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In my previous articles in this series 'Trainer as Leader' I outlined the five pillars of 
Transformational Leadership - the model of leadership supported by the extensive research 
of Bass & Avolio.  
 
In this article I will discuss the first of the four components of Authentic Leadership – Self 
Awareness.   
 

The Self Aware Trainer, by Paul Clifford, Organisational Psychologist, FBG Group 
 
Self awareness is critical for a trainer as it can be the difference between attracting and 
retaining just enough business to survive or having plenty of business so that you thrive.  So 
what do we mean by self awareness?  Having a good level of self awareness means 
understanding your strengths and your opportunities for improvement as a person.  This is a 
deeper level of self awareness than simply knowing that you are good runner but not a good 
swimmer.  It means knowing your preferred personal style, your character strengths and 
flaws, what triggers your emotions and what internal conflicts you have that need to be 
resolved.  This true level of self awareness is what maturity is all about.  As our maturity 
grows so too does our ability to lower our defences and respond to clients in ways that 
builds strong connections.  Why is this important?  It will help us to really get to know our 
clients better and more successfully lead them toward their goals.        
 
I’d like to focus this article on how knowing more about our preferred personal style can 
have a big impact on the results for you and your clients.  The following are a few core 
components of one’s personal style.       
 
 

 Big picture v detail. Some of us are big picture people, spontaneous and creative.  
Others are process oriented, structured and into detail.  Some clients will be 
attracted to one style and not the other.  As a trainer you know that some clients 
need and ask for a lot of detail.  They’ll ask questions such “Why are you asking me 
to do this exercise?” and “What muscles is this exercise working?”  
 
The ‘big picture’ style trainers may be out of their comfort zone with this type of 
client.  Detail may be trivial, boring or simply a hassle to a big picture trainer.  
However, for the detailed client it may be fascinating and critical.  The ‘big picture’ 
style trainers who are highly aware of their natural style will understand the 
limitations of not adapting their style to suit the client who likes detail and process.  
The self aware trainer will know why they don’t like detail, will be attuned to those 
who do and will respond flexibly to ensure that the details are covered off for this 
client so that this client is satisfied and retained.    

 
 
 Aggressive and passive. Some of us are quite comfortable giving feedback and some 

can at times be insensitive with its delivery. Others find it almost impossible to 
deliver any hard messages. Both of these positions can be problematic with a client.  
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Many clients need to hear messages they may not like.  Those that can't deliver 
those messages may find their clients don’t achieve their goals because they are 
never given the chance to understand where they are going wrong and how they can 
correct it.  The self aware trainer who finds it uncomfortable to deliver hard 
messages will reflect on why that is and overcome some or all of the psychological 
barriers that prevent them from being brave. The self aware trainer will also take 
steps to learn strategies to mitigate their discomfort and learn skills to deliver 
feedback effectively.  
 

Those who have a tendency to deliver messages insensitively run the risk of 
alienating clients who need encouragement and understanding so that they can hear 
the tough messages. All bluntness and no diplomacy will scare many off.  The self 
aware trainer who usually doesn't hold back will realize the value in learning the 
skills of subtlety and empathy.  

 
 
 

 Extravert or introvert. Some trainers are born to be the life of the party and are very 
good at working with groups. They are enthusiastic, energetic and confident in front 
of groups. Others are more reserved and work more effectively one on one - focused 
on personal attention and seriously attuned to the subtleties of each individual's 
needs.   The extraverted trainer runs the risk of intimidating a quieter, more 
reflective client.  The self aware extravert will know this about themselves and will 
be able to tone down their exuberance and apparent energy to more closely match 
the client’s personal style.     

 
The introverted trainer may struggle with group sessions and notice that there isn’t a 
buzz about the session.  The self aware introvert will learn specific strategies to 
enable them to appear more outgoing and bring a bit more razzamatazz to attract 
clients.  It’s not about being ‘fake’, it’s learning to adapt – there is a difference.  

 
 
 

 Optimist v pessimist - the highly confident and optimistic trainer can sometimes 
encourage goal setting that is too ambitious and sets up the client for failure. This 
style of trainer can also miss the emotional signs that a client gives out that they are 
unhappy or frustrated. The pessimistic and anxious trainer may project a lack of 
confidence in their own instructions leading the client to also doubt the trainer, 
undermining goal achievement and sustainable relationships.  

 
The self aware optimist learns to consciously look more closely for signs of a lack of 
confidence in their clients and takes these seriously rather than brushing them off.  
The self aware pessimist examines the cause of their self doubt and is conscious to 
manage their emotions so as to avoid projecting the pessimism and doubt to their 
clients.    
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You can see through these examples how a good understanding of your own preferred 
style and an acceptance of one's imperfection can enable a trainer to adapt and cater to 
a broader audience.  This increases your chances of being able to offer a service that 
meets the needs of the majority if not all clients rather than just a select subset that 
‘gets’ you. If you are serious about increasing your appeal as a trainer you need to be 
flexible in your approach whilst still maintaining the core of who you are and not 
compromising your integrity and values.  
 

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 build self awareness.  
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