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The Self-Awareness Gap 
Why Brilliant Leaders Keep Undermining Themselves (and what might work) 

Synopsis 

Most leadership development fails because we keep recycling methods that can't solve the 
core problem: you need self-awareness to develop self-awareness. Traditional 
approaches—journaling, executive coaching, 360 reviews—all break down in predictable 
ways. They demand consistency most leaders can't sustain, rely on noticing what you're 
fundamentally blind to, get watered down by organizational dynamics, rarely convert 
understanding into different behavior, and lack the longitudinal observation required to 
spot meaningful patterns. AI changes the economics of this problem completely. For less 
than two minutes a day, leaders can now generate behavioral data that accumulates 
indefinitely, gets analyzed without political filtering, and translates into specific micro-
actions worth testing. I haven't validated this approach yet, but it addresses every known 
failure point in existing practices. The real question isn't whether the logic holds—it's 
whether leaders will actually do it long enough to find out if it works. 

________________________________________ 

I've spent thirty-two years watching brilliant leaders try to become more self-aware. I can 
count on one hand how many succeeded. 

They journal. They do 360s. They hire coaches. They attend workshops on emotional 
intelligence. They read the books. They try the frameworks. And then, six months later, 
they're still undermining themselves in exactly the same ways. 

A founder who could read a market in seconds yet couldn't feel the room cooling when he 
spoke too long. A president who built psychological safety for everyone except the person 
who disagreed with her. A CTO whose need to be the smartest voice in every meeting slowly 
pushed the best engineers out the door. 

The problem is never awareness of the problem. Every leader I've worked with knows their 
blind spots exist. Most can even name them when pressed.  

The problem is that every method we have for developing self-awareness fails the same 
way, for the same reasons. 

And until we're honest about why they fail, we'll keep recycling the same interventions and 
wondering why nothing sticks. 
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Why Reflection Practices Fail 

Failure Mode 1: They require discipline we don't have 

Journaling works beautifully. If you do it every day. For months. 

But most leaders journal in bursts. Three weeks of entries after a workshop. A few days 
after a hard conversation. Nothing for two months. Then a guilty restart. The practice dies 
not because it's ineffective, but because it requires sustained discipline that competes 
with every other demand on a leader's attention. We're asking people who already struggle 
with work-life balance to add one more daily practice. It doesn't survive contact with 
reality. 

Failure Mode 2: We don't see what we're blind to 

Even when leaders do reflect consistently, they can only reflect on what they noticed. 

You can't journal about interrupting people if you didn't register that you interrupted them. 
You can't write about the room going cold if you didn't feel it happen. Reflection requires 
you to notice the thing worth reflecting on. But the whole problem is that you're not noticing 
it. We ask leaders to journal their blind spots. By definition, they can't see them to write 
them down. 

Failure Mode 3: Feedback gets filtered 

360-degree assessments solve the self-deception problem by asking others. 

But now you've introduced new problems: politics, kindness, fear of retaliation, and 
recency bias. Your direct reports won't tell you that you interrupt them constantly. They'll 
say you're "very engaged" and "sometimes move quickly through topics." Your peers won't 
tell you that you dominate every meeting. They'll say you're "a strong contributor" who 
"could occasionally create more space for others." The signal gets sanded down until it's 
too soft to be useful. 

Failure Mode 4: Insight doesn't equal change 

Even when feedback lands clean—when a coach or a peer tells you something true that 
you can actually hear—most leaders still don't change. 

Because knowing you interrupt people doesn't tell you when you're about to interrupt 
someone, or why you do it, or what to do instead in the half-second before it happens. 
Insight is necessary but nowhere near sufficient. You need to catch yourself in the moment, 
understand the pattern, and have a specific micro-behavior ready to deploy. Most 
reflection practices give you the insight and leave you to figure out the rest. 
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Failure Mode 5: No one is watching long enough 

The most valuable thing a coach does isn't the brilliant question they ask in a single 
session. 

It's that they watch you over months and notice patterns you can't see. "You say you value 
candor, but in the last six conversations we've had, you've changed the subject every time 
someone challenged your thinking." That kind of observation requires someone watching 
closely, remembering accurately, and having no ego investment in being liked by you. Most 
leaders can't afford enough coaching hours to get that level of sustained observation. And 
even if they could, the coach isn't in the room when the patterns actually play out. 

 

What Would Have to Change 

If we're serious about solving this, we need a practice that: 

1. Takes less than two minutes - or it won't survive the first hard week 

2. Captures signal we can't see on our own - or we'll just journal our way around the 
truth 

3. Accumulates over time - or we'll never see the patterns that only emerge across 
weeks 

4. Translates insight into action - or nothing changes 

5. Costs almost nothing - or only executives with coaching budgets get access 

For thirty years, you couldn't design a practice that did all five. You could get two or three. 
Never all five. 

Then AI got good enough to hold a conversation, remember everything, and spot patterns 
without ego. 

 

The Proposed Test 

Here's what I think might actually work. Seven questions. End of day. Ninety seconds. 

The questions aren't about what happened. They're about how you showed up in what 
happened. 
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1. How clearly did I track my own emotional state today? 
1 → Only in hindsight 
2 → Noticed late 
3 → Mostly in real time 
4 → Anticipated and adjusted 

2. When someone pushed back, how did I actually respond? 
1 → Defended 
2 → Listened but reloaded 
3 → Paused and curious 
4 → Updated my view 

3. What quality of presence did I bring? 
1 → Distracted 
2 → Transactional 
3 → Engaged 
4 → Fully intentional 

4. Did anything catch me emotionally off-guard? 
1 → Yes, badly 
2 → Yes, recovered 
3 → Minor, adapted 
4 → Nothing—I saw it coming 

5. How much space did I give others to speak? 
1 → I filled most of it 
2 → Normal amount 
3 → More than usual 
4 → Actively created silence 

6. Did my actions match the leader I believe I am? 
1 → Barely 
2 → Somewhat 
3 → Mostly 
4 → Completely 

7. How attuned was I to the effect I was having on others? 
1 → Didn't register 
2 → Realized later 
3 → Noticed in the moment 
4 → Anticipated and shaped it 
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Each question maps to a leadership failure I've seen destroy careers: 

• Leaders who can't read their own emotions in real time make decisions from fear or 
ego they don't recognize until it's too late (Q1) 

• Leaders who can't actually update their views when challenged become 
progressively isolated from reality (Q2) 

• Leaders who bring transactional presence get transactional teams (Q3) 

• Leaders who get blindsided emotionally create chaos for everyone downstream 
(Q4) 

• Leaders who fill all the space slowly suffocate their best people (Q5) 

• Leaders whose actions diverge from their self-concept are exhausting to work with 
because the dissonance leaks everywhere (Q6) 

• Leaders who can't read their effect on others are flying blind (Q7) 

Answer the seven questions. Add a sentence or two of context if something significant 
happened. 

Paste it into the same AI conversation thread every day. Same thread—you're building a 
dataset. 

Then ask: 

1. "What pattern do you see emerging that I probably can't see yet?" 

2. "Describe how someone on my team likely experienced me today." 

3. "What deeper need or fear is driving my lowest scores?" 

4. "Give me one five-second micro-behavior to try tomorrow when this pattern shows 
up." 

5. (After 2-3 weeks) "Compare my last seven days to the previous fourteen. What's 
changed?" 

 

How This Addresses Each Failure Mode 

Failure Mode 1: Discipline 
Ninety seconds is survivable. You spend longer choosing what to watch on Netflix. The 
friction is low enough that it might actually stick. 
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Failure Mode 2: Blind spots 
The numerical scoring forces you to evaluate dimensions you wouldn't naturally track. You 
might not notice you interrupted someone, but you have to score "how much space did I 
give others to speak" anyway. The question itself creates the noticing. 

Failure Mode 3: Filtered feedback 
No politics. No kindness. The AI has no reason to protect your feelings and no fear of 
retaliation. It just shows you what the pattern says. 

Failure Mode 4: Insight to action 
Every AI prompt is designed to bridge from pattern to micro-behavior. Not "you interrupt 
people" but "try five seconds of silence before you respond tomorrow when someone 
challenges you in the 2pm meeting." 

Specific. Immediate. Testable. 

Failure Mode 5: Sustained observation 
The AI never forgets. It has perfect recall of your last sixty or ninety days. It's watching more 
closely than any coach ever could, and it's in your pocket. 

 

The Real Experiment 

Use this for thirty days. Same seven questions. Same AI thread. Every day. Then ask 
yourself: 

Did the AI surface a pattern you genuinely couldn't see on your own? 

Did you change a specific behavior because of what it showed you? 

Did anyone on your team notice the change without you telling them? 

If the answer to all three is yes, we've found something. 

If the answer is no, at least we'll know why it failed—and we can design the next version 
better. 

 

What I Don't Know Yet 

Whether this actually works. I think it could. The logic on the surface appears to be sound 
(but it’s ok to challenge). Each piece addresses a known failure mode. 

In full transparency, I haven't run this long enough with enough people to know three things: 
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1. Will leaders stick with it past the first two weeks? 

2. Does the AI's pattern recognition surface blind spots that actually matter, or does it 
just reflect back what you already knew but weren't admitting? 

3. Are the micro-experiments it suggests specific enough to change behavior in the 
moment? 

But I know this: 

We've been trying to solve leadership self-awareness the same way for decades, and it 
keeps failing for the same reasons. AI gives us a chance to design around those failure 
modes for the first time. 

If you try this for thirty days and it doesn't surface anything you didn't already know, you've 
lost ninety minutes total and gained a month of structured reflection. If it works—if the AI 
catches a pattern that actually changes how you lead—it might be the cheapest, most 
scalable leadership development intervention that's ever existed. 

The only thing worse than another failed leadership development practice would be to keep 
pretending the old ones work. 

 

~ Shaurav 


