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In my previous articles in this series 'Trainer as Leader' I outlined four of the five pillars of 
Transformational Leadership - the model of leadership supported by the extensive research 
of Bass & Avolio. The fifth and final pillar of transformational leadership is Intellectual 
stimulation which is characterised by a leader's ability to stimulate followers' creative and 
problem solving abilities, encouraging them to think differently and to implement innovative 
solutions. As a trainer you can demonstrate this leadership capability by influencing your 
clients to think of new ways of thinking about themselves and how they go about doing 
things.  It may be appropriate to encourage them to think differently about how they train 
but it may also extend to asking them to look at themselves as a human being in different 
ways.  
 
Consider the following examples and the opportunity they present for encouraging different 
ways of thinking: 
 

 John has only ever thought about training for marathons in one way - running long 
distances as fast as possible four times a week.  He has never done any Pilates or 
Yoga despite the fact that his lack of flexibility is undermining his ability to run to his 
optimal level.  

 

 Mary is looking to lose weight but thinks that exercise allows her to eat whatever 
she wants and can't imagine life without junk food.  
 

 Phoebe is always late to training sessions and always has excuses that reveal her 
self- perception as a victim of external circumstances with no control over what 
happens to her. 
 

 Travis is a perfectionist and gets very angry when he finds he is struggling with an 
exercise.  He’d rather give up than be seen to be struggling.      

 
As a trainer, one or more of these examples may remind you of a client you have worked 
with.  There are likely to be multiple opportunities with any client to influence the way they 
think and the actions they take.  True leadership as a trainer means finding a supportive way 
to begin a conversation with your client about the issue that is potentially holding them 
back from achieving their goal.  It includes demonstrating empathy for their current thinking 
patterns, raising awareness of alternatives and looking for ways to influence changes in 
thinking over time.   
 
Let’s imagine John is your client.  One approach might be to ask John whether he has 
considered doing Pilates or yoga before.  Let’s imagine John’s reply is that “Pilates and Yoga 
is only for women”, “my friends would laugh at me if I told them I was doing yoga or Pilates” 
and “I’ve never needed to stretch before, so why bother now”.  The following are some 
things you could do to demonstrate ‘intellectual stimulation’, encouraging John to think in 
new ways. 
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 Find some men who have benefited from yoga or Pilates who are happy to 
explain to John how it has benefited them. 

 Ask John to think of reasons why it might benefit him to tell his friends he is 
doing yoga and Pilates.  If John is on the ball he might tell you that it would 
enable him to assert his right to do things he wants to do, rather than only doing 
things others approve.   

 Give John the task of researching the benefits of greater flexibility to running.   
 
You can see here that none of these actions involve you as the trainer trying to convince 
John.  All three potential solutions provide opportunities for John to make the realisations 
himself and allow him to make the decision as to whether he will change his thoughts and 
behaviour.   It is important to remember that as a trainer you are not a failure if your client 
does not change their thinking patterns and behaviour.  However, you are far more likely to 
see such changes if you diplomatically and sensitively talk about ‘the elephant in the room’ 
– in John’s case his thoughts about yoga and Pilates – and provide your client with 
opportunities to make their own realisations and their own decisions about change.   
 
Demonstrating intellectual stimulation as a trainer will help set you apart from other 
trainers because it will allow clients to make breakthroughs they never thought possible, 
securing your reputation as a trainer that can get the results that other trainers can’t.  
 
Contact Paul on 0423771839 or e-mail him at pclifford@fbggroup.com.au if you’d like to 
know more about what trainers can do to stimulate change in clients.  
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