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Figure 9. Fear Relationship Model  

The Fear Relationship Model shows the responses, relationship, and performance 

outcomes that occur depending on whether leaders do or do not know their fears. It is 

intended to demonstrate the relationship between not knowing fear, which serves to 

generate a negative response and knowing fear, which serves to generate a positive 

response fear. The Fear Relationship Model is to some extent related to the Fight or 

Flight Response theory (Cannon, 1915). For example, leaders who fight against their 

fears respond positively and leaders who flight from their fears respond negatively to 

their fears.  The Fear Relationship Model also shows that not knowing fear is an 

unconscious incompetence level and knowing fear is an unconscious competent and 

mastery level for leaders. The model illustrates that once the leaders gained unconscious 
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competency and level of mastery they were able to modify their performance outcomes 

and eventually they reached a level of mastery. Reaching the level of mastery allowed 

integration of knowing fear, executing fear strategies, and impacting one’s leadership 

abilities or performance outcomes. To build the Fear Relationship Model, I considered 

the Johari Window (Conscious Competence Model) (Luft & Ingham, 1955) a model for 

understanding and improving self-awareness as individuals and groups.  Luft and Ingram 

(1955) believe there are four forms of awareness: unconscious incompetence, conscious 

incompetence, conscious competence, and unconscious competence. The Fear 

Relationship Model follows the four stages of fear from the Johari Window. At the “do 

not know fear” level the leaders experience unconscious incompetence. Leaders who 

ignore their fears can do so in a conscious incompetence state as illustrated in the Fear 

Relationship Model. Once leaders began to acknowledge their fear, they reached the 

conscious competence stage; as leaders progress further in knowing their fear, they reach 

the unconscious competence stage. Or, as described by Luft and Ingram (1955), at the 

second nature or mastery level of self-awareness and, in the case of my model, knowing 

fear. 

Relationship with fear themes. Equally important and worth documenting here 

are quotes from participants about their relationships with their fears. Recapping, these 

themes were shared during the axial coding description: (a) love/hate, (b) good/bad, (c) 

conscious/unconscious, (d) stems from childhood or childhood relating, (e) 

healthy/unhealthy, (f) embrace/frightening, (g) real, (h) some work to make the 

relationship stronger by doing more that generates fear or negative relationship with fear, 

(i) two-sided; propels you or holds you back, and (j) on talking terms. These fear 
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relationship themes demonstrate the connection leaders had with their fears. Leaders 

described their relationship with their fears as outcomes. When leaders knew their fears, 

they responded positively and as an outcome they gained a positive relationship with 

their fear; the opposite effect occurred if they didn’t know their fear. The fear 

relationships described by leaders varied by theme.  

Love/hate. Leaders who had love hate relationships with their fears said they had 

both a tender and detested relationship with fear. When the relationship included love, 

they were more likely to consider ways to operate with the fear, whereas a hate 

relationship with fear caused leaders to freeze or delay their work. Participant Megan 

talks about this notion of loving or hating fear most intimately. 

Yeah, I mean I can tell when my fear is getting to a level that I need to manage it. 

And that is when it is either insomnia or you find yourself avoiding. You don’t 

want to open an email because you are dreading what it is going to say. Or, not 

knowing what you are going to do. And when I find myself doing that a little too 

much then I am not comfortable, that is just not a place I want to live. So then I 

realize I have to know, to your point, how to conquer it. Get over it and I literally 

talk to myself. (Megan) 

Good/bad. A good or bad relationship with fear became a way for the leaders to 

say they had a respectable, decent, or bad relationship with their fear. Leaders found 

themselves to still be effective when they experienced fear as long as they exercised 

strategies to work with fear and strived to reach their desired outcomes. Rose, who is a 

white female, age 50-54, and an executive director for a university spoke about her 

relationship with fear as being very good. 
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I think it is very good. I am sure there are fears that I have yet to be aware of or 

become familiar with. I say I have a pretty good relationship with my fears. (Rose)   

Participant Ben talked about his relationship with fear can be good or bad and 

how he manages his relationship. 

I work hard to be self-aware and I really see how limiting it is when you are not. 

Knowing my fear would be an important part of knowing myself. I try to manage 

the fear of failure and fear of not doing my best. I am afraid of being ineffective 

because of my lack of awareness of my motivators versus other people 

motivators. I am afraid of my blind spots. My relationship with fear can be good 

or bad. (Ben) 

Conscious/unconscious. Constantly needing to operate with fear, some leaders 

appeared to be well informed about and keenly aware of their fears. These leaders were 

able to describe how once they knew their fear or emotion they took steps to mitigate the 

fear. These steps were often intentional and resulted from experiencing the same or 

different fears over and over. The conscious relationship meant leaders were not as 

apprehensive about their fear. Rather, they used their relationship with fear as a way to 

consider solutions for minimizing the fears or modifying future fears. By maintaining a 

conscious relationship with fear, leaders were able to think more rationally and logically 

as Mary A. described: 

I have had to take a deep breath and make a conscious effort not to respond 

quickly. And the reason is anytime that fear enters into a thought process it 

creates a different outcome that you did not intend and therefore if I just simply 

step back and say I am afraid here of the outcome or I am fearful that I am not 
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going to do the right thing or if I am fearful of a negative outcome because fear is 

interfering with my normal thought process I have to take a step or breath and 

think logically and pack rationalization into it because fear takes over. Then I am 

able to respond more logically so long it is kind of like repressing my fear. (Mary 

A.) 

On the other hand, Wen who is a white male age 50-54, chairman of a board for a 

food cooperative talked about his unconscious or unaware experience with fear and the 

impact of fear in this case.   

I know I have had a situation where I know I have been in a conversation with 

someone. And what I wasn’t aware of consciously. The questioning possible was 

actually about something different in relation to what was being described. This 

happened to me at this insurance conference when someone was talking to me and 

trying to grab information and I thought it was an informal conversation only to 

find out later it was really an investigation about someone I was working with 

who was doing questionable behavior. During this conversation I was 

uncomfortable. When I look back at that situation is that “oh sh—“ there was 

really something else going on there and I missed it. (Wen)  

Stems from childhood or childhood relating. For some leaders, their 

relationship with their fears stemmed from childhood experiences. They were either 

scared by this connection or inspired. In the case of being scared, leaders spoke about 

responding to certain situations based on an early-established association with fear. It was 

not until they had several experiences coupled with positive outcomes that the leader was 
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able to regain confidence. Wen described his childhood memories as a root cause of his 

other fears: 

I grew up with a parent that just looks at you like I was supposed to mind read 

what’s on her mind and this caused me high levels of fear and anxiety. I was 

always questioned for the accuracy of what I was doing. I lived in a negative 

family. Everything is bad or wrong and nothing looked any good. This can make 

decision-making quite challenging… That had a dynamic feeling and my fears for 

so long were so unarticulated and I was unable to process them because I was 

basically taught not to trust my fears. (Wen)   

Healthy/unhealthy. Participant leader Jen, who is a white female, age 30-35, vice 

president working for a medical communications company, explained how she tries to 

keep her relationship with fear healthy: “I think if there is a healthy amount of fear that is 

what can keep you motivated or humble or aware and alert.” (Jen) 

The healthy relationship with fear seem to imply maintaining a sense of good 

between fear and ones reaction to fear. Participants spoke about benefiting from their 

relationship with fear and getting to a rational state of mind or being psychologically 

grounded once they understood their fears. Some leaders found themselves able to 

function well once they paused to take time and get to know their fears. Leaders who 

knew their fears existed talked about strategies for working with fear.  

Unhealthy relationships with are quite the opposite of healthy ones. However, the 

leaders tend to turn this unhealthy relationship into something they could manage with 

other mental frameworks. Mike who is a white male age 50-54, working as a vice 

president for a large retail company described: 
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I think definitely fear can be motivating but it can quickly turn unhealthy. You 

know like I try to balance confidence, which can be typically the opposite of fear. 

Some might say the opposite of fear is courage. For me it is confidence. Because I 

don’t know if I am courageous or not but I am not going to bravely head into the 

unknown even if I have enough courage in fighting it. I think it is more 

confidence and I am more confident if I have done my homework and I know 

what I am facing and I know how I am going to handle it. (Mike) 

Embrace/frightening. Embracing fear was a repetition of some leaders accepting 

fear. The repeating process of accepting fear allowed the leaders to learn from their fears. 

By repeating the acceptance process, leaders grew and became fond of their relationship 

with fear. The acceptance leaders demonstrated a growing connection to their fears and 

more fondness was generated over time. One participant talked about embracing fear as 

sort of a necessary evil.  

I think that people who are afraid of fear…I think that is almost where the 

paralyzing part is, that may have been when I was younger. But you have just got 

to sort of embrace them because that is just part of who you are and prove 

whatever it is you are trying to prove. Whether it is yourself or I guess that is your 

relationship with your employees. You know it is part of who you are. You cannot 

get rid of it so you have to embrace it and figure out and work past it. (Sue)  

Frightening relationships with fear can be fearful and cause anticipation of bad 

outcomes. Different leaders talked about how fear could sometimes be day to day and it 

is not necessarily situational. Rather it is fear of failure. Mary A., who is a white female 
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age 50-54, senior consultant in learning and development for a healthcare insurance 

company described the frightening impact of fear here: 

I was fearful that it would not be clear of a negative outcome.  The business is 

complex. I was fearful that they wouldn’t know what to do with the information. I would 

say the biggest fear just in the day-to-day doing the job that is not necessarily situational 

is just the fear of failure. I think it is a good and bad attribute of a leader because if you 

let it get the best of you, you are bound to fail. But I think it is good to have a bit of fear 

in everything you do so that it can entice you to do better.  

Real. Participants spoke of the relationship with fear being real. Participants 

described how their fears physically existed and were manifested. The fears were definite 

and confirmed by the emotions and anxiety they felt. For some leaders, the mere fact that 

they felt the emotion of fear showed they had a connection to their emotions of fear; that 

is, emotions and feelings were not imaginary or artificial. Like any other relationship, 

leaders had rational and irrational reactions to their fears. Simply put, Mary B. responded 

to the question, What is your relationship with your fear? by saying, “Oh boy, real…not 

love, but not necessarily hate.” (Mary B.) 

Positive or negative relationship and generating fear. A positive relationship 

with fear for leaders was described as a force that made them emotionally resilient and 

physically powerful. Leaders described fears, doubts, and anxiety as emotions that helped 

them grow and become stronger leaders. For instance, Megan talked about the strong 

relationship with fear. “All my fears, doubts and anxiety are the things that have helped 

me grow and to become stronger and better and I just don’t want to be ruled by fear. I am 

enough of a control freak.” (Megan) 
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In terms of generating fear, leaders often did things that generated fear as a way of 

learning from their mistake. It seemed as though the fear created a learning process for 

leaders. The lessons learned were either lessons about the quality of their strategies for 

working with the fear or lessons about the outcome of the work. Nelson described the 

lesson he learned as things he captured in his failure journal: 

So I do keep a failure journal, which is all of those lessons learned or things I 

should have done better. Failure isn’t the definition of it. It is kind of a gray line 

but things I just should have done better. I just call it my lessons learned book and 

I try to put as much in there during the project and post mortem and after the 

project as well. And I have actually copied a couple of pages and sent them to my 

team. And say okay here is everything I have learned and said okay let’s not 

repeat this. I have had younger people who report they have found them 

extremely helpful. And they have started their own as well. (Nelson) 

A negative relationship with fear for leaders was described as a demotivator that 

made them self-conscious, scared, paralyzed, or resistant to moving onward with the 

work at hand. For instance, Ben described his relationship with fear. 

It (impact) or relationship can be a negative for me especially in terms of working 

with others because I am so mortified and concerned with like I said hurting 

others feelings. This means I mostly likely won’t take action. (Ben) 

Nelson described his client’s relationship with fear as “a negative thing impacting 

their career.” 
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Two-sided: Fears propel or hold people back. Participants spoke about how 

fear can be propelling or restraining. For example, Lisa, who is a white female, age 40-

44, managing director for a design firm said: 

Fear is two-sided; in one way it propels you forward and in other ways it holds 

you back. So I think it depends on what else is going on in your life. I think fear is 

very contextual so if you are in a good place a little bit of fear is healthy. I think it 

pushes you forward and there are different types of fear. There is also the type of 

fear that can end up really holding yourself back. So I think if you can recognize 

which type it is and deal appropriately it is easier to deal with your advantage. 

And if you can recognize and put it in its place or is this a fear that you can get 

over or walk away [from]. Sometimes fear is a warning sign that you know, don’t 

go there. (Lisa) 

I think this phrase is exemplary of how accepting fear can move leaders toward 

productivity and ignoring fear can be paralyzing. I think everyone has been in those 

relationships that give a sense of productivity or progress; while other relationships give a 

sense of failure and immobility. The two-sided relationship with fear appears to be no 

different. 

Talking terms. Participant Carl, who is a white male, age 50-54, human 

resources director for hotel company, truly articulated the spirit of being on talking terms 

with your fears:  

I would say I am probably on talking terms with them now whereas I didn’t used 

to be. I think I have acknowledged most of them and I can deal and manage them. 
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I was at a SHRM [meeting] where the speaker said the most successful people are 

the people who manage their weaknesses and their fears. (Carl)  

Carl and many others talked about how they listened to their fears as a form of 

learning and self-development. Their self-development was impacted as they worked 

hard to form a better relationship with their fear. The relationship was better by their 

ability to know their fears. Carl, like many other participants, believed the act of 

managing their fear contributed to their success as leaders. I think this management 

included the process of the leaders operating while experiencing fear. 

Fear Relationship Model 

The Fear Relationship Model emerged as I considered ways to demonstrate the 

theory. It became a way of illustrating the growing abilities of the leaders taking time to 

know their fear and perform strategies as a result of acknowledging their fears. Once the 

leaders acknowledged their fear, they moved into the positive space of the continuum and 

began accepting their fear. I believe just the notion of accepting fear is a positive 

outcome. Similarly, accepting the fear I think demonstrated leaders’ capability of having 

a good relationship with their fear. While, the relationship was not perfect, the first time 

the participant accepted the fear, I believe the relationship became stronger. As it did the 

more often leaders experienced fear and successfully accomplished their task after they 

practiced different strategies for dealing with their fear. This is an example typical of the 

leaders who participated in this study and spoke about this revelation.  

I have a love relationship with my fear because it helps me expand and grow. And 

a hate relationship because there is something I thought was either going okay or 

it is something I didn’t deal with. I have tried to repress fear and know doggone it, 
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it is not going away. I really thought long and hard about what that is. I thought it 

is absolutely a fact that everyone has fear [even] if you don’t claim it or 

acknowledge it. It made me realize I don’t want to live in a place like that. Fear 

will create stagnant time for you and you will never move on. You can get stuck. 

You have to deal with it. You cannot ignore it and expect to do the same thing 

tomorrow. I have learned that I cannot control the outcome, I just have to handle 

it the best way I know. (Mary A.) 

Therefore, the Fear Relationship Model also became a way for implying leaders 

can experience fear over and over and, as a result, find themselves formulating and 

employing strategies to obtain positive outcomes. This data is supported by theories 

about alternatives to move fear toward more positive experiences. Tugade and 

Fredrickson (2004) developed the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, which 

proposes positive and negative emotions have “distinct and complimentary adaptive 

functions” (p. 321). According to Frederickson and Branigan (2005) and Fredrickson and 

Losada (2005), negative emotional states, particularly high arousal ones like anxiety and 

fear, serve to narrow people's intentional focus. Conversely, positive emotions can 

expand people’s thinking. Experts in positive psychology suggested that “positive 

emotions fuel psychological resiliency and bounce back” thereby supporting the ability of 

individuals to flourish in their environment (Napper, 2009, p. 67). Given theories in 

positive psychology, one can assume the ability to successfully shift and transform 

negative emotional experiences such as fear to positive emotional experiences 

demonstrates learning, growth, and resiliency (Cure, 2009).  
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Restated, the Fear Relationship Model shows negative and positive response and 

behavior patterns that correspond with the fight or flight response theory. When a person 

experiences fear, the amygdala, which is the fear center, releases certain chemicals and 

fills humans with a spurt of confidence to stand up and fight or take flight 

(http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/educational-resources/brain-basics/brain-basics.shtml). 

However, the Fear Relationship Model shows the cognitive activity that goes on when 

people do not know their fear and when a people do know their fear. In succession, 

participant fear strategies demonstrate that leaders can practice tactics or behaviors to 

formulate and execute strategies for possibly blocking the neural pathways that carry fear 

fighting thoughts and teach their brains to respond in ways that are different from its 

learned patterns (Cannon, 1915). 

Separate, but related, are the themes that emerged as leaders described the 

relationship they had with their fears. In review, the descriptive words the leaders in this 

study used to describe their fears included: (a) love/hate, (b) good/bad, (c) 

conscious/unconscious, (d) stems from childhood or childhood relating, (e) 

healthy/unhealthy, (f) embrace/frightening, (g) real, (h) some work to make the 

relationship stronger by doing more that generates fear or negative relationship with fear, 

(i) two-sided: propels you or holds you back and, (j) on talking terms. Many of the 

leaders indicated that their ability to experience fear and have successful outcomes 

caused their relationship with fear to be more positive. Over time, the leaders were able 

to effectively use their fear strategies to extinguish fear or condition their response and 

improve their relationship with their fears.  
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Findings Summary 

This chapter presented the results from the research study, which was an 

expression and research methodology based on Charmaz’ (2006) grounded theory 

process. The purpose of the research was to get clearer about leaders’ fears, how they 

respond to their fears, and the relationship they have with their fears. Through intentional 

thorough interviewing and coding, the results were analyzed until core themes, a theory, 

and a model were discovered. This study was focused on leaders. Kotter‘s (1990) 

definition of leadership served as a base to narrow the scope of leaders to include in the 

research. Accordingly, the participants consisted of individuals in director level and 

above leadership roles from varying backgrounds and industries. Leaders shared their 

fears, responses and relationships with their fears and, as a result, their replies directed 

the process for constructing and revealing the findings, theory, and supporting model.  
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Chapter Five: Summary and Discussion 

Summary 

I have been intrigued by the fears of leaders since I entered into my first 

leadership role. I have experienced my own fears as a leader. Yet I have always found it 

difficult to acknowledge and share my fears with others. I understood early on that 

regardless of my fears, due to my high level of responsibility and dedication to being 

successful in my roles, it was important for me to operate while quietly experiencing fear. 

Later in my leadership journey, I heard one leader express at a conference how important 

it is to do something regardless of the fear you experience. Their specific comment was 

“to do it scared, whatever it is.” It was almost as if their bias was that leaders have to be 

willing to take risks regardless of their inner feelings. It was almost as if this leader was 

suggesting that individuals “feel the fear and do it anyway” (Jeffers, 1998, p. 250).  

For me the bigger question was, what were the fears of other leaders and how 

were their fears similar to or different from mine. I was also particularly curious about 

how other leaders responded to their fears and whether or not they believed their 

relationship with their fears was motivating or demotivating. After all, I felt comfortable 

operating with fear and I wanted to learn if other leaders did too. I wanted to find a way 

to help others with their fears. I also wanted to affirm if the strategies I used to work with 

fear led to positive outcomes or success. An underlying purpose for doing this work was 

that I see so many others around me in similar roles, fearful of doing work, acting in fear, 

and suppressing their fears. I believe this is one of the fundamental reasons why leaders 

or organizations are ineffective. I have observed fear being a form of intrapersonal 
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conflict. While fear is conflict, I understand leaders are able to practice strategies and 

develop habits to get to a better end state. Consequently, organizations could benefit from 

their leaders’ positive motivating outcomes on both a micro and macro level in terms of 

organizational effectiveness and impact.  

Separate yet related, I believe fear exists when people are experiencing change 

and change can be loss of a job or death of a person in their life. The latter type of change 

is transformational change; however, until the person really gains strength from change, 

they need to embrace their fear. I had this transformational experience, which resulted in 

a stronger relationship with fear through writing this dissertation. I experienced extreme 

fear at the point I learned of my grandmother’s terminal illness. At the time, I was in my 

doctoral degree program. Hence, the expedited death of my grandmother prompted me to 

write about the topic of fear.     

In this final chapter, I summarize my work, identify relevant literature, explore 

the implications of my theory, entice myself and other researchers to take future action as 

a result of this study, and provide additional knowledge about leaders and their fears for 

other OD practitioners and researchers interested in the fears of leaders. 

Overview of the Problem  

 As stated in chapter one, regardless of the type of fear, I have seen leaders 

suppress their fears because of their concerns about vulnerability, change, or retaliation. 

Or, when they do express their fears, they may feel ashamed. According to Giley (1997), 

all human behavior choosing courage over fear in the workplace is motivated by either 

fear or desire. Fears impact productivity, communication, and emotional well-being. 

Unless leaders are free to discern their anxiety, they are held hostage by their emotions 
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and engage differently and without being “in the flow.” Flow is defined as when we are 

"in the flow." It means people’s experiences include optimal fulfillment and engagement 

in what they are doing. Flow, whether in creative arts, athletic competition, engaging 

work, or spiritual practice, is a deep and uniquely human motivation to excel, exceed, and 

triumph over limitation (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003).  Csikszentmihalyi (2003) also says, 

“All too often, however, an anxious person will despair of reaching flow because the gap 

between skills and challenges seems insurmountable” (p. 73). Consequently, anxiety that 

often accompanies fears can threaten leaders and the potential of organizations. “Anxiety 

about personal fears, coupled with complexities and ambiguities in the work 

environment, may often be the root of ineffective leadership” (Zytka, 2001, p. 14). 

Purpose of study. My objective was to answer the research questions: 

1. What are the fears of leaders? 

2. How do leaders respond to their fears? 

3. What are the relationships leaders have with their fears?    

Committed to conducting research from the perspective of a social constructionist 

ontology and interpretive epistemology, I used the methodology referred to throughout 

this dissertation as constructionist grounded theory (CTG) and grounded theory. It also 

felt appropriate to conduct this study based on my desire to interact with others and their 

experiences. Through this study, I had the enjoyment of interviewing and learning from 

24 leaders, as defined by Kotter (1990), who identified themselves as experiencing fear. I 

also used other definitions of leadership to support my findings.   

Kotter (1990) defines a leader as someone who establishes direction, aligns 

people and motivates and inspires others. Kouzes and Posner (2002) believe that “five 
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fundamental practices: 1) model the way, 2) inspire a shared vision, 3) challenge the 

process, 4) enable others to act, and 5) encourage the heart” (p.14). Both Kotter and 

Kouzes and Posner were important leadership definitions for conducting this research. 

Furthermore, the view that individuals who are unable to know their feelings are at a 

tremendous disadvantage and oblivious to a realm of reality crucial to success (Goleman, 

1998), also supported the need for this research journey.  

Discussion  

Exposed through this research is the emerging theory and significance of leaders 

knowing their fears, understanding their responses (also known as strategies) to their 

fears, and their motivating or demotivating relationship with their fear. Multiple themes, 

a grounded theory, and a supporting model emerged from the experience of 24 

participants (see p.125-126).  

In addition to having the opportunity to speak with 24 leaders who inspired me to 

do my research, I was fortunate to have had the chance to also speak with family and 

friends about my research. I was encouraged and inspired by these people in my life as 

they shared the common responses like “Hmmm, leaders’ fears, that sounds really 

interesting, how intriguing…can I read your work.”  As I shared my work with them, 

these individuals thought the theory made sense and was similar to their personal 

experience with fear. In fact, they were particularly excited that there were strategies they 

could compare to their own as they interacted with fear. They appreciated the fear 

strategies and Fear Relationship models and agreed with the illustrated movement as one 

becomes more knowledgeable about fear. Finally, many were pleased about the findings. 

They found the findings helped them name, place, and understand their emotions of fears 
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and better recognize their own strategies as they strive to become stronger leaders or 

improve their relationship with their fears. 

Redefining fear and leader fears. Early in the process of conducting this 

research, fear was defined as a distressing emotion aroused by impending danger, evil, 

pain, etc., whether the threat is real or imagined; the feeling or condition of being afraid. 

Synonyms include foreboding, apprehension, consternation, dismay, dread, terror, fright, 

panic, horror, trepidation, and qualm. Fear can include a concern or anxiety and 

something that causes feelings of dread or apprehension; something a person is afraid of. 

Fear can be a powerful and an uncomfortable emotion. Fear is a high level of emotional 

arousal caused by perceiving a significant and personally relevant threat. Fear can 

motivate both protective and maladaptive action, depending on the circumstances (Witte, 

1999).  

A significant finding was that twenty fear types surfaced as the most commonly 

stated fears by the leaders interviewed for this study. The twenty fears include: 

1. Internal or external and self-imposing environmental fear 

2. Fear of failure 

3. Fear of not being successful  

4. Fear of a bad outcome  

5. Fear of something going wrong  

6. Fear of losing a job, which translates into losing everything  

7. Fear of rejection  

8. Fear of not being good enough and being found out  
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9. Fear of the unknown, not having enough knowledge, lack of experience or new 

experiences  

10. Fear of pushing yourself or having high expectations (or working against 

unrealistic expectations)  

11. Fear of knowing others are talking about you or others on your team when you or 

they are not in the room  

12. Fear of losing organizational support  

13. Fear of pressure to make the number, losing business, or being a success or saving 

the business 

14. Fear of a new role/industry  

15. Fear of losing status  

16. Fear of instability  

17. Fear of presenting  

18. Fear of not being accepted  

19. Fear of perception  

20. Fear on different levels; work, environment, people and physical location 

(Participants often expressed having fears on multiple levels or layers of these 

types of fears.) 

After discovering this list of fears, I was pleased to know there were 

commonalities among the participating leaders. Even more satisfying was that these fears 

were similar to my own fears and to the fears of other leaders with whom I have 

interacted in the workplace. In fact, these fears appear to be universal, although they may 

be manifested in different ways depending on individual experiences. The benefit of 
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having this list of common fears is that the list is research-based and available for sharing 

with other leaders and OD practitioners focused on leadership development.  

Moreover, this list of fears is a vehicle for empathizing and understanding the 

fears of leaders. It exposes a collective list of fears for leaders based on research. It is a 

pure list of fears from a group of leaders from different industries in different roles. It 

does not generalize and confirm all leaders have the same fears. Rather, it is a list 

collected from existing leaders willing to share their fears with others. This list can be 

shared with or is beneficial to leaders seeking to compare or relate to other leaders; the 

list sets the stage for the remainder of the evidence discovered through this study.  

An important element that emerged from this research is the words “know fear.”  

Knowing fear is like gaining emotional competence, which “implies we have a choice as 

to how to express our feelings” (Goleman, 1998, p. 81) or emotions. Thus, leaders who 

recognize fear, know their own fears, and relate to the fears of others will benefit and use 

awareness about such feelings to better adapt to similar situations. Knowing fear 

appeared to be a contributing factor to maintaining emotional intelligence for these 

leaders. In the same vein, the participating leaders shared their awareness about their 

fears and suggested the awareness of some of their fears were contributing factors to their 

emotional intelligence type qualities—self-confidence, self-comfort with ambiguity, 

openness to change, optimism, high achiever, integrity, and effectiveness in leading 

change (Goleman, 2004). Furthermore, because these leaders were able to recount their 

fears, I think their recollection demonstrated their attempt to intimately know fear, which 

can prevent fear from deterring the leader from being effective (Brenner, 2009).  
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Grouping fears into categories. A surprising finding came from the clusters of 

themes that emerged. I was surprised because I previously assumed the fears would be 

detached and independent. Instead, the fears had common significance and fit into one of 

the following categories: (a) integrity, (b) credibility, (c) uncertainty, or (d) results. 

Leaders fearful of losing their integrity had fears of not being good enough, being found 

out, or having high personal expectations. Leaders fearful of losing their credibility spoke 

about fear of losing organizational support, status, being accepted by others, and fear of 

presenting in front of others. Leaders fearful of uncertainty shared concerns about the fear 

of the unknown, not having enough information or knowledge, and being new or being 

part of a new experience. Finally, leaders fearful of results spoke about being fearful of 

failure, success, bad outcomes, and something going wrong. I found this last category of 

fear most common to the fears seen in other research about fears (Jetters, 2007; Frankl, 

1984).  

The categories of fears provide a different way for leaders to pay attention to their 

fears; paying attention helps one to warn of danger ahead (Rose, 2002). Participants 

shared the actions they exercised to achieve their goals while experiencing the fear. Also, 

the leaders more often described how they were willing to face their fear with a positive 

attitude. People willing to face fear with a friendly expression can transform fear and as a 

result fear opens the door to courage and compassion, which are important to the success 

of any relationship (Rose, 2002). Figure 10 is a result of reviewing the twenty fears 

shared across my participant pool and refining the categories of fears. It illustrates 

another visual expression of the categorized fears.    
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Figure 10. Levels of fears—Integrity, credibility, uncertainty, and results; refined  

 

It is important to note that I believe the levels of fears illustrated in Figure 10 are 

aligned with Edgar Schein’s (1992) iceberg culture model. To me, having integrity at the 

core means the participants were concerned with the truth being revealed. Schein (1992) 

believes truth is one of the values at the core of culture. The next two levels are 

credibility and uncertainty respectively. These two levels to me represent the espoused 

values of the participants and are related to the next level of Schein’s (1992) iceberg 

culture model, which is about espoused values. Lastly, level four, which is results 

oriented, represents a visual behavior or activity seen by others, that is often harder for 
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participants to decipher on their own.  In Schein’s (1992) iceberg culture model this is 

level three, which includes the artifacts, and is defined as being at the surface and easily 

discerned, yet hard to understand. 

Fears and gender specificity. The fears shared by the leaders in this study were 

not limited to one gender or race or age group. I suspect this is because all humans 

experience fear in the same way. Similarly, fears are common and part of life 

experiences; I suspect there are only a few who know what it is to live without fear. 

Regardless of gender specificity, Hawkins (1995) believes “beyond fear lies joy, as 

meaning and purpose of existence becomes transparent” (p. 102). Hawkins (1995) 

calibrates people’s emotions from levels 20 up to 1000—20 being shame, which is 

perilously proximate to death. Shame is destructive to emotional and psychological 

health, and makes a person prone to physical illness. Seven hundred to 1000 is 

enlightenment. Once people step into enlightenment, they begin to transform their 

personal life into an incredible experience. Hawkins (1995) believes a person can help to 

raise the consciousness to so powerful a level that the person can take part in co-creating 

a less fearful world for everyone. 

Many of the fears shared by the leaders in this study were the same. The leaders 

who were able to reveal their fears appeared to have a higher level of self-awareness and 

human consciousness demonstrated by their ability to easily articulate and recall their 

fears. Nonetheless, the fears shared by the leaders were the same with some degree of 

prominence or manifestation based on experience. I suspect another reason why the fears 

of these leaders were similar is that they have similar organizational involvements, they 
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all have the need to achieve results, and they all desire to demonstrate certainty, 

credibility, and integrity.  

Fear strategies. The participants were able to name some of their fears and by 

doing so, they were able to explore strategies in response to fear as well as be able to 

articulate how they continued their work in the face of fear. The participants also shared 

that their fears never disappear. Rather, their fears tend to weaken as they identify 

strategies to move closer to and accomplish their desired objective. For most participants, 

moving in a positive direction meant they were motivated and obtained positive 

outcomes. On the other hand, doing nothing or responding negatively toward fear meant 

they were demotivated and would never achieve their desired objective and as a result 

they experienced bad outcomes. The strategies the participants described were personal 

remedies repeated for achieving results while experiencing fear or for procrastinating and 

rarely accomplishing the original task. 

Emerging thematic responses and fears strategies. One of the other critical 

findings of this study was the emerging thematic response to fears—fear strategies, which 

led to the development of the Fear Relationship Model (Figure 9). The fear response 

themes were positive and negative and included: (a) aversion/diversion (included 

denial/disbelief), (b) determination/challenging self, (c) nervousness, (d) motivation/ 

demotivation, (e) physical manifestations (included stress), (f) resistance and 

procrastination, (g) focus/lack of focus (included self-talk), (h) freeze and discomfort, and 

(i) strategies. 

Fear proved a noticeable stimulus for most of the leaders, causing the leader to 

fight or flight and prosper or feel restricted. Space existed between the stimulus and the 
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leader’s response. In that space was the power to choose a response. In the response lived 

growth and freedom or learning (Frankl, 1984).  

Positive and negative fear strategies. The positive and negative strategies were 

actions the participants used as they experienced fear, which emerged after further 

analyzing the first list of fear strategies mentioned above under emerging thematic 

responses and fear strategies. These include the following positive fear strategies: (a) 

motivating self, (b) engaging and interacting (typically referred to as coping), (c) sharing 

with others, (d) dreaming, and (e) planning and executing. While there is research 

showing that fear causes uncomfortable experiences, fear can also play a significant role 

in motivating people to avoid dangerous situations (Thongsukmag, 2003). Each 

participant expressed positive responses while still doing the things they needed to do 

while experiencing fear. Then, in terms of the when they expressed their negative 

responses, it was revealed that participants shared their negative responses to fear.  

The negative fear strategies include: (a) demotivating self, (b) ignoring and 

disengaging, (c) hiding or concerning others, (d) dreading, and (e) retreating and 

considering alternatives. Participants discussed their negative responses as bad outcomes 

and to prevent the bad outcomes they formulated avoiding strategies. Leaders more often 

described the negative fear strategies as discomfort.   

Negative strategies seemed to be paralyzing. One participant, Manuel who is a 

Hispanic male, age 40-44 working as a president for a printing company spoke about 

feeling fear as “when I am in fear you get paralyzed or you want to fight.” (Manuel)  

Another described their actions as “dreading what is going on.” (Megan) I do not believe 

participants who found they used negative strategies did so on purpose. Rather, I think 
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they exercised strategies that happened to be negative as a means to get to a safer or more 

comforting feeling. It seems as though for some participants their fears were about losing 

their integrity, increasing their uncertainty, losing their credibility, and gaining minimal 

results. Thus, they avoided the original tasks and shifted to more comforting or 

alternative tasks. 

Emerging theory and model. The theory that emerged from this research and the 

reflective illustrative model (Figure 9) is described and illustrated below. 

• There is value in knowing and establishing a relationship with fear and this is 

demonstrated by leaders saying they feel good about sharing and acknowledging 

their fear. If fear is known, leaders tend to exercise positive response strategies 

and improve their performance outcomes. The effectiveness of knowing fear 

occurs when leaders repeatedly acknowledge their fear thus creating a personal 

learning experience.  

• Leaders who know their fears tend to respond well to fears and have positive 

outcomes in their work, which impacts their self-confidence and leadership 

abilities. 

• Leaders who know their fears and have a positive motivating relationship with 

their fears exercise strategies and create habits to modify/refine future responses.  

• The degree to which leaders know their fears is on a continuum. Leaders who 

know their fears tend to have positive responses and outcomes and demonstrate 

better self-confidence and leadership abilities. On the other end of the continuum, 

leaders who do not know their fears tend to have negative responses and 
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outcomes and their self-confidence and leadership abilities are negatively 

impacted. 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Fears Relationship Model  

Significance of Research 

This research and the associated findings add to the body of knowledge around 

the topic of leaders’ fears. The findings reinforce previous literature and most likely offer 

additional elements for consideration. The research creates a pathway for additional 

topics of research and analysis about leaders’ fears. The level of fears, fear strategies, and 

Fear Relationship Model reveal the need to explore practical application with individuals 
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or leaders experiencing fears. The application will help reveal whether the list of fears, 

strategies, and the relationship leaders have with their fears can be generalized and used 

by many leaders. To develop The Fear Relationship Model, the Johari Window 

(Conscious Competence Model) developed by Luft and Ingram (1995) was considered.  

The model shows the significance between not knowing fear (unconscious incompetence 

stage of mind) and knowing fear (unconscious competence stage of mind) to a point 

when people can reach a level of mastery, which impacts their ability to improve their 

leadership abilities. 

Implications 

The implications of this study, its findings, theory, and model, and the 

contribution to the field of organization development are worth noting. Certainly the fear 

strategies, relationship themes and Fear Relationship Model from this study invite the 

opportunity for an intervention with leaders. For the field, these findings illustrate a way 

to understand the fears of leaders and can provide OD practitioners with ways they can 

assist with the process of applying the theory and model to address those fears.  

Some other potential insights or implications from this research include using the 

findings as remedies for leaders to address their fears. Several leaders participating in this 

research spoke about the cathartic or liberating effect their participation in this research 

had on their emotions. Other leaders may equally benefit. 

This research has implications for leaders wishing to learn more about their own 

fears and as a result continue their journey of establishing self-awareness. Like me, 

leaders may be able to use the findings from this study as a methodology for motivating 

themselves, interacting/engaging with fear differently, sharing fear with others, dreaming 
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about positive outcomes regardless of their fears, and moving onward by 

planning/executing solutions even though they experience fear. My personal journey and 

learnings throughout this research have been phenomenal and as a result I have become 

more connected to my fears and have a better relationship with my fears. This research 

process was freeing, rewarding, heartwarming, developmental, and pleasing.  

The personal implications I experienced may be something other leaders can 

integrate into their work to increase their self-awareness and further improve some of 

their other emotional intelligence traits: self-regulation, motivation, and empathy (able to 

acknowledge other’s fears) (Goleman, 2004).  

Other implications. There are also notable implications for OD and HR 

practitioners. However, practitioners should be cautious using this information without 

further research or testing. Depending on their practice or their organizations, OD and 

HR may work to identify opportunities in which the participant generated theory could 

influence practice. For instance, this research could serve as the foundation for OD 

practitioners in leadership development interventions; coaching, mentoring, leadership 

skill, and development training; self-efficacy programs for leaders; and other programs. 

HR practitioners may leverage the findings from this study in similar ways and such 

practitioners may find it helpful to share these finding with their organizational leaders as 

a way to create company values, behaviors and norms for their organization, and within 

performance or talent management processes.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations of this study that need to be addressed. This study 

encompassed a specific set of professional individuals employed across different 
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industries. In particular this study used a researched definition of leader to identify the 

participants. The theory may not apply to leaders whose role differs from the role as 

defined by Kotter (1999) or Kouzes and Posner (2002). Moreover, individuals who may 

consider themselves to be leaders by virtue of being in a management role that is below 

the director level may not exhibit these fears or other findings in this research.  

Another limitation is whether or not the leaders interviewed felt compelled to 

share actions and outcomes when describing their fears. For instance, had the leaders 

described such actions or outcomes, I wonder if they would have felt more vulnerable or 

more inadequate than they wanted to feel with me. If the participants felt compelled to 

participate in my research, it may mean they may not have provided all of the details or 

there may have been some other unknown limitation within their responses.  

A limitation in this research was also set by the boundaries of situations in the 

organizations in which the leaders worked or how they viewed their leadership role. For 

instance, the leaders did not share fears like fear of change, flying, dying, or other life 

situations. The situations the leaders described seemed to be related to their 

organizational lives. Thus, the limitation is that their organizational lives bounded their 

responses and limited them from sharing any fears they hold outside of their 

organizational lives.  

Finally, this research study focused on leaders willing to share their fears. The 

leaders include director level and above leaders within organizations leading business 

units, functions, or several people within traditional organizations; in for-profit 

(corporations) or non-profit organizations. Focusing only on these types of leaders 

created limitations in my research. The intent of this research was to create a theory or 
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theories. However, the data gathered and the insights shared from the participants who 

agreed to participate were directed through the context provided by the subjects. This 

means my insights came with the bias attached to the interviewees. It is left up to the 

readers of my research to determine the transferability of the theories obtained and 

described in the findings and discussion of this dissertation in Chapter four. 

Further Research Recommendations 

The limitations discussed in this research along with the findings have created 

opportunities for future research recommendations. For example, a replication of the 

research could include studying the fears of leaders who measure up to different 

definitions of leaders or leadership. This may include individuals who are leaders below 

the director level in their organization or by affiliation.  

Separately, there is an opportunity to research the fears of leaders and the 

similarities or dissimilarities that may exist across different genders, ethnicities, sexual 

orientation, disabilities, age or generations, and cultures.  

Additionally, further research could center on the study of the causes and 

symptoms of fear. Furthermore, future research could include a review of the originations 

of fears for leaders. Other research recommendations include studying the behaviors 

resulting from fear as well as a review of why individuals have repeating fears. Research 

focused on who leaders tend to share their fears with most may create more meaningful 

data about the types of fears leaders share with others. Some other ideas for future 

research include: (a) positivistic study to test my theory; (b) replication of this study of 

managers or non-managers within different organizations, (c) a review of whether leaders 

feel better once they talk about their fears and if this helps them to feel they experienced 
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a cathartic experience, (d) the same study of managers the leaders work within their 

organizations, (e) a case-study of leaders within the same organization, or even (f) a case-

study of just women or men within the same organization or industry.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this research revealed the following theory: 

• There is value in knowing and establishing a relationship with fear and this is 

demonstrated by leaders saying they feel good about sharing and acknowledging 

their fear. If fear is known, leaders tend to exercise positive response strategies 

and improve their performance outcomes. The effectiveness of knowing fear 

occurs when leaders repeatedly acknowledge their fear thus creating a personal 

learning experience.  

• Leaders who know their fears tend to respond well to fears and have positive 

outcomes in their work, which impacts their self-confidence and leadership 

abilities. 

• Leaders who know their fears and have a positive motivating relationship with 

their fears exercise strategies and create habits to modify/refine future responses.  

• The degree to which leaders know their fears is on a continuum.  Leaders who 

know their fears tend to have positive responses and outcomes and demonstrate 

better self-confidence and leadership abilities. On the other end of the continuum, 

leaders who do not know their fears tend to have negative responses and 

outcomes and their self-confidence and leadership abilities are negatively 

impacted. 
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The fears shared by the leaders were universal and manifested differently based 

on the leader’s experience. Fear for some is frightening and many struggle with fear. The 

leaders involved in this research were open to sharing their fears, responses, and 

relationships to help contribute to uncovering a deeper and richer understanding of their 

fears. Perhaps unknowingly, these leaders helped to create a positive view of fear and 

highlight the power of this information being uncovered. 

Personal Reflection 

Fear is our greatest strength and our most destructive burden. It lifts us to greater 

levels of achievement at the same time as it lowers us to depths beyond our 

reason…Black fear is the greatest driving force in our culture from both a positive 

and negative perspective… I can no longer for the sake of my people pretend that 

we are not a scared lot. It is only by admitting this simple fact that we can take 

control of our fear and utilize it to our benefit. Admit your fears and you control 

your fears, ignore them and they control you. (Hub Pages, 2009, 

http://sobf.hubpages.com/hub/Black-Fear, paragraph four) 

“Yea, though I walk through the valley and the shadow of death, I will fear no 

evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me” (Psalms 23: 4). 

As a final expression, this research has been an insightful and delightful journey 

for me. One of my initial reasons for conducting this research was to uncover the fears of 

other leaders thus providing them a forum for sharing their fears. Personally, as a leader, I 

have found it to be impossible to safely share my fears without judgment. Also, in my 

experience, I have seen leaders suppress their fears. When they do share their fears, I 

have seen them feel embarrassed and shameful; they are ridiculed. Additionally, through 
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my research I wanted to uncover a meaningful way for leaders to deal with their fears. 

Using grounded theory methodology was intentional, as I wanted to uncover theory, 

framework, and a model to direct leadership development, strategic leadership, and 

execution of leadership practices. I also wanted to help leaders learn strategies for 

changing their leadership approach, which consequently I believe can have implications 

or create change in organizations. By change I mean leaders who know their fears and 

have a positive relationship with their fear will have positive performance outcomes 

(which was provided through this research study); I believe positive performance 

outcomes certainly positively impact organizations. During my research, I asked 

participants about their fears, I actively participated by recording my own fears, 

emotions, and responses. My engagement in this research allowed me to use my “own 

understanding of life to shape the meaning that was derived from the events portrayed” 

(Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2008, p. 2) by the leaders interviewed. Thus, I was able to 

conduct “a study to discover or generate a theory” (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2008, p. 3) 

based on my own experiences and the findings identified from this study.  

Equally important, as an OD practitioner and leader within an organization, I am 

attracted to helping leaders focus on their own self development and to considering ways 

to both help themselves as leaders and direct their organizations or initiatives differently 

as a result. With my personal experience in leadership and my professional experience in 

coaching leaders how to execute business strategies and change management initiatives, I 

embarked on this journey to explore a primary factor I believe deters many leaders and 

hinders their success; fear. 
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It is through my doctoral program that I learned about the OD values of respect 

and inclusion, collaboration, authenticity, and self-awareness and empowerment in word 

and deed. Instinctively, I conducted my work in an OD manner with the application of 

knowledge from the field of OD or OD theory. Participating in the OD doctorate program 

and conducting this research has created a transformative learning experience for me. 

Consequently, I feel gratitude and connection to my work and I now have information I 

was not able to pinpoint before.  

Personally, I learned how to accept, engage, and interact, as well as develop a 

stronger relationship with my own fears and exercise the fear strategies shared by the 

leaders who participated in this research. For example, prior to and at the onset of my 

research, I knew some of my fears mirrored the list of fears shared by the leaders who 

participated in this research. Primarily, before I started my research my fears were on 

every level except uncertainty. This is not surprising as I have always been a very 

adaptive person, able to adapt to change and lead with ambiguity (unknowns, uncertainty, 

inexperience, and lack of information).  

Also, before my research, I was fearful or more anxious before presenting. I was 

not fearful about presenting. Rather, I hated waiting to present and I was fine once I 

started my presentations, although I was fearful of being inadequate. Today, I am still 

fearful of: (a) failure, wrongs, bad outcomes (result-based fears), (b) minimal 

organizational support and misperception (credibility-based fears, and (c) 

underachievement and vulnerability (integrity-based fears). While my list of fears did not 

change much, I am more attentive to my fears, I am comfortable exposing my fears, I 

have a better relationship with my fears, and I am intentionally practicing strategies as I 
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experience fear. Additionally, I believe more than ever, whatever fear I encounter God 

put me in the face of it for a reason. Therefore, God must be at work and I must be 

willing to trust God by moving forward regardless of my fears. Figure 11 is a display of 

the exercise I did to show my own fears using the Level of Fears diagram (Figure 4). 

Figure 11 also shows some of the fears I had prior to my research and afterwards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Researcher’s fears  

When I started my work, I had no intention of revealing my own fears. However, 

I quickly realized if I did not share my fears, my research would not correspond with an 

essential principle of grounded theory. By sharing my fears, I participated in the research 

and confirmed or distilled any personal agreeing or conflicting preconceptions I had 

about my research prior to commencing the study. I also shaped my philosophical 

positions through the unveiling of my fears and my personal findings were tested against 

my findings. I was able to express my reactions and experience my own gratification and 
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great growth in my development. By acting as a researcher reviewing my own fears, 

using positive response strategies to overcome my fears, and improving my relationship 

with my fears, I became more confident that the findings of my research had validity. 

During my doctorate program, as mentioned in chapter one, I experienced the 

death (my greatest early childhood and adolescent fear) of a significant family member; 

my paternal grandmother. There were several other previous deaths of people in my 

family who were equally important and each death managed to weaken my fear of death; 

as like other fears, the more you experience them the more likely you are able to get 

comfortable with experiencing them. However, like William Bridges (2004) description 

of transition and transformational change, the death of my grandmother was a calming to 

my fear about death and this research was like a transition vehicle helping me to work 

through other fears to complete this dissertation. The feelings following the death of my 

grandmother are that I am at peace with death. Since then, I have begun a quest to 

establish a legacy and unveil the findings of this research. In essence, my dissertation 

process was a transformational change; a source of strength to complete my work is my 

grandmother, the woman who gifted me the beginnings of my education. It is because of 

this work I view my fears, change, and death differently. 

I am a Black (African American) woman who has experienced fear inherently 

from the racist stories told to me and through my own discriminatory personal 

experiences. I am a Black woman living and standing on the shoulders of those who came 

before me. I have no fear, as compared to my descendants or other individuals for that 

matter. However, through my research, I have confessed and revealed my own fears and 

as a result I have richness and wholeness.   
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The mere step of being attracted to researching fear gave me the opportunity to 

address some of my own fears and demonstrate the value of vulnerability. By revealing 

the fears of others, their reactions and relationships with fear, I was able to demonstrate 

the immense benefit in leaders revealing fear. Such revealing has allowed me to learn and 

grow as well, as I found myself paying closer attention to my own fears. The 

participating leaders expressed similar thoughts and a craving to have the opportunity to 

express their fears more often. During my research, I found myself intentionally 

practicing the emergent fear strategies to accomplish my own objectives while 

experiencing fear. I also found myself having fears I thought I had learned how not to 

experience and in turn realized fears never go away. Plus, I continuously performed the 

strategies to improve my leadership ability.  

The willingness to let leaders express their fears means respecting people and the 

feelings they hold. This respect is equal to the amount of respect any individual should 

receive when they reveal their fears. Contrary to my leadership experience, that leaders 

should not have fears or are not able to express their fears, the data collected for this 

study showed these leaders in this study did in fact have fears, were aware of some of 

their fears, and found it imperative to know their fears as a critical aspect of enhancing 

self-awareness and maintaining some of their emotional intelligence qualities. Most of 

the participants interviewed were able to readily list their fears. The list of fears may not 

have been all-inclusive, however my research shows the participating leaders seek to 

know their fears, and expressions of rehabilitation were communicated as leaders shared 

their fears. The leaders also talked about going beyond knowing their fear to shifting to a 

mental state that allows them to positively respond to their fears by taking progressive 
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steps and not freezing or fleeing while interacting with fear. The study also revealed a 

continuum-like pattern between not knowing and knowing fear. In other words, leaders 

who know their fears and responses to their fears subsequently establish positive 

relationships with their fears and conveyed that they achieve better performance results at 

work. Similarly, they learn and grow from their fears. 

In reflection, this fear discussion fosters and promotes the leader’s abilities, 

confidence, results, meaningful work, and lessons learned. Noticeably, it is about caring 

for others and educating others to allow the space for leaders to convey their fears 

without retribution. It means recognizing that leaders are full of fear emotions just like 

other humans. Thus, it is about realizing that the opportunity given for leaders to share 

their fears opens up a chance to increase their self-confidence, improve their leadership 

abilities, and demonstrate vulnerability as well as provide comfort for others to do to the 

same. A society or organization that fosters the revealing, acceptance, and understanding 

of a leader’s fears is likely a society that wants transparency. It is an organization that 

seeks to breed self-aware, emotionally intelligent leaders as well as leaders who have 

strong relationships with their fears and leaders with enhanced leadership abilities, and, 

as a result, leaders capable of obtaining positive individual, organization, and societal 

outcomes.  
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Appendix A 

Email Recruitment Message – Convenience Sampling 

Hi, [name].  

At last…I’m finally beginning research for my dissertation! This is the final step 

toward completion of my doctorate in Organization Development at the University of St. 

Thomas.  

I know I have mentioned this to most of you. However, this email request 

formalizes my request for you to help in my official research process. I wish to solicit 

your assistance in one of two ways: 

1. Your personal agreement to participate in an interview for my study; and 

2.  Your commitment to help me to identify other individuals willing to participate 

my study. 

To help you determine your ability to help, allow me to share the purpose of my 

study.  

Research Background  

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions. It is a part of our nervous system 

and works like an instinct. Extending from our infant days, we are equipped with the 

instincts necessary to respond with fear. Feeling afraid is very natural — and helpful — 

in some situations. However, leaders are proclaimed ineffective, inexperienced, or 

unqualified as leaders when they express their fears. Consequently, they are forced more 

than others to contain their fears and manage them.  
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I have a hunch – fears, if understood may help leaders move into a new era of 

leadership. I am concerned the fears lying within us without acceptance, interpretation, 

and integration into our development, prevent us from reaching our full potential or fully 

engaging in our lives or work environments. This being said, the purpose of my research 

is to study the fears of leaders and how leaders respond to their fears.  

I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my 

study: 

1. Anyone who self identifies as a mid-level or director and above who gets 

work done through others, has a vision for their organization, and is 

responsible for ensuring the execution of the vision in their organization, 

highly visible role, and/or leads of team of direct reports. The individuals can 

be functional, business, or people leaders within a corporation or organization 

(public or non-public). 

2. Anyone who meets the criteria above willing to share their fears and the 

stories about their fears throughout or during their leadership role. 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. I know you have a busy life and I know 

your involvement will take even more time. However, please give some thought to (a) 

participating in the study yourself, and (b) providing me with contact information for 

people you know who meet the above criteria. 

Some simple next-steps: 
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1. Please contact me via email at xxx@xxx.com if you meet the criteria above 

and are interested in participating in this study. Upon making a connection, 

we will discuss consent forms and a mutually convenient time for an 

interview. 

and/or, 

2. Please contact me via email at xxx@xxx.com, if you decide to share the 

names of others who meet the criteria. In your email response, please provide 

their name, email address, or phone number (both sources of contact are 

preferred). Please understand that I will not be able to disclose to you whether 

or not they agreed to participate. 

  Or, 

Please feel free to forward this email to others you feel meet this criteria.  

Please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about your own 

participation or that of others you’re willing to refer. 

 

Take Care, 

Tonya Hampton 

Doctoral Candidate  

University of St. Thomas  

Organization Learning & Development (xxx) xxx-xxxx  

xxx@xxx.com  
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Appendix B 

Email Recruitment Message – Snowball Sampling 

Dear [name], 

My name is Tonya Hampton. I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. 

Thomas beginning my research on the topic, the Fears of Leaders.  

You were referred to me by [referee name] as someone who self identifies as a 

leader who gets work done through others, has a vision for the organization, and is 

responsible for ensuring the execution of the vision in the organization, has a role that is 

highly visible, and/or leads a team of direct reports. I was also informed by [referee 

name] you would be willing to share your fears and stories about your fears throughout or 

during your leadership role. 

Research Background  

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions. It is a part of our nervous system 

and works like an instinct. Extending from our infant days, we are equipped with the 

instincts necessary to respond with fear. Feeling afraid is very natural — and helpful — 

in some situations. However, leaders are proclaimed ineffective, inexperienced, or 

unqualified as leaders when they express their fears. Consequently, they are forced more 

than others to contain their fears and manage them.  

I have a hunch – fears, if understood may help leaders move into a new era of 

leadership. I am concerned the fears lying within us without acceptance, interpretation, 

and integration into our development prevent us from reaching our full potential or fully 

engaging in our lives or work environments. This being said, the purpose of my research 

is to study the fears of leaders and how leaders respond to their fears.  
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I have a hunch – fears, if understood may help leaders move into a new era of 

leadership. I am concerned the fears lying within us without acceptance, interpretation, 

and integration into our development, prevent us from reaching our full potential or fully 

engaging in our lives or work environments. This being said, the purpose of my research 

is to study the fears of leaders and how leaders respond to their fears.  

I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my 

study: 

1. Anyone who self identifies as a mid-level or director and above who gets 

work done through others, has a vision for their organization, and is 

responsible for ensuring the execution of the vision in their organization, 

highly visible role, and/or leads of team of direct reports. The individuals can 

be functional, business, or people leaders within a corporation or organization 

(public or non-public). 

2. Anyone who meets the criteria above willing to share their fears and the 

stories about their fears throughout or during their leadership role. 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. I know you have a busy life and I know 

your involvement will take even more time. However, please give some thought to (a) 

participating in the study yourself, and (b) providing me with contact information for 

people you know who meet the above criteria. 
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I would sincerely appreciate your consideration to participating in my study. If 

you are interested in helping with this research, the next-step would simply be to contact 

me via return email to xxx@xxx.com. We can talk more about consent forms and 

mutually convenient time for an interview.  

Please feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about your 

participation. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Tonya Hampton 

Doctoral Candidate  

University of St. Thomas  

Organization Learning & Development (xxx) xxx-xxxx  

xxx@xxx.com  
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Appendix C 

Email Recruitment Message – Theoretical Sampling – Original 

Dear [name]. 

My name is Tonya Hampton. I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. 

Thomas beginning my research, the Fears of Leaders. Specifically, I am interested in 

learning more about  and I’m thinking you might be able to help. 

First, it’s probably helpful to hear a little about the specific purpose of my study. 

Research Background  

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions. It is a part of our nervous system 

and works like an instinct. Extending from our infant days, we are equipped with the 

instincts necessary to respond with fear. Feeling afraid is very natural — and helpful — 

in some situations. However, leaders are proclaimed ineffective, inexperienced or 

unqualified as leaders when expressing their fears. Consequently, they are forced more 

than others to contain their fears and manage them.  

I have a hunch – fears, if understood may help leaders move into a new era of 

leadership. I am concerned the fears lying within us without acceptance, interpretation, 

and integration into our development, prevent us from reaching our full potential or fully 

engaging in our lives or work environments. This being said, the purpose of my research 

is to study the fears of leaders and how leaders respond to their fears.  

I am looking for people who meet the following criteria to participate in my 

study: 

1. Anyone who self identifies as a mid-level or director and above who gets 

work done through others, has a vision for their organization, and is 
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responsible for ensuring the execution of the vision in their organization, 

highly visible role, and/or leads of team of direct reports. The individuals can 

be functional, business, or people leaders within a corporation or organization 

(public or non-public). 

2. Anyone who meets the criteria above willing to share their fears and the 

stories about their fears throughout or during their leadership role. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. I know you have a busy life and I know 

your involvement will take even more time. However, please give some thought to (a) 

participating in the study yourself, and (b) providing me with contact information for 

people you know who meet the above criteria. 

Please give some thought to participating in the study. The next step is to simply 

return an email to me at xxxt@xxx.com. After confirming you interest, we can talk 

further via email or telephone about consent forms and setting up mutually convenient 

interview time. 

Please also feel free to contact me with any questions you might have about your 

participation or this study. 

 

Sincerely, 

Tonya Hampton 

Doctoral Candidate  

University of St. Thomas  

Organization Learning & Development (xxx) xxx-xxxx  
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Appendix C-1 

Email Recruitment Message – Theoretical Sampling – Modified 

Hello! 

I hope you are doing well. It has been a while since I have connected with you 

about my research on the Fears of Leaders. Thank you again for participating in an 

interview. The last few months I have been completing participant interviews and mostly 

reviewing my findings as well as writing my dissertation. The participants in the 

interviews included front line leaders, a CEO, and a Chairman of a Board all mostly of 

Fortune 500 organizations, medium size companies, or non profit organizations. I am 

very grateful for your participation and the information you provided.  

I want to share a theory that has surfaced from the research and request your 

feedback. Please review the findings/theory below and send me your feedback, reactions, 

and thoughts. I value your opinion. I think your time to review this information and 

respond will be about 30-60 minutes. If you'd rather contact me to discuss your response, 

please send me a note and I will contact you to set-up some time for us to have 

a discussion. 

Reminder: Research Background   

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions. It is a part of our nervous system 

and works like an instinct. Extending from our infant days, we are equipped with the 

instincts necessary to respond with fear. Feeling afraid is very natural — and helpful — 

in some situations. However, leaders are proclaimed ineffective, inexperienced or 

unqualified as leaders when expressing their fears. Consequently, they are forced more 

than others to contain their fears and manage them. 
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Research Facts:   

Leaders have Fears! While in our modern day world, leaders having fears seems 

like an oxymoron or detrimental dual, my research shows leaders certainly do have fears, 

they know some of their fears, want to understand and practice understanding of their 

fears more to establish better response strategies, and ultimately improve their 

relationship with their fears. 

Fears—What are they?  

Some themes: Leaders are afraid of failure. We are afraid of not being successful. 

Almost the same thing, but said differently. We are fearful of being found out and that we 

are not good enough. Most of all we are fearful of sharing our fears.  

Strategies for responding to fear include: preparing better or excessively, 

taking a deep breathe, searching for additional information, and leveraging others (close 

colleagues or family members/friends).  

The relationship we have with our fears: tends to be a love hate relationship for 

most and at best. However we are constantly working to be self-aware and understand 

our emotions/fears to improve the relationship. 

Model and theory development: Most of the participants interviewed were able 

to readily share some of their fears. The study also uncovered a continuum about leaders 

knowing, responding, and relating to their fears. The more leaders know their fears and 

their responses to their fears, the better they are able to establish a relationship with their 

fears. Or, conversely, leaders who know their fears and have a relationship with their 

fears are able to modify their responses.  
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Attached is a copy of the drafted model and theory. Again, please send me your 

feedback to the above and attached document. Or let me know if you are open to having a 

follow-up discussion. 

Please do not forward this email to others; respect the confidentiality and work in 

progress nature of it; please do not copy it. Please know I have selected you and a few 

others to provide feedback based on the quality of your interview and perspective about 

your fears. Thank you for your input. 

  

  

Sincerely, 

Tonya Hampton 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of St. Thomas 

Organization Learning & Development  
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Appendix D 

Interview Guide 

This interview guide provides a general review of main research questions, proposed sub-

questions and sample probing that will be used initially and then fine-tuned as the 

interviews proceed. Included in the interview guide is a list of questions for participants; 

the answer to these questions will be used to create a high-level composite profile 

summary of all the participants.	  

 

Primary Research Questions: 

1. Tell me about a time as a leader you experienced fears (including dreads, doubts, 

anxieties, etc.)  

a) What were your fears in these situations? 

2. What were the actions or reactions you had toward your fears? 

a) What impact do you believe your fears had on you, your team, or your 

organization? 

3. How would you describe the relationship you have with your fears? 

 

Sample Probing Questions: 

1. Tell me about a recent situation when you felt uncomfortable or uneasy?  

a) Discuss the situations that stand out for you? 

b) What were you emotions or feeling in these situations? 

c) How did you respond to these emotions or feelings? 

d) What impact do you believe these feelings or emotions had on you or your 

organization? 

2. Have you ever experienced a time when you were not aware of a fear, and then 

discovered that the fear was present anyway? 

3. When you learned you had the fear, what was the fear(s)? 

4. As you discovered these fears, please tell me… 

a. What was the situation that prompted the fear? 

b. What did you do? 
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c. What did you do in response to these feelings? 

d. How would you describe the relationship you have with your fears? 

e. What behaviors did you exhibit in these situations? 

f. What actions did you take? 

g. What learning(s) did you have as a result of your fears or other similar 

feelings/emotions? 

h. What impact do you believe these feelings had on your behaviors, actions, or 

effectiveness? 

 

Profile Questions: 

1. Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Origin? 

o No  
o Yes, Cuban  
o Yes, Mexican, Mexican American or Chicano 
o Yes, Puerto Rican 
o Yes, another Hispanic, Latino or Spanish Origin From which origin/country not 

listed? ________________ 
 

2. Which best describes your racial/ethnic background? 

o American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Asian-Chinese 
o Asian-Filipino 
o Asian-Indian 
o Asian-Japanese 
o Asian-Korean 
o Asian-Vietnamese 
o Asian-Other 
o Black or African-American 
o Pacific Islander-Guamanian or Chamorro 
o Pacific Islander-Native Hawaiian 
o Pacific Islander-Samoan 
o Pacific Islander-Other 
o White 
o Other, please specify __________________ 

	  
3. What is your age?  

o 18-24 
o 25-29 
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o 30-34 
o 35-39 
o 40-44 
o 45-49 
o 50-54 
o 55-59 
o 60-64 
o 65 years or older 

	  
4. What is your gender? 

o Male 
o Female 

	  
5. How long have you been a leader? 

o Less than five years 
o 5-10 years 
o 10-15 years 
o 15-20 years 
o 20-25 years 
o 25 years or more 

	  
6. What best describes the your current role as a leader? 

o Individual contributor with leadership responsibilities (program owner, project 
manager, etc.) 

o Manager 
o Manager of other Mangers 
o Entrepreneur 
o Functional or business leader 
o Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief Operating Officer, etc. 
o General Counsel 
o Business Owner 

 

7. How long have you been in your current role?  

o Less than five years 
o 5-10 years 
o 10-15 years 
o 15-20 years 
o 20-25 years 
o 25 years or more 
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Appendix E 

Consent Form 

Research Background  

Fear is one of the most basic human emotions. It is a part of our nervous system 

and works like an instinct. Extending from our infant days, we are equipped with the 

instincts necessary to respond with fear. Feeling afraid is very natural — and helpful — 

in some situations. However, leaders are proclaimed ineffective, inexperienced, or 

unqualified as leaders when they express their fears. Consequently, they are forced more 

than others to contain their fears and manage them.  

I have a hunch – fears, if understood may help leaders move into a new era of 

leadership. I am concerned the fears lying within us without acceptance, interpretation, 

and integration into our development, prevent us from reaching our full potential or fully 

engaging in our lives or work environments. This being said, the purpose of my research 

is to study the fears of leaders and how leaders respond to their fears.  

The intent of the study will be to identify the fears of leaders, connections or 

associations (a/k/a as relationships) leaders have with their fears and how they respond to 

their fears. Synthesis of literature demonstrates, like anyone else, leaders also have fears. 

Yet, limited research exists on the identification of these fears and how leaders respond to 

their fears. Interviews for the process of discovery will be the primary research method of 

this study.  
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Responsibilities – Consent to be interviewed, using established, previously 

approved questions. The interviews will be typically 1 to 1.5 hours long.  

While the interviews will not be anonymous, the names of the individuals will not 

be identified. Each respondent will be given a summary of the results prior to publication 

in order to register any challenges to the researcher’s reporting of their comments.  

If you have any questions or concerns about the study you may contact Tonya 

Hampton at xxx-xxxx or by email at xxxx@xxx.com 

I understand the participation in the study is voluntary and that I can withdraw at 

any time. All of the information will be coded. The interview data results will not include 

any identifying information related to the interviewees or their place of employment. 

I agree to participate in the study described above. 

 

 

Signature of Participant       

 Date 

 


