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The authentic leadership theory acknowledges that leaders must advance their 

introspection to gain self-awareness, balanced processing, internal moral perspective, and 

relational transparency. Leaders may desire to lead effectively, yet modern leaders lack 

emotional intelligence, authenticity, and a vehicle to acquire (Northouse, 2019).  Like 

authentic leadership, emotional intelligence is favored in leaders to include self-

awareness, emotional management, empathy, and relationship management (Goleman, 

1995). Much research surrounds emotionally intelligent competencies in leadership, but 

limited research targets behaviors for development. A look at psychology and counseling 

revealed that self-awareness, a standard competency in authentic leadership and 

emotional intelligence, is also the primary goal of professional counseling/psychotherapy 

(Guy, 2015). A purposeful confidential counseling relationship supports and encourages 

introspection to gain self-awareness, balanced processing, transparency, and empathy 

(Best, 2020; Lambert & Barley, 2001; Rogers, 1967).  

This qualitative participatory inquiry study explored how psychotherapy may 

meet authenticity challenges, emotional gaps, and leadership development through 

interviews with psychotherapists and leaders. (Baum et al., 2006; Moustakas, 1994; 
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Norbert & Sauer, 2015; VanManen, 1990). Research revealed that an empathic, client-

focused, and intentional psychotherapeutic relationship informs the goals of professional 

counseling, self-awareness, increased empathy, emotional regulation, and authenticity 

and are transferable to other relationships. The stigma of executive psychotherapy was 

explored, and professional help's role championed for well-being and leadership 

effectiveness. Future research may call for professional counseling to be corporately 

supported (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018; Cresswell & Poth, 

2018). 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Leadership philosophies seek to answer the existence, reason, knowledge, and 

values behind leading. Within the thirteen most common leadership models: Trait, Skills, 

Behavioral, Situational, Path-Goal, Transformational, Servant/Ethical, Adaptive, 

Followership, Team, Humanistic, and Authentic, a pattern emerges. Leaders are born, 

learn, grow, and evolve (Northouse, 2019). This evolution and pyramid leadership found 

in the leadership theories all point to leadership growth and development. Leadership 

theories emphasize the need for self-awareness and the human sides of managing, 

including emotional intelligence (Akamatsu & Gherghel, 2021; Zukof, 2021). Emotional 

Intelligence (EI) factors include self-awareness, emotion regulation, empathy, and 

relationship management (Goleman, 1995). Authentic leadership theory acknowledges 

that leaders must advance their introspection to gain self-awareness, balanced processing, 

internal moral perspective, and relational transparency (Northouse, 2019) (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005).  

Background of the Study 

Leadership is a multidiscipline field urging leaders to be proficient in various 

areas. Yet, one driving behavior permeates through all the disciplines: the subconscious 

elements that drive leadership decisions, behaviors, and actions. Fluker (2009) missions 

leaders to use all resources, services, and mediums so that a new generation of fully 

aware, "awake" as he calls leaders will emerge. Self-awareness is the center of 

understanding human behavior and management (Showry & Manasa, 2014). A self-aware 

leader is humble, flexible, authentic, perceptive, aware of prejudices, and prioritizes 
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others (Northouse, 2019). Self-awareness, the key to effective communication and 

influence, is coined the meta-skill of the 21st Century. According to Jastzabski (2020), 

approximately 70% self-report that they see themselves as self-aware, yet only a fraction 

participate in activities to increase self-awareness. Successful organizational growth also 

requires self-awareness (Anderson, 2020). If self-aware leaders are in high demand, self-

awareness must become a key goal for executives (Edmondson, 2019). 

Statement of Problem 

Authentic leadership, a leadership theory still in the early phases of development, 

espouses that authentic leaders have deep self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, 

balanced processing, and relational transparency through analysis of critical life events. 

While these emotional processes are identified in theory, it lacks significant research on 

strategies leaders can implement to develop or enhance those authentic leadership 

processes (Northouse, 2019; Krsnaric, 2012). However, a common theme does emerge: 

authentic leadership is shaped and reformed by critical life events that act as triggers for 

springboarding to growth and greater authenticity (Hatch, 2018; Neider & Schriesham, 

2011, Northouse, 2019; Schein, 2017). Critical life events, triggers, and emotional 

traumas refer to past events or experiences that play significant roles in our current 

functioning. These might be positive or negative experiences of childhood, life events 

that changed the trajectory of our future, abuses of all kinds, unhealthy relationships, etc. 

Essentially it is the process of understanding how our past function influences our current 

function (Covelli & Mason, 2017). 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) refers to emotional awareness defined by four 

dimensions: self-awareness, emotional management, empathy, and relationship handling. 
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Coined by Goleman (1995), the leading expert in emotional awareness, emotional 

intelligence has been a buzzword in leadership and business circles in the last two 

decades. Ivy league universities now offer leadership certificates and training for 

emotional intelligence factors such as empathy and emotional processing (eCornell, 

2021). It seems that the prevailing school of thought is that emotional intelligence is 

necessary for influential leaders of today. Fianko et al. (2020), using Goleman's 

emotional intelligence quotient, suggest a strong relationship between self and social 

awareness and practical management and support Goleman's measurement of empathy, 

otherwise known as social cognition, a predictor of good managerial skills (Fianko, 

2020). In parallel, other research points to workplace cultural practices that lack 

emotional intelligence, especially the dimension of empathy, which can negatively affect 

social support and antisocial behaviors. Akmatsu & Gherghel (2021) suggest emotional 

intelligence immersion for healthy leaders and organizations. 

Research expounds on the beneficial role the soft sides of leadership: emotional 

intelligence and authenticity, play in leading with compassion and influence (Goleman, 

1995; Zukof, 2021). Although they may want to lead effectively, modern leaders lack 

emotional intelligence and authenticity in their leadership (Anderson, 2020; Northouse, 

2019; Showry & Manasa, 2014; Jastzabski, 2020). 

Theory and Action Related to the Problem 

While significant research on emotional intelligence may not exist within 

leadership foundations, it does exist in psychology and counseling. Self-awareness, 

internalized moral perspective, balanced processing, and relational transparency are all 

the main goals and themes of psychotherapy/counseling. The therapeutic process creates 
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an effective relationship and space to analyze critical life events to enhance growth and 

increase one's emotional intelligence (Best, 2020; Rogers, 1967). 

The investigation into the therapeutic effects of psychotherapy for growth is 

remarkable and broad. The experience of and reflection from executive counseling may 

influence the four components of emotional intelligence: self-awareness, emotional 

management, empathy, and handling of relationships, and the four dimensions of 

authentic leadership: self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, balanced processing, 

and relational transparency (Gardner et al., 2005; Gill et al., 2015; Insights, 2021; Showry 

& Manasa, 2014; Sepeng et al., 2020). 

Purpose of the Study 

This study explores how professional counseling/psychotherapy may influence 

the development of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. The research will 

assess how leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe changes in 

how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their personal and 

professional lives. Additionally, this study will incorporate the perspectives of 

psychotherapists who have worked with leaders to ascertain observable changes in their 

clients' embodiment of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. 

Emotional intelligence is a well-respected and adopted concept in current 

leadership models (Ackerman, 2021). Theorists, researchers, and organizations recognize 

that leaders with higher emotional intelligence quotients are more effective and relational 

(Kotze and Petrus, 2015), but recognizing alone is insufficient. Castellano (2014) found 

that most effective leaders know practical ways to become more authentic, self-aware, 

and balanced. Insight into specific strategies people can use to develop or enhance 
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emotional intelligence, and authentic leadership competencies are lacking in research 

(Axelrod, 2012). Combining a century of research in psychology and counseling with 

current research on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership could provide a new 

perspective, angle, and application for today's leaders and beyond (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). The research into the influence of professional counseling on emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership is essential, timely, and necessary. This study seeks 

to address a gap in the literature regarding the connection between leaders and their 

experience with counseling. 

The research makes plausible breaking barriers to self-awareness and self-

actualization. Professional counseling may be a practical way for leaders to become more 

effective in their work and personal lives. It is not without its challenges. A paradigm 

shift is necessary for the general public to see therapy as a healthy vehicle toward growth 

and self-awareness instead of a last-resort treatment for the broken (Snader & Schwalke, 

2019). One can imagine this stigma is even more ubiquitous in the world of successful 

leaders. The researcher is conducting this study to explore how leaders embody 

emotional intelligence and authentic leadership after counseling. Executive counseling 

(professional counseling for leaders) may emerge as a tool to examine ineffective coping 

mechanisms, growth for inter and intrapersonal strategies for conflict, and overall greater 

self-awareness. Psychotherapy may be a missing initiative for next-level leaders 

(Northouse, 2019; Best, 2020; Rogers, 1967). 
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Research Questions 

1. How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe changes 

in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 

2. How do counselors who have worked with leaders describe observable changes in 

how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 

3. How do leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship, and how 

does it inform their personal and professional emotionality and authenticity? 

Conceptual Framework 

 Emotional Intelligence 

 Other industries agree that emotional intelligence is critical to effective 

leadership. Businesses have adopted initiatives to focus on emotional intelligence 

because they see that emotionally intelligent leaders produce more excellent workplace 

performance. Through an interview with Goleman, Castellano (2014) proposes that 

emotional intelligence distinguishes the top 10% of the performers in the workplace. He 

suggests that if a company is not looking at leadership emotional intelligence, they may 

be promoting leaders to positions where they may not be successful. Being intelligent is 

not the same as being emotionally intelligent. He says emotional intelligence factors are 

superior to leadership skills (Castellano, 2014). Unsurprisingly, the skill of the decade is 

emotional intelligence collaboration of self-reflection through feedback for greater self-

awareness (Jastzabski, 2020; Stone & Heen, 2014). 
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 Kreibich et al. (2020) extend the emotional intelligence factor of self-

awareness as a catalyst for practical problem-solving and goal attainment relationship 

regulation within the workplace. They present evidence that without the critical 

emotional trait of self-awareness, leaders cannot see the challenges or obstacles that 

necessitate overcoming. The tenets of organizational psychology identify the 

interpersonal attributes of trust and empathy as business culture practices present in 

emotionally healthy organizations. Expressing and regulating emotions and critical, 

emotionally intelligent skills build the trust and support of staff (Jain & Sinha, 2005). 

Further research extends the connection of emotional intelligence and influential 

organizations to a call to action for leaders. Leaders are sought after in every walk of life, 

from the community, government, business, school, and ministry, and friendships to 

provide clear visions and encouragement for change (Anderson, 2020). It is also 

understood that leaders can be trained; therefore, there is a call for leaders to increase 

their emotional intelligence to increase their influence and overall leadership (Momeny & 

Gourges, 2019). Yong (2022) describes this same call as a cry for leaders to grow faster 

than the companies they lead. With all the recent global challenges, emotionally 

intelligent social skills and empathy seem to be an important answer to innovation and 

growth. Additionally, research shows that current organizational leaders' self-awareness 

may contribute to breeding new leaders. Businesses seeking longevity and relevance 

should note this (Bracht et al., 2021; Balboa, 2021).  

Theoretical Framework 

 Authentic Leadership 



 

8 

 Authentic leadership, a leadership theory still in its infancy as a newer 

area of research, primarily focuses on being genuine as a leader, hence the name 

authentic. Still, in its formative stage of development, it looks into the future of 

leadership and meets the challenges of modern and relevant organizations (Bolman & 

Deal, 2017). Today's workforce wants a trustworthy leader, so the authentic leadership 

study is timely and worth the research (Story et al., 2019). Northouse (2019) describes 

authentic leadership as an intro/interpersonal and developmental process that shows a 

leader's genuine desire to serve others and know themselves. Authentic leadership 

comprises four dimensions: self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, balanced 

processing, and relational transparency. Together these four factors make up positive 

psychological functions in leaders (Northouse, 2019; Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 

 Over the past century, researchers have struggled to isolate how to 

develop leaders. Yet what is apparent in the literature is that leadership is a 

developmental journey of authenticity. We see this growth and process by identifying 

known "real" leaders, describing their success, and assigning skills and traits to them 

(Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leadership begins with the function of the true self, the 

leader's most honest, genuine, and transparent form. If a leader leads from that true self, 

people see them as authentic (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Authentic leadership requires 

relational transparency (Ladkin & Taylor, 2010). Relational openness can be achieved 

when leaders admit weaknesses, limits, or insecurities. Through vulnerability, leaders can 

acknowledge their humanness, ask for help when needed, and are relationally available 

when others need it (Hawkes, 2018). 
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 Authentic leadership also requires self-regulation. Leadership is not static; 

development throughout adulthood is necessary for connecting to the true self at different 

phases of life and leading. Growth seems to be the central part of the process (Li et al., 

2021). Low self-regulatory and an imbalance in self-regulation are associated with 

personal problems and a lack of self-control. On the other hand, high self-regulation and 

growth contribute to control, development, and authentic leading: pinnacle leadership 

(Boekaerts et al., 2005). 

 But as with emotional intelligence integrative search, the fundamentals of 

how leaders develop authentic leadership are lacking (Fusco, 2018). Northouse (2019) 

even admits that little research has focused on strategies or methods that can be used by 

leaders to foster authentic leadership. Historically we want to work under authentic 

leaders, but how they become that way is yet to be determined (Burns, 2003). 

 Research also suggests that authentic leadership is emotional intelligence 

correlated with dynamic and influential leadership. Authentic leadership and self-

awareness (a factor in emotional intelligence) are catalysts for leaders to create safe and 

productive spaces. In an inverse but harmonious conclusion, Maximo et al. (2019) 

suggest that perceived psychological safety breeds honest leader and employee 

relationships based on integrity. Concretely, Leroy et al. (2012) state that authentic 

leadership is integrity leadership is created by high leader emotional competencies. They 

propose that authentic leadership positively affects workplace psychological safety and 

follower performance. High emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

competencies are the most significant predictors of highly competitive leaders (Adiquezel 

& Kuloglu, 2019). 
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Approach of the Study 

Given the research purpose of exploring professional counseling/psychotherapy as 

an influence on the embodiment of emotional intelligence and authenticity, the research 

approach will be that of qualitative data collection employing the methods of individual 

and joint participatory interviews and visual ethnography structured around open-ended 

questioning (Cresswell & Clark, 2018; Cresswell & Poth, 2018). Assessing the 

foundations of a professional counseling relationship combined with factors of emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership casts a phenomenological light by which to explore 

the potential influence of counseling on the development of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity in leaders. The paradigm interpretative framework is social constructivism, 

providing the researcher a medium to interpret meaning. The worldview described in this 

study will be constructed and presented by the research participants’ (leaders and 

counselors) psychotherapy experiences (Cresswell & Clark, 2018; Northouse, 2019; 

Bager-Charleson & McBeath, 2020). 

Procedures 

This study has three qualitative interview components will explore the leaders' 

and therapists' experience of the counseling relationship and the overall experience of 

counseling/psychotherapy. The one-on-one interviews with leaders who have had 

professional counseling in the past will be used to narrate the therapy journey while 

presenting changes in emotional intelligence and authenticity development. The one-on-

one interviews with psychotherapists working with leaders will be used to identify 

emotional intelligence growth through the therapeutic process and authentic personal 

transformation. The final interview, the participatory inquiry, will include leaders and 
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therapists engaged in a meaningful conversation about the unique dynamics of a 

counseling relationship that promote authenticity and emotional intelligence growth and 

development. The leader interview includes a visual ethnography component that asks 

participants to bring an item to the discussion that symbolizes or embodies their 

experience in counseling. Their explanation of the visual representation will be used to 

understand a personal, genuine, and unadulterated description of the professional 

counseling experience (Archibald et al., 2019; Bailey-Rodriguez, 2021; Bishop, 2015; 

Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; James & Busher, 2009). 

Significance of the Study 

Professional Counseling/Psychotherapy 

 Professional counseling and psychotherapy are used interchangeably, as 

the research shows there are no discernable differences between the two terms 

(Kwiatkowski, 1998). A brief literature review of professional counseling initially 

addresses the question: are the outcomes of the counseling experience and counseling 

relationship congruent with increases in emotional intelligence and authentic leadership? 

Carl Rogers (1967), the father of modern-day professional counseling/psychotherapy/talk 

therapy, wrote as a preface to his book, On Becoming a Person, that he complied his 

book was written for a future not yet determined audience. He describes that his work 

from a therapist's view of psychotherapy cuts across various disciplines that seek 

becoming, growth, development, and self-actualization. Leaders may be the precise 

audience for whom Dr. Rogers wrote. It would not be ironic to look into the original art 

of creating safe spaces for emotional growth and development to answer how leaders 

may emotionally grow and develop (Rogers, 1967; Kocet & Herling, 2014). 
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Uniqueness and Compatibility of the Research 

 The counseling process relies heavily on a unique relationship based on 

confidentiality, a non-dual relationship, positive alliance with clear boundaries that 

fosters self-awareness and growth through sharing one's narrative (McKinney & Britton, 

2021). As clients walk through their stories, they aim to discover their true selves and 

their most authentic essence of you (Goud, 2001; Tryon et al., 2018). The positive 

therapeutic alliance presented through unconditional positive regard provides a safe space 

for self-discovery, self-awareness, and emotional development (Horvarth & Luborsky, 

1993). Clients may seek psychotherapy for a specific problem and desire solutions and 

results. While it is the role of the therapists to use techniques to facilitate outcomes, the 

therapeutic alliance between therapist and client is more important than techniques (Erb, 

2020; Alvarado & Cavzos, 2007). Regardless of initial presenting issues, the over-

reaching bi-product is self-exploration of life events, self-awareness, and self-regulation. 

If a counselor uses the counseling competencies of listening and reflecting, a participant 

can explore and reframe oppressive challenging situations (Ricks et al., 2014) (Anderson 

et al., 2021). 

 A psychotherapist who is genuine, transparent, accepting, empathic, 

authentic, and encouraging can guide a client to a more self-aware, self-directing, self-

confident, self-regulated, empathic, and authentic place (Rogers, 1967; Watts & Pietzak, 

2000). A client's personal experience in professional counseling reveals that having space 

to process issues with a primary revealer (client) and a primary listener (counselor) 

validates and guides toward self-awareness (Anonymous, 2016). Historical and 

documented research shows that the therapeutic process framed by the unique counseling 
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relationship promotes the components of emotional intelligence: self-awareness, 

emotional management, empathy, handling relationships, and the dimensions of authentic 

leadership: self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, balanced processing, and 

relational transparency (Wampold & Imel, 2015; Falchi & Nawal, 2009, Laska et al., 

2013). 

Contribution to Knowledge, Theory, and Practice 

  Historical and documented research shows that the therapeutic process 

framed by the unique counseling relationship promotes the components of emotional 

intelligence: self-awareness, dynamic management, empathy, handling relationships, and 

the dimensions of authentic leadership: self-awareness, internalized moral perspective, 

balanced processing, and relational transparency (Rogers, 1967) (Watts & Pietzak, 2000). 

The context of the therapeutic counseling relationship promotes a safe space to self-

reflect and a proper place for participants to experience growth and authentic self-

awareness (Falchi & Nawal, 2009; Neafsey, 2006; Wampold & Imel, 2015). 

 Future research and review might explore counselors as leaders in 

organizations, using their counseling competencies outside the counseling field. There are 

implications that with advanced emotional intelligence, authenticity, and experience in 

creating psychologically safe spaces, psychotherapists in organizations can use their 

transferable skills in progressive leadership roles (Prasath et al., 2021). Comparably, 

organizations may start to encourage leaders to pursue professional counseling for the 

goal of self-awareness and growth and development. 
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Definitions of Terms 

Self-awareness 

Described as an awakeness of awareness, self-awareness is a conscious 

knowledge and understanding of self. Self-aware people recognize their motivations, 

feelings, desires, prejudices, character, and ideals (Ackerman, 2021; Balboa, 2021). 

Emotional Intelligence (EI) 

 Noted through self-awareness, emotional intelligence is the capacity to control, 

recognize, and healthily express one's emotions. An emotionally healthy person can 

navigate interpersonal relations with compassion, justice, and empathy. Emotional 

intelligence is the key to personal and professional success (Akamatsu & Gherghel, 2021; 

Yong, 2022). 

Authentic Leadership (AL) 

While having no formal definition, authentic leadership focuses on growth, 

people, and ethics or profit. By exploring and evaluating critical life events, authentic 

leaders are self-aware, possess balanced processing, have an internal moral perspective, 

and practice relational transparency (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Fusco, 2018). 

Leaders 

 Broadly, a leader is defined as a person who commands a group or organization 

and is responsible for the decisions of others (Bracht et al., 2021; Burns, 2003, 

Northouse, 2019). For this research, a leader will be designated as 

1. A leaders is anyone who considers themselves in a leadership role. 

2. A leader is anyone who takes ownership and responsibility for positive and 

negative outcomes in that role. 
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3. A leader is anyone who makes decisions that impact the lives of others. 

Professional Counseling/Psychotherapy 

Also called talk therapy, this relational process utilizes professional competencies 

by a licensed professional to facilitate self-awareness and human change. Generally, 

professional counseling/psychotherapy addresses wellness, function, relationships, 

personal growth, career development, and mental health issues or concerns (Alvarado & 

Cavsos, 2007; Anderson et al., 2021; Anonymous, 2016). 

Professional Counselor/Psychotherapist 

A psychotherapist is a licensed professional who sponsors a relational process that 

utilizes professional competencies to facilitate self-awareness and human change. They 

address wellness, function, relationships, personal growth, career development, and 

mental health issues or concerns with clients. For this study, a professional 

counselor/psychotherapist is defined as a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC), 

Licensed Master Social Worker (LMSW), Doctor of Psychology (PsyD), Licensed 

Chemical Dependency Counselor (LCDC), and Psychologist (Ph.D. in Psychology) 

(Hovarth & Luborsky, 1993; Ricks et al., 2014). 

Summary and Forecast 

EI and AL espouse self-awareness as critical to effective and successful 

Leadership. Many modern leaders lack emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

factors. There is minimal research in the field of Leadership that points to avenues for 

authentic and emotional awareness development. Yet, historical and current research in 

psychology and counseling point to the professional counseling/psychotherapy 

relationship and experience that point to self-awareness, emotional processing, and 
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development as primary goals. This research proposes a look into the potential influence 

of professional counseling on developing emotional intelligence and authenticity in the 

embodiment of leaders. The purpose of this study is best isolated in the words of Carl 

Rogers, a founding talk therapist (1967), when he describes the experience of 

psychotherapy, 

…It is about the suffering and the hope, the anxiety and the satisfaction, with 

which each therapists' counseling room is filled. It is about the uniqueness of the 

relationship is therapist forms with each client, and equally about the common 

elements we discover in all of these relationships. It is about the highly personal 

experiences in each one of us. It is about the client in my office who sits there by 

the corner of the desk, struggling to be himself, yet deathly afraid of being 

himself- striving to see his experience as it is, wanting to be that experience, and 

yet deeply fearful of that prospect. It is about me, as I sit there with that client, 

facing him, participating in that struggle as deeply and sensitively as I am able. It 

is about me as I try to perceive his experience, and the meaning and the feeling 

and the taste and the flavor that it has for him. It is about me as I bemoan my very 

human fallibility in understanding that client and the occasional failures to see life 

as it appears to him, failures which fall like heavy objects across the intricate, 

delicate web of growth which is taking place. It is about me as I rejoice at the 

privilege of being a midwife to a new personality- as I stand by with an awe at the 

emergence of self, a person, as I see a birth process in which I have had an 

important and facilitating part. It is about life, as life vividly reveals itself in the 

therapeutic process-with its blind power  and its tremendous capacity for 
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destruction, but with its overbalancing thrust toward growth, if the opportunity for 

growth is provided (Rogers, 1967. P.4-5).  

For it is this phenomenon of self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and authenticity 

development that the researcher seeks to understand.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Organization of Review 

This study explores the influence professional counseling may have on emotional 

intelligence and authenticity development.  The research questions/hypotheses are 

1. How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe 

changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership in their personal and professional lives? 

2. How do counselors who have worked with leaders describe observable 

changes in how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership in their personal and professional lives? 

3. How do leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship, and 

how does it inform their personal and professional emotionality and 

authenticity? 

 This chapter reviews literature addressing research and theory related to the study 

in the areas of emotional intelligence, authentic leadership, professional counseling, and 

executive coaching. Each section will describe the literature surrounding the theory of EI, 

AL, Psychotherapy (what), the topic related to leaders (who), and ways to develop that 

area (how). A summary analysis of self-awareness triangulation, gaps in the literature, 

and professional counseling perceived transferable skills are explained, and a potential 

interdisciplinary leadership model is presented as an intrapersonal vector for leadership 

growth.   
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Theoretical Framework 

This research hopes to explore the mediating factors of professional 

counseling/psychotherapy on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. There is a 

plethora of literature that makes parallels between emotional intelligence, authenticity, 

and professional counseling. Although vocabulary varies between the subjects, the 

variables are interconnected. Most of the research points indirectly and often directly to 

self-awareness, a factor in emotional intelligence and authentic leadership, as the 

automatic core outcome in professional counseling. 

Building the literature on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership may be 

critical to organizational change and development to propel the role of executive 

counseling. Significant research on emotional intelligence and genuine leadership may 

not exist in leadership but in psychology and counseling. Self-awareness, internalized 

moral perspective, balanced processing, and relational transparency are all the main goals 

and themes of psychotherapy/counseling (Corey, 2017; Deurzen, 2010). The therapeutic 

process creates an effective relationship and space to analyze critical life events to 

enhance growth and increase one's emotional quotient and authenticity (Rogers, 1967). 

Psychotherapy may be a missing initiative for next-level leaders who are emotionally 

intelligent, practice authentic leadership, and create fearless and psychologically safe 

environments.  

As the literature presents, emotional intelligence and empathy are idealized 

leadership skills. Vongas et al. (2020) suggest that personal distress is the primary 

building block to dynamic change and compassion. Therefore, providing means for 

reflection on leadership and one's leadership role may be a helpful support to leaders. If 
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one supposes professional counseling contributes to higher emotional management and 

authenticity. In that case, businesses can recognize the value and encourage 

psychotherapy as a medium for healthier emotional expression and authentic and honest 

leading and managing (Vongas et al., 2020). 

The physical workplace landscape changes over time, and the organization's 

mental health and summative parts of leaders, staff, and employees have not escaped 

from the pressures. Even before the pandemic, leaders from the top down have been 

called to recognize struggles and develop positive emotional skills in the workplace (La 

Montagne et al., 2018). The need seems more intense now as businesses start to explore 

ways to incorporate mental health into the culture of their organizations. Arshad et al. 

(2023) explore the role of wellbeing in a post pandemic world that points to emotional 

intelligence development to combat isolation, burnout and stress. This research could 

point to professional counseling for leaders as the first course of action.  

The literature also seems to point to parallels between the skills that make 

counselors effective in their craft and the ideal emotional competencies of influential 

leaders. If this research confirms these complementary skills, then there is a call for 

counselors to consider using their transferable skills outside the counseling field as 

emotionally intelligent and authentic leaders in an organizational setting. This study may 

also assert a need for psychotherapists in the workplace who provide professional 

counseling and emotional intelligence training to staff. Future research could identify 

potential outcomes of those scenarios (Prasath et al., 2021). 

Exploring the distinctions between professional counseling/psychotherapy and 

executive coaching in more depth may be necessary to provide a clearer picture of the 
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best pursuit leaders can consider for emotional growth. Counseling's greatest demarcation 

from coaching lies in its professional, confidential, and non-duality relationship with a 

client and the goals of the process (Best, 2020). While coaching rests on applying 

methods to find solutions for a particular problem or growth area (usually work-related 

issues), the psychotherapy process creates solutions. It is a by-product of emotional 

growth that isn't necessarily connected to the presenting problem (Graf, 2019). 

Mentoring, advising, consulting, and coaching are all similar in their goals to aid in 

developing a specific area using different scopes and utilities (Hastings & Kane, 2018). 

Yet, professional counseling that leads clients through the process of self-awareness, 

trust, and wisdom tends to lead to overall better decision-making and achievement of 

goals presented in the counseling room, as well as growth and development in their 

personal and professional lives (Mattone, 2019).  

MacIntyre (2020) describes executive coaching as a process designed for leaders 

and followers to develop their full potential in the desired area within the organization's 

context. Psychotherapy promotes outcomes that further develop a person's full potential 

in various areas of life. However, despite this potential extended growth and 

development, professional counseling is not as accepted in the corporate world (Hastings 

& Kane, 2018). This study could add to the already substantial meta-analysis and 

research that spans decades to establish the efficacy of counseling. While the prevalence 

and acceptance of executive coaching in corporate leaders is well establish, the research 

supporting it is less developed. Research into coaching has emerged over the last decade 

but is scarce compared to professional counseling (Grodzski & Allen, 2005). Human 

Resource departments support executive coaching because of limited experimental data 
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but the vast positive perception of benefits (Hastings, 2018). Coaching seems to be so 

widely accepted in the business world and often worn proudly like a badge of honor, yet 

counseling remains a stigma. More researched, regulated, and successful counseling can 

offer overwhelmingly more (Smither, 2011). This research may be the catalyst for 

exposing the corporate world to an expansive emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership growth plan through professional counseling.  

Soni & Soni (2016) propose a leadership theory based on Maslow's Hierarchy of 

Needs. To combat the narcissism and greediness of modern-day leaders in organizations, 

they strive to promote compassionate and ethical leadership that is always in an upward 

growth pattern. Soni & Soni’s (2016) research on the pyramid of growth, combined with 

a comprehensive literature review, suggests to this study’s researcher a potential new 

leadership model that strives to grow next-level leaders. Leaders who participate in 

professional counseling may develop the emotional gains necessary to address societal 

changes while piecing together the puzzle of what makes a good leader and how they can 

be most effective. Research suggests that to increase leadership effectiveness; leaders 

must improve themselves through self-awareness and finding their purpose (Caldwell & 

Hayes, 2016). This model offers that leaders can potentially break barriers to the pinnacle 

of emotionally intelligent and authentic leadership through professional 

counseling/psychotherapy (Hinkle, 2018). How leaders navigate from learned to 

experienced skills is the crux of this study. Looking into leaders’ stories of psychotherapy 

could result in a theory of counseling leaders for emotional intelligence and authenticity. 
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Review of Research and Theory about Emotional Intelligence (EI) 

What is Emotional Intelligence? 

Not to be confused with charisma or popularity, emotional intelligence is often 

misunderstood and more complicated to define and measure than traditional mental 

intelligence. Still, its power has been researched extensively over the past 20 years, 

encouraging people to fully understand our emotions and how they influence our personal 

and professional relationships and lives (Goleman, 1995; Castellano, 2014). Described as 

the conversation between a person’s emotional and rational functions, the emotional brain 

points to the physical source of emotional intelligence. Bradberry & Greaves (2019) 

describe emotional intelligence as one’s ability to notice, accept, and understand 

emotions in ourselves and others and our real-time awareness to manage our behaviors 

and relationships. 

Initially coined by Goleman (1995), the perceived expert emotional intelligence 

points to four major fundamental components. These four components are self-

awareness, self-regulation, empathy, and managing relationships. While motivation, at 

first included as a fifth component, (Castellano, 2014) determined that it is encompassed 

in self-regulation. These four components are best understood through the lens of (Who I 

am) and (What I Do). Components one and three, self-awareness and empathy (social 

awareness), reflect who I am, and components two and four, self-regulation and 

managing relationships (social skills), reflect what I do. Research shows that emotional 

intelligence actively requires two steps, understanding self and others and managing self 
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and others (Panait, 2017). Components of emotional development occur grow as stair-

step skills, one building upon the other. Self-awareness is the first and fundamental to all 

emotional intelligence growth (Castellano, 2014; Goleman, 1995). Without self-

awareness, there is no self-regulation, empathy, or relationship management. Self-

awareness makes other emotional intelligence skills easier to develop, navigate, and use.  

Self-awareness is the ability to accurately ascertain one’s emotions, feelings, 

attitudes, beliefs, and reactions through internal dialogue. A self-aware person realizes 

that their feelings and reactions affect the relationships they navigate. In addition, they 

are mindful of their strengths and weaknesses and motivating behaviors (Ackerman, 

2021).  People with intense self-awareness know what they do well and the areas in 

which they struggle (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009). Self-awareness promotes and teaches 

positive self-development and is a proactive, not static, process. The heart, the active and 

metaphorically motivating organ of human behavior and management, is self-awareness 

(Showry & Manasa, 2014). Self-awareness lives on a spectrum, encouraging emotionally 

intelligent students to grow and develop toward a higher level of awareness (Ackerman, 

2021). 

Self-regulation takes self-awareness a step further. Self-awareness encourages 

understanding our triggers (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009) or emotional prolonged 

emotional responses shaped by our history. Self-management is a person’s ability to use 

emotions to bend and direct behavior in a more positive direction.  Once a person is self-

aware and understands their emotions, they self-control and regulate by practicing 

productive responses and controlling instead of reactive ones (Panait, 2017). Self-control 

leads to more efficient processing and better decision-making (Ackerman, 2021). True 
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results erupt from changing unhealthy, emotionally intensive responses on hold to pursue 

healthy and more significant pursuits (Balboa, 2021). 

Empathy, also called social awareness in research, refers to one’s ability to put 

oneself in someone else’s circumstance and situation. An empathic person builds trust, 

respect, and loyalty. Even when someone may have different perspectives, feeling heard 

and understood is a sign of someone experiencing empathy (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; 

Insights, 2021). Observing body language and active listening are the most significant 

contributors to social awareness and empathy. An extension of empathy is recognizing 

other people’s emotions and sitting with them in their circumstances (Krsnaric, 2012; 

Markiewicz, 2022). 

People who have apparent social skills are good at managing relationships and 

will exhibit practical communication skills. Managing relationships requires active 

listening and communication skills and a willingness to ask for and accept feedback 

(Jastzabski, 2020; Stone & Heen, 2015). Exceptional social skills enhance change 

management and conflict resolution (Zukof, 2021).  Managing relationships requires 

understanding one’s own emotions and the emotions of others to navigate healthy 

boundaries and relationships. Social skills management is most challenging in times of 

intensity and stress and requires advanced coping, managing, and conflict navigation 

skills (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Fianko, 2020; Gorgens-Ekermans & Roux, 2021; 

Mitchell, 2021). 

 

 

Emotional Intelligence and Leaders 
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Zeidner et al. (2004) behavioral research suggests that there are admirers of 

emotional intelligence in several different types of arenas, including the general public, 

pop psychology, the scientific community, sociology, and the business world. Over the 

past two decades, organizational and leadership research has taken a particular interest in 

the role emotional intelligence may play in leading organizations well (Gorgens-

Eckerman & Roux, 2021). For years prior, leadership effectiveness surrounded the 

intellectual abilities primarily and learned skills of managers (Northouse, 2019). 

However, with the introduction of emotional intelligence into physical intelligence, a 

new, more effective leader emerges. Goleman (1995) and his insurgence of emotional 

intelligence transformed the business and leadership landscapes. Emotional intelligence 

scholars predict leaders' emotional quotients are more valuable for organizational health 

and effectiveness than technical expertise (Snader & Schwalke, 2019).  

According to Bradberry & Greaves (2009), due to interactions with other people, 

emotional intelligence makes up more than half of job performance. Other peer-reviewed 

researchers concur, claiming that emotional intelligence is the strongest predictor of 

leader performance in the workplace (Castellano, 2014; Fianko et al., 2020; Flowers et 

al., 2014; Goleman, 1995; Gorgen-Ekermans & Roux, 2021; Jain & Sinha, 2005; Mullen 

et al., 2017; Showry & Manasa, 2014; Zeidner et al., 2004). Emotionally intelligent 

leaders produce significant workplace performance and distinguish top leader performers 

(Goleman, 1995). Business success positively correlates with emotionally intelligent 

leaders (Castellano, 2014; Fianko et al., 2020; Goleman, 1995). 

Jazstabaski (2020) claims that self-awareness is the micro skill of the 21st 

Century. Fundamental to EI, self-awareness (Castellano, 2014; Goleman, 1995) points to 
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influential leaders being fully self-aware of their strengths and weaknesses (Panait, 

2017). Researching Goleman's (1995) book, researchers Fianko et al. (2020) explore the 

relationship between self and social awareness in the banking industry. The researcher 

found that managerial self-awareness can predict leadership effectiveness. In addition, 

Edmondson (2019) promotes leadership self-awareness as the essential skill necessary for 

creating psychologically safe spaces. When employees feel safe, they are more effective 

and productive. 

According to Showry & Manasa (2014), self-aware leaders who spend time 

processing critical life events, including past experiences and trauma, have the strongest 

predictor of leadership success and significance. This points to a crucial link between 

self-awareness and introspection and improved leadership outcomes. Balboa (2021) puts 

it this way, exploring one’s story and putting words to experience (self-awareness) guides 

leaders to interpret the meaning and ultimately arrive at solutions. Kreibich et al. (2020) 

suggest that leader self-awareness is necessary for navigating change and overcoming 

obstacles. They determined that leaders can identify problems more clearly and regulate 

progress toward goal attainment when they are self-aware of insights into their beliefs, 

emotions, and behaviors. 

 Leadership research in emotional intelligence also highlights empathy in leaders. 

Akmatsu & Gherghel’s (2021) research suggests that empathy has a light and dark side. 

As for the positive effects of empathy, they indicate that leaders who lead from an 

emotionally intelligent place emphasizing compassion promote collaborative and 

prosocial awareness and behavior. Some studies point to the potentially harmful side of 

avoiding emotional intelligence. Akmatsu & Gherghel (2020) propose a reverse side of 
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empathy. Extrapolated data from their research indicates that emotionally intelligent 

cultural practices that do not also include or emphasize empathy may promote antisocial 

leading behaviors focused on power and control. A leader’s relationship with empathy 

plays a role in their leading.  

Educational researchers also see the connection, further acknowledging the power 

of empathic leaders by Ivy League Colleges offering leadership certificates in empathic 

leading (eCornell, 2021). Organizations seek empathic leaders to increase their teamwork 

and company success. According to Insights (2021), empathic leaders recognize and 

understand the emotional needs of coworkers to inspire, support, and collaborate. Yong 

(2022) argues that empathy is vital for effective leadership. Reflecting on the workplace 

as it responded to the need to redefine roles and grow after the Covid epidemic, he 

explains that empathic leadership is necessary when helping struggling employees. 

Empathic leaders are more productive and encourage innovative employees (Yong, 

2022). Mitchell (2021) echoes the spotlight on empathy as leading to collaboration and 

team leadership. Empathic leaders promote collaboration, and collaborative leaders are 

more effective. Through his research inquiry into the post-Covid workplace landscape, he 

suggests that empathic leaders listen intently and try to understand and relate to those 

they lead. 

 While not as much research focuses on managing relationships and others' 

emotions, an advanced emotional intelligence skill, Jain & Sinha (2005), isolate 

expressing and regulating emotions as critical to building support and gaining trust. 

Healthy leaders and organizations examine and control emotions and encourage safety, 

trust, and support (Edmondson, 2019; Jain & Sinha, 2005). 



 

30 

 Emotional intelligence is not without its critics and critiques. Gaspard et al. 

(2021) propose a theoretical model that presents the exchange between emotional 

intelligence and corrupt leadership negotiation practices. His model offers a foundation 

for research on emotions, emotional intelligence, and deceit predicts that those leaders 

most likely to deceive, have the highest emotional intelligence. Interestingly this briefly 

intersects with psychology and the similar idea that some psychopathologies, such as 

personality disorders correspond with higher emotional quotients (Corey, 2017; Gaspard 

et al., 2021). 

 Though initially seen as flimsy, with limited applicability, and most likely of the 

leadership constructs to go extinct, emotional intelligence has been criticized widely 

(Antonakis, 2009). Ashkanasy & Dasborough (2003) presented a powerful article 

outlining the concern for connecting effective leadership with emotional intelligence. 

They questioned the weak and potentially invalid measures of models for emotional 

intelligence and the hyperfocus on studying emotions in leadership. At the time of 

publication, the researchers noted the rarity of top journals presenting valid effects and 

outcomes of emotionally intelligent leaders. The predictive power of workplace outcomes 

was debated (Ashkanasy & Dasborough, 2003). However, nineteen years later, the same 

researchers and others (Dasborough et al., 2022) revisit emotional intelligence and 

present a much different landscape. They explain new validated measures and models, 

submit an updated value in studying emotions for self and other regulation, and point 

chains of articles in top journals focusing on emotional intelligence. They even suggest 

job satisfaction and commitment as specific variables influenced by emotional 

intelligence in leaders. Despite the early criticism, emotional intelligence is consistently 
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supported in hot topics and research meta-analysis, and EI as a leadership construct is 

seen as essential for effective leadership (Companies, 2019; George, 2000, Harper & 

White, 2013; Karimi et al, 2021). Although emotional intelligence research has made 

great strides, more research is needed to explore the experiences, initiatives, and 

strategies that may be effective in increasing EI (Antonakis, 2009). 

Developing Emotional Intelligence 

Intelligent and skilled individuals who are first promoted to leaders tend to lack 

emotional intelligence. Momeny & Gourges (2019) suggest that leaders can be trained 

toward higher levels of emotional intelligence. Researchers postulate that IQ is static, but 

EI is fluid and can change and develop over time with interventions (Snader & Schwalke, 

2019). If leaders wish to become self-aware, they first have to, with introspection, name 

and understand their emotions and process the past and recent experiences that have 

shaped them (Ackerman, 2021; Panait, 2017).  

To develop self-awareness, the foundational emotionally intelligent skill and the 

gatekeeper to all other components, researchers suggest: 

• Journaling to increase self-reflection- Writing in and of itself is cathartic. 

When journaling and adding impact for leaders is understanding ourselves 

so we can understand our impact on others. The biggest challenge to self-

awareness is objectivity, and journaling provides a resource for seeing our 

thoughts and beliefs come alive instead of hidden and pondered 

(Ackerman, 2021; Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Jastzabski, 2020) 
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• Practice mindfulness- This self-awareness technique requires time and 

space for quiet thought and pondering.  (Ackerman, 2021; Gorgens-

Ekermans et al., 2021). 

• Seek Feedback- Feedback is a self-awareness process by which leaders 

start to understand how others see them. Whether feedback is in the formal 

presentation of performance assessments or informal expression of asking 

friends and family, it motivates and encourages, increases leader 

knowledge and growth, and evaluates the dichotomy between where they 

are and the expectations (Ackerman, 2021, Jastabaski, 2020; Stone & 

Heen, 2014). 

• Feel your emotions physically- This technique calls leaders to understand 

and experience where they feel emotions in their bodies. This form of self-

awareness allows for early detection (Bradberry & Greaves, 2009, Corey, 

2017). 

• Stop labeling emotions good or bad- Suspending judgment allows leaders 

to experience emotions and ultimately run their course and disappear 

(Bradberry & Greaves, 2009) 

• Know your triggers- Exploring what pushes or irritates you is critical for 

developing control of your behaviors and actions (Jain & Sinha, 2005; 

Bradberry & Greaves, 2009). 

• Explore your values- Values identification gives leaders access to their 

core beliefs. Exercises to align our core values with what we do is a form 

of self-awareness (Bradberry & Greaves; Jastzabaski, 2020). 
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It is important to note that the above techniques for gaining self-awareness, except 

for feedback, are done internally and alone. The best self-awareness may come from 

processing with another person. Matthews (2002), in his research on the assessment of 

intervention programs in the academic setting, suggests that emotionally intelligent 

interventions should not be taught as add-on strategies but instead integrated into 

programming. Leaders would benefit from looking for ways to increase self-awareness 

that are embedded in a process instead of one-by-one learning.  

Researchers point to presentations and group work to increase general emotional 

intelligence and not just self-awareness. Flowers et al. (2014), in their study of healthcare 

leaders on social and emotional intelligence skills training, found that leaders positively 

responded to the growth in judgment, processing feelings, self-reflection, and positive 

social skills. Any intervention toward emotional intelligence growth may improve 

relationships and interactions. In an experimental study, Kotsou et al. (2011) revealed 

that adults in an emotional intelligence intervention group reported increased social and 

personal relationships and saw inter and intra-personal benefits. Researchers also point to 

active listening training as a vehicle toward emotional intelligence, especially empathy. 

By cultivating curiosity about strangers and listening openly and intently, leaders can 

learn to challenge prejudices and develop relational transparency with empathy (Krsnaric, 

2012; Markiewicz, 2022). 

Still, most research on emotional intelligence ends with not a guide for leaders on 

“how” to develop but instead a call “to” develop (Northouse, 2019). A common theme 

emerges that more effective emotional training programs should be created and 

implemented for the needed components of EI for influential leaders (Gill et al., 2015). 
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As Momeny & Gourgues (2019) claim, leaders are everywhere: military, non-profit, for-

profit, government, business, corporate, school, teams, church ministry, and friends. 

These influential leaders can be trained emotionally but lack meaningful leadership 

training and education. Research is clear that effective leaders are emotionally intelligent 

and use self-awareness, empathy, self-regulation, and relationship management to make 

good decisions, but how to develop EI is not as clear and straightforward Neafsey, 2006). 

Review of Research and Theory about Authentic Leadership 

What is Authentic Leadership? 

Over the past half a century, leadership experts and scholars have conducted 

thousands of inquiries to isolate the most prolific leading personalities, styles, skills, 

characteristics, and traits, of leaders resulting in over a dozen leadership theories and 

models (George et al., 2018; Northouse, 2019). Yet no one profile encompasses and 

identifies an ideal leader. While frustrating not to have a clear and precise theory for 

leadership, the overreaching theme is that leadership cannot be mimicked but bred 

through inner work and authenticity (George et al., 2018; Neafsey, 2021). Authentic 

leadership is not found in external processes but in the human heart, and looking within 

and liberating emotional functions serve to connect to those around them (Palmer, 2000). 

This inner work is a call to authenticity, and authenticity involves knowing the self and 

being a genuine self. The ultimate goal of authentic leadership is leading from a place 

where it is permissible to be the true self (Neafsey, 2019; Palmer, 2000).  

Steeped heavily in the research on emotional intelligence, authentic leadership 

represents one of the newer leadership theories, still in its formative phase. It appears 

easy to define but is much more difficult to explain and research. Authentic leadership is 
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categorized by purpose and passion, skill and emotional intelligence, self-discipline, and 

healthy, meaningful relationship management (George et al., 2018). From an inter/intra 

personal developmental perspective (Northouse, 2019), authentic leadership development 

is birthed not from universal skills but from life stories and experiences. George et al. 

(2018), through their qualitative research study of 125 leaders, found that they frame their 

life stories for self-awareness. Through this evaluation, authentic leaders emerge from 

their stories and experiences to practice from their genuine principles and values. 

Authenticity is grounded in exploring a person’s life story and critically assessing life 

events. One’s life story provides a conceptual framework for our experiences and, 

through them, help us interact with the world around us (George et al., 2018). Authentic 

leadership hinges on the inspiration and evaluation of life experiences. As they tell their 

stories, they learn about their inner workings and roles. The more examination of stories 

and critical life events, the greater authenticity a person can acquire (Balboa, 2021; 

George et al., 2018; Luthuns & Avolio, 2003; Northhouse, 2019; Shamir & Eliam, 2005). 

From a conceptual and development perspective, authentic leadership is 

researched by exploring leaders' behavior patterns grounded in psychological and 

emotional qualities and motivations (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Theoretically, authentic 

leadership is broken down into four components derived from an extensive literature 

review and interviews with experts in the field by Walumbwa and associates (2008). 

Their research serves as a valid measure of construction and serves as the foundation for 

authentic leadership theory. The four identified components of authentic leadership are 

self-awareness, internalized moral processing, balanced processing, and relational 

transparency.  
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Self-awareness comprises the personal insights and inner exploration of the 

leader. This musing and introspection include reflecting on values, core beliefs, emotions, 

motivations, strengths, weaknesses, and identity. When leaders are self-aware, they have 

a clearer picture of who they are, what they stand for, and a cornerstone for what they do 

(Gardner et al., 2005; Northouse, 2019). The more self-aware a person is, the more 

authentic they can be.  

An internalized moral perspective points to a self-regulation process where 

individuals explore personal morality and values that guide their behavior regardless of 

outside societal forces. Identified as a human condition first in the 1980s, Boekaerts et al. 

(2005) describe self-regulation as necessary for survival and personal and professional 

life. According to their text, self-regulation is cyclical, therefore, constantly changing 

during times of learning. A person with a healthy internalized moral perspective links 

together their beliefs and behaviors, and they are authentic when their actions are 

consistent with their values. Maintaining this strict coherence between feeling and 

behavior contributes to authenticity development (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Boekarts et 

al., 2005; Ibarra, 2018; Northouse, 2019; Sepeng et al., 2020). Individuals with a low 

internalized moral perspective lack self-control, and that lack of control can extend to 

others (Boekarts et al., 2005).  

The third identified component of authentic leadership is balanced processing, 

also a self-regulating behavior, but refers more to the analysis of information objectively 

(Northouse, 2019). A person with healthy balanced processing makes value-based 

choices and will consider their thoughts while simultaneously considering the opinions of 

others (Ibarra, 2018). A person can exhibit authenticity through balanced processing by 
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being open to others’ perspectives and demonstrating empathy when learning about them 

(Goffee & Jones, 2018; Luthuns & Avolio, 2003). Organizations value and favor leaders 

and workers who exhibit fair and balanced processing habits (Anderson, 2020; Hatch, 

2018; Schein, 2017).  

The final component of authentic leadership is relational transparency. This 

authentic characteristic refers to an individual’s lean toward honesty and openness to 

present an accurate version of self to others. Transparency occurs by sharing core beliefs, 

positive and negative, and strengths and weaknesses with those around them (Northouse, 

2019). Those walking in relational transparency are consistent and confident and do not 

show variable sides of self, and they exhibit integration of self in both calm and stressful 

times (George et al., 2018, Seppella, 2018). Relational transparency has a built-in 

reputation for building relationships and empowering those around them. No leaders can 

act alone (Franklin, 2020), and Burns (2003) best describes relational transparency by 

explaining that leaders are not leading unless they empower those they lead. 

Authentic Leadership and Leaders 

The demand for authentic leaders who are trustworthy and loyal spews from 

current events and business practices. Leadership failures in corporate and private arenas, 

scandals, and the emergence of unethical, inhuman, and unethical leaders made way for 

another look at leadership: authentic leadership (Fry & Whittington, 2005; Luthans & 

Avolio; Northouse, 2018; Peus et al., 2012). Public confidence and employee 

commitment, and morale are low. Franklin (2020) synthesizes leadership literature 

echoing the cry for effective and authentic leaders that positively and substantially impact 

people. What people want are leaders who express emotions and passions that are 
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meaningful to them (Carmichael, 2018). Authentic leadership research points to its 

legitimacy as a contributing factor to effective leadership. Open, transparent, morally 

guided, and hopeful leaders positively contribute to followers’ behaviors, attitudes, and 

mental health well-being (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Sepeng et al., 2020; Wang et al., 

2014). 

Authentic leaders are team players and instill trust in their followers. Examining 

aforementioned corporate scandals and business disasters through an empirical study, 

Peus et al. (2012) explore self-knowledge and consistency as antecedents of authentic 

leadership and follower satisfaction, commitment, and team effectiveness as 

consequences. When a leader is authentic, they show integrity and build trust in 

followers, and that earned trust is positively correlated with overall effectiveness and 

teamwork. With this data, organizations, and leaders cannot deny the value of and desire 

for authentic leadership (Peus et al., 2012). Lybovnikova et al. (2017) also identify 

authentic leadership contributing to teamwork. When leaders exhibit self-regulating 

behaviors, a component of authentic leadership, they help shape team behavior and 

overall team effectiveness. Researcher, Lubovnikova et al. (2017) suggest that authentic 

leaders act as role models to promote self-awareness, balanced processing, and 

transparency in those they lead to collectively inspire team and group initiatives.  

With two longitudinal studies, Li and research associates (2021) explore authentic 

personalities and promote authentic leading as an effective form of leading. As a leader 

becomes more emotionally stable and begins to meet work-related expectations, they 

develop more accurate versions of themselves. Ladkin & Taylor (2010) further explain 

this “true self” or embodied authentic leadership as a self-exposure way to lead with 
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transparency. They postulate that leaders who lead from this place fight resistance and 

instead empower and encourage workplace initiatives. 

Experimental research integrating authentic leadership and cross-over literature 

into work-life balance by Braun & Peus (2018) shed light on the relationship between 

authentic leaders and those they lead. Results suggest that when followers perceive that a 

leader is balancing their work and life in a manageable way through empathy and 

relational transparency, the follower exhibits more balance in their professional and 

private lives. Many organizations desire to promote work-life balance as it is connected 

to job satisfaction, so recognizing authentic leaders' roles puts authenticity as a much-

desired leader quality (Braun & Peus, 2018). 

Although abounding research into authentic leadership points to leadership 

authenticity as a positive characteristic, others consider concern. Gardner et al. (2021) 

argue for and against authentic leadership. While they recognize that self-awareness and 

balanced processing lead to growth in leading and decision-making, they note that 

narcissism and other personality psychopathologies are the antitheses. While authenticity 

is recognized as variant and not either/or, and leaders are not all authentic/inauthentic, 

measuring authenticity is challenging. They question the inner-only work of authenticity 

development (Gardner et al., 2021). 

Alvesson & Einola (2019) warn of a risk of positive leadership that incorporates 

excessive positivity in leadership. Admittedly a new leadership model, researchers 

suggest that its theoretical foundation is fragile and authenticity tricky to define. To 

further their concern, they, too, acknowledge the weak offering of tools and resources in 

leadership research. They suggest that if the philosophy is shaky, the development 
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initiatives must be clear (Alvesson & Einola, 2019). Authentic leadership is weak in 

research and initiatives. To be a player in the leadership world it must better articulate its 

philosophy in theory and development of practice.  

Developing Authentic Leadership 

As stated by Northouse (2019), authentic leadership is in the early stages of 

development, and therefore, most research conducted thus far surrounds the desire to 

develop authentic leadership components. In contrast, very scarce research identifies the 

strategies and resources leaders can use to build authenticity or enhance authentic 

leadership behaviors. Little evidence-based research exists on prescriptions for authentic 

leadership development (Northouse, 2019). 

Gardner et al. (2005) instead offer a developmental journal model for gaining 

authentic leadership components. He and his associates could understand authenticity 

components only by noting authentic leader experiences. Their research and Wang and 

colleagues (2014) support that authentic leadership is grounded in leaders who include 

followers in authentic, transparent conversations and teamwork. While no specific 

interventions were presented, they call to action the need to develop authentic leaders to 

improve job and follower performance. 

Dirks & Ferrin (2002) report meta-analytic findings that initiatives for building 

trust between leaders and those they lead are necessary for authentic leadership. They 

promote leadership training for creating trusting and psychologically safe spaces, like 

Edmondson (2018) promotes, to cultivate innovative thinking and confidence in speaking 

up and sharing creative ideas. Newer research identifies that as America grows more and 

more diverse, an idea for promoting authenticity through empathy and balanced 
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processing is to hire leaders that match the community and market (Hewlett, 2018). 

Specifically, to develop self-regulatory behaviors, Lybovnikova et al. (2017) suggest 

team meetings to review targets and goals and built-in system reflection meetings for 

introspection for decision-making. 

Fusco (2018) promotes an evidence-based approach to developing authentic 

leadership reiterates the lack of research on increasing authenticity. He paints a dire 

picture of the discrepancy between recognizing the need for authentic leaders and the 

lack of resources to develop them. The obvious and sometimes seemingly deliberate 

omission in authentic leadership research is the “how” an individual might develop 

authenticity. Ironically, Fusco (2018) recognizes the lack of research but only offers one 

potential suggestion, group coaching, for authentic leadership development. 

Many texts and research studies within authentic leadership and other emotional 

intelligence texts offer examples and case studies of people experiencing a growth in self-

awareness and authenticity through the experience of psychotherapy, but none point 

directly to professional counseling as a means to greater self-awareness (George et al., 

2018; Neafsey, 2021; Palmer, 2000). 

Review of Research and Theory about Professional Counseling/Psychotherapy 

What is Psychotherapy? 

Kwaitkowski (1998) makes a case for interchangeably using psychotherapy and 

professional counseling, as their differences are slight and almost non-discernable. 

Psychotherapy/professional counseling/talk therapy refers to the introspection experience 

of self-awareness through establishing a therapeutic relationship between therapist and 

client, exploring past and present emotional and psychological dynamics, encouraging 
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self-understanding development, and helping the client explore new choices or behaviors 

(Corey, 2017; Guy, 2015). A client’s effort to explore past trauma and recognize the 

current emotions attached to those experiences is the crux of the psychotherapy process 

(Neafsey, 2021). Professional counseling provides a safe and permissible place for 

individuals (also called clients) to be themselves, and psychotherapy offers an 

emotionally secure space for growth. Rather than a collection of techniques performed to 

fix a problem, professional counseling is an experience of internal introspection and 

“inner work” (Palmer, 2000) with an external guide (Corey, 2017). In psychotherapy, 

experiential and applicable learning about self occurs, and this self-awareness translates 

to new thoughts, responses, behaviors, and relationship patterns (Rogers, 1967).  

 For over a century and researched for almost sixty years, psychotherapy has a rich 

and documented history (Smither, 2011). Sigmund Freud, the recognized father of 

psychotherapy, is accredited for the basic foundational concepts from which all other 

professional counseling theories are built (Corey, 2017, Freud, 1955). Over the years, 

various types of counseling have emerged from Freud’s ideas on personality, 

consciousness/unconsciousness, ego, and psychoanalysis (Kernberg et al., 2008). Many 

are highly structured, some flexible, and others brief or long-term (Georgescu, 2011). 

Some therapeutic approaches extend Freud’s ideas of personality development, others 

modify or extend them, while some spring from a reaction (Corey, 2017; Rogers, 1967; 

Schore, 2014; Strupp, 1992). 

However, many types of therapy focus on specific parts of human development 

and employ varying techniques: psychoanalytic, psychodynamic, Adlerian, existential, 

client-centered, gestalt, behavioral, cognitive-behavioral, choice theory, feminist, and 
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post-modern, but they each share a set of therapeutic characteristics and architecture that 

support self-awareness and change (Georgescu, 2011). These core competencies across 

all subspecialty types include the following: a unique therapeutic relationship, 

collaborative process, past work, internal and external force analysis, competency over 

pathology framework, techniques that support development, and transferable learning 

(Corey, 2017, Watts & Pietzak, 2000).  While research abounds into individual 

psychotherapy theories, a focus on research into the general and shared characteristics is 

applied. It is essential to note that Elkins (2016) suggests that these core competencies are 

more necessary for psychotherapeutic outcomes than the differentiating factors that 

identify one counseling theory from the other.  

 The therapeutic relationship is so unique and critical to the efficacy of 

psychotherapy that it has its own section of the review. Suffice it, for now, to 

acknowledge that the client-therapist relationship in all types of therapies is the most 

significant determining factor in personal development. 

 The collaborative nature of psychotherapy points to the engagement process of 

two people who will likely change because of the team construction solutions regarding 

life’s work. The therapeutic venture is a shared responsibility process involving 

collaborative work between the client and the professional counselor (Wampold & Imel, 

2015). Psychotherapists do not intend to change clients or offer quick advice to solve 

presenting problems. Instead, through the collaborative process and positive alliance 

(Hovarth & Luborsky, 1993), they teach clients ways to incorporate learning in the 

counseling room into situations outside the counseling room. This active, mutual process 

empowers individuals to take action in their personal lives. Collaborative learning can 
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take the shape of open-ended questions, active reflecting, and reframing or homework 

assignments that encourage practicing action.  

 While varying levels may exist across all therapies, some form of past work is 

used in the psychotherapeutic process. Exploring past traumas and psychosocial 

development provides insight into a person’s personality, function, and behavior. 

Professional counseling seeks to glance at the past (not blame or victimize) to provide 

how it may influence emotional and behavioral function in the present. When exploring 

history, professional counselors help clients explore the connection between thinking, 

feeling, and behaviors.  

 In the process of psychotherapy, clients must learn to flex with the internal and 

external pressures on behavior and decision-making. Part of the therapeutic process 

involves examining people’s emotions and understanding the systems they navigate. For 

example, clients might expect to gain self-awareness of their internal functions and how 

they interact, relate, and respond to outside relationships (Watts & Broaddus, 2002). 

Otherwise known as self-regulation and intrapersonal skills, psychotherapy provides a 

vehicle for development. 

 There is sometimes confusion surrounding the conceptual framework of 

professional counselors. Psychotherapy is often seen from a medical model perspective, 

whereby something broken (primary diagnoses) needs to be fixed (treatment).  

Psychotherapists are trained to diagnose mental health disorders and help individuals 

navigate, but professional counseling challenges the assumption that psychotherapy’s 

primary purpose is to cure psychological illness. Modern professional counseling 

champions strengths instead of weaknesses and points to client competencies instead of 
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pathologies. Each client is seen as possessing resources discovered through the 

counseling experience with encouragement (Watts & Pietzak, 2000).  

 All therapies employ techniques that are applied appropriately and effectively. 

They range from role-playing and practicing conversations to “acting as if” you want to 

be. It is difficult to isolate a professional counselor's techniques without particular focus 

on their personality and client relationship. Psychotherapists remember that their most 

incredible technique is the client-therapist relationship and the counselor’s education, 

experiences, and creativity to select purposeful directives toward specific client needs. 

Applying random techniques without regard for the relationship and developmental 

process is ineffective and potentially harmful (Watts, 2015). 

The goals and learned transferable skills are the final identified characteristic 

thread that runs through psychotherapy. Emotional, social, and relational knowledge is 

gained through professional counseling and transferred to responses, actions, and skills 

applied in the real world. Psychotherapy aims to help clients move closer to their 

authentic selves and encourage that self to function in public spaces (Deurzen, 2010). 

Expect to experience a physical space to have difficult conversations that provide an 

emotional space for deep introspection and self-awareness. Clients should always walk 

away from professional counseling with a deeper understanding of themselves. 

Psychotherapy shines light to expose shadows in ourselves. When clients explore the 

shadows in the safety of the counseling process, they can expect to transfer that 

awareness and understanding in their personal and professional lives (Palmer, 2000). 

Increased self-awareness and self-evaluation, a primary goal of professional counseling, 

automatically propels clients toward behavioral change (Georgescu, 2011). 
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The Counseling Relationship 

In the context of a therapeutic relationship, a client grows through intimate 

learning, making the authenticity of the practitioner a primary concern. Evidence-based 

psychotherapeutics is necessary for the counseling experience. Effective professional 

counselors are self-aware, respectful, sincere, humorous, passionate, balanced processors, 

empathic, possess healthy social skills, and maintain boundaries (Corey, 2017). 

Psychotherapists believe in the efficacy of their work, with as few as less than 10% 

reporting that they have never experienced their own counseling experience (Orlinsky et 

al., 2005). They note that most professional counselors seek their own counseling 

experiences or additional counseling supervision (Merriman, 2015) to gain knowledge, 

learn from another practitioner, develop self-awareness and interpersonal skills, and aid 

in dealing with personal and professional stressors 

In addition to their psychosocial skills and personal counseling experiences, 

Psychotherapists are professionally and clinically trained.  Professional counselors, at a 

minimum, have a master’s degree from an accredited university, have passed a national 

board examination, completed around 3,000 hours of supervised experience, and 

maintain a current state license that requires continuing education hours each year. 

Governed by a national board and a strict code of ethics, professional counselors 

continually monitor checks and balances as they offer help and care to others (Burns & 

Cruikshanks, 2018; Kaplan et al., 2017). 

The heart of all psychotherapy lies in the therapeutic relationship. This 

professional alliance is created with each client to provide a unique and safe space for 

individuals to grow. It purposefully looks different than other relationships to catalyze 
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personal development (Corey, 2017; Hovarth & Luborsky, 1993; Wampold & Imel, 

2015).  The special counseling relationship is built on confidentiality, boundaries, 

empathy, collaboration, and self-awareness through reframing and challenging. 

The foundation of the unique therapeutic relationship is built on confidentiality. 

Confidentiality begins with informed consent. Informed consent refers to the ethical and 

legal requirement to start the therapeutic relationship with honest information about the 

counseling process and the client's right to participate actively in decision-making 

(Broaddus & Chandrasekhar, 2011; Corey, 2017). Consent outlines the responsibilities of 

both the client and the psychotherapist and provides the first opportunity to build trust 

and partnership. Including in informed consent are the dimensions of confidentiality. 

Confidentiality is an ethical concern and a legal duty for psychotherapists not to disclose 

client information, called the psychotherapist-client privilege. Privacy and confidentiality 

give clients a psychologically safe space to speak freely without repercussion (Burns & 

Cruikshanks, 2018; Kaplan et al., 2017). Authentic therapy requires clients to trust that 

their information is kept secret will not be shared. It is important to note that a few 

confidentiality limitations must be described to clients with informed consent. The most 

common exceptions to confidentiality include: when a client is a danger to himself or 

others, when the client is under the age of sixteen and is a victim of abuse or other crime, 

when the information is court-ordered, and when a client requests his records are shared 

with a third party (Corey, 2017; Kaplan, 2014; Zur, 2007). 

The therapeutic alliance maintains boundaries. Maintaining boundaries is critical 

for a successful therapeutic relationship and probably the most challenging for the 

psychotherapist, making it an essential part of counselor education and supervision 
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(McKinney & Britton, 2021). To maintain boundaries, psychotherapists are routinely 

processing the inner workings of their own minds, paying particular attention to body 

language that conveys warmth but still trying to stay neutral (Lambert et al., 2001). Erb 

(2020) postulates that a professional counselor’s appearance is crucial to establish trust 

and comfort without entering into a dual relationship. A dual relationship occurs (sexual 

or nonsexual) when a psychotherapist takes on two roles simultaneously in the client’s 

life. Examples might include counselor and supervisor, counselor and coworker, 

counselor and friend, and counselor and lover. There are varying levels of dual 

relationships, and all are found to break the effectiveness of the unique therapeutic 

relationship and therefore deemed unethical (Corey, 2017; Kaplan et al., 2017; Spotts-

DeLazzer, 2012; Zur, 2007). Transference and countertransference are significant 

therapeutic concerns for psychotherapists related to boundaries (Falchi & Nawal, 2009). 

Transference occurs when a client projects onto the professional counselor something 

emotionally triggered. In contrast, countertransference occurs when the psychotherapist 

feels an emotional trigger response from the client. It is essential to discuss these 

emotions and work through them. Reacting to the misplaced emotional trigger would be a 

breach of boundaries (Corey, 2017; Erb, 2020; Falchi & Nawal, 2009). 

Empathy is a cornerstone of the special counseling relationship. A professional 

counselor practicing positive regard is genuine, transparent, warm, and nonjudgmental 

(Rogers, 1967). When a psychotherapist shows empathy, they validate feelings without 

judgment and attempt to understand the client by sitting with them in their pain, hurt, 

trauma, confusion, or concern. A nonjudgmental therapist understands they cannot 

achieve complete objectivity but pushes to avoid being dominated by their own world 
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view (Corey, 2017). Empathic therapists practice active listening and encouragement 

skills by honoring silence, making eye contact, assessing body language, reflecting 

content and feeling, demonstrating concern, and communicating respectfully (Watts & 

Pietzak, 2000).  Professional counselors protect their ability to be empathic by preventing 

compassion fatigue through active self-care plans. Psychotherapists are more prone to 

boundary violations when they do not have self-care measures. An overly empathic and 

fatigued therapist is likelier to start to save the client or do the work for them instead of 

allowing the healthy therapeutic relationship to serve its purpose (Merriman, 2015). 

Collaboration between the professional counselor and the counselee is critical for 

creating a therapeutic relationship. Collaboration in therapy refers primarily to the 

cooperative association and positive alliance between the professional counselor and the 

client. Psychotherapists maintain a positive partnership with the client offering a safe, 

honest, and authentic relationship where true vulnerability, self-discovery, and practicing 

behaviors can occur. Hovarth & Luborsky (1993) suggest that it takes 1-5 sessions for a 

nonjudgmental therapist to demonstrate trust enough to develop that positive alliance. 

Once that trust is created, the effects of therapy start to stand out. The unique 

psychotherapeutic relationship is identified by its approach to goals and outcomes. In 

professional counseling, the client and psychotherapist agree on goals for the counseling 

experience and actively work together toward treatment outcomes (Tryon et al., 2018). 

The final component of a counseling alliance is a therapeutic relationship that 

provides an opportunity for self-awareness through reframing and challenging. Kocet & 

Herling (2014) suggest a decision-making model that isolates the value-based conflicts 

that emerge within the therapeutic process. When values, emotions, and behaviors are 



 

50 

explored and worked through in psychotherapy with reframes, challenges to thinking, and 

alternative ideas, individuals develop more balanced processing and moral reasoning. 

Rogers simply explains the development of self-awareness (1967); the more a 

psychotherapist accepts a client and treats them as a unique person instead of an object, 

the more the client accepts and sees themself more as a person rather than an object. 

Then, a new and effective learning shift occurs through the professional counseling 

process. Self-aware clients have the propensity toward higher psychological, emotional, 

and social real-world functions (Corey, 2017; Wampold & Imel, 2015). 

Growth and Development through Psychotherapy 

 Mental health, including psychotherapy, is part of a managed care system; 

therefore, the product's efficacy is necessary for accountability as a helping profession. 

Ethically governed by a national ethical board and managed by healthcare, psychotherapy 

and its practitioners routinely answer to and advocate for therapeutic efficacy (Fox et al., 

2000; Srinath & Bhola, 2016).  The question is posed, “How effective is professional 

counseling?” Most of the research into psychotherapy efficacy is evidence-based practice 

research on empirically supported treatment. Some scholars may label this type of 

research unscientific, but the overwhelmingly positive outcomes make it difficult to 

dispute (Becker, 1998; Laska et al., 2013). In Prochaska & Norcross’s (2014) 

examination of 5,000 individual studies and 500 meta-analyses research, outcome 

research continually supports the effectiveness of psychotherapy.  Prochaska and 

associates (2014) conclude through these studies that core competencies in therapy 

interventions inspire and positively affect outcome goals. Psychotherapy works, and 

research supports its efficacy (Guy, 2015; Norcross et al., 2013). 
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A literature meta-analysis of psychotherapy outcomes revealed that counseling 

was highly effective and worked equally well across therapeutic types (Smith et al., 

1980). Research data indicate minimal to no variation in effectiveness between 

psychotherapy theories and approaches. The positive results of professional counseling 

lie in the similarities between the types of psychotherapy instead of the differences 

(Lambert, 2011; Lambert & Barley, 2001; Miller et al., 2015). The interpersonal, social, 

and emotive commonalities across varied orientations are the primary vehicles of 

effectiveness (Elkins, 2016). The shared core competencies that account for the positive 

efficacy in counseling share one key component accounting for development and change, 

the client. The therapeutic process relies heavily on the client's work, the professional 

counselor's relationship, and efforts to facilitate growth (Bohart and Wade, 2013). 

Szymanska & Grzesiuk’s (2017) research study determined that psychotherapy's outcome 

depended primarily on the therapist's unique relationship. If the professional counselor 

was not following the therapeutic alliance factors, then there was a lack of effectiveness. 

The outcomes were positive if the counseling development was developed appropriately 

and applied throughout therapy. Lambert & Barley (2001) echoed this through their 

research summary. They conjecture that the psychotherapist’s person-centered conditions 

of congruence, warmth, and therapeutic alliance are the most important for effective and 

positive outcomes. Adding to his summary, he presents a new type of learning, a 

transferable effect. The professional counselor’s emotional skills in creating this 

condition of warmth and unity are so essential that Lambert & Barley (2001) proposed 

that only a self-aware and empathic psychotherapist can facilitate self-awareness and 

empathic growth and development in clients. 
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 Psychotherapy is a practical and effective approach to helping people approve 

their functioning (Miller et al., 2015). Professional counseling offers the following of 

willing individuals: Opportunity for catharsis, learning to be self-reflective, self-

awareness, practicing new behaviors, understanding interpersonal dynamics, and change 

that occurs outside the therapy office. Counseling clients who leave effective therapy 

constructively, intellectually, emotionally, and socially navigate life more easily (Rogers, 

1967). Stone and Heen (2014) describe therapy as feedback whereby the recipient (the 

client) experiences challenged and reframed thoughts, feelings, and actions. Feedback is 

given within the emotionally safe confines of the counseling relationship and experience, 

and an individual can experience a deep form of self-exploration.  

All therapy is narrative therapy, which refers to a client telling their story or 

stories. Psychotherapists provide empathy, reflections, and reframes when individuals 

struggle to express thoughts, feelings, and experiences while exploring oppressive or 

challenging situations. The professional counselor's organic interventions allow the client 

to self-explore, become more self-aware, and ultimately self-regulate (Guy, 2015; Ricks 

et al., 2014). Psychotherapists help clients name emotions and assess the original source 

of emotions while seeing how they affect function and relationships (self-awareness). 

Then through professional counseling, clients can learn to manage their emotions while 

working through the source (self-regulation) (Corey, 2017). Ultimately, clients may 

develop to the point of changing their responses based on others (social regulation). 

Alvarado & Cavzos (2007) propose that the central goal of counseling is balanced 

processing, which is understanding your own beliefs and responses well while also 

attempting to understand others. They suggest that this goal is accomplished by sharing 
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stories in the psychotherapy experience. Stories and metaphors are inherently safe and 

non-confrontational.  Self-awareness emerges from stories and symbols in psychotherapy 

(Goud, 2001). 

 A person experiencing growth from psychotherapy has the most insight into the 

process and its efficacy. Reporting from a client’s perspective as a personal account 

ethnography piece on her counseling experience, a client describes talk therapy as the 

“most important medicine” (Anonymous, 2016, p.1307). She reports that as the client, 

she did most of the talking as the psychotherapist guided her, as she eventually answered 

her own questions (Anonymous, 2016). The cathartic act of saying thoughts and feelings 

aloud guides an individual to truth and healing (Corey, 2017). Anonymous (2016) further 

describes her experience by explaining that even when her counselor disagreed, he never 

judged but actively listened and validated her feelings. Through this nonjudgmental 

space, she felt free to talk about her issues and found relief from pressure.  

Review of Research and Theory about Executive Coaching  

 Executive Coaching 

 This research focuses primarily on the potential influence of psychotherapy on the 

development of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership on leaders; therefore, the 

most extensive literature review surrounds that. Still, presenting basic literature on 

executive coaching is necessary for demonstrating what is already being offered for 

leaders and how it may or may not differ from the advanced development psychotherapy 

may offer. Entire research inquiries could easily revolve around executive coaching, so 

the presented information and research are neither comprehensive nor complete. It is 

simply an overview of potential interactions and connections to psychotherapy.  
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 Executive coaching is a domain of organizational development that provides 

consulting in a one-to-one fashion, offering help through conversations with 

professionals and leaders. Executive coaching is consulting to improve workplace 

performance. Although any leader might benefit from coaching, it is designed for 

executives and high-ranking leaders. The organizational coaching process involves 

helping executives explore, set, and make specific plans to reach goals. How an executive 

coach helps a leader is highly specialized to meet their unique workplace challenges. 

Executive coaching is pursued when a client wants or needs to reestablish their goals for 

the workplace or wants to explore why they may be successful or deficient (Bharwaney, 

2007; Grodzki & Allen, 2005; MacIntyre, 2020). 

A relatively new and growing field of study, executive coaching emerged in the 

1980s as a response to corporate downsizing across the United States, abandoning many 

companies’ internal management training departments and eradicating the popular in-

house training and mentoring programs. Organizations started outsourcing external 

coaches to help those almost ready for promotion and improve overall workforce 

productivity. Several coaching schools emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s to meet 

the need. The training, expectations, and efficacy research could not keep up with the 

desire for coaching and coaching education, so standards emerged as necessary. Anyone 

could call themselves a coach; no core competencies were designated, and efficacy 

research was not even considered (Grodzki & Allen, 2005).  

 Between the 1990s and today, the executive coaching industry is starting to look 

more standardized. Responding to a buyer-beware market, the ICF: The International 

Coaching Federation, emerged as means to dispense knowledge ad training and 
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encourage and track certification and accreditation. Most executive coaches are new to 

the profession, having a background in business, consulting, or management, while as 

low as 20% of executive coaches report a background in mental health. They suggest that 

an advanced mental health degree is ideal and a plus for coaching, but a certification or 

license is not required to be an executive coach (a lengthy and rigorous process) (ICF, 

2023). Still, accreditation and accountability may become necessary if the profession 

follows the trajectory of others like it. In the meantime, joining a professional coaching 

organization offers credibility, standing as an executive coach, and knowledge of core 

competencies. These core competencies include standards of ethical practice, with eight 

competencies in four core areas: the foundation of ethical practice, co-creating the 

relationship, effective communication, and cultivating learning growth (ICF, 2023).  

 Executive coaching has established itself as more than a fad, and it has maintained 

a strong market to solidify its presence in the corporate and helping professions world. 

While corporations are beginning to integrate executive coaching back into the in-house 

model, it has become increasingly crucial that evidence-based practice research catch up 

to the growth. Grozski & Allen (2005) report that between 1995-2005, only 30 articles 

were published about executive coaching, and only one journal, Consulting Psychology 

(Wasylyshyn, 2003). Smither reiterates the discrepancy between growth and outcome 

research describing that the only way to assess the efficacy of coaching is to examine the 

three decades' worth of psychotherapy meta-analysis research. He, along with Hastings 

(2018), suggests that the benefit of executive coaching is accepted, but overall 

effectiveness is not confirmed through research. Smither (2011) says that human 

resources specialists who support executive coaching perceive positive benefits but very 
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little hard evidence from empirical studies.  Smither (2011) supposes that if executive 

coaching research is scarce and psychotherapy and coaching seek behavior change and 

involve a helping relationship, professional counseling research may provide insight into 

effectiveness for the thousands of executive coaches who are part of leaders' development 

plans. Smither (2011) still calls for future evidence-based research for executive coaches, 

as coaching and counseling differ in many ways.  deHaan (2016) continues to echo the 

call for empirical research by describing the overall lack of criterion or criteria that make 

up coaching, making it exceedingly more difficult to study outcomes or effectiveness. He 

urges coaches to remind themselves to push to define executive coaching in general terms 

and criteria to spur research. Natale & Diamante (2005) agree that ambiguity surrounds 

the definitions, methodology, and process that encompass executive coaching. Although 

participants report efficacy, only until researchers understand the process better will they 

be able to assess the effectiveness of executive coaching empirically.  

 Pappas et al. (2015) see executive coaching as a promising and emerging field 

that will only continue to grow. They suggest it is the fastest-growing professional and 

leadership development strategy. It appears that since 2005, scholars have begun to fill in 

the research gap in executive coaching research. Boyatzis et al. (2019) reported their 

research and founded a type of coaching called compassion coaching based on their 

personal studies on how adults develop. They conclude that coaching with compassion 

through vision work has the best efficacy. A leader seeking compassion coaching will 

define or redefine their vision/dreams/purpose and experience thought/feeling/behavior 

change as they move closer to realizing that vision for their life. This compassionate 

relationship supports dream realization (Boyatzis et al., 2019).  
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 A current research trend in executive counseling explores its effectiveness on 

specific leadership development outcomes. Mattone (2019) encourages executive coaches 

to build a relationship of trust that leads professionals to wisdom. That wisdom emerging 

from self-awareness can improve decision-making and achievement of organizational 

goals. He suggests that self-awareness in the corporate setting can lead to healthier 

boundaries and better relationships in a leader’s personal and professional life. Mattone 

(2019) also highlights executive coaching for its ability to help leaders live in the present 

without focusing on past events or mistakes.  

 In an empirical mixed-methods study, Kombarakaran et al. (2008) used 114 

executives and 45 coaches to study effective leadership development. Analyzing their 

quantitative and qualitative data, they discovered that change from coaching occurred in 

management, relationships, goal setting, engagement, and communication. Their research 

started to set the stage for evidence-based executive coaching research. Culminating most 

modern executive coaching research, a systemic view to date of their study, 

Anthanasopoulou and Dopson (2018) propose that future research should surround 

leadership development theory. They suggest reframing executive coaching as a social 

intervention, combining organization, coach, and coachee instead of individual 

intervention. In this way, executive coaching is more closely linked to organizational 

effectiveness research than social or psychological research. Anthanasopoulou and 

Dopson encourage this transition in thinking and scholarly research as a way to build 

upon the practice of executive coaching as an organizational strategy that is easier to 

research and validate (Golsorhki et al., 2015).  
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Coaching vs. Counseling 

The above literature review provides an overview of psychotherapy and executive 

coaching whereby scholars can recognize similarities and differences. However, 

contrasting the methods and skills of the two directly (Graf, 2019) prepares for this 

research study on the perceived influence of professional counseling on emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership development (Smither, 2011). First and foremost, 

psychotherapists are clinically trained to provide objectivity and aid in trauma work and 

analyzing critical life events. At the same time, executive coaches have no clinical 

training and focus primarily on specific goals (DiGirolamo & Kazak, 2017; Sperry, 

1993). Professional counselors work through past and present events for broader 

understanding, self-awareness, and self-regulation. Coaches, conversely, focus on 

problems in the here and now with little to no divergence into the past (Grodzki & Allen, 

2005). Professional counselors adhere to strict licensure and legal confidentiality 

requirements, while confidentiality with executive coaches is encouraged but not as 

clearly defined (Burns & Cruikshanks, 2018; Kaplan et al., 2017). 

Executive coaching is solution-focused, and in professional counseling, the 

solution is the byproduct (Graf, 2019). In psychotherapy, the client and the clinician 

negotiate the agenda, but the plan lies more with the coach in executive coaching. Their 

approach to practice and praxis is a further demarcation of the two (Whittington, 2006). 

Executive coaches practice with pragmatism and are action-oriented, which leans toward 

the short-term. Psychotherapists instead focus on the praxis of the experience and explore 

process-oriented work like emotion regulation and managing relationships edging on 
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longer-term (Schuster, 2014; Whittington, 2006). Executive coaching focuses on thinking 

and behavior change, brain work, while psychotherapy combines thinking (brain work) 

with the deep brain work of examining triggers and emotional regulations (Schuster, 

2014). Psychotherapy has over 100 schools representing a transparent practice and 

research methodology, but executive coaching is beginning to define its methods and 

efficacy (Grodzki & Allen, 2005; Athanasopolou & Dopson, 2018). 

As a professional counselors turned executive coaches, DiGirolamo & Kazak 

(2017) make the disparity between psychotherapy and executive counseling extremely 

clear.  In a therapeutic role, the author would explore past and present functions and 

support, reflect and reframe with softness until a client felt understood, heard, and aware 

enough to shift behavior (Best, 2020; Grodzki & Allen, 2005). In contrast, as an 

executive coach, the authors dare not wander into the therapeutic role and do not shy 

from reactions, and communicates confrontations with on-target goals in mind. Both 

helping professions facilitate self-awareness, the psychotherapist indirectly stressing the 

emphasis on self (the client) awareness, and the executive coach directly highlighting the 

focus on awareness (directed by the coach) (Best, 2020). 

Summary of Findings and Themes within Reviewed Literature 

The above literature review represents the theoretical framework for professional 

counseling as an influence on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership related to 

the research questions addressed by the study.  This final chapter section summarizes 

prominent themes and findings within the framework.  This summarization will be a base 

for the intersection of study findings and relevant literature in Chapter Five. 
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Summary of Themes/Findings about Self-awareness  

 Theme/Finding: Self-awareness Triangulation 

Leadership studies are a conglomerate of interdisciplinary studies. While 

emotional intelligence and authentic leadership intersect with leadership, social 

psychology, organizational, educational, and ethical research, it rarely intersects with the 

prolific field of psychotherapy. Although emotional intelligence, authentic leadership, 

and psychotherapy cross near empathy and balanced processing, they meet in the triangle 

of self-awareness. Self-awareness is the entry into emotional intelligence, the foundation 

for authenticity, and the goal of professional counseling (Kreibich et al., 2020; George et 

al., 2018; Corey, 2017).  

In summary of this triangulation, Adiquezel & Kuloglu (2019) compare the 

relationships between authentic leaders and emotional intelligence and find them 

uniquely interconnected regarding leader commitment and motivations in the workplace. 

Kotze & Petrus (2015) present the positive connection between emotional intelligence 

and leading both authentically and empathically in the workplace. Vongas et al. (2020 

suggest working things through personal distress builds empathy and self-awareness that 

leads to authenticity in the workplace. Lastly, extensive research on how self-awareness 

influences leader emergence, commitment, effectiveness, service, and influence (Bracht 

et al., 2021, Caldwell & Hayes, 2016; Hinkle, 2018). However, despite the understanding 

and desire for deeper leader self-awareness, leadership, emotional intelligence, and 

authentic leadership fail to look to professional counseling for development (Hinkle, 

2018). 
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 Theme/Finding: Self-awareness Points to Research Gap 

Chantell (2009) researched the connection between emotional intelligence and 

psychotherapy through a case study with a student. The young girl struggled at school 

and home with behavior problems before she started weekly psychotherapy. After one 

month of professional counseling, she showed increased emotional intelligence and was 

better able to express her feelings, had an increased learning capacity, and developed 

new, healthy actions and behaviors. In a hermeneutic triangulation study, researcher 

Karpenko (2022) presents evidence of the effectiveness of therapy on the development of 

emotional intelligence. Karpenko (2022) proposes an emotional intelligence training 

model used in psychotherapy for high-functioning clients by exploring the integrative 

body, mind, and external influences.  

Slaski & Zylicz (2006) report significant changes in self-reflection and self-

regulation (modes of self-awareness) in their pilot study of incarcerated alcoholics who 

received psychotherapy. Additionally, increased self-awareness of mothers with mentally 

challenged children was reported in an experimental research study comparing those 

mothers that received dynamic short-term professional counseling and the control group 

that did not (Ghanavati & Safarzadeh, 2020).  

Research acknowledges leaders need emotional intelligence for leadership 

effectiveness, with self-awareness as the entry point. Research acknowledges that 

authentic leaders are more effective leaders with self-awareness as the foundation. 

Research acknowledges psychotherapy’s primary goal is self-awareness, among other 

transferable knowledge and development. Evidence-based research acknowledges 

psychotherapy as a medium for general self-awareness in various special populations 
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(Lumpkin & Achen, 2018).  Still, the research gap is revealed in failing to acknowledge 

the influence of professional counseling, emotional intelligence, and authentic leadership 

development on leaders.  

Summary of Themes/Findings about Executive Counseling/Psychotherapy 

 Theme/Finding: EI and AL Necessary for Counselors 

Despite research not pointing to psychotherapy as a strategy for emotional 

intelligence and authenticity in leaders, it does bring the argument halfway. Emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership competencies are fundamentals for psychotherapist 

leaders, and the therapist's self-awareness affects therapeutic outcomes for the clients 

(Nyklicek et al., 2015). Nutt Williams & Fauth (2005) and Nutt Williams (2008) suggest 

that a psychotherapist's self-awareness is the cornerstone of clinical practice. Parveen & 

Shafiq (2014) implicate emotional intelligence as necessary for professional counselor 

leaders but don’t mention its value for the leaders they may work with. Pieterse et al. 

(2013) even go so far as to suggest psychotherapy to psychotherapist leaders for 

emotional intelligence and authenticity development, but again do not research the value 

for leaders.  

Research hints at, but does not close the gap, for professional counseling’s 

perceived influence on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership development. 

Prasath et al. (2021) propose that professional counselors use their counseling 

competencies outside the counseling field as emotionally intelligent and authentic servant 

leaders in organizations, which suggests that the transferable skills of psychotherapy may 

translate to the workplace (LaMontagne et al., 2018; Prasath et al., 2021).  Anderson et 

al. (2021) even predict psychotherapy and leadership should be studied together to 



 

63 

explore therapy outcomes. Yet they fail to include emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership in their crossover. Through their research, Katz et al. (2017) created a model 

for monitoring self-awareness in psychotherapy sessions but missed closing the gap in the 

research triangulation by not adding leaders to the population. 

 Theme/Finding: EI and AL Integrated into Psychotherapy 

The closest research to closing the literature gap is found in Axelrod (2012) and 

Berman et al. (2019). Axelrod (2012) explores the intersection of executive leadership 

development and psychoanalysis, a method of psychotherapy. He outlines self-awareness 

as the primary virtue in psychotherapy, therefore proposing that a leader would gain a 

deeper and more motivating level of self-awareness in counseling versus a surface level 

in executive coaching. Psychotherapy for leaders encourages more self-exploration and 

emotional intelligence awareness. Comparatively, and closest to the proposed research, 

Berman et al. (2019) describe a psychotherapist that works with leaders as an executive 

counselor/executive psychologist/psychologist coach. This executive counselor blends 

their clinical expertise and business knowledge to help leaders better understand their 

interpersonal and intrapersonal functions. This type of psychotherapy can help leaders 

remove psychological blocks, gain new perspectives, and become more self-aware of 

personal biases in the context of their personal and professional lives.  

What happens in the professional counseling room may seem ethereal and 

impossible to quantify or classify. However, exploring the transformational process that 

leaders experience can potentially explain emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

development for leaders (Schoeller, 2020). Maybe emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership are experiential processes, not strategies. Psychotherapy for leaders can 
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potentially redefine leadership and break barriers to emotionally intelligent, authentic, 

and effective leadership (Soni & Soni, 2016).  

A broad goal of this proposed research emerges from the intersection of literature. 

The theories of emotional intelligence, authentic leadership, and psychotherapy form an 

atheoretical understanding of professional counseling for EI and AL growth. This 

triangled knowledge, combined with this study’s research findings, may result in a theory 

of counseling leaders for emotional intelligence and authenticity development. This 

atheoretical understanding of the combination of leadership, emotional intelligence, 

authentic leadership, and professional counseling is seen in the Breaking Barriers 

Leadership Pyramid, serving as a hypothesis and conversion of data for the study.  

{Appendix A} 

Forecast Chapter Three 

Although emotional intelligence components, specifically leadership self-

awareness and psychotherapy, emerge from different research sectors and temporal 

philosophies, they share characteristics that highlight a potential intersection and planting 

for a future leadership harvest. This chapter attempted to introduce the research in areas 

of leadership and professional counseling and the potential intersection. While there is 

connection between emotional intelligence and authenticity as desired characteristics for 

psychotherapists as leaders, there is a gap in the literature extending the link between 

emotional intelligence, authentic leadership, and the role professional counseling may 

play in that development.  

 Chapter 3 presents a qualitative participatory inquiry research method that seeks 

to discover the phenomenon of professional counseling and perceived leadership skills 
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gained. Through eight interviews with leaders who have participated in professional 

counseling, eight interviews with professional counselors who have worked with leaders, 

and a participatory group interview with two leaders and two psychotherapists, the 

intersection of counseling and emotional intelligence and authenticity development is 

explored.  

The following chapter will describe, in detail, the methodological design that will 

be used to explore professional counseling/psychotherapy and its influence on emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership, focusing on narrative interviews, participatory 

inquiries of leaders and therapists, and visual ethnography. The subjects of this research 

might be executives, managers, or leading professionals in an organization. The audience 

bridges two distinct groups: Counselors/psychotherapists & leaders in today's 

organizations. leaders who strive to be more emotionally intelligent or authentic may see 

the benefits of seeing a counselor for leadership development. After reading this research, 

counselors/psychotherapists may seek to broaden their expertise and recruitment to 

include executive counseling. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This study aims to ultimately explore professional counseling as a breakthrough 

to emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. Authentic leadership theory 

acknowledges that influential and effective leaders need higher emotional intelligence 

and authenticity levels. Research expounds on the beneficial role the soft sides of 

leadership: emotional intelligence and authenticity, play in leading with compassion and 

influence (Goleman, 1995; Zukof, 2021). Although they may want to lead effectively, 

modern leaders lack emotional intelligence and authenticity in their leadership 

(Anderson, 2020; Northouse, 2019; Showry & Manasa, 2014; Jastzabski, 2020). 

Theorists admit that there is ample research to defend the need for emotional 

intelligence and authenticity in leaders, yet there has been little research on acquiring 

such development. While it may be true that little research exists in leadership, it does 

exist in social science research in psychology and counseling. In response to current 

culture and a new desire for compassionate and empathic leaders, Fluker (2009) urges a 

redefinition of effective leadership. Professional counseling/psychotherapy may offer a 

vehicle for emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders. Psychotherapy may provide 

the space for meeting the practical challenges of authenticity, closing emotional 

intelligence gaps, and hitting the mark for leadership development. Therefore, the stigma 

of executive psychotherapy and the need for self-awareness and self-exploration must be 

corporately supported. Professional help's role can be championed for leadership well-

being and effectiveness (Best, 2020; Guy, 2015; Lambert & Barley, 2001, Rogers, 1967). 
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Research Purpose  

This study explores how leaders who have experienced professional counseling 

describe changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in 

their personal and professional lives. Additionally, this study incorporates the 

perspectives of psychotherapists who have worked with leaders to ascertain observable 

changes in their clients' embodiment of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

(Northouse, 2019; Best, 2020; Rogers, 1967). 

Research Questions:  

1. How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe changes 

in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 

2. How do counselors who have worked with leaders describe observable changes in 

how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 

3. How do leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship, and how 

does it inform their personal and professional emotionality and authenticity? 

Research Design 

The methodological design employed to resolve the research questions is 

qualitative, focusing on the participatory inquiry approach. Qualitative data collection 

included individual and joint participatory interviews structured around open-ended 

questioning (Cresswell & Clark, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Combining authentic leadership and the foundation of the counseling relationship 

provides a phenomenological lens to explore the influence of professional counseling on 



 

68 

the development of emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders. The paradigm 

interpretative framework is social constructivism, which seeks to interpret meaning. The 

worldview presented in this study will be constructed by the participants' (leaders and 

counselors) psychotherapy experience. 

 Nature of the Methodology 

This professional counseling/psychotherapy and its influence on emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership is a qualitative study focusing on questionnaires, 

narrative interviews, and participatory inquiries of leaders and therapists. The subjects of 

this research are executives, managers, or leading professionals in an organization. The 

audience bridges two distinct groups: Counselors/psychotherapists and leaders in today's 

organizations. Leaders who strive to be more emotionally intelligent or authentic may see 

the benefits of seeing a counselor for leadership development. Additionally, after reading 

this study counselors/psychotherapists may seek to broaden their expertise and 

recruitment to include executive counseling.  

 Qualitative Design 

Qualitative research springs from anthropology and sociology and has been 

adopted by many social researchers in the last two decades. Qualitative research aims to 

understand a particular group, situation, experience, identity, or relationship. It's 

investigative with a slow insightful process of making sense of information (Cresswell & 

Cresswell, 2018). If done well, qualitative research can translate to real-world scenarios. 

Qualitative research can legitimize and synthesize phenomena (Hughes & Pennington, 

2017). Essentially qualitative research can transition from lab to life by exploring the 

results of phenomena (in this case, professional counseling) in the context of the 
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experience itself (Locke & Silverman, 2010). Qualitative counseling research focuses on 

the variable's experience as much, if not more, than the variable itself. Researchers see 

the interactions and interpretations of experiences as special and unique (Bager-

Charleson & McBeath, 2020). By studying the phenomenon by reflecting on naturally 

occurring experiences in psychotherapy, the researcher can analyze them and bring them 

down to little units of knowledge. This process brings what is typically unobserved, 

mundane, or taken for granted to the surface. Big data sets start to form from these little 

units, providing a not otherwise reported explanation and understanding of professional 

counseling (Golsorkhi et al., 2015). 

This study has three qualitative interview components that explore the leaders' 

and therapists' experience of the counseling relationship and the overall experience of 

counseling/psychotherapy. The one-on-one interviews with leaders who have had 

professional counseling in the past were used to narrate what the therapy journey looks 

like while presenting the evolution of emotional intelligence developments. The one-on-

one interviews with psychotherapists working with leaders were used to identify 

emotional intelligence growth through the therapeutic process and personal 

transformation. The final interview, the participatory inquiry, includes leaders and 

therapists engaged in a meaningful conversation about the unique dynamics of a 

counseling relationship that promote authenticity and emotional intelligence growth and 

development. 

 Appropriateness of the Methodology to the Research 

A mixed-methods study was considered to address the influence of professional 

counseling/psychotherapy on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. A 
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convergent mixed-methods design could have been used so that the qualitative and the 

quantitative data are collected simultaneously, analyzed separately, and then merged 

(Bailey-Rodriquez, 2021; Bishop, 2015). Frels & Onwuegbuzic (2013) suggest a mixed-

method design that collects quantitative data using quality instruments while qualitative 

interviews and discussions enhance overall results and conclusions. Together, they can 

form a clearer and richer picture of the phenomenon at work (Frels & Onwuegbuzic, 

2013). However, many instruments and assessments used to quantify and understand 

emotional intelligence and authentic leadership have not been validated or proposed for 

research use (Northouse, 2019; Mind Garden, n.d.). A qualitative method instead 

provides an intuitive approach for conducting psychotherapy-related research because the 

interviews start to paint a holistic and objective picture of a subjective phenomenon like 

therapy (Bailey-Rodriguez, 2021). By choosing the qualitative method as the primary 

design, social science researchers take a pragmatic approach to exploring ideas (Bishop, 

2015; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Therefore, the following qualitative research process is the most suitable way to 

inform the research questions. The leadership doctorate student researcher as a 

multicultural subject and twenty-year veteran professional counselor provides a unique 

perspective and experience that she brings to the research. Professional counseling and 

research ethics must be honored and maintained. The researcher must position herself in 

the study to acknowledge the interpretations run from her own personal, professional, 

cultural, and historical experiences. 

The researcher's beliefs and experience guide the research action toward a social 

constructivist assumption and interpretative framework. In social constructivism, 
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researchers seek meaning that comes from individuals understanding the world in which 

they live. Researchers can examine these varied subjective meanings of experiences and 

narrow complex views to categories, ideas, and themes. Reality is constructed between 

the research and the participants' experiences. While the researcher has experience as a 

psychotherapist, the participant's experience is being studied (Thomas et al., 2014). 

The social constructivist worldview manifests in the research approach of 

phenomenology when individuals describe their experiences (Cresswell & Poth, 2018; 

Moustakas, 1994). A phenomenological research study builds a commonly reported 

meaning for several studied participants, and their shared lived experiences of a 

phenomenon. Ideally, individual experiences are reduced to a shared nature or essence. 

This research study explores the phenomenon of professional counseling/psychotherapy 

and the embodiment of emotional intelligence and authenticity. A philosophical approach 

designed especially for the social sciences, phenomenology provides a vehicle for 

understanding an otherwise vague and private experience (Cresswell & Poth, 2018; 

Rogers, 1967, Wertz et al., 2005). 

The research approach of phenomenology influences the methods used for data 

collection and analysis. The methods used are questionnaires, interviews, observing, 

artifacts, and participatory inquiry interviews. First, data collection must continually 

intersect with ethicality across the research process. 

Research Plan 

Site, Popoulation and Sample 

In a phenomenological study, the participants may be located at one site to ensure 

that they all experience the phenomenon the researcher is exploring. The more diverse the 
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background and characteristics of the individuals, the more difficult it is for the 

researcher to extrapolate shared themes from experiences. Instead of one single site, a 

sample was created using a criterion-based strategy to include only those who have 

experienced the phenomenon. Within this criterion-based sample, diverse demographics 

and roles emerge (Cresswell & Poth, 2018).  

 Selection and Description of Site 

Using purposeful criterion sampling, a group sample emerges with a shared 

criterion. All participants must have experience with the phenomenon being studied. 

Leaders and therapists included in this study are as follows: 

1. A leader is someone who considers themselves in a leadership role. (Verbalize 

title of position)  

2. A leader is someone who takes ownership and responsibility for positive and 

negative outcomes in that role. 

3. A leader is someone who makes decisions that impact the lives of others. 

4.  A leader is someone who has had professional counseling, defined as at least 

three sessions of talk therapy with a Professional Counselor/Psychotherapist. 

 A professional counselor/psychotherapist is a therapist whose main task is to 

perform talk therapy with clients. They include the following: Licensed Professional 

Counselors (LPC), Licensed Master Social Workers (LMSW), Doctors of Psychology 

(PsyD), Licensed Chemical Dependency Counselors (LCDC), and Psychologists (Ph.D. 

in Psychology). The exclusions of leaders who have not had past professional counseling 

must study the influence therapy may have on authentic leadership and emotional 

intelligence development. All other therapy-like interventions, such as business coaching, 
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psychological testing, psychotropic treatments, hypnosis, etc., are excluded from studying 

the uniqueness and influence of talk therapy/professional counseling/psychotherapy. 

 Selection and Description of Sample 

In summary, participants are leaders with professional counseling/psychotherapy 

experience and are willing to participate in research, and counselors/psychotherapists 

who have worked with leaders and are eager to participate in research. The researcher 

used e-mails, recruitment messaging, and word of mouth through professional 

organizations, social media, and LinkedIn as recruitment for the study.  

Recruitment  

{Appendix B} 

 Communication with Sample 

The participants were contacted for a brief initial screening phone call to confirm 

they met the criteria for leaders/therapists and filter out those that did not. The finalized 

participants included eight therapists and eight leaders for one-on-one interviews and two 

therapists and two leaders for a participatory inquiry interview. Leaders were eighteen or 

older, and all discussions lasted one hour or less. The research did not offer monetary 

compensation. However, the triangulation between professional counseling, emotional 

intelligence, and leadership that this research study provides as fields of interest were 

presented as a potential benefit to participation.  

Response Rate 

The researcher desired that the participants respond to recruitment efforts in two 

weeks and the finalized participant sample was formed in one month. The time frame and 
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response rate follow the proposed pattern with specific criterion sampling (Cresswell & 

Poth, 2018; Hansen & Pederson, 2012).  

Data Collection 

Data collection is a series of activities designed to gather quality information to 

best address the research problem and answer the proposed research questions 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). This study has three qualitative interview components that 

explored the leaders' and therapists' experience of the counseling relationship and the 

overall experience of counseling/psychotherapy. 

 Nature of Interview 1 & 2 Collection 

The one-on-one interviews with leaders (as clients) who have previously had 

professional counseling were used to narrate the therapy journey while presenting the 

evolution of emotional intelligence developments. The researcher conducted one-on-one 

interviews with eight leaders via Zoom's web-based platform as outlined in recent 

research on conducting qualitative interviewing via technology (Archibald et al., 2019; 

James & Busher, 2019). The one-on-one interviews with psychotherapists working with 

leaders were used to identify emotional intelligence and authenticity growth through the 

therapeutic process and personal transformation. At a time separate from the leaders, the 

researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with eight professional 

counselors/psychotherapists via Zoom's web-based platform. 

Appropriateness of the Technique 

In-depth interviews and self-reflection employing open-ended questioning 

allowed the leader to adequately describe the meaning of the professional counseling 

experience and how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. The 
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researcher also observed and noted the participant's mannerisms, embodiment, and 

discrepancies for later analysis (James & Buscher, 2009). 

Development of Reliable/Valid/Trustworthy Materials/Instrument(s) 

An interview instrument specifically for leaders who have participated in 

professional counseling/psychotherapy and a separate interview for psychotherapists who 

have worked with leaders in the past was created to better understand the phenomenon of 

counseling. This instrument is reliable and trustworthy as the open-ended questions are 

congruent with the investigated problem. With the help of another psychotherapist, these 

questions were designed to assess the experience related to the four components of 

emotional intelligence, the four factors in authentic leadership, and the intersection of 

self-awareness and emotion regulation. Follow-up questions were written to extend the 

open conversation and the participants' descriptors of the phenomenon. The data 

collected from the leader interview has the potential to reveal the essence of the 

experience (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). It is important to note that a potential weakness 

of using interviews after the phenomenon is a more cultivated and tailored reflection 

instead of an initial response to explaining the subsequent change. Actual change and 

embodiment of emotional intelligence and authentic Leadership may be best described 

immediately after the experience of professional counseling (Tross & Maurer, 2008). 

{Appendix C,D} 

Procedure 

Bogdan & Biklen (2003) encourage qualitative researchers to plan their data 

collection and recording approach. The researcher designed, developed, and used an 

interview protocol to ask questions and record the answers to the leader interview. She 
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recorded information by taking handwritten notes, videoing with Zoom, and planned to 

review the transcripts provided. There was space between the eight questions for 

observation notes concerning research ideas, hunches, impressions, and thoughts 

(Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018). Making sure to include basic information about the 

interview before beginning the discussion, the researcher bounded the interview with a 

solid welcome and thank you for participation. Explanation, content questions, and 

standard probes propelled the self-reflection time together. Probes, simple questions that 

encourage further discussion or description like, "tell me more," or repeating the 

participant's phrase as a question, such as "managed my emotions" contributed to a 

broader understanding of the phenomenon (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2019).  

 Nature of Creative Data Collection: Visual Ethnography 

Trialed in the pilot study and used because it was validated as practical, an item 

elicitation technique was used to express the experience of the phenomenon of 

professional counseling and depict potential change in emotional and authenticity 

development. Leaders were asked to bring with them to their individual interviews a 

physical item, photo, or other visual aid that represents their growth and change (or lack 

of) during and after professional counseling. This graphic was not specific to emotional 

intelligence and authenticity. The participant was given an opportunity at the start of the 

interview to build rapport and set the stage and tone of the time together. Participants 

shared their personal experiences explaining how the visual aid represented their 

experience. This data-collection technique offered a supplemental look at the overall 

experience of a leader and a psychotherapist during the counseling process that otherwise 
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might go uncollected (Cresswell & Poth, 2018; Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018; Roger & 

Blomgren, 2019). 

Appropriateness of the Technique 

The visual elicitation technique can be less intrusive and provided a broader and 

more poignant understanding of the participants' experiences. Using various data 

collection techniques made for richer analyses (Cresswell & Poth, 2018; Roger & 

Blomgren, 2019). 

 Nature of Participatory Inquiry Collection 

The final interview, the participatory inquiry, included leaders and therapists 

engaged in a meaningful conversation about the unique dynamics of a counseling 

relationship that promote authenticity and emotional intelligence growth and 

development. Through participatory inquiry, the researcher better understood the 

relationship and influence. The reason for collecting this qualitative data was to get a 

more comprehensive picture of the influence of counseling on the intrapersonal vector of 

leadership growth. The counseling results are just as crucial as the counseling experience 

in understanding its impact (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). When qualitative methods add 

participatory research, the interpretations have rich layers (Norbett & Sauer, 2015). 

Participatory inquiry is primarily executed in social science research that takes collective 

interests and turns them into knowledge than can answer and address problems.  

Appropriateness of the Technique 

In a phenomenological approach, the participatory inquiry validates knowledge, 

defines, and explains social phenomena that couldn't be understood directly (Weaver & 

Cousins, 2004). For this research, a participatory inquiry explained the counseling 
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relationship. Called "experiential knowing" by Springett et al. (2016), a participatory 

inquiry is identified by collaborative relationships between two social groups and the 

researcher. The researcher may have a collective interest and experience with the 

phenomena being studied but will refrain from including their own experiences or 

opinions in the process. The collective perspectives form the basis of participatory 

inquiry. Popular in the emotional and wellness disciplines, this method is perfect for 

exploring the intersection of professional counseling and emotional intelligence. 

Participatory inquiry studies using an inductive logic-based investigation may bridge 

gaps between research and actual practice (Hays & Wood, 2011; Springett et al., 2016). 

The participatory inquiry interview for this study included a 45-minute group interview 

with two therapists who work with leaders and two leaders who have experienced 

professional counseling. 

Development of Reliable/Valid/Trustworthy Materials/Instrument(s) 

A much less structured interview instrument, the participatory inquiry interview is 

trustworthy in its efforts not to present the information but rather curate a safe space 

where two primary players in the phenomenon (leaders and psychotherapists), together 

dialogue about the experience of professional counseling and the embodiment of 

emotional intelligence and authenticity. These carefully designed open-ended questions 

springboarded the conversation toward growth and change through dynamic and organic 

conversations. With a taste of narrative action research, this participatory inquiry research 

looked at the reflection and added an action component. Understanding emotional 

intelligence and authenticity growth through the phenomenon of the counseling 

relationship may spur improvements in mental health, emotional development, and 
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authentic Leadership (Cresswell & Poth, 2017; Hays & Wood, 2011; Springett et al., 

2016). 

{Appendix E} 

Procedure 

The participatory inquiry interview aimed to improve a leader's emotional 

intelligence and authenticity by involving the people who may have the means to do it. 

Two professional counselors and two client leaders met together via Zoom for a 

participatory inquiry interview. The leaders spoke about their experiences as a client in 

psychotherapy, and the professional counselors discussed the phenomenon from the 

therapeutic perspective. It is important to note that the leaders and the counselors had not 

previously worked together in the therapy space, and they each only represented that 

shared experience from their own perspective (Baum et al., 2006). 

Data Analysis 

A phenomenological analysis was used to systematically interpret the interview 

transcripts and extract common themes across all interviews or unique to one 

consultation. The themes provided contextual links. Qualitative data analysis consists of 

classifying things by indexing and coding the data. By describing patterns and themes 

from the insight and experiences of the participants, researchers can begin to explain the 

consistencies, make observations, and provide the current understanding and future 

possibilities. Using complex reasoning through deductive and inductive logic allows the 

researcher to build these patterns and themes from the bottom up. It was crucial at this 

junction that the researcher kept the focus on learning the meaning that the participants 

present from the phenomenon of experiencing counseling and subsequent effect and not 
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the purpose the researcher or past research bring to the phenomenon (Cresswell & Poth, 

2018; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

For this research, some prefabricated and expected codes were used based on 

keywords from emotional intelligence quotients and authentic leadership, such as 

relational transparency, empathy, balanced processing, vulnerability, self-awareness, and 

internal moral perspective. The researcher expected that there will be surprising codes 

that were not necessarily expected. In addition, the data analysis process utilized a three-

step process of open coding, categorizing, and identification of themes to identify, chunk, 

and isolate meaningful data together (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019; Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Locke et al., 2010, Moustakas, 1994). 

Consent 

{Appendix F} 

A consent form included understanding potential sensitive information being 

disclosed during the interview. Participants were made aware that confidentiality was a 

cornerstone of the research, and anonymity regarding personal data was protected. 

Anything they divulged in an interview can be used for research purposes. A statement 

such as this was used in consent forms, "These interview questions are not designed 

necessarily with psychological diagnoses or treatment of your presenting issues in mind, 

but rather your general experiences." Also, a special consent section was provided to 

those participating in the joint participatory inquiry interview; while confidentially is 

assured from the role of the researcher and encouraged to the group as a whole, it cannot 

be promised. The researcher cannot control what participants might divulged after 
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leaving the group setting. Participants in the consent form were informed that this study 

was not intended to diagnose, treat, or address any psychological or physical condition. 

Role of the Researcher 

In this qualitative study, the researcher is a crucial instrument. She collected  the 

data herself by interviewing participants, listening to artifact explanations, observing 

behavior, and through the participatory inquiry interview process. She utilized her 

advanced therapeutic communication skills by asking open-ended questions and not 

relying on questionnaires or instruments developed by other researchers (Cresswell & 

Poth, 2018; Garland & Brookman-Frazee, 2015). Using Moustaka's (1994) psychological 

phenomenology, the researcher set aside her own experience as much as possible to gain 

a fresh understanding of the phenomenon that was being studied (Cresswell & Poth, 

2018; VanManen, 1990). 

 Qualifications 

This leadership research was embedded in the researcher's interests and 

development as she had a heartfelt primary hope surrounding executive counseling and 

its potential influence on leadership. As a 20-year veteran psychotherapist, she felt 

passionate and loyal to the psychological and mental health community. As a leadership 

researcher, she feels empowered and lucky to be a part of a new, growing, and future-

oriented community. The profound aim of this research is to honor, validate, and 

contribute to both communities. The goal is to produce research that connects readers to 

both cohorts and does justice to counseling and leadership. While the researcher is a 

Licensed Professional Counselor, careful consideration will be taken to ensure that her 

role as a psychotherapist will only serve as motivation and an onus for beginning the 
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research. Still, personal experiences are not included in the study. Although a mental 

health provider will conduct the research, this study does not address current health 

conditions. 

 Biases 

The researcher is a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC), and the motivational 

gap for the study erupted from her own experience of the phenomenon of professional 

counseling and the perceived connection with transferable leadership skills. It is helpful 

for the researcher to use her seasoned interviewing skills by asking the most inspiring 

questions, but imperative that she not provide her own opinions or examples. The 

interviewer will be careful to stay in the role of researcher instead of expert or guide. 

Summary/Coherency of Design 

Validity/Trustworthiness 

The electronic consent forms, intake data, questionnaire data, and video and 

transcript interviews were electronically locked on a device used only for research 

purposes. Secure data was stored by creating and using a safe and high-encryption 

password. Only the researcher and advisor had access to these passwords. PII data was 

kept in a separate folder and not with any other research documents and had a different 

password only used by the principal investigator/researcher. Subject numbers replaced 

identifiers at the onset, and identifier sheets were kept in a separate password-protected 

folder. Special instructions were given to the participatory inquiry group to change their 

zoom names to initials for the interview time together.  

While this research was not examining a medical or psychological condition as 

the primary question of interest, psychological issues may be revealed to the researcher 
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during the interview in response to their experience in counseling. The research 

procedures were not designed to examine treatments for a health condition. However, 

implications may be presented based on professional counseling and leader practice 

research. The leader's experience in professional counseling was discussed through 

interviewing and a few cases, participatory inquiry methods. Participants/leaders may 

have revealed sensitive information about what brought them to counseling. This 

information was only reported as it related to "what concern or issue brought you to 

counseling" as coded data for future leadership and counseling implications based on the 

research.  

The goal of the participatory inquiry section of the research was to identify the 

role of counseling as an influence on emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

regardless of the "presenting issues." The researcher explained in the consent that the 

study explored the potential influence general professional counseling and the counseling 

relationship itself may have on leaders regardless of the specific issues that brought them 

to psychotherapy. "Presenting issues" were coded for analysis, and interview transcripts 

and recordings were password protected and encrypted on the device. All data was 

published with generalities presented. Demographic data was not connected to coded 

answers from interviews only. It is important to note that none of the participating 

therapists and leaders were clinically involved with each other. Therefore, there was no 

further potential threat of identification. 

Limitations 

The results of this study cannot be generalized to an entire population of leaders 

who have experienced professional counseling. However, it was designed to further the 
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scope of knowledge, theory, and practice in this population. It is imperative to recognize 

that, as a limitation, data from the interviews may include the researcher’s assumptions, 

personal conclusions, and biases. Although many measures were implemented to reduce 

these natural influences, it is impossible to eliminate these lenses from a qualitative study 

completely.  

Another potential limitation is the impossible task of extrapolating every factor 

from a participant’s life that may better contribute to their emotional and authentic 

growth and development. Findings focused exclusively on the themes that resonated with 

the most participants while considering unique accountings and significant help leading 

to important discoveries.  

Finally, and a most critical limitation is that this research is a retrospective study 

that relied solely on the leader's and counselor’s memory and past experiences to explore 

the perceptions and examples of growth and development. Still, interviewing as the 

primary technique is a highly appropriate method for taking a closer look at leaders' 

development emotionally and authentically through their professional counseling 

experiences. Interviews allow participants to share thoughts, feelings, behaviors, change, 

and development that may not otherwise be recorded or analyzed. This study is an 

important foundational step toward understanding a phenomenon that already exists 

(psychotherapy) and how it may or may not influence leaders' emotional intelligence and 

authenticity development.  

Pilot Study or Validation 

A pilot study will be used as part of a qualitative seminar in the researcher's Ph.D. 

program. The pilot must ascertain the validity and effectiveness of the interview 
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questions in answering the research questions. The researcher will pay special attention to 

using the visual elicitation technique to determine if it is a quality supplemental data 

collection technique or if it should be removed instead.  

Forecast Chapter Four 

The next chapter will present in detail the results of the interviews and themes 

extrapolated from the research design that is articulated in this chapter. The data 

generated and analyzed will be discussed in an effort to answer the questions addressed in 

this study. Readers will get an in-depth look at the phenomenon of professional 

counseling told through the perspective of psychotherapists and leaders. Chapter 4 will 

serve as the narrative description of the data extracted relating to the research site, 

sample, and procedure. Tables, figures, and narration will support and present the data 

concisely to expose the findings. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

Introduction 

This study aimed to identify and explore how leaders who have experienced 

professional counseling describe changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and 

authentic leadership in their personal and professional lives. Additionally, this study 

incorporates the perspectives of psychotherapists who have worked with leaders to 

ascertain observable changes in their clients' embodiment of emotional intelligence and 

authentic leadership (Northouse, 2019; Best, 2020; Rogers, 1967). By exploring a 

phenomenon already occurring, growth and development through professional 

counseling, the researcher sought to define further its influence on the specific 

development of emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders. 

Research Questions: 

1. How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe 

changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

in their personal and professional lives? 

2. How do counselors who have worked with leaders describe observable 

changes in how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership in their personal and professional lives? 

3. How do leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship, and how 

does it inform their personal and professional emotionality and authenticity? 

This social constructivist phenomenological study employed the method of 

interviewing eight leaders who had participated in psychotherapy, eight professional 
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counselors who had worked with leaders, and a participatory inquiry interview comprised 

two leaders and two psychotherapists. This chapter presents the findings from those 

interviews. Significant research findings were identified using the three-step method of 

open-coding, categorizing, and identifying themes. A theme was considered an essential 

finding if it reflected the experience of 75% or more of the sample, which was viewed as 

six of the eight participants in each group. Therefore, themes were decided for both the 

leader group and the psychotherapist group 6. Participant numbers were used in place of 

participant names. Ex. Leader 1 or Psychotherapist 4. The following sections provide 

overviews of each research question, narrative descriptions, primary contributions, and 

significant findings and themes related to each section. This chapter concludes with a 

concise overview and summary of the findings.  

Leader Interview Demographics: Research Question One 

 Eight leaders were interviewed to ascertain common themes in their experiences 

as leaders in professional counseling. The following chart illustrates the self-identified 

demographics of the leader participants. 

 

Table B. Leader Demographics (n=8) 

 

 

 

AGE DISTRIBUTION (YEARS)  

34-49 Avg 42.6 

SELF IDENTIFIED GENDER  

MALE 50% (4/8) 

FEMALE 50% (4/8) 
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All answers were self-reported (verbally) by the leader in the Zoom interviews. 

Purposefully, the participant population for leaders was as diverse as possible. The final 

makeup of demographics made for a well-rounded group to maximum extrapolation. The 

SELF IDENTIFIED ETHNICITY  

CAUCASIAN 50% (4/8) 

BLACK 12% (1/8) 

BRITISH 12% (1/8) 

ITALIAN 12% (1/8) 

HISPANIC 12% (1/8) 

PRIOR COUNSELING SESSIONS  

3-5 38% (3/8) 

6-12 25% (2/8) 

13+ 38% (3/8) 

LOCATIONS REPRESENTED  

TEXAS 25% (2/8) 

NEW YORK 12% (1/8) 

PENNSYLVANIA 12% (1/8) 

GEORGIA 12% (1/8) 

NORTH CAROLINA 12% (1/8) 

CALIFORNIA 12% (1/8) 

AUSTRALIA 12% (1/8) 

INDUSTRIES REPRESENTED  

MILITARY 12% (1/8) 

ENERGY 12% (1/8) 

GEOLOGY 12% (1/8) 

HEALTHCARE 12% (1/8) 

DESIGN 12% (1/8) 

STRATEGIC PLANNING 12% (1/8) 

NONPROFIT CHURCH 12% (1/8) 

FOSTERCARE 12% (1/8) 
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researcher succeeded in wanting the sample size demographics and statistics to reflect 

general demographics and statistics, making it a strong representative sample for 

generalizations. The average age of the leader participants for this research study was 

42.6 years old. Current and national statistics reflect that adults between 18 and 44 years 

are more likely to seek professional counseling (Elflein, 2023).  The leader group was 

split directly, with four female and four male participants. In the United States, females 

are twice as likely as males to participate in professional counseling, making this sample 

more representative of the general population and distributive representation regarding 

gender (Elflein, 2023).  

Fifty percent of the leader group identified as White/Caucasian, and the other 

50% as one of the following ethnicities, Black (12%), British (12%), Italian (12%), and 

Hispanic (12%). According to research, psychotherapy is far more common for white 

adults in the United States, with around 24.4% of white Americans participating, 

compared to only 15.3% of the black population and 12.6% of Latinos (Elfein, 2023).  

The number of reported professional counseling sessions leaders participated in was 38% 

with 3-5 sessions, 38% with 13+ sessions, and 25% with 6-12 sessions. The eight leader 

participants comprised leadership roles in six different states and one other country: 

Texas, New York, Pennsylvania, Georgia, North Carolina, California, and Australia, 

leading in eight distinct industries: Military, Energy, Geology, Design, Strategic 

Planning, Nonprofit Church, and Nonprofit Foster Care.  

It is imperative to note that the principal investigator and researcher is a Licensed 

Professional Counselor (LPC) and must follow all ethical guidelines to maintain licensure 

and professional status and report. While proper consent was given from participants to 
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include all reported data except identifying names, the researcher chose to be a bit more 

discreet in connecting identifiable information. A deviation emerges between research 

confidentiality and consent and counseling confidentiality and consent. According to the 

American Counseling Association (ACA, 2014) code of ethics, psychotherapists should 

“present only data germane to the purpose, and every effort is made to protect client 

identity and to avoid undue invasion of privacy” (p.8). When writing publicly about 

clients, professional counselors are urged to write so that the participant can recognize 

themselves, but those close to them cannot. Although consent was given, the researcher 

protected more of the client identities while not withholding any data. All demographics 

were provided for all the participants in this study, but not all demographics were 

connected to the specific leader or psychotherapist number. While this does limit some 

connections, it does not affect the overall interpretation and speaks louder to the 

commonalities of a diverse sample. The following section provides a window into the 

leader interviews and their unique yet shared experiences.  

Also, the following direct excerpt quotes are transcribed as they were spoken and 

were not edited for sentence structure or grammar to present a more authentic picture of 

the leader. 

Narrative Descriptions: Leaders 

Leader 1 

“I don’t mean to romanticize any part of military service, nor do I want to sound crass, 

but I will just tell you that being shot at turned out to be a good thing for me.” 

 A dynamic and likable character, Leader 1 is a retired military branch chief 

operating officer. Describing the incredible amount of stress that came with his job and 
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his eagerness to encourage subordinates to learn the importance of self-awareness, he felt 

like a failure and ill-equipped. He wanted to see a professional counselor to provide some 

objectivity to his feelings and stress. An avid self-help and fitness elite, he spent years on 

his own personal development. Describing his professional counselor as just so-so, he 

attributes his biggest takeaway as the understanding that “maybe I am okay” and more 

equipped to handle the stress. Leader 1 describes the feeling of anonymity, value, and 

safety in the counseling room as the ingredients for creating a place where he felt 

comfortable saying stuff aloud, things he never had before.  

 Committed to being a lifelong learner, Leader 1 describes his journey toward self-

improvement, self-development, and the desire to be an intentional leader. Counseling set 

the stage for verbalizing that connection between mind and body and his deliberate 

actions and workouts to manage stress and conflict. Succinctly presented, Leader 1 notes 

that the pressure did not change during counseling, but accepting his role and working on 

his own issues improved his leadership.  He describes the relationship most at risk before 

counseling as his relationship with his spouse. While he did not speak much about his 

relationship with his wife in counseling, the self-awareness and development during 

counseling seemed to contribute to healthier interactions.  

 Leader 1 worked in and outside the counseling room and admitted difficulty in 

attributing overall growth and development to just one thing. He reflects on his 

counseling sessions and personal reading often as a way to access ways to deal with 

stress currently. Leader 1 describes his powerful journey to post-traumatic growth 

through a military tour in Afghanistan that left him going to bed each night, convinced he 

would not wake up. On his plane ride home, he admitted, “Holy Sh*+! I didn’t die.”  
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Much like the empathy he experienced in the counseling experience, he started to 

empathize with himself and his subordinates, live in appreciation, and lead with integrity 

and authenticity.  

Leader 2 

“Other people may not understand it, but talk therapy is like  

massaging that knot in a muscle until it relaxes.” 

 A female land acquisition manager of a major global engineering company in a 

large metropolitan area and a mom to two, Leader 2 finds herself in counseling to protect 

her loved ones, friends, and coworkers from the work she wants to do on herself. An 

executive who leads fiercely in all her relationships, she describes going to therapy at 

various junctures, seeking a nonjudgmental and safe space to cry and process personal 

and professional relationships. Bringing in a Kleenex to represent her experience in 

counseling, she described therapy as dichotomous, painful, and growth. An advocate for 

psychotherapy, she attributes her willingness to expose vulnerabilities starting at an early 

age when her mom introduced therapy as a normal and healthy part of development. 

Leader 2 dramatically benefits from the confidential and professional education a 

psychotherapist provides. The insight gained, she attributes, comes directly from the 

detailed questions and sometimes challenges provided by the counselor. This insight and 

self-awareness, “I could not have done on my own.” Even if heard before, messages from 

a professional sometimes click and instantly change priorities.  

 As a lifelong participant in professional counseling, she acknowledges the varying 

levels of empathy, comfort, and support she has felt with different therapists. Still, all she 

said in some way helped her balance her emotions. A professed empath, she has learned 
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through counseling relationships how to regulate emotions in personal relationships and 

balance worrying about others’ feelings in the workplace. Leader 2 sees her most 

extensive emotional growth and development in psychotherapy as self-awareness and 

self-reflection as a leader/manager. Through self-awareness, she started to understand 

how other people may react to her actions. Ex. “Am I talking too much?” While therapy 

sometimes brings up triggers and feelings from childhood, she knows she has improved, 

and her actions and behaviors are purposeful. Leader 2 believes leadership courses and 

workshops are insufficient for growth as a female leader in a male-dominated field who 

wants to manage her work and home.   

 

Leader 3 

“I started to uncork the why behind my apathy allowing me to give people  

more space and freedom to have their stuff too.” 

 An administrative pastor of an emerging mega-church and leader of leaders, 

Leader 3 describes her time in counseling with a physical artifact of a journal. A self-

identified processor, she sees her brief time in psychotherapy as a place to profess 

thoughts, feelings, and ideas. After a long season of grief and subsequent intense family 

dynamics stemming from the slow and tragic deaths of three different family members, 

Leader 3 found herself unable to grieve, with flat emotions and general apathy towards 

family members she loved. A highly motivated, organized, and go-getter administrator, 

her productivity did not slow down. Yet, the inability to connect emotions with feelings 

started to take a toll on her interactions at work and home. 
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 Leader 3 said that therapy initiated a “lightbulb moment” where she started to see 

her experience of trauma and the harmful coping mechanisms she had developed, shut off 

feelings, and be a thinker or doer instead. For her, the uncorking of emotion was almost 

instantaneous. She described the combination of the safety of the space and her 

predicated commitment to enter therapy as the onus to finally experiencing and naming 

emotions. For her, professional counseling was more enlightening than she thought it 

would be, whereby she considered things she might not have thought of before through 

the careful challenges of the professional counselor. Leader 3 described finding freedom 

in expressing emotions, setting boundaries, and saying no without guilt. 

A healthcare practitioner before working in the non-profit sector of the church, 

Leader 3 learned self-assessment through evaluation and measurable outcomes. With 

therapy, she describes being surprised and most changed through the component of the 

“why.” Once she knew and processed the why, that personal compassion she offered 

herself extrapolated to understanding others. She describes this self-compassion she 

learned from her empathic counselor propels her to be more empathic to her daughter and 

coworkers, to truly listen and feel, not just hold or wait until done. As a clinical and 

management thinker and an overall skeptic of the power of professional counseling, 

Leader 3, through only four professional counseling sessions, became more authentic in 

her approach to leadership. Her experience taught her that despite the cultural norm of 

thinking that counseling is for broken people, it is instead a model for health and personal 

and professional development.  
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Leader 4 

“Authenticity is important because I think, as humans, we can be very good at 

subconsciously knowing when someone’s not being authentic.” 

 Leader 4, a superintendent geologist originally from England working overseas, 

leads and supervises a team of 45 people who are among the type of worker who has an 

alarmingly high suicide rate. Leader 4 comes across as genuine and compassionate. His 

subordinates work two weeks on and two weeks off hundreds of miles from the nearest 

town, making it hard to get home. Leader 4 described this arrangement as “golden 

shackles,” compensated generously for their difficult and dangerous work combined with 

bitter loneliness. Leader 4 sees his primary role as a supervisor, advisor, encourager, and 

counselor.  

 During Covid, Leader 4 started experiencing increased stress, challenging 

relationships, more intense workplace challenges, and a friend's death. He describes 

forgetting things, not completing tasks, and failing to complete projects as 

uncharacteristic of his leadership pattern. Being an advocate of the importance of self-

care and getting help, he always encourages others to seek employee-assisted counseling. 

However, it wasn’t until his supervisor described her previous work struggle that he 

sought psychotherapy. Surprised by the exponential learning curve, he wonders why he 

waited so long to seek help. He suggests that his brilliant and seasoned therapist helped 

him sort through not just his presenting issues but also his history and past that 

contributed to his function. Processing a past workplace fatality where he had to remain 

the “rock” support for his subordinates helped him identify workplace triggers. He says 

the self-awareness he gained during professional counseling has made him more aware of 
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when to slow down. He now fosters his new plan of using new skills and tools to 

prioritize himself while caring for other stakeholders instead of prioritizing making the 

next level of management at work. Whereas he used to have a mindset of ambition and 

anxiety, he now practices walkabouts, occasionally cancels meetings, and focuses on 

wellness that trickles down to his subordinates.  

 Leader 4 also attributes the empathy and communication skills growth of his time 

in psychotherapy. Describing therapy as the first time he ever felt genuine empathy and 

listening with ears and not mouths, he now sits with his coworkers and listens without 

fixing. Leader 4 describes being the most authentic version of himself by giving honest 

feedback to others while providing a safe space for people to admit problems. He says 

men tend to say they are okay until they crack, so being a secure point of contact by 

sharing his therapy journey is essential. Working in a country that he says is behind on 

encouraging counseling, he is grateful to his boss for encouraging him and makes every 

effort to do the same for others.   

Leader 5 

“Leadership can be lonely and high pressure, and I think if more people kind of admitted 

that, perhaps it wouldn’t feel so lonely and high pressure at times.” 

 Leader 5 is a credentialed private coach and executive director of a non-profit 

foster and adoption care facility. An endearing and positive character, it is not surprising 

that she brought in a photo of her current family as symbolic of her work in 

psychotherapy. She describes being proud of her hard work and accomplishments despite 

the alternative road of repeating patterns of generational trauma. She says counseling 

supports navigating dysfunctional relationships, working through trauma, and 
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recognizing professional areas of weakness. Discouraged sometimes by finding a 

therapist that “fits,” but when it is right, therapy works! She describes synergy and 

accountability as the catalyst for development.  

 As a leadership coach, she identifies that the most significant difference between 

coaching and counseling is that coaching focuses on goals, and psychotherapy 

concentrates on self-awareness. She says that self-awareness helps make her a better 

leader. As a leader who struggles with self-sabotage by pretending to have it all together, 

self-awareness through therapy allows her to model wellness and transparency. Leader 5 

recognizes the why behind her feelings and now makes different decisions in her personal 

and professional life, especially regarding boundaries. When stress and anxiety pop up 

from workplace triggers, she has learned how to triage her next steps and lean into her 

confidence and competence as a leader.  

 Most interestingly, Leader 5 clarifies a distinction in authenticity. She describes 

the safety and confidentiality of counseling that supports a space for her to practice being 

vulnerable and authentic. Yet, she says not everyone has the right to “know your story,” 

but you need to know your authentic story. Counseling pushes you to be authentic with 

yourself, which translates to what she believes is more authentic, leading without sharing 

everything you have learned about yourself. Describing leadership as lonely sometimes, 

Leader 5 wishes people saw the importance of admitting things aren’t perfect and goal to 

learn more about self through reflection on a therapeutic journey.  

Leader 6 

“Self-awareness is everything now, and all I got, and if I had it 20 years ago, 

 girl, I would be Beyonce!” 
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 A strategic planner and advisor to black creatives, Leader 6 is vibrant, funny, and 

dynamic and owns her own business in a major metropolitan. Citing the fact that leaders 

like herself may inwardly feel like failures but are often viewed as public successes, she 

suggests that there is no space to just “be.” She says professional counseling may be the 

only place we aren’t recognized as “Dr. This” or “Pastor That.” Therapy to Leader 6 is 

like a mirror, reflecting who we are. Explaining that she spends so much time saying she 

has all the answers and pouring out and serving psychotherapy allowed her to be present 

and stop the performance. Leaders are “box checkers,” she describes, always trying to 

outrun themselves, but her time in therapy forced her to stop the race and instead grab the 

“lifeline” toward self-awareness. Leader 6 says she came to counseling because friends 

said it was beneficial.  

 A co-parent with two businesses, Leader 6 sees self-awareness as a way to 

understand relationships better. Her therapist helps her look at situations in different ways 

and reframe circumstances. She describes her journey in counseling as a transition from 

sympathy to empathy. Leader 6 believes that sympathy from people in the past had the 

power to harm further, wound, and abuse, but empathy and compassion without judgment 

have helped her be a better mom, co-parent, business owner, planner, and friend. Through 

a series of losses and trials and subsequent therapy and self-awareness, she knows what 

she wants; to be authentic in her work and make money not for things but for quiet and 

freedom.  

Leader 7 

“I’ve learned as a leader that the seasons of my life when I don’t think I need to see my 

counselor is when I need it the most.” 
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 Leader 7 oozes creativity and personality in how she presents herself in fashion 

and attitude, so it is not surprising that she owns her own interior design business in one 

of the most upcoming areas of the United States. A professed perfectionist, she admits to 

hating failure and letting people down more than anything else. These fears, she says, 

keep her from appropriately delegating subordinates and micromanaging jobs and 

employees. Leader 7 describes going to counseling when the pressure mounted to perfect 

her role as a designer, employer, spouse, and parent.  

 Leader 7 describes psychotherapy as completely transformative in her life. Once 

she surrendered vulnerability, she explored her present and past experiences that may 

contribute to her fears of failure and resistance to relinquishing control. She says the 

professional “challenges” of her therapist, “Could it be…” helped her see where her fears 

of failure began in childhood and how she carried albeit successful childhood coping 

mechanisms into adulthood, where they became unhealthy. The self-awareness and 

practice of reframing have slowly loosened her grip on control and micromanagement. 

Leader 7 wanted to be less controlling but said she couldn’t modify the behavior. 

Learning more about herself, the patterns in her life, and all the contributing emotions 

helped her personal development.  

 While she recognizes that striving for perfection and control makes her a great 

designer and business owner, she now regulates her emotions and responses for 

maximum intra/interpersonal skills. Leader 7 describes feeling shocked the first time an 

employee said, “Thanks for trusting me,” and that’s when she knew she was really 

changing through her work in the counseling room. She says she cannot positively 
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correlate her professional counseling experience with success in her business but claims 

that business has been booming since she started working on herself. 

Leader 8 

“I went to school to learn medicine, how to take care of people, how to heal people. But I 

wasn’t taught how to relate to my patients from an emotional perspective, nor did I really 

understand the emotional impact the practice of medicine would have in my personal and 

professional life.” 

 A cerebral and analytically minded physician, Leader 8 works as an emergency 

room doctor in a nationally recognized hospital in a major city. A hero who wears scrubs 

instead of a cape, Leader 8 felt the tipping point in his life during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

In addition to his thinking over feeling nature, he cites his education as a physician and a 

culture that promotes male strength and independence as contributing factors in waiting to 

seek out help. His emotions were big, “spilling” over into his life, and he did not have an 

appropriate place to discuss them. He was tired, angry, frustrated, sad, and burned out, but 

it was unethical to yell at coworkers, odd to show emotions in front of patients, and felt 

mean to carry work home to a family dealing with their own transitions.  

 Leader 8 describes therapy as the one place he found he could say it all without 

any negative consequences. He describes a catharsis from claiming the emotions and 

states that counseling is now a “non-negotiable” in his introspection and healthy function 

as an emergency room physician.  Having a job where you are expected to remain calm 

in highly stressful situations and having a space where he can be the opposite is vital for 

his work-life balance. Leader 8 also notes the irony and unique relationship between a 

physician bound by confidentiality and a therapist bound by confidentiality. Laughingly 
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he says, “If those walls could talk.” He attributes his early days in therapy as the main 

reason he did not quit medicine altogether in those dark times.  

Findings Related to Research Question One 

Research question one asked, “How do leaders who have experienced 

professional counseling describe changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and 

authentic leadership in their personal and professional lives?” 

There were commonalities among all leader answers, which speaks to the efficacy 

of the research interview questions and the consistencies of psychotherapy outcomes. If 

an answer was given once, another participant gave it at a minimum one more time. The 

researcher used a strict minimum of 75% consistency rate to identify the most prominent 

themes. The following table illustrates the categories that emerged to reveal four clear 

themes. 

 

Table C: Leader Common Themes 

LEADER COMMON THEMES (N=8) % RESPONSE 

“EXPERT” COUNSELING PROFESSIONAL GUIDES TO EI 

- Professional = more trust and change 

- Professional = challenges and reframes 

100% (8/8) 

WHY BEHIND THE BEHAVIOR 

- Exploring past = improvement in present 

- More skills than I knew 

75% (6/8) 

COUNSELING SUPPORTS SELF-AWARENESS 

- Safe and Anonymous 

- Transparency/Authenticity 

- Nonjudgmental and Sometimes Silent 

100% (8/8) 
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Theme 1: An "Expert" Counseling Professional guides to EI 

 The first theme extrapolated from the research study exploring the influence of 

psychotherapy and its impact on leaders' development and embodiment of emotional 

intelligence and authenticity is that an expert counseling professional guides a leader's 

development. All eight leader participants reported that they viewed the psychotherapist 

as an expert professional who guided them toward learning about self and developing 

emotional awareness. Each leader discussed the importance of learning "with" this person 

and the recognition that without them, they might not have been able to see things in their 

life so easily. They each expressed their desire to see a professional gain greater insight 

into their leadership and increase knowledge and skills. Without the professional 

relationship, they report there would be little to no growth in emotional intelligence in the 

workplace. Leaders noted that although they have talked to friends, coworkers, or 

spouses, there is a level of learning that is different with a professional simply because 

they are a professional. Leader 2 describes it this way, 

It means to me that whereas if I told my mother certain things, it is my lived 

experience that sometimes those bits of information will be brought up and used 

against me later. With work, obviously it's not appropriate to share certain things 

in the work setting or with you don't want management to know things because 

maybe they'll feel like "oh she has too much going on in her life". "You know this 

SELF AS THE MOST IMPORTANT STAKEHOLDER 

- Managing Self = Managing Others 

- Empathy is Transferable 

- My Emotions = Your Emotions 

88% (7/8) 
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isn't the right position for her or something." So, you protect yourself, you protect 

your loved one by not sharing things. Whereas if you're with a professional who 

adheres, then it should be a safe place where you can say anything and it it's not 

supposed to have a negative consequence. 

Leader 1 echoes this idea of a talking to a professional versus someone else, 

I need to go get counseling, so I don't know that I had an objective in mind other 

than the objective was I need to talk to a professional, that was the objective. 

There was nothing I was hoping to get out of it other than the act of doing it. So, 

you know, I can talk to my spouse and she's smart, but she's not a trained 

professional counselor. And so even if she would have given me the same advice, 

you know, maybe I wouldn't have taken it as well. I needed to know that it was 

coming from a professional, someone that was trained to do this. There's value in 

that, if you trust who you're going to talk to as a professional. 

It seems that the embodiment of leadership emotional intelligence, according to leaders, 

starts first with trusting in a professional. All the leaders interviewed suggested that the 

professional’s education, history, and experience were essential for setting you a 

psychotherapy appointment.  

Leader 4 explained his view of a professional in this way, 

We really connected nicely. And she had years and years of experience and I 

think that's what made the difference. 

 Professional =More Trust and Change 

 A primary category of the expert counseling professional guide to emotional 

intelligence theme is the integral role and trust in that professional relationship. Due to 
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the psychotherapist being a professional, leaders reported building trust as a resource 

toward change. According to the leaders, trust began the journey toward the embodiment 

of emotion and authenticity growth.  

 As Leader 1 acknowledged above, the leader participants in this study trusted the 

counselor before going into therapy because they were professionals, and the subsequent 

counseling relationship only perpetuated that trust. It seems from their interviews that 

trust is an ingredient for change. Participant after participant shared about trust in the 

counselor, trust in the process, and the difference that naturally came from that trusting 

relationship with a professional. Leader 4 describes the leadership changes he 

experienced due to a trusting relationship with a professional counselor: 

My career is brilliant. We're financially doing great; my home life is brilliant, so 

it's not like before when I had all this stuff going on as if I was getting somewhere 

fast. I just deleted this stuff which isn't actually important or adding value. I'm 

still doing exactly what I wanted to be doing. But I guess I'm a lot more content 

with what I currently have. My mindset is different to my previous mindset 

because of my conversations with my therapist. 

Leader 8 describes trust and change like this, 

Trust in my counselor helped me voice things out loud, and once I heard them, 

there was no going back. The environment of trust pushed me to see my 

leadership weaknesses and do something about it. 

She reiterates the theme that leaders first embody emotional intelligence by trusting a 

professional to start a development process. The more trust the participants reported, the 

more potential change they saw in their lives.  
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 Professional=Challenges and Reframes 

 In addition to trust in a professional being the avenue for change, leaders all 

equally found value in the professional counselor's ability to introduce and encourage 

alternative perspectives, balanced processing, and new thoughts without bias. This 

technique or tool of the psychotherapist was seen as “next level,” “cool,” and “expert.” 

Researchers in authentic leadership would call this balanced experiential processing, and 

professional counselors would call it reframing, refocusing, considering, or challenging. 

Despite what it is called, leaders identified it as what the psychotherapist does to get them 

to consider something they have not before.  

Leader 2 says it best, 

So, besides the confidentiality, it's that I have an expectation that the person I'm 

working with is especially educated to somehow help, right? So, you don't just go 

to therapy for sympathy and someone to listen to you, or maybe you do. But like 

I'm hoping that they're gonna have some insight and ask me certain questions and, 

help guide me to a new idea, like I'm hoping to get something out of it that's 

worth something because they have professional education. 

Referring to reframes and blind spots, Leader 5 discussed her reasons for wanting to see a 

professional who pushed her to consider something new, 

I wanted to have, you know, a professional to process things with who was 

educated specifically in the field of trauma and attachment. Yeah, I think I need to 

know from other professionals that I'm okay, and that I'm navigating hard things 

in mostly healthy ways and just help me see my blind spots. There's a synergy, and 

I think there has to be a willingness on my part to let go of the need to be right, 
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and listen to perhaps another point of view, a professional's point of view. There's 

a level of accountability that is different from a relationship with say, a friend 

because I don't need another friend. I think also a therapist (hopefully right?) 

brings just a wealth of knowledge and past experience and education to the table. 

They can just help bring new insight and reframe limiting beliefs, perhaps. 

Theme 2: Why Behind the Behavior 

 The second theme extrapolated from the research study exploring psychotherapy 

and its influence on leaders' development and embodiment of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity is that understanding the why behind behaviors is necessary for embodiment. 

75% of leader participants described being more self-aware by understanding the why 

behind so many of thoughts, reactions, and behaviors. The why behind our behaviors 

offer critical pieces to catapult new knowledge and self-awareness to embody emotional 

growth and development.  

Leader 3 explained her journey with new knowledge of the why behind her thoughts, 

motivations, and behaviors, 

I think the interesting part that I found in the counseling process was taking it that 

one step further. Instead of just the evaluation of it. But as to the okay, but why? 

Where is that coming from? Because I think just because we're able to reflect on 

our behavior and kind of categorize that and sort that out, it doesn't necessarily 

mean we've done anything about it. 

As Leader 3 illustrates, the why behind the behavior is evaluation plus+. I no longer 

recognize and see it but realize and see it (+plus). That plus is self-awareness in action. 

Leader 5 confirms the first component of Theme 3: Why Behind the Behavior by 
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suggesting it has an action component. She had not only understood the why behind her 

own behaviors but was able to expand that knowledge to understand the why behind 

other people’s behavior, 

I think my ability to put healthy boundaries in place around relationships as a 

result of counseling. Specifically my relationship with my birth mother. I think 

also, it brought to light and understanding of the why behind her behaviors. 

 Exploring Past = Improvement in Present 

 Part of understanding the why behind behaviors, being "people smart," as Leader 

2 suggested, includes exploring the past for improvement in the present. Unlike coaching 

that focuses on the here and now and present action goals, psychotherapy sees the need to 

examine past “the whys” behind thoughts, feelings, beliefs, actions, and behaviors (self-

awareness) so that we can modify, grow, change, or develop. If leaders are to embody 

emotional intelligence and authenticity in the now, they must understand how they have 

or haven’t developed in the past.  Leader 3 discussed her experience with growth in self-

awareness through exploring past events and better understanding her emotions, 

It's actually apparently a coping mechanism of mine that when things are really, 

really hard and really stressful, I get it may come a bit from my background and 

nursing and surgery and trauma I did a lot of trauma nursing where you kind of 

have to shut down that part of yourself and just you don't really um experience 

your feelings. You just shut those down so that you can do the work in front of 

you. Something that came out of counseling that I had not considered before, I 

can make these really rational logical decisions because I didn't have all the 

feelings that went along with it, right? So I could divorce myself of all of that and 
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just make these really logical conclusions and just be a thinker and a doer and 

make things happen and fix the problems and get through the situation. It was 

brought to my attention, what if to be a really good decision-maker, you could 

incorporate the feeling and emotional side because you're not actually thinking as 

a whole person when you divorce yourself of that. And that had been a new 

concept. Maybe I wasn't really making the most well- rounded decisions for the 

organization or my family. 

Leader 7 admitted that exploring the past was crucial to her improvement and 

development as a leader, 

It was like a onion for me, you know, as I went deeper and deeper, I started to see 

how like each of my past relationships added to my fears of fears or failure. So to 

overcompensate, I would control or like manipulate or self-sabotage. Only when I 

saw the common thread through all of it was I able to stop. My counselor helped 

me reframe and refocus. 

 More Skills than I Knew 

An additional component of understanding the why behind the behavior comes 

from exploration and realization of skills that a leader already has. Leaders in this study 

reported that they were shocked that self-awareness sometimes showed up with new 

skills and dusted off old skills they already had. Describing the realization he had more 

skills as a leader than he thought he did, Leader 1 said, 

I guess the acknowledgment was, maybe I am equipped to handle this job because 

he didn't give me anything new necessarily. The homework every week just called 

to my personal development and practice exercises in the room. I guess that was 
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the takeaway. I'm okay, because maybe I was already equipped, and I can handle 

this. It was like insurance. I'm good, I'm covered. 

Leader 5 described her counseling experience and understanding self and behaviors as 

skills and a boost in confidence and competence, 

I think it's given me confidence to see and to affirm and believe that when it 

comes to the world of the work that I do, that I know what I'm talking about, and I 

have a seat at the table. 

By exploring the past and practicing skills one already has, understanding the why behind 

the behavior is a theme that leaders can expect from their time in psychotherapy if they 

are willing to set up the appointment and put in the work. The why behind the behavior 

even offers relationship improvement and leader confidence. 

Theme 3: Counseling Supports Self-awareness 

 The third theme extrapolated from the research study exploring psychotherapy 

and its influence on a leader's development and embodiment of emotional intelligence 

and authenticity is that counseling supports self-awareness. All eight leader participants 

suggested that counseling supports the process toward self-awareness that connects 

leaders to the emotional awareness model. The most apparent theme based on the 

consistency of the word usage in interview responses, self-awareness could almost be a 

synonym for psychotherapy, according to leaders. If self-awareness is a destination, 

professional counseling is the vehicle to get there.   

Leader 6 explained self-awareness concisely, “I don't need to be saved; I just need to trust 

you. So, self-awareness is everything I got.” 
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 Safe and Anonymous 

 Continuing with the metaphor, if self-awareness is the destination and 

psychotherapy is the car, the vehicle's safety is necessary to get there. According to 

leaders in therapy, the safe space and anonymity of the counseling experience is a prolific 

accelerant toward emotional growth. Leader 6 had this to say about the extreme comfort 

of anonymity and safety, 

I loved her being a stranger and not knowing, you know, not knowing my mom, 

my kids, my coworkers. Like I've come here and kind of hidden. That was really 

different. I was just thrown off by the process. It's not like the movies, it's not like 

somebody sitting there with a clipboard, it's somebody that literally does not 

know who you are. Just being able to ask you questions and hear what you hear 

and not know the framework or the backstory. I felt seen in a way I hadn't felt 

seen before, like I didn't have to put on, I didn't have to be funny. I didn't have to 

say, look what I can do. I didn't have to do that, I just showed up to this safe 

space. 

Leader 2, when discussing a Kleenex as a symbol of some of her time in psychotherapy, 

described the intensity and necessity of psychological safety, 

You know, sometimes the crying would really eat up the session time, but that's 

okay. It was a safe, safe place to let it all out. 

Feeling safe and anonymous seems to bring leaders to a place of genuine emotion that 

might not otherwise be tapped into. Despite the fast-paced, me-me work environment that 

so many leaders describe working in, the counseling relationship's slow, calm, safe, 

leader-focused-only space brought freedom to awareness. 
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 Transparency/Authenticity 

In addition to the safety and anonymity of a professional counseling relationship, 

leaders reported that they are often surprised by the authenticity and transparency that 

this professional counseling brings out in them. They suggested that an unnatural level of 

transparency and authenticity in the real world that is organic to the psychotherapy space 

leads to self-awareness growth. Leader 3 described that intense level of genuineness like 

this, 

I would say it was more challenging than I expected, and I would say that because 

I consider myself a pretty honest person with myself. I let a lot of different things 

speak into my life, and I try to evaluate myself as a result of that. It (counseling) 

was more enlightening than I anticipated and more challenging in the area of, oh, 

I haven't considered that, and I haven't seen that it that way. You think you're 

objective about yourself, and you think you've got a pretty good handle on seeing 

yourself for who you are, but you really can't be that objective to yourself. So it 

helps to have this outside party looking at you and listening to things coming out 

of your mouth going, did you did you hear yourself? Did you hear what you said? 

You know like, No, I actually didn't.  

Leader 5 described the relationship that confidentiality and transparent has with her 

growth in authenticity, 

the premise of counseling is that this is a safe, confidential place. So, I think you 

know that in and of itself creates felt safety or can create felt safety. So, I think 

not everyone has the right to know your story, not everybody has earned that 

right? But there's something about counseling therapy, there's this ethical 
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confidentiality piece that creates an ability, hopefully to practice being authentic 

to practice being vulnerable, to practice what that feels like. And then there's this 

enormous responsibility on the therapist counselor coach to receive that in a safe 

and healthy manner. 

 Nonjudgmental and Sometimes Silence 

 The third and final component of Theme 2: Counseling Supports Self-awareness 

is that the professional counseling road to self-awareness is paved with nonjudgment and 

occasional use of silence. Leaders reported being surprised by what it felt like to be 

accepted and not critiqued. Although silence is usually seen as uninterested, experiencing 

professional counselors listen without judgment while holding the quiet space 

transformed their development. Illustrating the simultaneous use of empathy, 

nonjudgment, and use of silence, Leader 3 described her experience, 

I think what came across as empathy to me in that moment, she wasn't sobbing 

with me, right? But there was zero tension within her. Does that make sense? It's 

almost like there was such a peace in her that allowed me to just have that 

moment. I didn't feel like she was waiting for me to stop? I didn't feel like she 

wanted me to stop. I didn't feel like she was uncomfortable or shifting in her 

chair. There was just such an ease about her with me losing it that it just gave that 

space of like she's with me right now in this moment and this is okay. This should 

be happening instead of, this shouldn't be happening. Get yourself together. It was 

more like, this is, this is okay. You need to do this, and she's right here with me to 

do this. 
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Leader 3’s powerful testimony of silence and nonjudgement illuminates understanding of 

how psychotherapy could bring leaders to a place of self-awareness, learning, and 

development. Leaders can first embody emotional intelligence and authenticity with a 

counseling journey toward self-awareness. 

Theme 4: Self as the Most Important Stakeholder 

 The fourth and final theme extrapolated from the research study exploring leaders' 

development and embodiment of emotional intelligence and authenticity is the 

dichotomous idea that focusing on self as the most important stakeholder is a way toward 

positive relationships with other stakeholders. When leaders focus on themselves first, 

they are better managers of their human assets. Eighty-eight percent of the leader 

participants described self-work as a catalyst for “other-work.” When a leader has the 

freedom to express emotions and needs, they can better self-care for themselves. As 

reported by leaders, greater care for self and overall self-awareness is transferable to 

better care and management of others. Similar to the idea of airplanes for parents putting 

oxygen masks on themselves first, then helping children with theirs, this concept instructs 

leaders to become self-aware; they are capable of being aware of others. Leader 4 

illustrates self as the essential stakeholder through his use of his personal self-awareness 

when working with another stakeholder in his life, 

 Probably the key thing that I learned in that moment, especially for a close friend, 

 was from the therapy session, was to be quiet and listen with my ears and not my 

 mouth. Prior to the therapy session, I would have filled all those blanks up with 

 stuff which I would have thought would have been trying to help. Oh you know, 

 you could try this, you could try walking in the morning, you could try going for a 
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 swim in the beach and uh blah blah blah blah. That's what I would have done 

 before the therapy session. Whereas this time, I didn't do anything. And actually 

 and towards the end, he actually did say do you have any advice, and that's when I 

 said well, yeah you can go and see someone. 

Leader 8, a physician who spends most of his day being other focused, described his 

transformation with self as the most important stakeholder like this, 

It’s like the more I tried to think of my patients first the more I found myself 

being gruff or rushed. It wasn’t until my counselor asked me if I was pouring 

from an empty or full cup. I was like woah! I was so tired and frustrated I was 

always trying to pour from an empty cup. Counseling for me was like a space, 

you know, where I could make sure I was okay, so then I could help patients be 

okay. 

 Managing Self =Managing Others 

 Leaders report that a significant part of self as the most important stakeholder is 

the idea that when they better understand and manage themselves, they can better 

understand and manage others. When leaders care more about themselves, they can better 

manage their own emotions and start recognizing and managing the emotions of others.  

Leader 1 describes managing others as managing self in this way, 

Because I was doing those sessions and being able to work through it personally. 

You know, when I went to work and was in that professional leadership role, I 

was more effective I guess, because I was working through those other issues in 

my life.  
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Leader 2 describes her embodiment of self-management post psychotherapy that led to 

better management of others like this, 

So as a leader and a manager, it's very important to understand and pick up on 

how other people are reacting to what you say and do. For me its learning to be 

aware of okay, I'm talking too much or oh I was negative in this situation. Look 

how it brought other people down, or how I was positive and encouraging and 

look how everyone, you know bucked up and it helped productivity. 

Reflecting on the embodiment of self-awareness, Leader 5 described her managing self 

then managing others style of leadership in this way, 

I think recognizing when I need to ask for help is really important in the work that 

I do. It's also really hard paying attention to what my body is telling me. You 

know, when I'm dysregulated, why am I dysregulated? What does that feel like? 

How do I know all of this, you know, all that kind of stuff? I think it helps 

because I lead a team here, and I want my team to be well. I want to model that 

for them. I'm not always the best model, but I think even admitting that I'm not 

always the best model is a good model, right? So I think it (self-awareness) helps 

me, I think it helps me be a better leader. 

Leaders describe a process of management that is counterintuitive and different from any 

other active management style. Most leaders would try to be proactive in leading and 

managing others. However, these leader interviews point to active management of self 

that organically shifts the leadership of others.  
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 Empathy is Transferable 

 Another important idea in the theme of self as the most critical stakeholder is that 

the empathy experienced in a therapeutic professional counseling relationship can and is 

reportedly transferred to other relationships. Leaders who have experienced empathy in 

psychotherapy describe being more empathic, trusting, and compassionate. In addition, 

leaders seem to embody stronger communication skills after counseling. Leader 3 

believes she has started to tap into understanding the connection between experiencing 

compassion in therapy and her current levels of compassion for others, 

It has also allowed me to give people more space and freedom to have their stuff 

too. I have more compassion when a coworker is in a frustrating, traumatizing 

emotional state. 

Leader 6 described furthers the transferability by explaining the connection between 

empathy in the counseling room to empathy given outside the room, 

Sympathy is when like, you know something happens to someone, and you are on 

the outside of it, and you're just like, “I'm so sorry that happened to you,” or you 

give this kind of advice from this aerial view if you will, but empathy is like I put 

my hand in your wound. So, empathy is a greater level we're in this together, you 

know? So, I definitely have the people that I have empathy for now, anybody that 

you know had a father wound, anybody who has been church hurt. And anybody 

that's super super talented and lonely. Those are the people that I empathize with 

on a deep, deep level.  
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According to the leaders, empathy seems to have a pay-it-forward effect. Referring to the 

tertiary transference of empathy from a therapist to his boss down to the encouragement 

for him to seek out his own professional counseling experience, Leader 4 says,  

She totally opened my eyes up a lot more to different aspects of leadership and I 

suppose showing a bit more empathy regardless of what the person is telling you. 

You know I think especially blokes, we always say we're okay until you actually 

really crack the egg.  

My Emotions=Your Emotions 

 Similar to managing self, translating to managing others, leaders who recognize, 

identify, name, and regulate emotions not only react differently to stakeholders in their 

lives but also start to manage others' emotions. Leaders say understanding their own 

emotions helps with personal emotional regulation, and understanding their own 

emotions also helps with the emotional regulation of those they lead. Leader 2 describes 

understanding emotions and self and other regulation in this way, 

The fact that it was not once or twice or three times, but the fact that I like truly 

worked it out during therapy. You know, the life change, all the different 

emotions and other life experiences that intertwined with how I was reacting or 

feeling about it. Talk therapy helped my brain process it so that I could move on 

in a healthy way versus just trying to stuff it all inside and hope it doesn't rear its 

ugly head, you know? So, I think other people may not understand it, but I know 

you understand it because you're a therapist, but it's like talk therapy is like 

massaging that knot in the muscle until it relaxes, if that makes sense. And once 

they relax, I can focus on others.  



 

118 

Leaders help make a case for self as the most important stakeholder on the journey to 

self-awareness in professional counseling and the embodiment of self-care, emotion 

recognition and emotional regulation. 

Summary: Research Question One 

 The eight leaders interviewed pulled back the veil of the phenomenon and 

experience of psychotherapy. Their trust in the process of professional counseling was 

demonstrated in their willingness to share with the researcher their experiences, surprises, 

and takeaways. From a research perspective, it was revealing to see the theories and 

concepts of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership converge in the practice of 

counseling. Rarely does someone get to see theory come alive in practice like this. The 

number of the same answers, thoughts, and experiences was sometimes odd, making it 

seem like the participants were reading off a script. Instead, it points to validity in the 

questions and a comprehensive shared experience of the leaders. Their answers revealed 

four primary themes surrounding the influence of professional counseling on how leaders 

embody emotional intelligence and authenticity in their personal and professional lives. 

These themes include: 

1. An expert counseling professional that guides leaders to emotional intelligence 

through trust, challenges, and reframes 

2. Understanding the why behind the behavior by exploring the past and using skills 

leaders already have 

3. Counseling supports self-awareness through a safe, anonymous, authentic, 

transparent, and nonjudgmental relationship 
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4. Self as the most important stakeholder increases the management of empathy and 

emotions in others. 

Psychotherapist Interview Demographics: Research Question Two 

 Eight psychotherapists were interviewed to ascertain common themes in their 

experiences as they work with leaders in professional counseling and observe them as 

they develop and embody emotional intelligence and authenticity. The following chart 

illustrates the self-identified demographics of the psychotherapist participants. 

 

Table D. Psychotherapists Demographics (n=8) 

 

 

 

 

 

AGE DISTRIBUTION (YEARS)  

28-54 Avg 43 

SELF IDENTIFIED GENDER  

MALE 38% (3/8) 

FEMALE 62% (5/8) 

SELF IDENTIFIED ETHNICITY  

CAUCASIAN 50% (4/8) 

BLACK 12% (1/8) 

FRENCH 12% (1/8) 

INDIAN 12% (1/8) 

HISPANIC 12% (1/8) 

SESSIONS WITH LEADERS  

3-5 12% (1/8) 

6-12 62% (5/8) 

13+ 25% (2/8) 

LOCATIONS REPRESENTED  

TEXAS 50% (4/8) 

PENNSYLVANIA 12% (1/8) 

OREGON 12% (1/8) 

KANSAS 12% (1/8) 

CANADA 12% (1/8) 
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LPC - Licensed Professional Counselor, LCSW – Licensed Clinical Social Worker 

 

All answers were self-reported (verbally) by the psychotherapist in the Zoom 

interviews. Purposefully, the participant population for psychotherapists was as diverse as 

possible, and these final demographics and statistics made for a well-rounded group to 

maximum extrapolation. The principal investigator was pleased with the sample 

demographic diversity connecting closely to the general statistics on professional 

counselors making the data more generalizable. It suggests a representative sample 

highlighting an overall diversity problem in the helping profession. The psychotherapist 

group was split into five female (62%) and three male participants (38%). These research 

statistics compare significantly to the national statistics that report 71.2 % of all licensed 

professional counselors as female and 28.8% as male (Zippia, 2023). The average age of 

psychotherapists in the research sample was 43 years old, and the nationally reported 

average age of therapists is 40 years of age (Zippia, 2023). 

 Fifty percent of the psychotherapist group in this study identified as 

White/Caucasian, and the other 50% as one of the following ethnicities, Black (12%), 

French-Canadian (12%), Indian-American (12%), and Hispanic (12%). This sample is 

slightly more diverse than national statistics. According to Zippia (2023), the most 

common ethnicity of psychotherapists is White (67%), followed by Hispanic (12.2%), 

COUNSELING SETTING  

LPC, PRIVATE PRACTICE 38% (3/8) 

LPC, HOSPITAL 12% (1/8) 

LPC, NON-PROFIT 12% (1/8) 

LPC, TELEHEALTH 12% (1/8) 

CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST, 

PROFESSOR 

12% (1/8) 

LCSW, NON-PROFIT 12% (1/8) 
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Black (11.3%), and unknown (5.9%). While this sample represents diversity in 

professional counselors, it highlights a disparity problem in the counseling field that will 

be discussed later.  The average number of reported professional counseling sessions 

psychotherapists have with leaders was 12% with 3-5 sessions, 62% with 6-12 sessions, 

and 25% with 6-12 sessions. The eight psychotherapist participants comprised 

psychotherapy practices in five states and one other country: Texas, Pennsylvania, 

Oregon, Kansas, Ohio, and Canada. The psychotherapists were either Licensed 

Professional Counselors, Psychologists, or Licensed Clinical Social Workers in the areas 

of Private Practice, Non-Profit, Hospital, University, or Telehealth. The sample is 

representative, diverse as national reports, and serves up robust data. 

As a reminder, the principal investigator, a psychotherapist, reported all 

demographic data without withholding any information. However, citing ethics, she 

chose not to connect all demographic and potentially identifiable characteristics 

specifically to the individual psychotherapist descriptions. In addition, note that the 

following direct excerpt quotes are transcribed as they were spoken and were not edited 

for sentence structure or grammar to present a more authentic picture of the leader. 

 

Narrative Descriptions: Psychotherapists 

Psychotherapist 1 

“Leaders come to counseling when they’re struggling with trying to keep it all together 

and look like a leader, but they don’t always feel like it. There is a lot of pressure to have 

a persona of being a leader, and they need some space to work through that.” 

 Psychotherapist 1 is an LPC and clinical director of a non-profit counseling center 

in a moderate size city. She has a calming presence and a beautiful smile. A second 
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career for Psychotherapist 1, she describes her experiences with passion and excitement. 

As a therapist, she says the experience of being a professional counselor is rewarding and 

terrifying. Still, she says nothing quite like seeing clients have “Aha” moments when they 

finally see the puzzle pieces fit together. She reports that leaders can be triggered by past 

trauma, unpleasant experiences in private life, or pressure to manage it all, and they need 

a nonjudgmental place to explore it all. Sometimes she says it might take a third person to 

look at all the challenges together and offer potential connections, “Might it be?” 

Psychotherapist 1 says the combination of confidentiality and nonjudgement, together 

with the knowledge and training of the professional counselor, leaders can quickly 

become more self-aware. 

 When a leader is not defensive and willing to explore self, it can be “life-

changing,” as self-awareness is the first step toward change and development. Describing 

a typical leader's self-awareness starting point, a client first learns to name emotions, 

recognize what emotions feel like, and dig deeper to explore the cause. Understanding 

triggers, she says, in our professional and personal lives helps us think more clearly and 

behave more purposefully. The empathy shown in the counseling room supports 

compassion and naturally translates to compassion for others. She clearly and cleverly 

says long-term empathy and support are hard to undo. She says it is almost impossible to 

experience professional counseling without gaining self-awareness and that the magic of 

the room is hearing your words aloud and back to you. 

 Speaking primarily to leaders in professional counseling, Psychotherapist 1 

reports that clients can get tunnel vision from hurts or frustrations in the workplace. 
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Exploring other ways of looking at things (reframes) allows leaders to regroup, repair, 

and start to see that “different than is not less than.”  

Psychotherapist 2 

“I don’t want to ever create a space where I’m teaching them {leaders} to be empathetic 

because if its not genuine, it’s not fair to their employees. That can be manipulative, so 

finding that balance in terms of focusing more on self-awareness.” 

 Psychotherapist 2, a twenty-two-year veteran psychologist, is a clinician and a 

university professor. Instantly exuding intelligence and authority, he is an avid researcher 

and specializes in working with indigenous people leaders and emotional intelligence 

development. Describing his work with leaders, he suggests that the comprehensive 

privacy, confidentiality, and safety of psychotherapy make it a place for extreme self-

awareness and emotional growth. Often leaders come to therapy stuck in a lack of self-

awareness and believing that work is a process over people, policy over people. An actual 

increase in emotional intelligence requires the lowest first step, self-awareness. 

Describing a ladder analogy, Psychotherapist 2 suggests leader growth begins with self-

awareness, then understanding one’s emotions, following emotional regulation, and 

finally helping manage other’s emotions. In his experience, he says, some leaders can 

become so self-aware of themselves and their emotions that they can help regulate others, 

but others simply walk away with a bit more self-awareness.  

While certainly not extrapolating to all leaders in these areas, Psychotherapist 2 

says that his research and experience point to two areas of leadership that seem to 

struggle most with self-awareness: Academic Professors and Law Enforcement. He cites 

high-performing leaders in both fields, expert and authoritative mentalities, and a 
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disconnect from emotions at work, as the gap for emotional intelligence growth. He says 

people stuck on emotional intelligence development are most likely stuck on self-

awareness and empathy. He believes empathy in the counseling relationship helps leaders 

identify how they feel about themselves and how that applies to others. A lack of 

compassion and empathy for self usually translates to a lack of empathy and compassion 

for others at work and home; empathy is experienced and transferred, potentially 

changing workplace culture. In contrast, Psychotherapist 2 says that authenticity and 

transparency experienced in professional counseling do not make a leader more authentic 

or transparent; empathy and self-awareness organically make a person more authentic. 

Psychotherapist 3 

“Leaders are learners, and the more they continue to even learn about themselves, 

whether it is authenticity or just their ability to be able to understand and process their 

own emotions. I think people underneath them will be able to pick that up and want to 

follow them and become leaders themselves.” 

 A young, fresh out of internship licensed professional counselor, Psychotherapist 

3 works in a small private practice in a small town. The first thing you notice about her is 

the intense yet comforting use of eye contact. You can almost see compassion in her 

eyes. She believes most clients, including leaders, find themselves in counseling because 

past coping skills aren’t working, and they seek freedom. As a psychotherapist, who is 

also a leader, she says that helping clients walk through therapy is eye-opening and 

normalizing to a certain degree. We go through similar things, and all desire human 

connection and attunement. She attributes a psychotherapist's presence, patience, and 

unconditional positive regard as necessary in creating a space where clients come 
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precisely how they are, without mask or pretense. It is in this unmasking that a leader can 

become more self-aware. As they grow in self-awareness, Psychotherapist 3 says that 

they begin to rid of those fake versions of themselves, and actual development and 

growth occur. 

 Psychotherapist 3 says much of professional counseling is emotional work, 

bringing in heavy emotions, recognizing how the body reacts to emotions, and learning to 

detach from the feelings. She suggests therapy is a great place to practice anything, from 

regulating emotions to roleplaying interactions with family members or coworkers. 

Practicing also can look like showing yourself compassion and empathy. Describing her 

favorite tool in counseling, Psychotherapist 3 says an empathic use of silence is 

fundamentally comforting. She suggests that “holding the space” for silence is a powerful 

tool for letting a client know, I hear you, I empathize with you, my words aren’t good 

enough here, and I will sit in this for as long as you do. She says experiencing that type of 

empathy is transferred to coworkers and family members. Leaders learn to be more 

empathic, better listeners, and more compassionate. Professional and personal 

relationships have the potential to be transformed. 

 She says leaders' most significant hurdle to starting a self-development journey 

through professional counseling begins with the assumption that leaders are strong and 

don’t go through anything complicated. Debunking the stigma of counseling for 

presenting “problems” and offering an emotional health journey is necessary for better 

leadership. She proclaims that leaders must be learners and always seek self-awareness 

and emotional awareness to be more “other-aware.” 
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Psychotherapist 4 

“It’s being able to go somewhere and discuss things that you don’t necessarily want to 

discuss with other people. A place where you can feel safe and not judged.” 

 Psychotherapist 4 is a licensed professional counselor in a single private practice 

in a major city suburb. A southern belle with a no-nonsense attitude, she gets straight to 

the point and leans toward a more didactic approach to professional counseling. She 

describes that most people come to counseling when they are in crisis, need help with a 

specific issue, or desire new skills in problem-solving. Therefore, she uses 

psychoeducational tools and new skill-building techniques to guide clients through 

counseling. The ultimate goal of all therapy, she says, is self-awareness. Without self-

awareness, she suggests, leaders cannot identify behaviors in themselves, modulate 

emotions or respond to others’ feelings. She explains story after story of leaders who 

were stuck somewhere in this emotional development process before psychotherapy but, 

after psychotherapy, better manage their own emotions while also regulating the 

emotions of coworkers and subordinates.  

 Psychotherapist 4 suggests that empathizing is synonymous with matching. In the 

counseling process, a therapist matches and meets the client where they are, not forcing 

them to move any faster forward or backward, but giving them what they need in the 

moment. She says this is incredibly important for leaders. The more a subordinate feels 

heard and understood (similar to psychotherapy), the more influence and trust you may 

earn. A lack of understanding of others results in a lack of empathy and leadership. She 

compares this process of empathy as transferable, similar to how leaders who manage 

others with roles they have had before are less harsh and more empathic. Leaders in 
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professional counseling who have experienced empathy are more understanding of others 

and have more compassion and influence in their leadership.  

Psychotherapist 5 

“The language of therapy is important- There's a lot of people that pathologize behavior, 

and what they're really seeing is trauma, and they don't know the name for it. And so they 

call it bad membership, bad employment, or an inability to engage on a certain level. And 

I think having a lens of realizing what they actually could be seeing can change a culture 

pretty strongly.” 

With an eccentric and vibrant personality, Psychotherapist 5 is a Licensed 

Marriage and Family Therapist who articulates concepts in detailed and novel ways. He 

suggests that most people find themselves in counseling because they desire a new 

perspective on a problem and a new way to navigate it. Using a gym analogy, he 

describes psychotherapy as starting to work the body; at first, it might be challenging to 

work new muscles, but over time results and growth are inevitable. He sees the 

professional counselor as a guide and teacher using the safety of a counseling relationship 

to encourage emotional growth. Interestingly, he describes how a therapist facilitates 

emotional intelligence development as sometimes a provocateur challenging clients to 

consider alternatives and ways of viewing themselves and others. 

Psychotherapist 5 describes post-trauma wisdom from counseling that can open 

new emotional doors and resources. As he sees it, psychotherapy is the best feedback and 

growth process that Western culture offers, a culture that does not process communally. 

He suggests that self-awareness springs from feedback, and a personal quest within 

community with someone else. He sees self-awareness as a prerequisite to therapy “I 
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think I could benefit from that” and is the “language of therapy,” playing the most 

prominent role in the process. Psychotherapist 5 says that as leaders grow in self-

awareness, they better understand how they work and operate in larger systems. Leaders 

learn to accurately name their emotions and the components that are happening in their 

body (the relationship to their emotions) and then transfer that learning to affect the way 

they lead. 

Psychotherapist 5 says that empathy, an effective skill used in professional 

counseling, is contagious and has a “ripple effect.” He acknowledges that feeling heard 

and attunement (empathy) may vary from therapist to therapist, but without empathy, it is 

not therapy. He believes that empathy is a transferable skill in seeing how leaders are 

developing in the counseling room, and examples of how relationships are now managed 

outside the counseling room. He also hopes that balanced processing is transferable in 

how leaders see beyond their angle with systemic questions used in therapy. Noting the 

most considerable emotional intelligence growth he has seen in leaders: Psychotherapist 

5 believes understanding and naming trauma, or triggers is transferable to recognizing 

trauma and triggers in others. This interaction sparks the transference of empathy and 

emotional awareness/management learned in the self-awareness process of professional 

counseling. 

Psychotherapist 6 

“The real work starts when a client realizes that their counselor is not going to tell them 

what to do. 

 Psychotherapist 6, a director of a large clinical hospital in a major metropolitan, 

oversees the development of psychologists and therapists while also seeing other 
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clients/leaders for professional counseling. A leader of leaders, a therapist of therapists, 

his words fill the air with poignancy and purpose. He suggests that therapy is really about 

highlighting tools and answers that already exist in leaders; they just cannot see them 

because they have never put themselves in a position of being on the “outside looking 

in.” He believes connecting, engaging, and feeling heard is the heart of talk therapy. He 

says the biggest surprise to leaders and clients is finally coming to counseling and 

realizing that psychotherapy is about learning, not getting advice, and immediately taking 

action. Instead, therapy's confidential, person-centered, unbiased nature creates an 

organic discovery process instead of answers. While challenging to be impartial as a 

counselor, Psychotherapist 6 says it is essential to remain neutral and find a connection 

with the client to endorse that needed discovery and self-awareness. 

 Anxiety and most mental health responses stem from a lack of self-awareness. 

Psychotherapist 6 states that leaders may struggle with stress and believe it appears out of 

nowhere, but instead, it is their emotions reacting to something. He says that self-

awareness through therapy leads to understanding the self and what triggers you and 

leads to emotional regulation. A leader with a renewed basic understanding of issues and 

where they stem from builds confidence in therapy, which builds coping skills to manage 

work and relationships. Self-awareness leads to tools, decreases symptoms, and 

normalizes a leader’s experience. He suggests that empathy builds trust, and trust is 

transferable. Noting a pattern he has observed in male leaders being dismissive about 

trauma or triggers in the past or family of origin, he says that once they “see” it, their 

leadership explodes. Self-awareness through empathy and trust clarifies all management 

areas, albeit at home or work. He says that, especially in a culture and generation that is 
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more stressed, anxious, overwhelmed, and sad than ever, we do not seem to deal with 

them until they impede our function. Psychotherapist 6 calls for action; the triggers and 

reasons are there; we need to become self-aware and learn how to manage them. 

Psychotherapist 7 

“The more self-aware you are, the more you can change yourself. It’s empowering that 

once you are aware, then you can do something about it, right? Otherwise, it’s like a 

dead end. Nothing changes if nothing changes.” 

 Psychotherapist 7 is a unique licensed professional counselor with an uncommon 

specialization working exclusively through Tele (online) counseling. A second-

generation immigrant, she works primarily with Asian-American women leaders. Her 

insight is remarkable and forward. She presents the commonalities of women leaders and 

what brings them to professional counseling as pressure to perform, imposter syndrome, 

workplace trauma, and general cultural issues. She suggests that a general goal of therapy 

is always confidence in some way. Workplace confidence outside of the professional 

space points to self-awareness and a basic understanding of issues and where they stem 

from, explored in therapy. Psychotherapist 7 suggests that leaders allow general trauma to 

interfere in the workplace, as seen through the examples of out-of-place reactions, taking 

feedback personally, feeling bad about themselves, etc.  

 She says therapy's confidential, nonjudgmental, and objective nature introduces 

leaders to ways to get in touch with emotions, understand strengths and weaknesses, 

accurately reflect, and be mindful or respond. Psychotherapy is all about self-awareness; 

the more you know, the more you can change as a leader. She describes a typical 

leader/client as an example: a female leader struggles with assertiveness, becomes self-
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aware of the “why” behind her struggles, triggers, and emotions behind them, and can 

then regulate and practice new behaviors. Developing coping skills are the final step of 

the leader's self-awareness process. Psychotherapist 7 suggests that preparing, 

challenging negative thoughts, deep breathing, and reflecting on past success are all ways 

to practice regulation in therapy that extends to personal and professional lives. How they 

practice and act in therapy provides a “mirror” for behavior outside the room. The 

inter/intrapersonal skills learned in therapy, such as regulation, perspective-taking, and 

communication, are naturally transferable workplace skills.  

Psychotherapist 8 

“When we become more self-aware, we become less self-focused, and how paradoxical is 

that? Psychotherapy, if engaged with openness and in a safe and supportive space where 

there’s evidence of trauma-informed care, you are going to have increased self-

awareness which allows you to process and balance other people’s perspectives.” 

 Psychotherapist 8, the most seasoned and experienced of the therapist interviews, 

could quickly write a book about the practice of professional counseling. A Licensed 

Clinical Social Worker, she is a CEO of a non-profit counseling organization outside a 

major city with a diverse client population of 200 languages identified in their local 

school system. While her primary focus in therapy is on the neuroscience of emotions 

and how they affect how we respond and behave, she succinctly sums up psychotherapy 

as a “hope that comes from not feeling alone.” She says that even high achievers 

sometimes struggle or feel stuck because it's a connection between body and mind. 

Professional counseling offers inside into that mind and body interaction. She reports that 

there is “nothing sweeter” than working with leaders and seeing a change in their 
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autonomy, boundaries, and reactions in the workplace. She proposes that there is much 

data and research related to the success of psychotherapy and its help in promoting self-

awareness toward self-care strategies, setting boundaries, navigating relationships, and 

overall purpose. Psychotherapist 8 says that while leaders can go to an executive coach 

that targets and holds specific goals accountable, counseling instead goes deeper to the 

core to get to the heart of issues. There is freedom in exploring old trauma wounds that 

get triggered in the workplace. Leaders who understand that impairments impact how we 

relate to others, work in teams, and ultimately our management strategy. 

 She says that self-awareness is the critical component of executive counseling 

(counseling for leaders), and using affective language a leader learns in therapy can help 

others regulate their emotions. Psychotherapist 8 suggests that self-awareness allows for a 

more profound expression of emotions. She presents a four-step process for leaders to 

improve their emotional development in therapy. Step 1: learning how I feel, Step 2: 

identifying and recognizing brain triggers, Step 3: exploring how the body feels, and Step 

4: responding differently. She notes that leaders cannot or should always go to boards, 

bosses, or employees to explore emotions, so crafting an outside resource like 

psychotherapy helps them grow in authenticity and emotional growth. Powerfully she 

proclaims that when people feel loved and accepted, they can give love and acceptance. 

Empathy is transferable from therapist to leader and leader to work and home. Citing an 

example, she describes a leader who was parenting her subordinates instead of leading, 

who processed an unresolved family issue in psychotherapy with empathy, resulting in 

greater trust in those subordinates. 
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Findings Related to Research Question Two 

Research question two asked, “How do psychotherapists who have worked with 

leaders describe changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership in their personal and professional lives?” 

There were commonalities among all psychotherapist answers, which speaks to 

the efficacy of the research interview questions and the consistencies of professional 

counseling outcomes. If an answer was given once, another participant gave it at a 

minimum one more time. The researcher used a strict minimum of 75% consistency rate 

to identify the most prominent themes. The following table illustrates the categories that 

revealed four clear psychotherapist-reported themes. 

Table E: Psychotherapists' Common Themes 

PSYCHOTHERAPIST COMMON THEMES (N=8) % RESPONSE 

PSYCHOTHERAPIST IS NOT EXPERT, BUT A GUIDE 

- Not Expert Doer, Instead Expert Helpers 

- Facilitators Towards Change and Development 

- Guide for Exploring Past Triggers and Traumas 

88% (7/8) 

SAFETY = VULNERABILITY 

- Confidentiality Supports Safety 

- Relationship Boundaries Support Vulnerability 

- Non-judgement Supports Authenticity 

100% (8/8) 

SELF-AWARENESS IS THE CATALYST FOR ALL CHANGE 

- Foundation for Psychotherapy 

- No Awareness = No Growth 

- More Self-Awareness = Less Self-Focused 

100% (8/8) 

EMPATHY IS TRANSFERABLE 

- Empathy for Clients = Empathy for Others 

- Empathy Supports Compassion for Self and Others 

75% (6/8) 



 

134 

 

Theme 1: Psychotherapist is Not an Expert, but a Guide 

 The first theme extrapolated from the research exploring a psychotherapist's 

perception of a leader's development and embodiment of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity through professional counseling is: psychotherapists do not see themselves as 

experts but as guides or facilitators.  88% of the psychotherapist participants suggest that 

the counselor is not an expert but rather a guide toward change and development. Like 

leaders, psychotherapists see counselors as guides toward development. However, leaders 

see counselors as expert professionals. Psychotherapists are quick to say they are not 

experts but are professional guides. Psychotherapist 6 described the role of the 

professional counselor as a guide and the leader as the one with the answers, 

I think they have the answers within themselves, and sometimes it's just helping 

them to find that voice, that inner voice. So that's my goal, to have them 

understand that they have the tools, they are able to resolve things on their own. I 

think when clients realize that counselors are not going to tell them what to do 

that we're not going to provide them the answer necessarily. I think that's big, 

because I think people come to counseling thinking, okay, great, I'm going to 

meet this person who's gonna like give me my solutions, and that's not what it is. I 

think once they overcome that, they start to understand counseling, and I think 

that's when the real work starts. 

 Not Expert Doers, Instead Expert Helpers 

 Psychotherapists further define the role of a guide by suggesting that they help 

and guide the process, but the answers and the actual work rest precisely on the client 
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leader. Referring to the psychotherapist as a guide, but the leader as the revealer, 

Psychotherapist 1 described “Aha” moments for clients, 

There's a lot of surprise for clients that I see when they have those aha moments 

where it's like, oh, I never put that together. I realized that this part of my life is 

affecting this part of my life for these past experiences. I see that a lot with clients 

who will come in, and we like to look back to see kind of how they get to where 

they are and a lot of people will say everything's great. I had a great childhood, 

everything was wonderful. And then as you start peeling the layers, they start to 

put the pieces together and realize, okay, I see why this is happening now. And so 

that's always a surprise. I think for clients, you can see it on their faces where the 

light bulb goes off, and they're like, wow, I never understood how that had been 

impacting my life. 

The professional counselors interviewed explained that their role as guide and helper 

extends to challenger and reframer once a safe counseling relationship has been 

established. Psychotherapist 5 described his role as a therapist as a guide, teacher, and 

sometimes even a provocateur, 

I feel like I'm a combination of like guide and teacher, and once there's enough 

safety, a bit of a provocateur. I’m trying to draw someone into a very experiential 

based, so drawing someone out of what they would call, they're like seen reality 

into something that they are feeling and experiencing. So for me it's very 

involved. I'm a very involved person in the process and trying to facilitate with 

that client. 
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Facilitators Toward Change and Development 

 As illustrated above with Psychotherapist 5 description of the experiential 

process, professional counselors see themselves as guides and helpers and facilitators 

toward change and embody emotional development. Illustrating the role of the 

professional counselor as a facilitator toward the embodiment of emotional growth, 

Psychotherapist 1 said, 

And so that's one of those areas where you can bring insight into the counseling 

room and point out how emotions are clouding. There's usually a little bit of 

education involved in that and showing people how emotions are wonderful. God 

created us with emotions, and we definitely want to use those as a thermostat to 

help indicate that there's a problem, but they also cloud our judgment. I like going 

into a little bit of education on that and how actually when our emotional center is 

activated in our brain, our logical processing often shuts down. And then I 

provide examples how if they're really upset about something or someone hurts 

their feelings and they get upset in the workplace. You know, that can cloud their 

judgment to where they start thinking about things in the wrong way, can begin to 

make mistakes. So providing that education is typically where I go with emotional 

intelligence and how it's affecting their life. 

As facilitators, psychotherapists ask thoughtful questions, reframe circumstances, pose 

connections, and educate clients on observations as tools for self-awareness development 

and embodiment. Similarly, Psychotherapist 3 discussed the relationship as facilitation, 

I'm able to provide a different type of relationship that they've never been able to 

experience when it comes to being able to listen and really be there with people 
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and the things that they're processing and going through, be able to help them gain 

the insight that they might not be able to get from other people. And then for them 

to be able to even experience, maybe some freedom in areas that they need 

healing. 

Psychotherapist 8 explained the self-awareness embodiment as follows, 

An example, and it's not one specific client, but one example is the use of affect in 

your vocabulary, using words like I actually feel something besides anger. So 

taking an adult and talking to them about the various emotions and then asking 

them to start incorporating something besides happy, mad, sad, and afraid into 

their vocabulary and giving them exercises to do that and, then you know pairing 

out what does that mean? So when you're feeling disgruntled, yeah, of course, 

there's an element of anger in there, but let's take that a little bit deeper when 

you're feeling betrayed, what does that mean? So I think I think that's the first way 

that I would say is just the skill building and the awareness that what they've 

done, you know nothing changes if nothing changes right? 

 Guide for Exploring Past Triggers and Traumas 

 The professional counselors interviewed pointed out a significant tenant of 

psychotherapy: exploring past critical life events and emotional traumas that might 

identify triggers preventing healthy function. Unlike usually present-focused and goal-

oriented coaching, psychotherapy chooses to peer into the past for insight into the 

present. Although not terribly comfortable or fun, psychotherapists reported exponential 

self-awareness growth in leaders when they spent some time in therapy exploring past 

triggers and traumas. Psychotherapist 8 said, 
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Psychotherapy takes it to that deeper level. We get to the heart of the issue, we get 

to dive into the wounds that are holding us back, and so there's freedom when we 

can identify what those wounds are and put them where they belong, make peace 

with them, reconcile them, whatever that looks like for that individual client, and 

then say goodbye to it. 

Psychotherapist 1 described guiding through exploration in this way,  

a huge part of every counseling session to have balanced processing and that's one 

of the great roles we can play to get them to open up to other ideas, you know, not 

by telling them that this is the way it is, you're seeing it wrong, but just by 

questions like have you considered that maybe what you thought was an insult 

was not an insult, maybe that you know, and just kind of trying to put other things 

out there to get them to look at things from all different aspects. 

Psychotherapist 5 takes guiding even a step further by suggesting that understanding 

triggers leads to heightened self-awareness that connects a leader to emotional regulation, 

Self-awareness is just understanding yourself. It's knowing what triggers you and 

being able to self-regulate. I think that's what self-awareness is, is really 

understanding yourself. And I think that that's a big part of counseling, not only as 

a therapist because you have to be aware of yourself, your biases and your 

prejudices and all of that, but I think knowing you're not triggered by a client or 

that you are having that unconscious bias. 

Citing an actual client example, Psychotherapist 6 also explores the role understanding 

trauma may have on our current relationships, 
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I had a client leader who was struggling with his relationship with his wife. After 

a recent police brutality situation related to race, he talked about his own situation 

with the police.  He was able to make those connections and I helped him like, 

hey we've been talking about this part, the fact that you might feel like you are not 

taken seriously because you are black. Is there evidence of that? So kind of taking 

on more of cognitive-behavioral approach, he was finally able to say yes, it's true. 

I'm curious how that relates to your relationship with your wife, her being a white 

woman. He felt like she didn't have the same struggle, so she didn't understand 

him, but he couldn't voice it until he made the connection.  

Psychotherapists take their role as guides seriously. They do not see it as a passive, but an 

active role they embody to move people through self-awareness, emotion recognition, 

and emotional regulation. 

Theme 2: Safety=Vulnerability 

 The second theme extrapolated from the research exploring a psychotherapist's 

perception of a leader's development and embodiment of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity through professional counseling is that the counseling relationship's safety 

promotes vulnerability. All eight psychotherapists describe the confidential, 

nonjudgmental, and unbiased nature of counseling as the ingredients for creating a place 

for authenticity and emotional awareness to grow and develop. When clients feel safe and 

supported, they can be vulnerable and genuine with themselves and start to encounter 

inner workings. 
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 Confidentiality Supports Safety 

 Those who know little about psychotherapy could still describe it as something 

related to a confidential relationship. Professional counseling is solely based and created 

around the idea of confidentiality. The psychotherapists in this study all spoke to the 

assurance of confidentiality that makes room for safe spaces. In fact, “safe space” was the 

number one phrase used throughout all interviews. The psychotherapists interviewed 

were proud of their commitment to confidentiality and the trust and self-work that spews 

from the safety it provides. Psychotherapist 3 claimed, " Hopefully, the counseling room 

is that actual place where they can feel and come and be how they are.” Psychotherapist 4 

described what a confidential space could offer, 

A place where you can feel safe, not judged, and then figure out what you can do 

going forward to put things back in order in your life. 

In a world that does not feel very safe all the time and in a culture that is dominated by 

processing by yourself, the confidential relationship is foreign but many times welcomed. 

Psychotherapist 5 described the importance of safety, especially in Western culture, 

I think the idea of it being safe for clients is incredibly valuable. I think that adds 

a piece to it that is not there. Whether it's you know full pro, I think in a perfect 

world people wouldn't need counselors, therapists. So I think there's an element 

where in our culture which doesn't have necessarily the best ability to process in a 

communal fashion or a safe fashion. Otherwise, I think it's the best option we 

have. I think that's a fairly, maybe a Westernized way of thinking about healing, 

which is how I would think about that.  
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Psychotherapist 7, an online professional counselor, spoke about the added layer of 

confidentiality that comes with tele counseling, 

I also think online therapy makes it a little bit easier, they're not going in person in 

a waiting room where they might see a neighbor, so that confidentiality part is 

nice for them. I mean the main thing, I would just say the nonjudgmental space 

for themselves. Not having to talk to someone who they see every day in their 

personal life, it's a little bit removed and you know, it's not like a friend, but it's 

also not someone, you know, they don't get along with at the end of the day. So 

it's a very unique kind of relationship, with the which they enjoy, I think. 

Relationship Boundaries Support Vulnerability 

 In addition to the confidential and safe space of a counseling relationship that 

promotes self-awareness, the boundaries of the professional relationship support 

vulnerability, according to the interviews. The counseling relationship is unique and 

specific to the counseling room. There are no dual relationships in professional 

counseling. This means leaders and counselors do not have a friendship or professional 

association. Boundaries also establish the one-sided nature of the relationship; the focus 

stays on the client/leader. The psychotherapists interviewed explain that the efficacy of 

counseling and self-awareness development has much to do with establishing these 

boundaries at the beginning of counseling. Psychotherapist 8 described relationship 

boundaries as purposeful and intentional, 

Well, we have a professional relationship, so I'm not going home with them at 

night. We establish it in the very beginning that this is professional, you know, 

some of the intentional strategies that are built into our licensing requirements, 
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but also I think in our practice, one of the things we do is, we just establish it. We 

actually are very intentional from the beginning that we establish that this is 

professional relationship. 

Psychotherapist 4 described safety through boundaries and exclusivity, 

Safety and exclusivity is the most important. I think the safety of professional 

counselor having defined boundaries can make this work well to serve the client 

and you're only really serving one role in there. Which is like the feedback in the 

growth process, you know if you talk to a mother,  there's five or six other things 

that could be influencing that conversation, versus you come to a counselor, you 

are just seeing someone to talk about the issues that are coming up.  

Psychotherapist 3 explored the connection between boundaries and the use of silence in 

the counseling relationship that promotes vulnerability and eventual self-awareness, 

I think it really is like being able to sit there with them and whatever is really hard 

for them, and affirm that it is really hard. Or say, that wasn't fair. Sometimes that 

can even just “be,” with them and we don't always like that awkward silence. But 

being able to hold the space for that silence, and  like as long as you're still here, 

like I'm still here as well. 

Speaking to both professional relationship boundaries and nonjudgement, 

Psychotherapist 4 said, 

It's not a friendship, it's not social. I think you can be more honest with them, 

whereas your friend might only tell you what you want to hear. And I think they 

feel like they're not gonna be judged, so they can say more. Whereas they might 
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be hesitant to tell other people since it's confidential here, they'd be more likely to 

talk about things. 

 Nonjudgement Supports Authenticity  

 When the counseling relationship is confidential and safe, and the relationship 

boundaries are in place, a leader feels vulnerable enough to start sharing. In this sharing, 

psychotherapists say their primary role is to be nonjudgmental so leaders can start their 

journey forward in development and change. Speaking to the “magic” of a 

nonjudgmental space for growth, Psychotherapist 1 said, 

Often just struggling with trying to keep it all together and look like a leader when 

they don't always feel like it. So that that's typically the goal that I see. A lot of 

pressure to just have a persona of being a leader, and they need some place to 

work through that. My goal typically is to give them a space to be able to say 

whatever they need to say without any judgment or repercussions, or loss of 

image, or any of the things they worry about. Often the more we can normalize 

things within a session and make someone feel like it's okay, you know, here you 

poured out your heart with something that you've been holding in from other 

people, and you weren't judged for it. 

Psychotherapist 7 said that the feeling of not being judged tends to be a huge surprise for 

people when they enter into professional counseling, 

The nonjudgmental part of therapy so often, they'll be like, well I thought you 

would judge me for this. For me (as the therapist), it's like very surprising, why 

would they think that, you know this is therapy?  
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Confidentiality produces safety, and safety promotes boundaries that increase 

vulnerability to share. Sharing and not being judged increased authenticity. Sharing her 

own journey as a professional counselor in therapy and exploring the connection between 

nonjudgement and authenticity, Psychotherapist 3 suggests, 

Yeah, I really think once you build on that relationship with your therapist, it's 

really freeing. I know for me, there was awhile, where I was testing my own 

therapist to see what all she could handle. An then once it got to the point where 

like I can be my authentic self, it was like a breath of fresh air. 

Authenticity development within psychotherapy's confines may not be directly 

transferred and embodied in leaders outside the confines of the relationship. This is 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5.  Psychotherapist 2 pointed out that while 

authenticity is learned through a nonjudgmental space, the learned authenticity may 

transfer to leader-embodied authenticity, but not necessarily a prolific change in company 

culture, 

And then the caveat being depending on their corporate culture. So they might be 

able to be authentic as an individual, but they may not be able to influence that in 

the workplace. In fact, it can leave them very vulnerable in the workplace. 

Theme 3: Self-Awareness is Catalyst for Change 

 The third theme extrapolated from the research exploring a psychotherapist's 

perception of a leader's development and embodiment of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity through professional counseling is that self-awareness catalyzes change. All 

eight psychotherapists report that self-awareness is the prerequisite stepping stone to all 

emotional and authentic growth. Psychotherapist 6 suggested that self-awareness can 
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occur alone, outside the counseling room, but it takes much longer to do on your own, 

“Maybe maybe he could have, but I think it would have taken maybe longer. Professional 

counseling produces clarity.” Psychotherapist 4 speaks to the idea that although self-

awareness is vital to growth, many people do not have it, 

I think self-awareness is a big deal. I think if they don't have it, they can learn it, 

but I don't think all leaders have self-awareness. I think lots of people don't have 

self-awareness. 

Psychotherapist 3 pinpointed self-awareness growth like this, 

I think really, it's more like self awareness that they'll walk away with. It's really 

cool to see when they start to realize either more things about themselves or 

maybe why they do the things they do. And I really think that unlocks like just 

different part of themselves that they feel like they can navigate better. Hopefully, 

they walk away with the ability to be able to see how maybe they can operate with 

the next person that might be closest to them, whether it's close relationship or 

their coworkers. 

 Foundation for Psychotherapy 

 Self-awareness is a catalyst for change and the foundation of psychotherapy. The 

psychotherapists interviewed all had various ways of describing the connection between 

professional counseling and self-awareness, “cornerstone,” “first step,” “language of,” or 

“heart.” Despite the words they used to describe it, they all saw it as linked together. 

Psychotherapist 1 said,  

Self-awareness is kind of a key component to change and I think there's a very 

small percentage of people who don't gain some self-awareness through therapy. 



 

146 

It’s just having an outside person reflect back to them, even if you're not restating 

or any magical revelations, just kind of repeating back and letting them hear the 

things that they're saying. I think they can't help but have some self-awareness. 

They may not like it may not agree with it, but it has to to bring some some 

change over time. 

Psychotherapist 2 described self-awareness as key for leaders, 

When I consider emotional intelligence, self-awareness is by far the lowest first 

step on that continuum. So when like digging into an issue with a patient, what I 

find interesting is the general lack of insight not only to their own emotions with 

leaders, but at times like the complete unawareness of  why are people stressed 

about for instance why are people stressed about coming back? Like no concept. I 

don't know if it's empathy or if it's they're just so stuck on the business side of the 

work. I see as well this block of self-awareness and organizations, and with 

leaders is this idea of process over people thing, right? Like so intensely focused 

on policy and procedure that you know are in no way created from a trauma-

informed policy practice position. Right? So, self-awareness is crucial to get 

people unstuck. 

 No Awareness = No Growth 

 The psychotherapists interviewed further connected self-awareness and 

psychotherapy by bridging awareness and growth. In professional counseling, increased 

self-awareness means potential for emotional growth. Without self-awareness, there is no 

potential for emotional development. Psychotherapist 5 presented the role of awareness 

simply, 
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I think it's a huge role of therapy. I have a client who can't name his emotions, and 

it's very difficult for him to be in the room. He can't even experience trying to 

name them. So I think it's almost a prerequisite, or something that has to be 

addressed before you can go any deeper in the language of therapy. 

Describing the process of self-awareness and growth as central to the counseling process, 

Psychotherapist 1 said, 

Self-awareness, I find it's life changing. Whether they starting to look at things 

that are triggering anxiety, triggering depression, triggering personality problems 

that they're having, relating to other people. When they open their eyes and are 

willing to see…have you considered that maybe the way that you speak to people 

or the way that you get defensive causing problems and when they were able to 

begin to see that in therapy and be open to it, then I find they become a lot more 

self-aware once they walk out of the office. It's really kind of neat for a therapist 

to see people come back, and you hear them say like, I couldn't believe how many 

times I caught myself doing that through the week. I remember us sitting in 

therapy and talking about this, and now it's really time now that I'm aware of it. 

That's the beginning of all change, right? For us to be aware of it? And so 

sometimes they just, once they are open to saying, I didn't even know I was doing 

that now that I know I'm doing it, I'm gonna start to work on it. And so that 

becomes the beginning of change for them. 

Psychotherapist 3 detailed the idea of leaders being life-long learners and the role that 

growth requires awareness and its eventual connection to others in the embodiment of 

authenticity, 
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I heard the saying one time that leaders are learners, and so the more that they 

continue to even learn about themselves, whether it is like that authenticity or just 

their ability to be able to understand and process their own emotions. I think it's 

gonna be like the people underneath them will be able to pick that up, and they 

will want to follow and then become leaders themselves. And so I do think self-

awareness is super beneficial for leaders in the counseling room, so as they 

continue to learn more about themselves. I think it really will help them to be 

more authentic with the people that they're leading. 

 More Self-awareness = Less Self-Focused 

 The last component of the theme: Self-awareness is a catalyst for change, is the 

interesting interchange of self-awareness and self-focused. According to the interviews, 

psychotherapists have observed that the more self-aware leaders are, the less self-focused 

they become. It seems that becoming more aware of self promotes an outward focus.  

Presented differently, the more self-aware a leader is, the more “other-aware” they can 

become. Psychotherapist 2 explored the relationship between being more self-aware of 

emotions as leaders and how that can build to understanding other’s emotions, 

I focus on and what I see is that emotional regulation piece. So, spending a lot of 

time on how that individual regulates their emotion through self-awareness. And 

then what am I gonna do with those feelings? What am I projecting? And then 

every once in a while you get to the okay well that's when we're aware then of 

ourselves and we're aware of other people and how do we regulate their behavior.  

Psychotherapist 4 echoed this refrain of self-awareness as ultimately other awareness, 
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I do think there are times when we talk about maybe certain characteristics of 

someone that they weren't aware of before. And so they do start to become more 

aware of that and start identifying maybe that behavior or those kind of emotions 

more in themselves. And so it does change how they, you know, modulate their 

own emotions and how they deal with other people and their behavior and 

emotions. 

Eighty-eight percent of the psychotherapists interviewed reported seeing a therapist 

regularly. Only one professional counselor said they had never sat on the other side of the 

couch as a client. Psychotherapist 3 described her clients and her own journey in the 

counseling room toward more self-awareness of emotions and how they translate to 

others’ emotions, 

I would say I had one where they felt like they were very maybe would take on 

people's emotions and feelings and it would just make them very dysregulated. So 

being able to like detach and recognize that just because you know one person is 

upset or had a bad day doesn't mean that you also have to be upset or have a bad 

day. Be able to notice that this is their own experience and that doesn't mean you 

all of a sudden have to also engulf it and experience it. And so a lot of that is just 

like them recognizing what starts to happen in their own body, like what emotions 

are they feeling and are they able to get a grasp on it before it overtakes them. So 

being able to separate themselves from somebody else's like emotional stress 

going on, which I also I have to do in the counseling room too. 

Psychotherapist 8 describes the paradoxical relationship between more self-awareness 

and less self-focus, 
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When we become more self-aware, we become less self-focused, and how 

paradoxical is that?  But as I become more self-aware, I become more aware that I 

really don't have a whole lot of control over anything, and the entire world is 

huge, and I'm a small piece of it. So that self-awareness of what my role and my 

my my ability to do in this space and really finding that pinpoint of where I need 

to target to focus and where I can serve well, right? Like if I'm serving a leader 

who's also a mom and she's struggling with balancing the two, then what is her 

primary ministry right? Right now, is it parenting or is it her professional career 

and helping her tease out what works for her and either one is fine, right, 

validating that. So when she becomes more self-aware, she then can see it from 

other people's perspectives. Often time we're gonna go back to the brain science 

behind this, right? Because when we are in fight of flight, we're in survival mode, 

we can't think from other people's perspectives. We just don't have capacity to do 

that because we're trying to survive ourselves and it's very inwardly focused, and 

you just can't do it. So I would say yes, psychotherapy, if engaged with openness 

and a safe and supportive space where there's evidence and trauma-informed care, 

you're going to have increased self awareness which will allow you to balance 

process and have others’ perspectives. 

Theme 4: Empathy is Transferable 

 The fourth and final theme extrapolated from the research exploring a 

psychotherapist's perception of a leader's development and embodiment of emotional 

intelligence and authenticity through professional counseling is that empathy is 

transferable. 75% of psychotherapists interviewed described empathy as a transferable 
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emotionally intelligent quotient. Both an emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

component, most of the psychotherapists interviewed in this study propose that empathy 

is not learned but experienced and not applied but used. In their experiences leaders who 

have experienced empathy in professional counseling are more empathic in their personal 

and professional lives. Psychotherapist 5 painted a picture of empathy as a transferable 

trait, 

I think empathy is the ability to identify with what someone is going through from 

your perspective and context the best you can. I do a decent amount of cross-

cultural therapy, and I do not have the same experiences of my clients, but I have 

enough of a glimpse into their window that I can give a lot of empathy and hold a 

lot of space for them by being able to identify as much as I can. And I hope it, I 

think it, has to be contagious in some level like feeling, being seen, being heard 

by and large. I think it has a ripple effect on their empathy and their relationships.  

 Empathy for Clients=Empathy for Others 

 As psychotherapists empathize with client leaders, the resulting experiential 

learning can be used with others. This novel concept applies to emotional intelligence and 

authentic initiatives, which will be discussed more in Chapter 5. Suffice it now for results 

purposes to say teaching leaders to be empathic or increasing empathy may not be the 

most effective use of development strategies as empathy appears to be more caught or 

experienced than taught. Any “taught” empathy may not be genuine. Careful to point out 

how empathy is learned and transferred, not taught and transferred, Psychotherapist 2 

said,  
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I’m being very cautious to in terms of creating and I don't want to create a space 

where I'm teaching them to be empathetic because it's not genuine and it's not fair 

to their employees. It can be manipulative. So finding that balance in terms of 

focusing more on self-awareness, and the idea that their actions impact other 

people is sometimes as far as I get.  

Psychotherapist 4 said empathy is transferable in the workplace. Describing from 

counseling room to board room,  

I think when leaders have actually participated in the jobs that they are now 

managing people in, they do a much better job, and I think it's because they can 

identify and have a better understanding.  Yeah, and I think that is true of 

probably any interaction in life. You know if you can be empathetic, if you felt 

that before. I think you're not as harsh with people. 

Psychotherapist 6 gave a real-world example of how a leader experienced empathy and 

slowly became more empathic in his relationships as a result of the work in a professional 

counseling setting, 

I think by me empathizing with them and what they were experiencing, I was able 

to start to help them see their parents in a different light, like this is not their 

country per se, they weren't born here, they're adapting their adjusting, and you're 

adjusting to their adjustment. Maybe giving them a little bit of my experience 

with my own parents, I think it also helped them to kind of see things a little 

differently. 

Psychotherapist 8 reporting on her 22 years as a professional counselor, strongly believes 

empathy is transferable, 
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I have seen empathy from me as the therapist transfer to empathy outside the 

counseling room. I mean when people feel loved and accepted, they are able to 

give love and acceptance. Yeah, 100%. And that's for coworkers. That's for 

clients. That's for leaders. That's for anybody. 

 Empathy Supports Compassion for Self and Others 

 According to this research, empathy is transferable and translates to compassion 

for self and others. Psychotherapist 1 described the interchange between empathy, 

compassion, self, and others in this way, 

And so it's paramount in the therapist perspective. I find it also a really good 

opportunity to demonstrate that with the client, especially if they're having trouble 

being empathetic to other people in their life or empathetic to their self. You 

know, one of the things I see a lot is people who see things very black and white. 

I'm either doing my job perfectly, or I'm a failure, and so giving themselves some 

grace and giving the other people in their life some grace. They can begin to 

learn, it's normal, and it's okay, and we all feel this way from time to time. 

Psychotherapist 3 illustrated the compassion exchange from a recent leader client like 

this, 

So having compassion on themselves really transferred into how they were having 

compassion in their work environment or whoever they were working with. 

Because sometimes when you know get the label leader, you assume that like you 

don't ever fail or don't ever go through anything. And so sometimes that can make 

you seem like you have no feelings or you're a little bit maybe dogmatic with 

people. So realizing you're not gonna be able to show compassion to other people 
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if you're not willing to show it to yourself. So I always tell my clients to be kind 

to yourself.  Realizing that being kind to your own self really transferred into their 

ability to be able to work with like their coworkers. 

Psychotherapist 5 took empathy and compassion a step further to include balanced 

processing, 

I think the balance processing of being able to see things from other angles is 

really important. I think even in terms of leadership, being able to see things 

where you see where the people you're leading are coming from. I think that's the 

benefit that can come from therapy being like, oh you know, your employee for 

instance might have this going on for him. Asking kind of systemic questions can 

open up the whole process in terms of perspective and the leader would see things 

beyond their certain angle, which I think is very valuable. 

Summary: Research Question 2 

 The eight psychotherapists interviewed shared the almost magical experience of 

professional counseling. Their trust and faith in the professional counseling relationship 

was demonstrated in their candid sharing of the ups and downs, but always forward 

journey of the therapeutic process. A researcher cannot look at the diverse group 

demographics and compare them against the consistent interview answers without 

accepting that professional counseling may do what it sets out to do. Their common 

shared experienced must point to a universal learning condition, systemic and prolific 

counseling training and education, or the nature of the counseling relationship. 

Regardless of the reason, the psychotherapists’ answers revealed four primary themes 

surrounding the influence professional counseling has on how leaders embody emotional 
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intelligence and authenticity in their personal and professional lives. These themes 

include: 

1. A psychotherapist is not an expert but a guide that helps and facilitates change 

and development by exploring past triggers and traumas. 

2. Safety promotes vulnerability through confidentiality, relationship boundaries, 

and nonjudgement to increase authenticity. 

3. Self-awareness, the foundation of psychotherapy, is the catalyst for change, and 

the more self-aware a leader is, the less self-focused they become. 

4. Empathy experienced in psychotherapy is transferable to others, and it is not 

taught but is transferred to compassion. 

Participatory Inquiry Interview: Research Question Three 

A participatory inquiry interview was conducted with two psychotherapists and 

two leaders to explore research question three, “How do leaders and counselors describe 

the counseling relationship, and how does it inform their personal and professional 

emotionality and authenticity? Demographics are not presented in this section as a way to 

view the “conversation” as the interviewee instead of the four people who made it up. 

This action-based interview technique draws on the organic exchange of information 

between people who have experienced the same phenomenon. Having two representative 

leaders and two representative psychotherapists provided a unique way to understand the 

dynamics of the counseling relationship from both sides of the couch.  

Narrative Descriptions: Participatory Inquiry Interview 

 Leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship similarly. Both 

psychotherapists report intentionality to professional counseling and the counseling 
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relationship. Psychotherapists spoke about relationship boundaries of focus on the client 

and a professional association that fostered self-awareness. Client leaders said that 

professional relationships and focus on themselves created a safe space. In a typical 

healthy relationship, they reflected that some give and some take is mutually dependent. 

This is not the case in psychotherapy, they say. Professional counselors say that is on 

purpose, and client leaders report that is why it works. Psychotherapy is “person-focused 

and initially focused on listening to clients, understanding their world, and helping them. 

 Leaders say it feels a bit awkward at first since it feels different than other 

relationships, but when in psychotherapy, the therapist's experiences become mostly 

irrelevant. While there are things that shape who the counselor is and how they are 

conducting counseling, but to the leader in the room, the professional counselor’s 

background and their stories have little to no influence over their experience. In 

reflection, they say it seems paradoxical that the person that knows the most about them 

as clients, they know so very little about. Leaders say it can initially feel a bit “off-

putting” to give all themselves without connection or back and forth. Psychotherapists 

state that not sharing is intentional and that they reserve sharing their experiences, if at 

all, when it might be most helpful to the client. Later in the counseling process, both 

leaders and professional counselors see this type of relationship that fosters a deep 

exploration of self.  

 Psychotherapists report they are still surprised at the “magic” of that relationship 

where people are willing to open up and connect. The journey to self-awareness is 

inspiring. Leaders report that they are surprised by how little they feel they do in the 

counseling room but by how much it affects their lives. They say that improvement 
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happens not in the 45-minute to a one-hour session but what they do with self-awareness 

in between sessions. When asked to present a mission statement for counseling that 

included major cornerstones, leaders and psychotherapists said: listening, empathy, 

empowerment, healing, goals, best life, equipping, validation, insight, and feeling seen 

and heard. 

 Leaders and psychotherapists all reported that there is transferability of awareness 

learned within the confines of the counseling relationship that is used outside the 

counseling space. Whether it be learning to sit in uncomfortable emotions, sorting out 

areas of life that cannot be controlled, creating healthy boundaries, gaining clarity in roles 

they play, or shifting mindsets, all are experienced in the counseling room and within the 

therapeutic relationship but applied (transferred) to other relationships in their lives 

outside the psychotherapy space. All participants said experiencing empathy and feeling 

heard within the professional counseling relationship were transferable to other 

relationships describing the transferability like this,  

I think through a counselor listening and me feeling heard and seen, I’m learning 

to listen. I think with leadership, a lot of it is “what's the thing behind the thing?” 

So someone brings an issue or question up and I’m learning to slow down and 

really say, hey, what's going on? You said this phrase this way, “tell me more 

about that.” How do I dig a little deeper with someone? Like, so when someone 

says something, even just a little phrase, like, tell me more about that or where's 

that coming from? What are you feeling right now? You know, all those things 

have been really helpful over time in terms of having conversations with people 

and other people I lead.  
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Yet, according to the participants of the inquiry portion of the study, the most transferred 

and embodied skill of psychotherapy was empathy. They described it in this way, 

I think good counselors have emotional intelligence. I don’t know, but I think that 

emotional intelligence is more caught than taught. Like I feel like I've caught 

more of from my counselors than they've directly said this is how you should do 

something. 

Speaking to the primary role of counseling, participants said it all comes down to 

emotional awareness and how emotions and external situations affect a client. They 

report that in the same way, a person can become aware of facts, figures, and processes 

through teaching and curriculum in our society; we do not have a plan for teaching 

people how to manage and deal with emotions. Psychotherapists believe their role as 

counselors is to fill that gap for people who need emotional orientation. Self-awareness, 

emotional recognition, and emotional regulation is a never-ending process, 

It's good to have somebody, you know, helping you sort all that out. As leaders 

you use it or lose it, you know. If we don't find a way to kind of use our emotional 

intelligence and think about it once in a while, then we're gonna lose our 

emotional intelligence. 

Lastly, the leaders and psychotherapists in this participatory inquiry study believe 

authenticity is transferable but not as directly as empathy. They describe empathy 

transference as a experiential modeling that is mirrored to others. However, the 

authenticity a leader learns within the confines of the therapeutic alliance is not mirrored 

directly to others. Instead, the self-awareness learned as an authentic leader guides them 

to lead from a genuine place of leading with others’ best interests at heart. Authentic 
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leaders don’t necessarily show their authentic selves (the good, the bad, and the ugly), but 

they are aware of it, allowing them to lead authentically. It all comes back to self-

awareness.  

Findings Related to Research Question Three 

Figure 1: Word Cloud Themes 

 

This word cloud is provided as a visual of the conversation between 

psychotherapists and leaders about the uniqueness of the counseling relationship and how 

it informs their personal and professional emotionality and authenticity. The words that 

are repeated in the figure are the words that were said more often in the discussion. While 

no additional overarching themes were revealed from this interview, the consistency of 
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the answers within the interview between the participants and the other sixteen interviews 

is remarkable. However, a statement of the intersection between the counseling 

relationship, emotional intelligence, and authentic leadership emerges: A client-focused, 

empathic, and intentional relationship informs the counseling goals of self-awareness, 

increased empathy, emotional regulation, and authenticity that are transferable to other 

relationships and circumstances. 

Forecast Chapter Five 

Chapter 5 will be the final discussion and conclusion of the research study. 

Combining all the themes from the three research questions and interview methods, four 

key findings and conclusions will be presented conceptually and in detail: professional 

counselors as guides, safe space leads to self-awareness, self-awareness of “why” is a 

catalyst for change, and self as #1 stakeholder leads to transferability to others. After the 

findings are discussed, their relationship to the literature will be reviewed. Implications 

for leadership, organizations, professional counseling, coaching, and research will be 

made, and the chapter will end with presented limitations and a summary and concluding 

remarks.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Review of Study 

The authentic leadership theory, among other leadership theories, acknowledges 

that leaders need to advance their introspection to gain self-awareness, balanced 

processing, internal moral perspective, and relational transparency. Leaders may desire to 

lead effectively, yet modern leaders lack emotional intelligence and authenticity levels 

and an effective medium to do so. Theorists admit that there has been little research on 

acquiring these leadership competencies (Northouse, 2019). Like authentic leadership, 

emotional intelligence has a set of competencies favored in leaders. These competencies 

include self-awareness, emotional management, empathy, and relationship management 

(Goleman, 1995). Much research surrounds emotionally intelligent competencies in 

leadership, but limited research targets behaviors that could develop and hone those 

competencies. One must look to psychology, counseling, and other helping professions to 

find these answers. Self-awareness is a standard competency in authentic leadership and 

emotional intelligence, a primary goal of professional counseling/psychotherapy (Guy, 

2015). The purposeful confidential counseling relationship supports and encourages 

introspection to gain self-awareness, balanced processing, transparency, and empathy 

(Best, 2020; Rogers, 1967; Lambert & Barley, 2001).  

This qualitative participatory inquiry study explored how 

psychotherapy/professional counseling may meet the challenges of authenticity, closing 

emotional gaps, and fulfilling leadership development. This study explored how leaders 

who have experienced professional counseling describe changes in how they embody 
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emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their personal and professional lives. 

Additionally, this study will incorporated the perspectives of psychotherapists who have 

worked with leaders to ascertain observable changes in their clients' embodiment of 

emotional intelligence and authentic leadership (Baum et al., 2006; Moustakas, 1994; 

Norbert & Sauer, 2015; VanManen, 1990). 

Combining authentic leadership and the foundation of the counseling relationship 

provided a phenomenological lens to explore the influence of professional counseling on 

the development of emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders. The paradigm 

interpretative framework was social constructivism, which seeks to interpret meaning. 

The experiential view presented in this study was constructed by the participants’ (leaders 

and counselors) psychotherapy experience. The stigma of executive psychotherapy was 

explored, and professional help's role will be championed for well-being and leadership 

effectiveness. A distinction between professional counseling for executives and executive 

coaching will briefly be discussed. Future research may involve organizational resistance 

and call for professional counseling to be corporately supported (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2019; Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018; Cresswell & Poth, 2018). 

Summary of Major Findings 

The three research questions for this study were: 

1. How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe changes 

in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 
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2. How do counselors who have worked with leaders describe observable changes in 

how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their 

personal and professional lives? 

3. How do leaders and counselors describe the counseling relationship, and how 

does it inform their personal and professional emotionality and authenticity? 

While the research interviews revealed much about how professional counseling 

informs emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders’ personal and professional 

lives, it shows a process of development and embodiment instead of a destination. 

Professional counseling emerges as significant, centered around self-awareness 

development, a goal for psychotherapy, and emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership competencies. This research points to the development of competencies and 

learning during the process of psychotherapy that can be transferred to situations outside 

the counseling context. It is important to note that the development and learning from the 

experience of psychotherapy are transferred via self-awareness, not by being taught and 

applied directly. 

 The focus on the process or journey instead of implementation or destination is 

significant. This research reveals that instead of initiatives for developing emotional 

intelligence or authenticity, a method of learning about self organically produces 

competencies of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. Learning is transferred 

to growth, not just merely applied.  

Results revealed that a client-focused, empathic, and intentional relationship 

informs the counseling goals of self-awareness, increased empathy, emotional regulation, 

and authenticity that are transferable to other relationships and circumstances. 
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Conclusions Related to Research Purpose 

Combining the following emergent themes from the leader interviews addressing 

research question one, “How do leaders who have experienced professional counseling 

describe changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in 

their personal and professional lives? 

1. An expert counseling professional that guides leaders to emotional intelligence 

through trust, challenges, and reframes 

2. Understanding the why behind the behavior by exploring the past and using skills 

leaders already have 

3. Counseling supports self-awareness through a safe, anonymous, authentic, 

transparent, and nonjudgmental relationship 

4. Self as the most important stakeholder increases the management of empathy and 

emotions in others. 

With the following emergent themes from the psychotherapists’ interviews 

exploring research question two, “How do counselors who have worked with leaders 

describe observable changes in how the leaders embody emotional intelligence and 

authentic leadership in their personal and professional lives? 

1. A psychotherapist is not an expert but a guide that helps and facilitates change 

and development by exploring past triggers and traumas. 

2. Safety promotes vulnerability through confidentiality, relationship boundaries, 

and nonjudgement to increase authenticity. 

3. Self-awareness, the foundation of psychotherapy, is the catalyst for change, and 

the more self-aware a leader is, the less self-focused they become. 
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4. Empathy experienced in psychotherapy is transferable to others, and it is not 

taught but is transferred to compassion. 

And the thematic statement from the participatory inquiry study exploring research 

question three,  

A client-focused, empathic, and intentional relationship informs the counseling 

goals of self-awareness, increased empathy, emotional regulation, and authenticity that 

are transferable to other relationships and circumstances. 

Together the three interviews overlap and intersect with these core findings and 

conclusions about professional counseling’s influence on the development of emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership: Professional Guide, Safe Space, “Why” Self-

Awareness, and Caught not Taught. 

 Finding/Conclusion about Professional Guide 

 While leaders saw psychotherapists as expert guides, professional counselors saw 

themselves as not experts but a guide or helpers. They align clearly in the 

acknowledgment that the journey to self-awareness and emotional development requires 

a guide. The participants in this study suggest that trusting the psychotherapist as a guide 

is a prerequisite to self-awareness. Professional Counselors may not be “experts” but 

expert helpers who ask good questions that help the leader toward self-awareness and 

change. The difference in interpretation of experts may lie in the fact that leaders see 

counselors as experts on the human condition, an expert on asking the right questions, 

and experts at offering reframes. The professional counselor sees it this way, too but shies 

away from calling themselves experts to clarify that the client leader is in charge and the 

therapist is not an expert on the client’s life.  
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Regardless of interpretation, this study revealed that action rests on the leader. 

Psychotherapists guide and facilitate, but the leader has the answers. The psychotherapist 

is the helper; the leader is the doer of self-awareness and change. The psychotherapist 

guides leaders toward self-awareness and emotional intelligence development by offering 

challenges to actions, “could it be,” and reframes to thoughts and circumstances. They are 

also a guide for exploring the past, old wounds, critical life events, and triggers that may 

be affecting current function as a way toward greater self-awareness.  

 Finding/Conclusion about Safe Space 

 The second combined theme from interviews with leaders and psychotherapists is 

that a safe space is necessary for self-reflection and subsequent change. In a counseling 

relationship, a safe space is created through confidentiality that the therapist promises and 

is bound by ethics to uphold. Leaders report knowing that what they say in a room stays 

in a room is critical for feeling surrounding safety. A safe space also comes from 

anonymity. Leaders report feeling empowered that the therapist focuses solely on what 

they bring to the room and does not have a history with them. Psychotherapists say a safe 

space is also created through intentionally one-sided, non-dual relationships with leaders. 

When relationship boundaries are in place, leaders can get the person-centered attention 

needed to explore thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

 Leaders feeling accepted as they are without judgment is instrumental to creating 

safety for self-awareness. A nonjudgmental space jumpstarts self-awareness as it 

increases the client's willingness to be more authentic and transparent. Transparency and 

authenticity are the catalysts for emotional reflection and eventual emotional 

management. Without safety, clients never attempt vulnerability. Vulnerability, 
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participants of this study said, is the uncomfortable genuineness that opens a window to 

the past. 

 Finding/Conclusion about “Why” Aware 

 The third combined theme points to the past as a resource for present self-

awareness and future emotional development. If self-awareness promotes change, as this 

research study suggests, then exploring the why behind current behaviors and function 

leads to that awareness. Self-awareness, the primary goal of psychotherapy, utilizes 

historical contexts. When leaders become aware of their emotions and the why behind 

some of their reactions, they are, by default, more self-aware. Anxiety and other 

unhealthy functions stem from a lack of self-awareness. When clients are aware of them, 

they can change them.  

 There is little to no growth without an awareness of the whys behind the behavior 

and awareness of the why that comes with it, growth, development, and change. In this 

research study, leaders and psychotherapists report that self-awareness and being “Why” 

Aware is not static but a dynamic process. Leaders must be lifelong learners, continually 

revisiting the why behind behavior for greater self-awareness and emotional 

development. 

 Finding/Conclusion about Caught not Taught 

The final intersected theme of the study is that learning in professional counseling 

is gained not by instruction but by experiential learning. This study reveals that 

psychotherapists cannot just teach a leader to be more empathic or compassionate. 

Instead, a leader in therapy may experience empathy and freedom to identify emotions 

and transfer that self-awareness to being a more empathic leader or able to identify 
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emotions in others they lead. Most leaders and psychotherapists in this research study 

profess that empathy is transferable. The more they experience empathy, the more 

empathic they become.  

Tied into the caught, not taught theme is the paradoxical concept that when 

leaders focus on their personal development (intrapersonal skills), their self-awareness 

can be applied to their interpersonal skills. When a leader is focused on themselves as the 

most important stakeholder, they are better able and more equipped to lead and manage 

other stakeholders. Managing self is managing others. As leaders become more self-

aware, they become less self-focused and more other-aware. Therefore, counseling 

experiences and self-awareness gained is transferable to situations and relationships 

beyond the room. 

Relationship to Literature & Conclusions 

This research study explored how professional counseling influences the 

development of emotional intelligence and authenticity in leaders. According to the 

literature, emotional intelligence is comprised of four components: self-awareness, 

empathy, emotional regulation, and relationship management (Bradberry and Greaves, 

2019; Castellano, 2014; Goleman, 1995). According to the literature, authentic leadership 

is made up of four components: self-awareness, balanced processing, moral perspective, 

and relational transparency (George et al., 2018; Northouse, 2019; Palmer, 2000). There 

is evidence in this research study that psychotherapy does influence the development of 

six of the seven components of emotional intelligence and authentic leadership. The 

following section will present each integration as they intersect with professional 

counseling. 
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Self-awareness intersects with all four elements of this research study: emotional 

intelligence, authentic leadership theory, leadership, and professional counseling. Self-

awareness is said to be the first and fundamental step toward growth and change 

(Castellano, 2014; Goleman, 1995). Without self-awareness, there can be no emotional 

intelligence development. Self-aware people can accurately ascertain their emotions, 

feelings, attitudes, beliefs, and reactions through internal dialogue. They realize that their 

feelings and reactions affect the relationships they navigate and are mindful of their 

strengths, weaknesses, and motivations (Ackerman, 2021; Bradberry & Greaves, 2009). 

Self-awareness is recognized as an ongoing, proactive process that is not always organic 

but may require another voice to push toward higher levels of development (Showry & 

Manasa, 2014).  Self-aware individuals have a clearer picture of who they are, what they 

stand for, and create a cornerstone for what they do (Gardner et al., 2005). The more self-

aware a person is, the more authentic they can be (Northouse, 2019). 

Self-awareness is a desired trait in leaders, and self-aware leaders are more 

effective leaders. Self-awareness can predict leadership effectiveness, leader performance 

and create psychologically safe spaces (Edmondson, 2019; Fianko et al., 2020; Panait, 

2017). Research suggests that self-aware leaders who spend time processing critical life 

events, including past experiences and trauma, have the strongest predictor of leadership 

success and significance, higher levels of problem-solving, and are better equipped to 

navigate change (Balboa, 2021; Kreibech et al., 2020). While journaling, self-reflection, 

and mindfulness may help increase self-awareness in a leader, a medium toward greater 

self-awareness is needed. Matthews (2002) suggests that greater self-awareness may 

come from processing with another person.   
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Extensive research suggests that psychotherapy supports client self-awareness. 

Professional counseling offers an emotionally secure space for individuals to be 

themselves and grow (Corey, 2017). In psychotherapy, experiential and applicable 

learning about self occurs, and the resulting self-awareness translates to new thoughts, 

responses, behaviors, and relationship patterns (Rogers, 1967). Many types of therapy 

focus on various sections of human development and use techniques accordingly. 

However, they share common characteristics supporting self-awareness and change 

(Georgescu, 2011).  Psychotherapists help clients name emotions, assess the original 

source of emotion, and recognize how they affect function and relationships (self-

awareness). 

This research study reveals that professional counseling is a conduit for a leader’s 

development in self-awareness.  

Leader 5 explains self-awareness this way, 

I've seen multiple clients that as their self-awareness grows, their ability to say 

work differently increases quite a bit. I would say it's almost an exponential 

relationship where you begin to understand how you work and then you can 

adjust how you work how you operate in all the different other spheres. 

Leaders and psychotherapists report that self-awareness is the catalyst and promoter of 

change. As suggested in this study, leader self-awareness is gained through evaluating 

historical contexts relating to understanding the why behind emotions. If self-awareness, 

a component of emotional intelligence, is valued in leaders, then psychotherapy should be 

pursued.  
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Empathy is a characteristic that connects emotional intelligence, leadership, and 

professional counseling. Empathy, also called social awareness in research, refers to 

one’s ability to put oneself in someone else’s circumstance and situation. An empathic 

person builds trust, respect, and loyalty. Feeling heard and understood indicates empathy 

(Bradberry & Greaves, 2009; Insights, 2021). A person who experiences empathy can 

extend empathy to recognizing other people’s emotions and sitting with them in their 

circumstances (Krsnaric, 2012; Markiewicz, 2022). 

Leadership research highlights empathy in leaders, suggesting that empathic 

leaders positively affect the work environment. Leaders who lead empathically 

emphasize compassion, promote understanding, and support collaboration. A leader’s 

relationship with empathy plays a role in their leading (Akmatsu & Gherghel, 2020). 

Organizations seek empathic leaders to increase teamwork and company success 

(Insights, 2021). Yong (2022) suggests that empathy is vital for leaders to support, 

encourage and relate to the struggling employees they lead. Developing empathy in 

leaders is not straightforward, and simply teaching someone to be more empathic only 

goes so far in creating an experiential and organic trait (Neafsey, 2021). 

Research suggests that professional counseling is built on a confidential 

relationship that, through the use of empathy, builds trust and partnership (Burns & 

Cruikshanks, 2018; Kaplan et al., 2017). Empathy is the cornerstone of the counseling 

relationship, and when a psychotherapist shows empathy, they validate feelings without 

judgment. This level of empathy, an emotionally intelligent trait, may be transferable to 

others (Spotts-DeLazzer, 2012). 
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This research study reveals that psychotherapy may be a medium for a leader’s 

development in empathy.  

Leader 4 says, 

So now it's gonna turn into like performance management process. She totally 

opened my eyes up a lot more to different aspects of leadership and I suppose 

showing a bit more empathy regardless of what the person is telling you. 

Results from this research study reveal that professional counselors cannot 

directly teach empathy or compassion skills. In contrast, a leader in psychotherapy 

experiences profound empathy and transfer that phenomenon as grace and understanding 

for those they lead. Leaders and psychotherapist participants of this study suggest that 

empathy is a transferable trait, and empathy begets empathic leading.  

Emotional Regulation triangulates with emotional intelligence, leadership, and 

professional counseling. Emotional regulation, also called self-regulation, is self-

awareness plus regulation/management. People can learn to bend and direct behavior 

when understanding what triggers their emotional responses. When self-aware people 

recognize their emotions, they can control and regulate by practicing effective and 

controlled responses instead of habitual reactive responses (Goleman, 1995; Panait, 

2017). Self-control leads to more efficient processing and overall product decision-

making skills (Ackerman, 2021).  

 Leaders who can regulate their own emotions are preferred as they can more 

easily gain trust and build support within the workplace. Healthy leaders routinely 

examine and control their emotions, encouraging safety, trust, and support (Edmonson, 

2019; Jain & Sinha, 2005).  
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 Professional counseling research suggests that self-awareness combined with 

emotional/self-regulation, a primary goal of psychotherapy, propels clients toward 

behavior change (Corey, 2017). The positive partnership of the professional counseling 

relationship promotes self-discovery toward emotional regulation (Merriman, 2015). 

Through professional counseling, individuals may develop to the point of adjusting their 

responses based on others (Alvarado & Cavzos, 2007).  

This research study reveals that professional counseling allows leaders to self-

regulate.  

Leader 2 describes her experience with learned self-regulation through counseling, 

You know, the life change, all the different emotions and other life experiences 

that intertwined with how I was reacting or feeling about it. Like the talk therapy 

of that helped my brain process it so that I could move on in a healthy way versus 

just trying to stuff it all inside and hope it doesn't rear its ugly head, you know? 

This research study reveals that psychotherapists are expert guides as they help leaders 

process by asking the right questions, offering reframes, space to name and explore 

emotions, and evaluating what is affecting current behaviors and responses. As leaders 

become aware of connections, they can self-manage everyday functions and 

relationships. If a leader wants to manage their emotions better, psychotherapy may be 

the place to begin that development.  

Relationship Management intersects with emotional intelligence, leadership, and 

professional counseling. Managing relationships requires active listening and 

communication skills and a willingness to ask for, accept, and learn from feedback. 

Management/social skills enhance change management and improve conflict resolution 
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(Jastzabski, 2020; Stone & Heen, 2015, Zukof, 2021). A person who can manage 

relationships understands their emotions and the emotions of others. They can navigate 

relationships, set healthy boundaries in times of intensity and stress, and advance coping 

(Gorgens-Ekermans & Roux, 2021; Mitchell, 2021). 

While not as thoroughly researched, current studies suggest that leaders who 

understand their own emotions can self-regulate can also help manage emotions and 

relationships in an organization. Self and other management are specific variables that 

may infleunce job satisfaction and job commitment in employees (Dasborough et al., 

2022; Karimi et al., 2021).  

Psychotherapy research suggests that individuals can better manage relationships 

when values, emotions, and behaviors are explored and evaluated through therapeutic 

reframes, challenges to thinking, and alternative ideas. Clients who can self-regulate have 

a propensity toward higher real-world social functioning (Corey, 2017; Wampold & Imel, 

2015).  

This research study reveals that professional counseling may lead to healthier and 

more successful relationship management.  

Psychotherapist 8 describes relationship management, 

So yes, I think therapy can help in relationships because we're gonna understand 

who we are and we're going to be confident and freely communicate in 

relationships because I'm more confident about who I am. I think it boils down to 

identity and understanding who you are and what your purpose is and 

psychotherapy can help with that at a deeper level. 
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As reported by leaders and psychotherapists in this study, social management seems to be 

caught, not taught. This study revealed that managing relationships is not gained by 

instruction and step-by-step guidelines but by experiential learning in the counseling 

space. As leaders feel heard and observe good communication skills, feel safe due to the 

counseling relationship, and experience trust, they learn how and desire to navigate 

healthy relationships. In addition, as evidenced by the report, leaders learn through 

counseling that the more they know about themselves, the better they can understand 

others.  

Balanced Processing, a primary characteristic of an authentic leader, is developed 

not through universal skills but from life stories and experiences (George et al., 2018). A 

balanced processor analyzes information objectively and makes choices considering their 

thoughts while simultaneously considering their opinions (Ibarra, 2018; Northouse, 

2019). A person can be authentic by exhibiting balanced processing by being open to 

others’ perspectives (Goffee & Jones, 2018).  

Organizations value and favor leaders with fair and balanced processing habits. 

(Anderson, 2020; Hatch, 2018; Schein, 2017). As the United States grows increasingly 

more diverse, leaders who can see and respect others’ perspectives are sought after. The 

obvious and sometimes seemingly deliberate omission in authentic leadership research is 

the “how” an individual might develop authenticity. Ironically Fusco (2018) suggests the 

lack of research but only offers one suggestion for development, group coaching.  

Research suggests that past work in professional counseling contributes to 

balanced processing development. Exploring past traumas and psychosocial development 

provided insight into personality, behavior, and function and helped clients explore the 
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connection between thinking, feeling, and behaviors (Watts & Broaddus, 2002). Through 

this process, individuals understand their beliefs and responses well while attempting to 

understand others, becoming more balanced processors (Corey, 2017).  

This research study reveals that professional counseling helps leaders have more 

balanced processing skills. 

Psychotherapist 6 describes balanced processing in this way, 

I think taking that, having that perspective taking is powerful. Especially 

considering that everything we do is for the most part in in a relationship we're 

engaging with someone. So it's important to understand the other person's or at 

least try to understand the other person's perspective. That always helps. I know it 

helps me whenever I like, okay, what could this possibly mean for them without 

just creating this whole story myself? 

Leaders and psychotherapists in this study reveal that balanced processing is learned 

through the professional counseling experience. By offering challenges to actions, 

alternative ways of looking at thoughts and circumstances, and reframes for 

understanding others, professional counselors provide a space for leaders to practice 

balanced processing that can then be transferable and used to examine other situations 

and relationships at a later time outside the confines of the counseling relationship. 

Practicing balanced processing in psychotherapy is a medium for authentic growth and 

development. 

Transparency converges on authenticity, leadership, and professional counseling. 

Transparency refers to an individual’s bed toward honesty and openness to present an 

accurate version of themselves to others. It occurs by sharing core beliefs, strengths, and 
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weaknesses with those around them (Northouse, 2019). A transparent person is consistent 

and confident and exhibits integration of self in both calm and stressful times (Seppella, 

2018) 

 Relational transparency is a quality desired in leaders. Transparent leaders can 

empower those they lead (Burns, 2003). A transparent leader who expresses emotions 

and passions that are meaningful to them contributes to followers’ attitudes and mental 

health well-being (Avolio & Gardner, 2005). Self-exposure in leaders helps empower and 

encourage workplace initiatives. While a call to action is sounded to develop transparent 

leaders to improve job and follower performance, little to no interventions are offered for 

the development (Wang et al., 2014).  

 Research suggests that psychotherapy aims to help individuals move closer to 

more accurate versions of themselves ad encourages that self to relate to others. Through 

this transparency and exploring shadows of self in the counseling room, clients can 

expect to transfer that exposure to their personal and professional lives (Duerzen, 2010; 

Georgescu, 2011; Palmer, 2000).  

This research study suggests that psychotherapy provides an avenue toward leader 

transparency development. 

Leader 8 reports, 

Transparency is like a lens. It allows us to see ourselves more clearly and others 

to see us for our true selves. 

Psychotherapists and leaders in this research report professional counseling promotes 

transparency. A nonjudgmental response, a foundational trait of the professional 

counseling relationship, is the recipe for a leader’s comfortability in being genuine and 



 

178 

transparent. Without safety, leaders shy away from vulnerability and transparency. 

Participants in this study say transparency experienced in counseling is not directly 

related to being as transparent in their lives. Still, the authenticity in counseling allowed 

for more remarkable emotional growth.   

Moral Perspective, a competency of authentic leadership, refers to the self-

regulation process where individuals explore personal morality and values that guide 

their behavior regardless of outside societal forces. A person with a healthy moral 

perspective links their beliefs and behaviors (Boekaerts et al., 2005; Ibarra, 2018).  

There was no direct evidence in this research study that psychotherapy influenced 

a moral perspective. However, it could be inferred as it relates to self-awareness and self-

regulation as described in emotional intelligence. The reason could be that professional 

counseling shies away from evaluating morality, the research interview questions were 

not written to assess for moral perspective fully, or psychotherapy does not affect it. 

Further research may be necessary to intersect ethical leadership, moral philosophy, and 

psychotherapy (Fluker, 2009). 

 This research study bridges the gap between desired emotional intelligence and 

authenticity traits in leaders and a medium for development. The shared and core 

competencies found in professional counseling (Elkins, 2016) seem to be responsible for 

self-awareness development and subsequent transference of emotional intelligence and 

authenticity traits in leaders.  

Limitations 

 As mentioned previously, the primary investigator is a licensed professional 

counselor and chose to provide all demographics but not directly connect all 
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demographics to participant descriptions. Therefore, readers can make connections from 

the values of the representative sample, but specifics of culture and gender dynamics 

cannot be integrated. Had another researcher, who was not concerned with protecting the 

true identity of participants from potential readers, performed this research, richer 

extrapolations may have occurred. The researcher was more focused on establishing a 

sample that compares to general statistics while making a primary connection between 

professional counseling and its influence on emotional intelligence and authenticity 

development. This research was broad, yet, some additional and specific intersections and 

implications could be explored further. 

 While statistically representative, the results of this study cannot be generalized to 

an entire population of leaders who have participated in psychotherapy. However, this 

research was designed to further the research population's scope of knowledge, theory, 

and practice. It is important to remember that as a limitation, data from the interviews 

may include the researcher’s assumptions, personal conclusions, and biases. Although 

measures were created and implemented to reduce these organic influences, it is 

impossible to completely eliminate external factors from a qualitative study.  

 Another limitation is the impossible task of eliminating every factor from a 

leader’s life that could have contributed to their self-awareness and emotional 

intelligence growth. It is conceivable that work done outside the counseling space not 

discussed may have played a role in their development. These extraneous factors seem to 

be limited by the consistency in the shared, experienced and reported phenomenon of 

emotional growth in psychotherapy. 
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 The most significant limitation is that this research was a retrospective study that 

relied solely on the participants’ memories and past experiences to connect professional 

counseling to perceptions and examples of growth and development. This research is a 

critical and foundational step toward understanding how psychotherapy can increase a 

leader’s self-awareness toward emotional intelligence growth. Yet, understanding the 

transition in real time may offer further insight into how leaders develop. 

 Discussion of Implications 

This research study offers implications that can help the field of 

leadership/leaders, organizations, the field of counseling/professional counselors, and 

coaching vs. counseling in the pursuit of the development and embodiment of emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership.  

Implications for Leadership 

 The most significant implication of this research study rests on leaders, the theory 

and practice of leadership, and the philosophy of leadership. Philosophy is the study of 

fundamental questions in a particular field. The philosophy of leadership is best described 

as attempting to answer the existence, reason, knowledge, and values of leading. After a 

study of the fourteen models of leadership presented in the Northouse (2019) text on 

leadership and its practices, four common ideas on leaders emerge. Within Trait, Skills, 

Behavioral, Situational, Path-Goal, Transformational, Authentic, Servant, Adaptive, 

Followership, Team, Culture, and Humanistic Theories, one can see that: leaders are 

born, leaders learn, leaders grow, and leaders evolve. Thinking toward a model for 

leadership informed by both these common traits and this research study, a potential new 

research model emerges: 
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Figure 2. Breaking Barriers Leadership Model 

 

*based on 14 leadership theories presented in Northouse (2019), the literature review and emergent 

themes from this study 

 

This evolution and the fact that all philosophies saw self-awareness as a needed 

quality in leaders led to my perspective on leadership (Showry & Manasa, 2014). A 

leadership pyramid begins with basic skills and moves upward toward the pinnacle to a 

self-actualized leader. Within this leadership pyramid, barriers to the next higher level 

must be broken: Leader to Educated to Emotionally Intelligent to Self-Aware to Self-

Actualized.  These barriers can break through training, experience, development, 

advanced skills, and introspection. Psychotherapy/Professional Counseling may be the 

necessary tool for breaking barriers to self-actualized, pinnacle leadership (Best, 2020).
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 Leaders are born. Leaders emerge early in groups with dynamic personalities and 

observed intelligence. They demonstrate early leanings with innate technical and people 

skills and usually exude confidence and trustworthiness. One can generally pick born 

leaders out of a crowd and especially a small group. Authentic leadership begins from 

within (Blanchard et al., 2016). Yet, these qualities alone do not make one ready to lead. 

To break the barrier from Leaders to Educated Leaders, they must be taught (Northouse, 

2019). 

Leaders learn. Through training and experience, a Leader can break the barrier 

and become an Educated Leader who collaborates, manages conflict, models, and is 

teachable. An Educated Leader can break the wall to become an Emotionally Intelligent 

Leader by learning intrapersonal and interpersonal development. An Emotionally 

Intelligent Leader empowers, encourages, and supports through a compassionate 

relationship. A person on this pyramid level is a transforming leader who champions and 

inspires others (Burns, 2003). If a leader does not seek to advance through intrapersonal 

and interpersonal development, they will stay stuck at the Educated Leader level 

(Northouse, 2019). 

Leaders grow. Through self-assessing and advanced communication, and 

empathy-building, a qualified and already successful Emotionally Intelligent Leader can 

break the leadership barrier and become a Self-Aware Leader. Self-awareness is at the 

heart of human behavior and management (Showry & Manasa, 2014). A Self-Aware 

Leader is humble, flexible, authentic, perceptive, aware of prejudices, and prioritizes 

others (Northouse, 2019). Self-awareness, the key to effective communication and 

influence. 
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Leaders evolve. Many of the current models and theories of leadership are in the 

early phase of development. Most recognize the need for an advanced leader to lead with 

transparency, regulate distress, overcome personal obstacles, and analyze critical life 

events. Still, few provide leadership to show strategies that people can use to develop or 

enhance these traits (Northouse, 2019). To break the barrier from a Self-Aware Leader to 

a Self-Actualized Leader, one must enter into a safe space that fosters genuine 

introspection.  Professional Counseling/Coaching facilitates that level of reflection. With 

Professional Counseling, a leader can reach the pinnacle of leadership by processing and 

putting words into experiences. Once stories have meaning, solutions can be found 

(Balboa, 2021). A leader can rarely arrive at those insightful solutions on their own 

without the help of the counseling process. Professional counseling and leader 

psychotherapy is the medium that could set apart great leaders from even greater leaders. 

Self-Actualized Leaders can transform followers and improve the health of an 

organization (Smither, 2011). 

In light of this leadership model, the research study points to authentic leadership 

competencies and emotional intelligence quotients gained through self-awareness in the 

counseling space and transferred to leading as a vehicle toward healthy and effective 

leadership. The question that so many leadership theories are asking is, “We know 

emotionally intelligent and authentic leaders lead better, but how do leaders gain self-

awareness, empathy, balanced processing, emotional regulation, and relationship 

management skills” (Northouse, 2019)? The answer is found in this research: Through 

the experiential self-awareness and eventual transferable embodiment of emotional 

intelligence and authenticity that starts with psychotherapy.  
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Leaders want it, and this research study points to a way to get it. This could be the 

future of leadership. Theorists must acknowledge that although limited research in 

leadership indicates how EI and AL are developed, the efficacy of its development exists 

in other fields. Leaders and psychotherapists who have experienced professional 

counseling suggest that professional counseling influences the development of self-

awareness and the transferable embodiment of most emotional intelligence and authentic 

leadership competencies. Leaders in professional counseling can expect to see 

development in self-awareness, empathy, balanced processing, emotional regulation, 

relationship management, and authenticity. 

Implications for Leading in Organizations 

 This research study highlights a potential shift change in strategy for 

organizations that employ initiatives for emotional intelligence and authentic leadership 

development. Organizations should pay attention if the “caught not taught” model for 

emotional intelligence and authentic development is valid. Suppose EI and AL 

competencies are learned more from experiential self-awareness and transferred to 

function and practice. In that case, human resource initiatives or business strategies that 

teach development may need to be reenvisioned (Vanmiddelem, 2018).  Instead of 

developing curriculum, seminars, and workshops that follow the “taught” model, 

organizations may be better off exploring the potentially more effective and better use of 

organization funds, time, and budgets, of the “caught” model; psychotherapy (Storey et 

al., 2019). 
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Implications for Counseling 

 The fact that the leaders and psychotherapists in this research study, when 

describing their professional counseling experience, answered so similarly to the open-

ended questioning of the interviews speaks to the efficacy of counseling. This research 

study can be added to the prolific psychology and counseling research on the counseling 

relationship, the counseling research, and why it works (Anonymous, 2016; Axelrod, 

2012, Bohart & Wade, 2013; Corey, 2017; Freud, 1955; Guy, 2015; Lambert & Barley, 

2011; Laska et al., 2013; Rogers, 1967; Wampold & Imel, 2015; Zur, 2007). While no 

results from this study are necessarily transforming to counseling, they indeed speak to 

the consistency of counselor education, training, practice, and efficacy. The sample is 

diverse and representative, the data is strong, and the generalizations give credence to 

psychotherapy's shared therapeutic characteristics that support self-awareness and 

change. The practice and praxis of professional counseling correspond, and according to 

this research study, what theorists think is happening through the psychotherapy 

experience is what is occurring.  

 What makes this research study potentially influential for leaders is its core 

foundation in an already well-researched and documented field. Counseling for leaders 

(executive counseling) is transformational because it is not trying to create a new industry 

or product to sell but instead guides people to a tool that is already available but 

underutilized in the leadership world. Counselors only need to continue to combat the 

idea that professional counseling is based on a medical model instead of a wellness and 

growth model. Leaders aren’t broken and need to be fixed; they are growing and want to 
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learn. It is the psychotherapist’s role to champion professional counseling as a resource 

for self-awareness. 

 One positive change from the Covid-19 Pandemic is society’s loosening 

perception and stigma of mental health resources. The pandemic was unrelenting and 

unbiased in its reach in affecting people's emotional function, even if it never touched 

their physical bodies (Murthy, 2020). High functioning leaders were not immune. Even 

the corporate world is seeing the effects of when a worker is emotionally wounded and is 

starting to become open ways to help their workforce (Clinton & Springle, 2020). 

Psychotherapists only need to monopolize this shift in mental health mindset and position 

themselves as resources for emotional growth and development.  

The final implication for counseling is presented through participants' shared 

experiences in the research study. Despite the psychotherapists practicing in various 

settings and multiple counseling theories represented, the leaders all reported gaining 

self-awareness toward emotional intelligence and authenticity. The shared phenomenon 

confirms the validated research that regardless of theory, the counseling relationship is 

most important for self-awareness (Corey, 2017, Georgescu, 2011). Elkins (2016) 

suggests that these core competencies are more necessary for psychotherapeutic 

outcomes than the differentiating factors that identify one counseling theory from the 

other. Therefore, professional counselors need not create a new theory of executive 

counseling but instead, when working with leaders, reframe some of the challenges, 

focuses, and questions that may help the leader gain a greater self-awareness and 

emotional regulation that may be transferred to their leadership function. 
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Implications for Coaching and Counseling 

 It is important to note that this research study is not intended to glorify 

professional counseling for leaders in such a way that it takes the place of executive 

coaching. As this study reveals, there may be a place for both in the corporate world. 

More narrow and solution-focused coaching is a suitable intervention to gain self-

awareness and growth to act and behave a different way. Coaching utilizes problem-

solving techniques. A leader might seek a coach when they want help or guidance for a 

specific problem or issue and want a behavioral result without exploring the past. 

Specific interventions learned through the coaching relationship are applied directly to 

the problem discussed.  

 On the other hand, more broad and person-focused counseling is a suitable 

intervention to gain deep self-awareness for emotional intelligence transference to outside 

relationships and situations. Counseling utilizes the therapeutic relationship and root-

cause analysis techniques. A leader might seek out a psychotherapist when they want 

general guidance, well-being, and growth by exploring the past and how it relates to the 

current function. Self and emotional awareness experienced and gained through the 

professional relationship are transferred to relationships and circumstances.  

More robotic and formula-driven coaching teaches a leader to act a certain way. 

In contrast, learning and awareness-driven professional counseling experientially teaches 

a leader to assess in a different way. The most significant difference is in learning 

transferability. Learning from coaching transfers to a specific situation, while 

psychotherapy learning transfers to several cases. That difference can be attributed to 

professional counseling’s pursuit of exploring past wounds, triggers, and whys behind 



 

188 

behavior and function. When a leader isolates triggers or wounds and experiences of the 

past, they can transfer self-awareness more broadly and effectively. The variable 

exchange between coaching efficacy and counseling efficacy can best be understood 

through an example in the workplace: 

Leader A, a middle manager, has often been reported to upper management for 

poor communication, specifically failure to listen when direct reports come to him 

with questions, thoughts, or concerns.  

Scenario 1: Leader A enters into coaching and learns practical listening skills such 

as eye contact, no multitasking, closing the laptop, and reflecting on what he has 

heard. He practices the skills in the coaching room and then in the workplace, and 

his direct reports occasionally see Leader A trying to be more attentive and open. 

Scenario 2: Leader A enters psychotherapy, and through exploring the why 

behind his poor listening skills, he starts to recognize that when approached with 

concerns, an old wound opens. He is reminded of his first job as a leader, where a 

direct report told him he was not cut out for the position. Through the self-

awareness journey, Leader A can recognize triggers and reframe his feelings of 

failure about not being good enough. He begins listening in other relationships in 

his life.  His openness is noted by his direct reports, his boss, and partner. 

Both scenarios of coaching and counseling offer insight and help, therefore claiming their 

place as a resource for leaders seeking growth and development. However, this research 

study implicates psychotherapy as a more rich, more dense, and widely transferable form 

of self-awareness, emotional regulation, and authenticity. Although it requires more time, 
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exploring past triggers, old wounds, and critical life events in professional counseling 

allows for more generalization applicability.  

Implications for Research 

 According to Kim (2022), our nation is growing in diversity but not as quickly in 

psychotherapist diversity. The lack of POC (people of color) in mental health 

professional positions could be one of the reasons far fewer people of color (POC) take 

advantage of psychotherapy. A predominantly white professional counseling workforce is 

a barrier to building representation, identification, and trust. While this research study 

had representation equal to or greater than national statistics, specifics on culture and 

experience were not intersected or explored. In addition, experiences as therapists and as 

leaders related explicitly to gender were not explored in this study. Future research might 

examine the ideal therapeutic relationships related to race, gender, and other cultural 

dynamics that foster the most emotional intelligence growth. If psychotherapy becomes 

an accepted medium for self-awareness and authenticity development for leaders and 

executives, research related to access and compliance must be conducted to meet the 

needs of all types of leaders (race, gender, identity, sexual orientation, religion, creed, 

etc.) 

 There is an implication that self-awareness, along with other emotional 

intelligence authentic leadership competencies, are  “caught, not taught.” This model of 

transferable skills requires more research. The nature of self-awareness as a journey and 

discovery is remarkable and notable in this research, but exactly how it is applied and 

transferred is unclear. Leaders and psychotherapists describe that it works and how it 

works, but strategy as practice research (Golsorkhi et al., 2015) is needed to understand 
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how exactly self-awareness is transferred. Longitudinal studies following a group of 

leaders currently in psychotherapy that explore leadership emotional intelligence, 

authenticity, and effectiveness, as evidenced by self and employee reports, may offer 

insight into the actual transference of self-awareness to leadership function.  

 Numerous current studies reveal the intersection of authentic leadership 

competencies: self-awareness, balanced processing, moral perspective, and relational 

transparency; emotional intelligence quotients: self-awareness, empathy, emotional 

management, and relational management with business considerations such as increased 

productivity, employee satisfaction, psychological safety (Adiguzel & Kuloglu, 2019; 

Chandrahaas & Niranan, 2022; DeSilva, 2020; Karimi et al., 2021; Maximo et al., 2019; 

Sepeng et al., 2020). Yet, no detailed research explores the self-awareness journey 

through psychotherapy and its influence on the above workplace consideration and 

functions. An assumption can be made from this research that emotional intelligence and 

authentic leadership growth through professional counseling may transfer to business and 

performance measures. There is speculation that self-awareness and emotional regulation 

have a trickle-down and transference effect on creating psychologically safe spaces, 

increased productivity, better conflict resolution, increased profitability, increased 

employee satisfaction, and less quiet quitting. Yet, this is only an assumption and needs 

further research to clarify an intersection and establish the intensity of the connection.  

Summary and Concluding Remarks 

“The more we talk about mental health, the more normalized it becomes, and maybe 

someday we will all see going to a mental health clinician as ordinary as going to the 

dentist (Daniels, 2023). 
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While this research does not boast of comprehensiveness in its understanding of 

the influence of professional counseling on how leaders embody emotional intelligence 

and authentic leadership, it is powerful and promising work. It speaks to strides in 

varying fields, especially the future of leadership.  Could it be that in the future, 

companies will hire psychotherapists for their ability to stimulate self-awareness growth? 

What if organizations had in-house professional counselors (Prasath et al., 2021)? 

Imagine a day when leaders talk about their experience in psychotherapy and personal 

self-awareness journey in job interviews to highlight their emotional intelligence, 

authenticity, and general well-being. Would it not be unique for a leader to discuss 

professional counseling experience and emotional intelligence growth as a skillset 

outlined in their resume or vitae? Or imagine a day when an employer asks a leader about 

their self-awareness journey as a means to assess their emotional intelligence and ability 

to influence and lead those around them. Imagine both leaders and employers seeing a 

person’s past experience in professional counseling as a strength, not a weakness. 

Consider one day when organizations offer consistent psychotherapy as part of a benefits 

package that is encouraged to be used proactively for development instead of reactively 

in times of crisis. Leader 5 describes this potential future utopia in this way,  

I don't think counseling is a one-and-done thing. I think it's a lifelong process for 

a lot of people in leadership, and that's a good thing. I think it's important as 

leaders to be lifelong learners, and when we learn new things it can trigger old 

wounds that you know we may or may not have even been conscious of. So 

having that resource professional counseling is important. I think it's a lifelong 

process, normalizing the need for help or to say, “it's okay, to not be okay. That is 
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kind of a buzz saying right now, but like it is really okay to not be okay. A lot of 

people say that, but are we really investing resources in backing that statement 

up? Because if we really believe it's okay to not be okay, the floodgates would 

open, and we would pour more resources into mental health services. But I think 

you know, leadership can be lonely and high pressure and if more people admitted 

that, perhaps it wouldn't feel so lonely and high pressure.  

Leaders want guidance and they want self-awareness; they want to lead with emotional 

and authentic integrity. They just need to be connected to a resource and lifeline that 

already exists, psychotherapy. 
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Appendix A: Breaking Barriers Leadership Model 

 

Professional Counseling for Increased Emotional Intelligence and Authentic 

Leadership: New Leadership Model 

 

*based on 14 leadership theories presented in Northouse (2019), the literature review and emergent 

themes from this study 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email and Infographic 

Participant Recruitment E-mail 

Emotional Intelligence***Authentic Leadership***Emotional Health***Professional 

Counseling 

 

Are you a professional counselor/psychotherapist or leader who has participated in talk 

therapy  

and wondered about the intersection and value of your experience? 

 

Help us explore how professional counseling/psychotherapy influences emotional 

intelligence and authentic leadership development. 

 

We are looking for 10 Therapists and 10 Leaders. 

 We need you If: 

1. You are a professional counselor/psychotherapist (LPC, LMSW, PsyD, LCDC) 

whose primary mode of work is talk therapy and who has worked with clients 

who are Leaders. 

OR 

2. You are a leader who has participated in at least three sessions of professional 

counseling with an (LPC, LMSW, PsyD, LCDC). 

LEADERS are anyone who:  

1. Considers themselves in a leadership role. 

2. Takes ownership and responsibility for positive and negative outcomes 

3. Makes decisions that impact the lives of others. 

Requirements of Research Study: 

• 5  min screening phone call 

• 30-45 min interview with the researcher 

 

We want your insight! We want to hear your story! 

Contact ________________ to see if you are a good fit for this exciting research 

 study. 
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196 

Appendix C: Leader Interview 

 

Leader Interview 

Leaders who have had professional counseling 

Time of Interview : 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee: 

Participant Number: 

TRUE or FALSE: I am a leader who has had at least three professional counseling 

sessions with a professional counselor/psychotherapist. (professional counseling and 

leader defined in consent forms) 

3-5 Sessions    6-10 Sessions  11+ Sessions 

Leader Position of Interviewee: 

State of Leader Position: 

Thank you so much for participating in this research study and especially for 

taking the time to do this interview with me today. I look forward to learning more about 

you and any insight you can offer into the world of counseling and leadership. Please 

know that there are no right or wrong answers to our interview time together, and I do not 

have specific goals beyond asking thoughtful questions and listening intently to your 

experiences. You have nothing to prove to me or your counselor. In fact, these interview 

questions are not designed necessarily with your presenting issue in mind but rather your 
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general experiences. Please answer honestly and authentically as possible by responding 

with the first thought or example that comes to mind. Are you ready to begin? 

 

Artifact: Visual Representation- Before the interview, I asked you to bring one item 

today that represents/symbolizes your professional counseling experience. If you are 

comfortable, please tell me about your item and explain. 

 

Interview Question 1: What brought you to counseling? What did you hope to gain from 

professional counseling? 

 

Interview Question 2: Tell me about your professional counseling experience. Any 

takeaways? Any surprises? 

 

Interview Question 3: You chose to see a professional counselor. In your opinion, what 

makes the counseling relationship different from other relationships? Was that positive or 

negative for you? Explain. 

 

Interview Question 4: Tell me about the role of self-awareness in your personal and 

professional life. How has your self-awareness (if at all) changed in your personal and 

professional life since your counseling experience? 

 

Interview Question 5: How do you currently manage your emotions surrounding stress 

and conflict? Can you walk me through an example of how you manage your emotions 
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surrounding stress and conflict differently after counseling? If there is no difference, 

please explain.  

 

Interview Question 6: What does empathy look like? Share with me your experience 

with empathy inside the counseling room. What about outside the counseling space; are 

you a more empathic or less empathic person after counseling? 

 

Interview Question 7: I’d love to hear about a relationship or circumstance in your life 

that you had trouble managing before counseling but now navigate it differently. 

 

Interview Question 8: Authenticity is described as genuine, honest, reliable, being 

accountable, and owning your own feelings and actions. Tell me how your time  in 

counseling may or may not have had any influence on that development? 

 

Thank you so much for participating in this interview. Your insight and participation in 

this research may affect future leadership and psychotherapy landscapes. I assure you, 

again, of the confidentiality of your responses.  
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Appendix D: Psychotherapist Interview 

 

Qualitative Psychotherapist Interview 

Professional Counselors/Psychotherapists that work with Leaders 

 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee Initials & Age: 

Participant Number:    

TRUE or FALSE:  I am a psychotherapist/professional counselor who has worked with 

leaders (professional counseling and leader defined in consent forms). 

Approximate number of sessions    3-5  6-12  13+ 

Position, Title  and Type of Professional Counselor: 

State of Employment: 

Thank you so much for participating in this research study and especially for taking the 

time to do this interview with me today. I look forward to learning more about you and 

any insight you can offer into the world of counseling and leadership. Please know that 

there are no right or wrong answers to our interview time together, and I do not have 

specific goals beyond asking thoughtful questions and listening intently to your 

experiences. You have nothing to prove to me or your clients. In fact, these interview 

questions are not designed necessarily with presenting client issues in mind but rather 

your general experiences of providing talk therapy and subsequent growth. Please answer 
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honestly and authentically as possible by responding with the first thought or example 

that comes to mind. I appreciate your vulnerability and insight. Are you ready to begin? 

 

Interview Question 1: What brings participants to counseling? What do you hope to give 

to clients through the process of professional counseling? Have you ever seen a 

counselor? 

 

Interview Question 2: What is the professional counseling experience like? For 

therapists? For clients? Any fundamental takeaways? Any surprises? 

 

Interview Question 3: Clients can choose to process with anyone, but they choose to see 

you, a professional counselor. In your opinion, what makes the counseling relationship 

different from other relationships? Is that positive or negative for you? For the clients? 

Explain. 

 

Interview Question 4: Tell me about the role of self-awareness in the counseling 

process? How have you seen client’ self-awareness (if at all) changed in their personal 

and professional life as a result of their counseling experience? 

 

Interview Question 5: How does the management of emotions surrounding stress and 

conflict show up in the counseling room? Can you walk me through an example of how 

you have observed the management of emotions developed in a client’s personal or 

professional life?  
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Interview Question 6: What does empathy look like? Share with me the role of empathy 

inside the counseling room. What about outside the counseling space; Are you a more 

empathic or more empathic  person outside the room. Take me on a journey of a client’s 

empathy transformation. 

 

Interview Question 7: I’d love to hear about a relationship or circumstance in a leader’s 

life where they struggled managing before counseling but now navigate differently. 

 

Interview Question 8: From a therapist’s perspective, do you think a leader’s time in 

counseling could be an influence on self-awareness, balanced processing, and relational 

transparency? If so, how?  
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Appendix E: Participatory Inquiry Interview 

 

Qualitative Participatory Inquiry Interview (PPI) 

Collaborative Conversation with both Leaders and Therapists 

 

Participant Numbers:  

  

Thank you so much for participating in this research study and especially for 

taking the time to do this group interview with me today. This method of interviewing is 

called Participatory Inquiry. Participatory inquiry is an approach in which groups of 

people, in our case, two therapists and two leaders (clients), who share raw stories of 

personal experience to make sense of broad and subjective experiences. We will be 

focusing on beliefs, values, feelings, and personal perspectives as we navigate through 

the discussion questions. 

I look forward to learning more about you and any insight you can offer into the 

world of counseling and leadership, especially as it relates to the counseling relationship. 

Please know that there are no right or wrong answers to our interview time together, and I 

do not have specific goals beyond asking thoughtful questions and listening intently to 

your experiences. You have nothing to prove to me or each other. In fact, these interview 

questions are not designed necessarily with your presenting issue in mind but rather your 

general experiences. While I will not be asking specific questions concerning diagnoses 

or therapeutic interventions, some of these things may come up in the discussion. I ask 

that each of you remember the key role of confidentiality in the counseling relationship 

and continue to honor that when you leave this interview. What is said in here stays in 

here and is used for research purposes only with a primary focus on anonymity. 
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Please answer honestly and authentically as possible by responding with the first 

thought or example that comes to mind. Are you ready to begin? 

PPI Question 1: What makes the counseling relationship different than any other 

relationship? What does it look like? 

PPI Question 2: If you were creating a mission statement of counseling, what 

would include as your cornerstones. Is counseling affective in that mission? 

PPI Question 3: How would you describe the counseling experience to someone 

who has never been to counseling? 

PPI Question 4: Regardless of what brings a client in to counseling, what life 

skills and/or leadership skills can clients walk away with?  

PPI Question 5: Emotional intelligence is a hot topic in counseling and 

leadership, what really is emotional intelligence? How does counseling relate to 

emotional intelligence? 

PPI Question 6: As a leader, how has counseling contributed to your leadership 

in the workplace? As a therapist, how have you seen leaders develop over their 

counseling journey? 

PPI Question 7: Authenticity: Now that's a good counseling term. What does that 

look like in the counseling space? What does it look like outside the counseling space? 

PPI Question 8: In your experience and observations, how does professional 

counseling influence emotional intelligence and authentic leadership development? 
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Appendix F: Consent Form 

 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FOR 

Professional Counseling and its Influence on Emotional Intelligence and Authentic Leadership 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study exploring how psychotherapy/professional 

counseling may meet authenticity challenges, close emotional intelligence gaps, and fulfill leadership 

development. This study examines how leaders who have experienced professional counseling describe 

changes in how they embody emotional intelligence and authentic leadership in their personal and 

professional lives. Additionally, this study will incorporate the perspectives of psychotherapists who have 

worked with leaders to ascertain observable changes in their clients' embodiment of emotional intelligence 

and authentic leadership. This information seeks to help understand the role of counseling in developing 

leadership qualities. This study poses no health risks. However, you may be asked for details about your 

private counseling experience. While the interview will not directly focus on the reason for the counseling, 

it may bring up past experiences. Your data will be anonymously reported, securely stored, and kept strictly 

confidential. 

 

This study is being conducted by Jenny Broaddus, MS. Ed (Licensed Professional Counselor and 

PhD student and primary investigator) under the supervision of Pamela Larde, Ph.D., Anderson University 

Faculty Advisor. You were selected as a possible participant because you are  

1. a professional counselor/psychotherapist (LPC, LMSW, PsyD, LCDC) whose primary mode of 

work is talk therapy and who has worked with clients who are leaders OR  

2. You are a leader who has participated in at least three sessions of professional counseling (for any 

reason) with an LPC, LMSW, PsyD, or LCDC.  

Leaders are defined as anyone who:  

1. Considers themselves in a leadership role. 

2. Takes ownership and responsibility for positive and negative outcomes 

3. Makes decisions that impact the lives of others. 

If you decide to participate,  

Step 1: Respond to the recruitment advertisement through email 

Step 2: Participate in a screening phone call and verbal consent (ten minutes) 

Step 3: Receive, sign and return the written consent form (five minutes) 

Step 4: Participate in an individual Zoom interview with the principal researcher (forty-five minutes) 

OR Participate in a group interview with the principal researcher (Participatory Inquiry Interview with 

three professional counselors and three leaders) (45 minutes) 

 

Your participation in this study may involve minimal potential risks or discomforts. While the 

research and interview will specifically focus on leadership skills and your counseling experience, your 

reason for counseling and previous trauma may arise. The interview is not a counseling session, and the 

interviewer will make every effort to maintain the discussion to the study's primary focus. Although the 

primary researcher is a mental health provider, this study does not address current health conditions.  

 

 

Participants will not receive financial incentives, compensation, or extra credit for participating in 

this research study. However, by participating, you are part of a new, growing, and future-oriented research 
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that aims to honor, validate, and contribute to professional counseling and leadership communities. Your 

experiences may be the bridge to a greater understanding of emotional intelligence and authenticity 

development.   

 

Any information obtained with this study that can be identified with you will remain strictly confidential. 

Confidentiality will be a cornerstone of this research, and anonymity regarding personal data will be 

protected by converting identifying data to participant numbers and, later in the process, numbers coded to 

pseudonyms. Anything you may divulge in an interview can be used for research purposes, but know that 

the interview questions are not designed with psychological diagnoses or treatment of your presenting 

issues in mind, but rather your general experiences. This study is not intended to diagnose, treat, or address 

any psychological or physical condition. Some direct quotes may be used for reporting purposes for the 

written research dissertation using a prescribed pseudonym. These interview excerpts will be carefully 

chosen to describe the phenomenon, not specific circumstances. None of your identifiable information will 

be included. 

You may withdraw from participation at any point during the study, for any reason, without 

penalty or prejudice. You may also withdraw any data collected about yourself if that data is identifiable.  

 

Your decision on whether or not to participate will not jeopardize your future relations with 

Anderson University or the researchers. 

 

To those participating in the group participatory inquiry interviews, please note: Confidentiality is 

assured from the role of the researcher and encouraged to the group as a whole, but it cannot be promised. 

The researcher cannot control what participants may do upon leaving the group setting. However, 

participants are psychotherapists and leaders who have experienced the benefits of confidentiality in the 

therapeutic environment and are more likely to respect the boundaries of safe spaces. Additionally, 

participants will be encouraged to reduce identifiers on conferences to improve confidentiality. 

   

 

If you have any questions, I invite you to ask them now. Suppose you have questions later, Jenny 

Broaddus (Primary Researcher), jbroaddus104@andersonuniversity.edu, 409-504-2545, or Pamela Larde, 

Ph.D. (faculty advisor) plarde@andersonuniversity.edu will be happy to answer them. You will be 

provided a copy of this consent form to keep. 

 

For more information regarding your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Chairs 

of the Human Subjects Committee/Institutional Review Board by phone or email. The HSC Chairs, Dr. 

Joni Criswell and Dr. Robert Franklin, can be reached at (864) 231-2000 or through email at 

hsc@andersonuniversity.edu.   

 

 

HAVING READ THE INFORMATION PROVIDED, YOU MUST DECIDE WHETHER 

OR NOT YOU WISH TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY. YOUR SIGNATURE 

INDICATES YOUR WILLINGNESS TO PARTICIPATE. 

 

___________________________________  ___________________________________ 

Participant's signature  Date   Investigator's signature  Date 

 

 

___________________________________  ____________________________________ 

Print Name      Print Name 

 

316 Boulevard ∙ Anderson, South Carolina 29621 ∙ 864.231.2000 ∙ andersonuniversity.edu 

 

mailto:jbroaddus104@andersonuniversity.edu
mailto:plarde@andersonuniversity.edu
mailto:hsc@andersonuniversity.edu
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