space to 

hear feedback from people who know me well, and gave me a lot of food for thought which 

I am continuing to reflect on. The impact of these conversations I believe will reach far 

beyond the timeframe of this course and enquiry. 

 

Sharing our philosophies and values touched on the deeply personal, and I particularly valued 

the way the group created a safe space for testing these ideas. Sharing with each other 

beyond the everyday and hearing each other’s stories was very rewarding, and this space 

helped me to articulate and draw out some of my own story in new ways. It was inspiring to 

hear each other’s reflections, as well as the stories we had collected through our interviews. 

 

Key learning for me is that a personal philosophy doesn’t have to be fixed but is an ever-

evolving set of values that propel you forward. Working with Surya Turner on identifying 

important values is an ongoing process and one that I hope will keep me on course over the 

coming years.  
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Martha Burns Findlay 

 

I like to think I have a strong understanding of why I do what I do. The decision to pursue a 

career in arts education was a combination of active choices shaped by my life experiences 

and a commitment to live by my passions; plus many fortunate twists of fate along the way. I 

believe I know my own personal story.   

 

However a part of my story has been missing - an articulation of my values, drivers and 

innate beliefs. This is why Stella Kanu’s initial presentation struck a chord with me. Her clear 

and concise personal philosophies revealed her authenticity and confidence as a leader, but 

most importantly as a human being.  

 

As I began to explore the concept of personal philosophies it became clear they could offer 

a useful road map to navigate both professional and personal aspects of my life. As someone 

who is not religious, I have no text to refer to when making difficult decisions or when 

counsel is needed, other than an organisation’s mission statement. As Pamela Franklin 
stated, ‘The scripture is my yardstick’. Therefore this process provided me with an opportunity 

to create my own personal text, my own road map, my own yardstick.  

 

The Extend Leadership Programme and the group enquiry has been a process of reflection 

and discovery. It’s been an opportunity to look around at leaders in the sector to think 

about who inspires me and why. This includes people I’ve worked with, met in passing, 

heard at conferences, read articles by or interviewed for this project. Beyond the 

programme, I will continue reaching out, looking around and learning from people as I 

continue to develop my leadership skills and professional practice in the arts education 

sector.  

 

I also wanted to use the Extend Leadership Programme as a catalyst for looking inwards to 

reflect on my own sense of self, particularly in the context of being an emerging leader. Who 

am I and what do I stand for? As I come to the end of this programme, I have not yet 

written my road map. It’s a far more challenging task than I ever imagined. But for now I‘ve 

settled on a combination of words, quotes and imagery to organise my thoughts, which 

begin to express my values, beliefs and drivers. 
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Natalie Walton 

 

The Extend enquiry opportunity has been an intense experience. An opportunity to explore 

the more formal side of leadership through interviews with those we associate with as being 

leaders and a unique moment in which to spend time reflecting on personal leadership and 

values.  

 

Outside - interviews  

The process of interviewing others has been interesting and has helped me reflect on my 

own personal philosophy and how and when personal values come into play. I interviewed 

three people, a change maker, director of a community arts organisation and a community 

activist. Initially I was looking for diversity and not just interviewing those from an 

institutional background and so not having the same career path as myself. I did however 

notice on reflection that I had selected three strong activist women with very strong 

personal political agendas. I found this interesting in terms of how my personal values and 

history had subconsciously influenced my selection! This and the extend course has made 
me more aware of how I need to be more aware of my subconscious when decision making.  

 

Inside - personal reflection  

The internal reflections have by far been the most challenging element of the process for 

me. I’m not sure exactly why this has been challenging other than recognising through the 

process that I am more comfortable and primarily focused on other people than I am in my 

own development. I equally have come to understand that my reluctance to articulate my 

personal philosophy has been a reluctance to pinning myself and my nature down.  

 

On entering the enquiry I recognised something in Stella’s personal philosophy that 

resonated, but also gave me hope. I felt that I had been making decisions based on gut, heart, 

morals - however you would describe it. But never able to articulate those feelings and often 

left feeling that the deep rooted nature of those ‘values’ had lead me into conflict with 

others and unable to make my case due to not fully recognizing them, not being able to 

articulate them externally. Therefore this enquiry became almost too close, to personal to 

explore with ease!  

 

Through the enquiry I have gained an understanding of the need to articulate my values, the 

way in which these values, once effectively formed can become a route map to making 

decisions and understanding compromises.  

 

Something from the experience stuck with me throughout and has helped me to be more 

reasoned in my approach to leadership. I was challenged by my mentor to consider if having 

strong values was perhaps a little arrogant. I admit that until this point I had made the 

assumption that my values are the right path, this statement made me question the need to 

compromise and to reflect on and respect the values, personal philosophies of others.  
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CONCLUSIONS & SUGGESTED AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

Working as a group on the enquiry was beneficial as a means to explore personal 

philosophies, not just as an individual endeavour but with each other’s support. We created 

a safe space to test, challenge, listen deeply and support one another’s learning journeys. We 

also created space for ourselves to look inwards to formulate our own sense of personal 

philosophies.  

 

We hope that our enquiry created opportunity for interviewees to have time and space to 

consider their own personal philosophies and a moment in which to discuss issues they may 

not have been able to vocalise elsewhere. For some this seemed to provide a moment of 

release and led to deeper realisations about themselves. This could have been an area of 

further research, asking interviewees for feedback on the interview process and whether it 

had helped them beyond the moment of the interview.   

 

Another avenue for investigation would have been whether or not gender influences 

personal philosophies and values-driven leadership. However, this was beyond the scope of 

our enquiry. 

       

In order to communicate the findings from our enquiry more widely, we are in the process 

of commissioning an artist to create an animation of our findings highlight some of the key 

insights from the process. We hope to make this public later on in the year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


