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Abstract: One of the core beliefs of the service leader-
ship curriculum proposed by the Hong Kong Institute of 
Service Leadership and Management is that ‘Every day, 
every human occupies a position of leadership and pos-
sesses the potential to improve his leadership quality and 
effectiveness’. This core belief is in sharp contrast to some 
of the mainstream leadership theories that only a few 
people and elites can be leaders. In this paper, a lecture 
plan regarding the nature of self-leadership with refer-
ence to service leadership is presented. The topics include 
definitions and concepts of self-leadership, relationships 
between self-leadership and service leadership, ways 
to promote self-leadership, and conclusions and reflec-
tions. During the lecture, students are also encouraged 
to reflect on how well they lead their lives, with reference 
to the concepts of self-management, self-monitoring, and 
self-improvement.

Keywords: self-improvement; self-leadership; self-man-
agement; service leadership.

Introduction
In the daily use of the term ‘leadership’, people usually 
think that only those who possess exceptional qualities 

can become leaders (i.e. not everyone can be a leader). 
An underlying belief of this assumption is that only few 
people can become leaders. However, with the emergence 
of the strengths perspective and positive psychology, 
there is a growing belief that leadership is not the special 
privilege of the elite. With the belief that everybody has 
potential, it logically follows that everybody is (and can 
be) a leader. In an era of service economy, leaders are 
not just confined to those in the top level of the hierar-
chy. In reality, front-line service providers have to make 
important leadership decisions that have an impact on 
other people as well. For example, a courier has to make 
alternative plans on how to deliver the mails to customers 
when his/her truck breaks down. A social worker also has 
to make important decisions if his/her client threatens to 
set fire in an interview room.

The concept of self-leadership was introduced into 
the field of leadership research as a challenge to the main-
stream approach that primarily focused on how leaders 
or supervisors influenced their followers [1]. The notion 
of self-leadership is based on the assertions that people 
manage and lead themselves and that people’s actions are 
ultimately dependent on internal motives, despite being 
subject to external forces [2]. In other words, the assertion 
of self-leadership is based on a positive view of human 
nature that people have potential to lead and to improve 
themselves.

Self-leadership propositions were initially intended 
to guide employees or subordinates to lead themselves in 
occupational performance [1, 3]. It was pointed out that 
due to increasingly expanded sizes of organizations and 
specialized duties of managers nowadays, leaders cannot 
have all the answers and make all the decisions [4]. 
Therefore, encouraging followers to lead themselves and 
assume certain responsibilities is an inevitable demand 
of modern management. With the research development 
in this field, the discussion on self-leadership is thus 
extended to other areas of personal life and organiza-
tional behavior [2, 5].

In a general sense, self-leadership means ‘a compre-
hensive self-influence perspective that concerns leading 
oneself toward performance of naturally motivating tasks 
as well as managing oneself to do work that must be done 
but is not naturally motivating’ [6, p. 589] The process of 
self-leadership requires the ability to move into the aware-
ness of and conscious control over the subconscious 
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imagery, cognitions and thoughts of oneself, based on 
which different self-helping strategies are developed [3]. 
Hence, apart from followers, self-leadership can also serve 
as strategies for leaders or any individuals to promote 
their personal development.

The positive outcomes of self-leadership have been 
clearly documented in the existing literature. Based on 
a student sample, Prussia, Anderson, and Manz found 
that the application of different self-leadership strate-
gies could effectively promote academic performance via 
enhanced self-efficacy [7]. Carmeli, Meitar, and Weisberg 
also revealed that employees’ self-leadership was posi-
tively associated with their innovative work behaviors [8]. 
Another study showed that, given a working environment 
that allowed greater autonomy and freedom, members 
with higher self-leadership had higher levels of job satis-
faction [9]. Moreover, research has also shown the posi-
tive effects of self-leadership on health and psychological 
well-being [10]. In view of the broad range of benefits self-
leadership brings to individuals and organizations, it has 
been incorporated into different leadership theories as 
an important competence that an effective leader should 
possess, such as transformational leadership [11], shared 
leadership [12], authentic leadership [13], and transcend-
ent leadership [14].

Relationship between self-
leadership and service leadership
In the theory of service leadership, self-leadership is par-
ticularly essential to a service leader. According to the 
model proposed by the Hong Kong Institute of Service 
Leadership and Management (HKI-SLAM), leadership 
is a kind of service given to ethically satisfy the needs 
of self, others, groups, communities, systems, and envi-
ronments. Self-serving efforts aim at ethically improving 
one’s full range of competencies (e.g. knowledge and 
skills, plus character strengths), ability potential (e.g. 
physical, mental, and spiritual health), social networks 
(e.g. loyal friends and allies), material resources (e.g. 
wealth and prestige items), and willingness (prosocial 
values and attitudes) to help satisfy the needs of self and 
others [15]. In other words, a service leader should be a 
self-leader first to ensure that he/she is able to consist-
ently provide quality service to others (i.e. leading oneself 
before leading others).

The important role of self-leadership in service 
leadership can be reflected in two aspects. First, 

self-leadership enables one to build the capacities that 
are necessary for effectively leading and serving others. 
In the process of self-leadership, the achievement of per-
sonal goals is addressed cognitively and behaviorally by 
reducing the discrepancies from standards and refining 
the appropriateness of the standards. These purposeful 
efforts will serve as the internal sources of sustainable 
personal development. As mentioned above, people who 
are good at self-leadership can demonstrate more com-
petent psychological and behavioral performance [8, 
10]. There is also research showing that self-leading pro-
cesses, such as self-understanding and self-regulation, 
are positively related to the development of empathy and 
morality [16, 17]. Therefore, people can cultivate qualities 
that allow them to perform service leadership by commit-
ting to leading themselves toward the achievement of the 
objectives.

In addition, leaders’ self-leading practice can gener-
ate role-model effects on followers that, in turn, encour-
ages their development. It is emphasized in service 
leadership that a leader should serve the needs of fol-
lowers and nurture their development. Numerous studies 
have shown that promoting self-leadership among group 
members can effectively boost individual competencies as 
well as group productivity [18, 19]. One approach to cul-
tivate self-leaders among the subordinates could be the 
leader’s role-modeling practice. As shown in Rich’s study, 
followers’ perceptions of their managers’ role-modeling 
behaviors are positively associated with their trust in the 
managers and also influenced their performance and job 
satisfaction [20]. Hence, it is argued that followers can 
learn how to achieve personal development through self-
leadership by modeling the practice of a leader who has a 
strong sense of self-leadership. To sum up, self-leadership 
is an important part of effective service leadership, which 
is a prerequisite for consistently providing quality services 
to others.

In the second term of the 2012/2013 academic year, 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University offered a General 
Education subject called ‘Service Leadership’ on a pilot 
basis, with the objective of cultivating adolescent develop-
mental assets in university students so that students can 
become a competent service leader in future. The subject 
has 14 2-h lectures and in its 10th lecture, the concept of 
self-leadership is proposed. In the following, the detailed 
lecture content of Lecture Ten of the course ‘Service Lead-
ership’, together with the rationale behind the curriculum 
design and the activities used, is presented in a chrono-
logical order. It is hoped that the lesson plan can serve 
as an exemplar of how service leadership can be imple-
mented in a university setting.
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Overview of the lecture
Based on the thesis that leading oneself is a prerequisite 
for leading others, Lecture Ten introduces the concept of 
self-leadership, its association with service leadership, 
and the theoretical and practical strategies for promoting 
self-leadership so as to promote students’ development 
of self leadership and service leadership. Specifically, 
the content is divided into four parts: (1) definitions and 
concepts of self-leadership, (2) relationships between self-
leadership and service leadership, (3) ways to promote 
self-leadership, and (4) conclusions and reflections. Three 
class activities and a warm-up activity are scheduled in 
this 2-h lecture. The rundown of the lecture is shown in 
Table 1.

It is expected that after taking this lecture, students 
will be able to achieve the following learning outcomes: 
(1) understand the concept of self-leadership and its com-
ponents, (2) appreciate the importance of self-leadership 
in personal achievement and group development, (3) rec-
ognize the vital role of self-leadership in effective service 
leadership, (4) assess and reflect on their quality as a self-
leader, and (5) identify conceptual and practical strategies 
for promoting self-leadership.

Content of the lecture

Warm-up activity: Are you good at 
self-management?

The lecture starts with a warm-up activity to help stu-
dents gain a preliminary understanding of self-leader-
ship before they get into theoretical details. This activity 
includes a 2-min video clip and several follow-up ques-
tions. First, the video entitled ‘Procrastination song’ is 
played, in which several young people disclose their per-
sonal experiences and feelings about their procrastinat-
ing behaviors in a musical manner. Some questions are 
designed as a follow-up to the video to lead students to 
reflect on their own performance in self-management. 
These questions include ‘Do you think you are a procras-
tinating person? Why?’, ‘Are you punctual for appoint-
ments?’, ‘Do you usually comply with the plans made by 
yourself?’, ‘Have you done something on a regular basis 
for a long time?’, and ‘Are you able to adjust yourself to 
be positive when experiencing frustration?’ This activ-
ity ends by linking the concepts of self-management and 
self-leadership.

Table 1: Rundown of the lecture.

Activity   Procedures   Materials

1. Opening (5 min)   Opening:   Lecture PPT
  – Recap Lecture 9   Slide 2–3

2. Warm-Up Activity (5 min)   “Are You Good at Self-Management?”   Lecture PPT
  Purpose: To help students gain a preliminary understanding on self-leadership.   Slide 4

3. Lecture (15 min)   Part I: Definitions and Concepts of Self-Leadership   Lecture PPT
    Slides 5–11

4. Class activity (15 min)   “Are You a Good Self-Leader?”   Lecture PPT
  Purpose: To help students assess their competence in self-leadership.   Slides 12–14
    Worksheet 1

5. Lecture (10 min)   Part II: Relationship between Self-Leadership and Service Leadership   Lecture PPT
    Slides 15–18

6. Class activity (20 min)   “Draw Your Ideal Self-Leader”
Purpose: To facilitate students’ understanding about attributes crucial to being a 
good self-leader

  Lecture PPT
Slides 19–20
A3 papers
Color pens

7. Lecture (15 min)   Part III: Ways to Promote Self-Leadership   Lecture PPT
    Slides 21–26

8. Self-reflection exercise (15 min)  “Self-Leader: On the Way!”   Lecture PPT
  Purpose: To help students identify ways to practice and promote self-leadership.   Slide 27
    Worksheet 2

9. Wrap-up (5 min)   Part IV: Conclusion   Lecture PPT
    Slides 28–32

10. Sharing (5 min)   Sharing   Lecture PPT
  – Invite two students to share their thoughts after taking this lecture   Slide 33
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Part I: Definitions and concepts of 
self-leadership

As mentioned above, Manz defined self-leadership as a 
comprehensive self-influence process leading oneself to 
accomplish different types of tasks [6]. There are several 
steps one needs to fulfill in the process. First, one should 
perceive the situation by comparing its current state with 
desirable standards and identify the gap. Then, the gap 
needs to be addressed by efforts to reduce the discrepancy. 
Third, the outcomes of the new behaviors are assessed by 
re-evaluating the gap between the facts and the standards. 
Based on the updated evaluation of the situation, another 
cycle of self-regulation begins [1]. In other words, self-
leadership is a process of applying self-influence strate-
gies to promote desired behaviors and reduce undesired 
behaviors [1, 2].

Manz categorized self-leadership strategies into the 
following: behavior-focused strategies, natural reward 
strategies, and constructive thought pattern strategies 
[2, 6]. Specifically, behavior-focused strategies are mainly 
behaviors targeted toward self-assessment, self-discipline, 
and self-reward, such as conducting self-analysis to form 
an awareness of personal behaviors, establishing long-
term goals, identifying specific behaviors to enhance or 
modify, practicing desired behaviors, and applying self-
rewards or self-punishment. Natural reward strategies 
refer to positive perceptions and experiences associated 
with tasks to be accomplished, which usually involve a 
belief in, commitment to, or enjoyment of the work for 
its own value. These strategies can be applied by seeking 
tasks that are enjoyable, or by modifying perceptions 
about the tasks to increase self-control, motivation, and 
fulfillment. Constructive thought pattern strategies aim 
to build and adjust thought patterns regarding the work 
to be done in favorable ways. Particular methods include 
evaluating and improving beliefs and assumptions, 
mental imagery of positive performance, positive self-talk, 
and use of effective scripts that serve as individual coun-
terparts to organizational rules, policies, and procedures.

It is argued that self-leadership differs from other 
related concepts (e.g. self-management, self-control) by 
more fully incorporating intrinsic motivation, and apply-
ing a wider range of self-influence strategies to address 
higher level standards that govern self-influence [1]. Three 
underlying questions can be used to understand self-
leadership: ‘What is to be done?’, ‘How is it to be done?’, 
and ‘Why is it to be done?’ Put another way, self-leader-
ship is accompanied by a cognitive process, in which the 
goals/outcomes, methods/approaches, and also reasons/
values of actions are identified. It is the cognitive process 

that distinguishes self-leadership from other types of self-
management that primarily rely on external factors (e.g. 
command, reward, incentives) [21].

Self-leadership is thought to be a construct that falls 
along a continuum ranging from the lower end repre-
senting externally managed behavior to the higher end 
indicative of self-leadership behavior. In the middle of 
the continuum lies self-management. For people who are 
externally managed, their behavior is solely determined 
by extrinsic incentives, with little consciousness to ‘what 
to do’, ‘how to do’, and ‘why [a task] should be done’. One 
can move further up to self-management when approaches 
to accomplishing certain tasks (i.e. ‘how’) are well identi-
fied and the motivation for actions is mainly dependent 
on extrinsic incentives. A behavior can be regarded as 
self-leadership only when ‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ are all 
addressed, and both internal and external incentives are 
incorporated.

As a routine practice, the definition of key concepts is 
introduced at the start of the lecture. In this part, Manz’s 
definition of self-leadership is explained with examples 
of ‘naturally motivating tasks’ and ‘work that must be 
done but is not naturally motivating’. Then the teacher 
introduces three categories of self-leadership strategies 
and how they can be applied in different kinds of tasks 
based on specific living cases. The cognitive process that 
addresses ‘what’, ‘how’, and ‘why’ is emphasized by com-
paring self-leadership with external management and 
self-management that are more extrinsically motivated.

After showing the continuum of self-leadership, a 
story is shared with students to facilitate their under-
standing of the above-mentioned distinctions. It mainly 
talks about three masons who are doing the same work 
but have different views on the task. While the first mason 
focuses on the superficial fact that he is chipping away at 
a block of stone, the second believes he is just following 
what his boss asks him to do, and the third one perceives 
his work as instrumental in building a beautiful church. 
Students are then led to discuss which one of them would 
become a self-leader based on the learning in this part.

Class activity 1: Are you a good self-leader?

The first major activity is scheduled at the end of Part 1, 
which is a questionnaire that helps students become 
more aware of their competencies of self-leadership. The 
questionnaire is based on the Revised Self-leadership 
Questionnaire, which has 35 items in nine distinct sub-
scales representing primary self-leadership strategies, 
such as self-reward, self-goal setting, self-punishment, 



Shek et al.: Self-leadership and service leadership      347

self-observation, self-cueing, natural reward strategies, 
rehearsal (visualizing successful performance), self-talk, 
and evaluating beliefs and assumptions [22]. This scale 
has been demonstrated to be a reliable and valid instru-
ment to measure self-leadership skills, behaviors, and 
cognitions [22].

In this activity, students are first requested to com-
plete the questionnaire in a self-administered manner, 
and are then instructed to calculate their total and sub-
scale scores. To help students engage in reflective learn-
ing, the teacher requests them to identify their strengths 
and weaknesses as well as aspects they hope to improve 
most. Sharing of the test results and personal reflections 
in class is highly encouraged. This activity is wrapped up 
by emphasizing that self-leadership is a comprehensive 
perspective that involves a variety of specific strategies.

Part II: Relationship between self-leadership 
and service leadership

Previous studies have shown that self-leadership is associ-
ated with a wide range of positive outcomes at individual 
and team levels. As service leadership is defined as a kind 
of service that satisfies the needs of others by consistently 
providing quality personal services to oneself, others and 
systems, the benefits of self-leadership can roughly be 
mapped onto the three realms of service leadership. At the 
individual level, self-leading people could demonstrate 
more self-efficacy, perceive higher levels of job satisfac-
tion, and perform more enthusiastically and competently 
in work, which could lead people to achieve career success 
[7, 9, 10, 23]. With regard team outcomes, promoting self-
leadership among team members (including leaders and 
followers) could reduce the personal control of the leader 
over the group, build trust and cohesion within group, 
nurture the autonomy of followers, thus facilitating group 
effectiveness and achievement [1, 6, 21]. Similarly, such 
systems as hierarchical organizations or communities, 
which are composed of highly self-leading members and 
units, operate more effectively than those lacking neces-
sary capacities for rational self-government [6, 24, 25]. To 
conclude, positive consequences of self-leadership in dif-
ferent levels can, to some extent, serve the needs of self, 
others, and systems for development, and are thus associ-
ated with service leadership in its three realms.

To introduce the concepts in this part of the lecture, 
students are asked several questions to provoke their 
thoughts about the relationship between self-leadership 
and service leadership with the adoption of a multi-
level perspective. Examples of the questions include the 

following: ‘Have you practiced self-leadership? What 
benefits do you think self-leadership can bring about to 
an individual?’, ‘Do you expect your group members to be 
capable of leading themselves? Why?’, ‘In your opinion, 
what distinguishes systems composed of self-leading 
members from those poor in self-management?’ Aside 
from thought-provoking questions and discussion, several 
mottos and quotes are used to facilitate students’ under-
standing of the importance of self-leadership in service 
leadership.

Class activity 2: Draw your ideal self-leader

The second class activity follows the second part of the 
lecture, and takes the form of picture drawing. This activ-
ity is designed to facilitate students’ understanding about 
attributes crucial to a good self-leader. As argued in the 
theoretical part, an effective service leader must be a self-
leader first – one who possesses a range of self-leadership 
competences, such as self-observation, self-control, and 
self-empowerment. The present activity encourages stu-
dents to link human bodily organs to these abilities in 
symbolic terms and highlight the abilities they regard 
as important through drawing. Students are expected to 
add different organs to a figure of man on the paper, and 
provide explanations of what self-leadership ability the 
organ represents and why it is important.

To conduct this activity, the teacher first makes a dem-
onstration to the students. For example, a pair of big eyes 
can be drawn in the figure, as a person with sharp eyes 
can perform better self-observation, which is the starting 
point of self-leadership. Then the teacher distributes to 
each group an A3 paper and color pens, and asks them 
to draw a human figure that can represent an ideal self-
leader according to their conception. After the artwork 
is completed, each group of students is invited to show 
their drawing and explain it to the class. This activity is 
wrapped up by summarizing the key traits of a good self-
leader and introducing the topic of the next part.

Part III: Ways to promote self-leadership

One key message conveyed to the students is that self-
leadership can be developed and promoted [6]. It is a 
process of developing one’s own self through discovering 
who he/she is, what he/she wants to be, and what he/
she cares about. As previously mentioned, there are three 
categories of strategies that can be applied for self-leader-
ship: behavior-focused, natural reward, and constructive 
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thought pattern strategies [2, 7]. These strategies include a 
variety of particular approaches, such as self-observation, 
self-management of cues, self-goal setting, self-reward/
criticism and rehearsal, which are effective in leading 
oneself to attain his/her personal goals [1].

In the practical sense, one can follow the process 
that includes the steps of self-assessment, goal setting, 
self-monitoring, and consistent practice to develop 
self-leadership. Specifically, self-assessment enables a 
person to form an awareness of when and why certain 
personal behaviors occur, and thus identify which behav-
ior is desirable and which one should be eliminated or 
changed. Based on the awareness, the individual can set 
specific personal goals to achieve desirable performance. 
A commonly used approach in goal setting is the ‘SMART’ 
principle, which suggests a goal that is ‘specific’, ‘meas-
urable’, ‘achievable’, ‘realistic’ and ‘time-bound’, and 
can strengthen the motivation for action and increase the 
odds of goal attainment [26]. With the goals well estab-
lished, one needs to focus on accomplishing the tasks 
ahead, thus moving to a self-monitoring or self-regulation 
stage. A series of specific strategies mentioned above can 
be used at this stage to evaluate and advance the pro-
gress toward the accomplishment of goals, such as posi-
tive self-talk, positive imagery before the actual behavior, 
elimination or modification of dysfunctional beliefs, and 
self-reward for desired performance or self-punishment 
for undesired performance [22]. It is noteworthy that self-
leadership does not end with the temporary achievement 
of certain behavior, but demands long-term adherence 
instead. Therefore, consistent practice is necessary for 
one to build a habitual behavioral pattern through the 
self-leadership process.

Students are led to go through each of the stages of 
performing self-leadership as well as particular strategies 
that can be adopted in each stage. Different approaches, 
including reflective questions, case analysis and teacher’s 
self-disclosure, are used throughout this part to assist 
the teaching. For example, to show students the way of 
self-assessment, the teacher asks them to reflect on them-
selves based on the results of questionnaire testing con-
ducted in the activity session and identify which aspects 
they want to improve most. Questions like ‘How do you 
evaluate other areas of your life, such as academic perfor-
mance, family relationship, and spiritual well-being?’ and 
‘How do your family or your trusted friends perceive you?’ 
are also posed to engage students in a more thorough self-
assessment. As for goal setting, two sets of descriptions 
of personal goal are compared and analyzed to facilitate 
students’ understanding of the SMART principle and its 
application.

Class activity 3: Self-leader: On the way!

As a variety of approaches and strategies are introduced in 
Part III of the lecture, the third activity is expected to help 
students identify various ways to apply self-leadership in 
a practical manner. Considering the fact that the examina-
tion period is approaching, strategies that can be used to 
direct students’ self-leadership in preparing for the exam-
ination are discussed. Students are requested to specify 
the task to be accomplished, which can be group project, 
individual term paper, or other important works. Based on 
the tasks identified, they need to make a self-assessment 
of their performance so far, then set ‘SMART’ goals for 
themselves, and devise a plan showing how they would 
do to monitor the progress toward the goal attainment. 
A worksheet (Appendix 1) is designed for this activity.

In this activity, the teacher’s main task is to instruct 
students to finish the worksheet first. Then, several stu-
dents are invited to share their plans to the rest of the class. 
The teacher then wraps up the activity by encouraging 
students to stick to their plans, highlighting the fact that 
effective service leadership starts with self-leadership.

Part IV: Conclusion and reflections

The major task in the conclusion part is to review and 
summarize the knowledge points of this lecture. Under 
the instructions of the teacher, students recall what they 
have learnt, including the definition and features of self-
leadership, positive outcomes associated with service 
leadership, and self-leading strategies. The teacher then 
highlights some of the key points identified earlier for 
emphasis. This part is wrapped up with the routine proce-
dures of post-lecture evaluation and student sharing.

Discussion
In the lecture described above, self-leadership is linked 
with service leadership in a university setting. There are 
several issues that can be highlighted for curriculum 
refinement. First, students can be further encouraged 
to reflect on their lifestyles with respect to the question 
of self-discipline and self-management. For example, 
students can be encouraged to put their reflections into 
writing and develop a plan for self-improvement. Second, 
the relationship between self-leadership and Confucian 
virtues introduced in the earlier part of the subject can 
be explored. Moreover, it would be interesting to explore 
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how psychosocial competencies, such as behavioral com-
petence and self-efficacy, can contribute to self-leader-
ship [27–30]. Third, students can be invited to reflect on 
the notions of self-leadership and elitist leadership, and 

the extent to which they support which view. Finally, the 
teacher can invite students to consider the question of 
‘standards’ with reference to values and principles that 
can be used to determine one’s performance.

THE HONG KONG POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED SOCIAL SCIENCES

APSS2820 Service Leadership 

Lecture Ten: Self-leadership & Service Leadership 

The assessment of this course is coming! How would you prepare for your group project or term 
paper? Please make an action plan for the successful accomplishment of the tasks in a “self-
leadership” way. You can pick one task (group project or term paper) as the goal of your plan. If 
you think some other thing is more important to you in the coming weeks, you can also make your 
plan based on that work.   

Let’s see whether you can fulfill your plan as expected! 

Appendix 1
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