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Foreword by Andy Hargreaves

It is pointless to strive to be imperfect. And it is impossible to achieve the opposite of 
imperfection for long in anything that truly matters. In most areas of life, perfection is 
a futile goal. Zero tolerance policies, elimination of achievement gaps, the insistence 
that failure is not an option and impeccable leadership – for most things, in most cir-
cumstances, these ends are all unattainable. Not only are they unattainable, they are not 
even desirable. The cosmetically altered wrinkle-free face, the orthodontically perfect 
row of teeth, the flawlessly scripted speech – don’t all of these lose a vital part of what 
makes us human, distinct and interesting? As the late Leonard Cohen pointed out, 
‘There is crack in everything’. And that, he added, is ‘where the light gets in’.

Striving for excellence is admirable. Pursuing perfection is a trap. In Overcoming Perfec-
tionism, Ann W. Smith (2013, p. 8) argues that ‘the desire to be superhuman becomes a 
problem when we begin to believe that perfection is actually possible and even necessary 
for self-esteem, success, peace of mind, and acceptance by others’. Relentless perfection-
ism, she writes, ultimately leads to obsessiveness, depression, addictive behaviour and 
burnout.

The truth is that we are all imperfect. Whether we are parents, colleagues, performers 
or leaders, imperfection is something we can never escape. It is part of the human con-
dition. In ‘Imperfections’, Celine Dion sings about how she has her ‘own imperfections’, 
her ‘own set of scars to hide’. We need to remember that this applies to children too, 
sometimes. As every parent knows, it is unrealistic to expect young people to be per-
fectly behaved all the time. 

Being an imperfect leader is not something we can deliberately accomplish, like being a 
transformational, inspirational or servant leader, for example. Imperfection will happen 
to us anyway. We cannot avoid it. Imperfect leadership, rather, is about how we handle 
our imperfections and make the most of them, while eliminating or at least mitigating 
their harmful effects on others. Imperfect leadership is about acknowledging our own 
and each other’s flaws, learning from them and even loving each other for them a bit – 
like the brilliant but absent-minded professor, the efficient manager who can get a bit 
too uptight on occasion, or the passionate yet vulnerable leader whose heart on their 
sleeve may sometimes beat too loudly for other people’s comfort. 
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The issue that Steve Munby and Marie-Claire Bretherton address in this excellent 
book is not how to become an imperfect leader on purpose. Trying to come across as 
a mere mortal when you truly believe you are a hero or a god will only be a source of 
irritation as well as ineffectiveness. False humility, staged self-deprecation and insincere 
apologies are as unconvincing as the forced grins that people try to pass off as genuine 
smiles. They are as excruciating in real life as they are in Ricky Gervais’ fictional leader-
ship portrayals in the TV sitcom, The Office.

There is a depth of authenticity and honesty, rather than just a level of skill or sophis-
tication, which marks out the imperfect leader as someone we can trust, admire and 
follow. Imperfect leadership is about who we are and how we are with others, which is 
manifested in what we do and seek to accomplish with those around us, together. It is 
not a toolbox or a rule book for leadership that has no connection to the development 
of our inner selves.

At the same time, imperfect leadership is no excuse for hapless or incompetent leader-
ship. And while public disclosures by sport stars and celebrities about their struggles 
with mental health have made it easier for everyone to stop covering up their flaws, 
expressing weakness or vulnerability can be overdone if it degenerates into emotional 
indulgence. Indeed, in a paper critiquing the rise of psychological interest in well-being 
as a way of dealing with unresolved issues of social inequality, for example, University of 
Birmingham professor Kathryn Ecclestone (2011, p. 99) has pointed to how the con-
cept of vulnerability has expanded beyond ‘those with mental illness or disability, and 
those unable to protect themselves from harm and exploitation to anyone receiving any 
health treatment, therapy or palliative care’. Other categories like post-traumatic stress 
and depression have also expanded to become more all-encompassing over recent years. 

To sum up: imperfection is not a get-out clause for poor performance; vulnerability 
must not descend into self-obsession; and apologies for mistakes are no substitute for 
redemption and restitution concerning those we have wronged.

Clearly, when we look at the idea of imperfection, and at the nature of imperfect lead-
ership, there is more to them than meets the eye. In this excellent sequel to Imperfect 
Leadership, Steve Munby – a proven leader of school districts, of an iconic national 
organisation for educational leadership and of a global education charity – joins forces 
with Marie-Claire Bretherton – a highly experienced school leader and one of the 
education system’s best collaborators and school improvers – to look more closely at 
imperfect leadership in action. 
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Their book identifies some key attributes and actions that characterise imperfect lead-
ers. Some of these, such as the importance of trust, building relationships, admitting 
mistakes and empowering teams, are already very familiar in the literature of leader-
ship, although it is good to read about them once more from a practical and not just a 
theoretical standpoint. Other attributes are more novel and may, momentarily, take the 
reader aback. Making public promises that could come back to haunt you, doing the 
right thing even when your career prospects are put at risk, narrating compelling stories 
as well as sharing important data and, my favourite, finding the right balance and rela-
tionship between power and love in interactions with others – these are all explained 
clearly and also illustrated practically from both the authors’ own extensive leadership 
experiences and from inspiring case examples of imperfect school leadership all around 
the world. There are engaging tools for personal reflection and practical guides for how 
to manage processes more effectively as a self-avowed imperfect leader. The cases ring 
true. No blushes are spared. The authentic nature of struggle, setbacks and overcoming 
adversity leaps off almost every page.

I have known Steve Munby for forty years. When he was a friend and colleague early 
on in our careers, he always struck me as someone who was simultaneously courageous 
and terrified all at the same time. He always wanted to make a positive difference, he 
was sometimes terrified by what he had taken on, and yet, with lots of help and advice, 
including a bit of my own, he always found a way through in the end. In later years, 
in some of my most challenging leadership moments, my own dark nights of the soul, 
I have sought Steve’s advice in turn, and benefitted from the moral support, strategic 
insight and ultimate optimism of his coaching support. 

And now we are colleagues together, leading an international organisation that we have 
created with a small team of associates, which serves seven ministers of education, their 
senior civil servants and their professional leaders, so we can advance humanitarian 
goals, policies and strategies in education globally. Through this work, we have been 
able to help system leaders to be imperfect leaders, too, in how they strive for genuine 
improvement, work collaboratively with others and admit it when they have taken a 
wrong turn or feel stuck. 

To be an imperfect leader is human. To live imperfect leadership with others can some-
times attain an almost transcendent quality that reaches far beyond the individual ego 
to encompass something greater than oneself. 
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This book will change your thinking. If you are worn out with trying to be perfect, it 
may change your life. Best of all, if you take its lessons seriously, it may help to change 
the lives of everyone else that you care about as an educator.
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Introduction

Marie-Claire

Over a bowl of olives and a glass of wine in a busy London tapas bar, I confessed to 
my mentor that I had read his book, but that it had disturbed me. As usual, Steve just 
smiled and said, ‘Tell me more.’ 

Imperfect leadership, as a concept, had blown my mind and turned my view of good 
leadership on its head. I recall saying something which now seems rather obvious: ‘I can 
be a good leader and still experience failure?’ I admitted that my deepest desire to make 
a difference as a leader, to achieve and be successful, had been built on the notion that 
to be good at my job, I needed to eradicate or disguise the imperfections in myself and 
become the perfect leader. That perfect leadership would lead to greater success. 

At the time I was facing several big challenges in my leadership and not everything 
was going well. I was subconsciously telling myself that clearly every success had been 
a fluke and that now the flaws in my leadership were appearing, like skeletons jumping 
out of a cupboard I had tried to keep shut. 

But there is something powerful and liberating about owning your imperfections as 
a leader. Being an imperfect leader creates space for learning and growth; it opens up 
opportunities for others to contribute when we humbly ask for help. It means we can 
acknowledge mistakes and failures without writing ourselves off. In short, being imper-
fect as a leader has huge advantages (and the truth is that there is no perfect leader 
anyway!).
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Steve

In Imperfect Leadership: A Book for Leaders Who Know They Don’t Know It All (Munby, 
2019), I outlined my leadership journey over twelve years (from 2005 to 2017) whilst 
I was CEO of two quite large education organisations: England’s National College for 
School Leadership and the UK-based not-for-profit Education Development Trust. I 
didn’t start off with the title of the book in my mind, but the more I wrote about my 
leadership, the more I came to understand that ‘imperfect’ was the best term to describe 
it. And this is not something I am embarrassed about. I am proud to be an imperfect 
leader, and I have a problem with the notion of perfect leadership. If we think that we 
need to be perfect as leaders, we may make ourselves physically or mentally ill. If we 
think that we need to be perfect as leaders, we won’t delegate and distribute leadership 
to others. If we think that we need to be perfect as leaders, we won’t encourage others to 
step up into leadership because they would need to be seen as being perfect too. 

The response to the book was much more positive than I had expected, but I promised 
myself that I would not write another one, as I had nothing else left to write about. 
However, I gradually began to think that perhaps the principles of imperfect leadership 
could be discussed in a way that might be helpful and of practical use to school leaders 
and aspirant school leaders. But such a book could only work if I could find someone 
to co-author it with me who understood deeply the principles of imperfect leadership. 
This person would also need to have a highly successful track record as a head teacher, 
as well as having experienced ups and downs in leadership and be very close to the real 
challenges facing school leaders. Marie-Claire was the obvious choice, and it has been a 
delight to work with her on this book.

What is imperfect leadership? 

The book is about imperfect leadership in action. But this is not a book about enacting 
leadership competencies. We are not asking readers to go through each chapter and tick 
off whether they meet the criteria. Far from it. We do not want to give the impression 
that you must strive to be a ‘perfect imperfect leader’.

Being an imperfect leader is not a skill set, it is a mindset. 
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Those with an imperfect leadership mindset understand that self-awareness is the start-
ing point for leadership. They know that it is important to be aware of their strengths 
and their areas for improvement. They understand that without self-awareness they are 
unlikely to lead others well, and they won’t know how to improve their own leadership. 

Those with an imperfect leadership mindset know that they don’t know it all, which 
is why they need a good team around them and why they value the expertise that oth-
ers bring. It is also why they see it as a wise and positive thing to ask for help rather 
than something to be ashamed of. Their self-awareness helps them to manage their 
ego – not too low and not too high – because they know their strengths and their 
weaknesses. And it is because they are aware of their weaknesses, that they sometimes 
use public promises to help keep them on track to do the things they know they really 
ought to do. They never regard themselves as the finished product, so they are always 
in learning mode. 

They understand that they will never be a perfect leader. Instead, they try to be a better 
version of themselves tomorrow than they were today. And if they have days when that 
doesn’t happen (and there will probably be many of them), they try to be kind to them-
selves, because they know that perfection is not attainable and if they tried to achieve 
it, they may damage their health and their sense of self-worth. They don’t expect their 
colleagues who are aspirant leaders to be perfect either. Rather than putting barriers in 
the way, leaders with an imperfect leadership mindset encourage others to step up into 
leadership and help to build their confidence. Finally, imperfect leaders are authentic. 
They know themselves and they see it as important to be honest about who they are. 

How to get the most out of this book

This book is built upon, and draws upon, the experience of imperfect leaders. Each 
chapter is peppered with real examples from leaders around the world who have gra-
ciously opened up their own imperfect leadership as case studies to be examined. Every 
context is different and there is no formula for leadership. Some successful leadership 
is simply down to luck and to being in the right place at the right time. But the message 
of this book is that we can all learn to be better leaders if we invest in self-reflection and 
become skilled at asking for help. The authors of these case studies have done that, with 
considerable success, even though they may have had some angst along the way. We 
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hope that you will find their stories helpful and inspiring. And where they challenge 
you, or make you feel uncomfortable, consider what the case study is provoking in you, 
and take some time to reflect and respond. 

Each chapter covers one of the main principles of imperfect leadership outlined in Steve’s 
previous book. Although each principle is discrete, the common theme throughout is 
that knowing we are imperfect as leaders can be a positive mindset and this can help 
us to be better and more effective at what we do. Given the unprecedented challenges 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, in Chapter 10 we consider how, as imperfect 
leaders, we need to show up with hope and pragmatism, particularly in periods of crisis 
and uncertainty. 

Imperfect leaders know themselves well and they are also committed to their own 
development. So, in each chapter, we have also included some questions for reflection 
and self-review, and some exercises and activities for you to try out, either on your 
own or with a trusted colleague or peer. It can be incredibly powerful to have a shared 
dialogue with others about your leadership learning and reflections. You can make the 
time to do these exercises and reflect as you progress through each chapter, or revisit 
them as a way of reviewing and crystallising your thinking. 

Embracing the fact that we are imperfect leaders doesn’t make us settle for poor per-
formance or mediocrity. In fact, the reverse is the case. Knowing that we are not the 
finished product makes us keen to learn more, to make better decisions and to improve 
our leadership. It drives us on, whilst helping us to recognise that some self-doubt can 
be a good thing. It makes us more ready and willing to ask for help, and it reminds 
us that we need to lead with love as well as with power. Most of all, it helps us to be 
authentic and to try, day by day, month by month and year by year, to be a better ver-
sion of ourselves as leaders. And because we know that we are imperfect, it helps us to 
still love ourselves when we get it wrong. As the famous poem ‘Anyway’ ends: ‘Give the 
world the best you have and it may never be enough; Give the world the best you have 
anyway.’
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Key themes

There are a number of key themes in this book, as illustrated below. The imperfect lead-
ership mindset is about being a lifelong student of leadership, working on the internal 
foundations as well as the external manifestation of our leadership. 

The imperfect
leadership mindset

Internal
foundations

External
manifestation

9

✓

Authenticity
and Doing the

Right Thing

3

Asking for Help

4

Managing Ego

and Acknowledging
Mistakes

6

Being a Restless
Learner

1

Self-Awareness

and Tuning into Context

2

Developing and
Empowering Teams

5

Making Public
Promises

7

Power and Love

8

Developing Future Leaders

10

Showing Up with Hope
and Pragmatism
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Chapter 1

Self-Awareness and  
Tuning into Context

Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.
Anon.

Imperfect leaders are self-aware – they know their strengths but they are also aware of their 
weaknesses.

We believe that a deep self-awareness is one of the most important aspects of effective 
leadership. If leadership is about moving a group of people forwards towards an agreed 
goal, then the ability of the leaders in the organisation, at every level, to be aware of 
themselves and their contribution is vital. Self-awareness can help leaders to be more 
effective by giving them insights into how they might need to reshape actions, reframe 
conversations and adjust approaches, so they have a better impact. It helps leaders to 
bring the best of themselves and mitigate for the worst of themselves. 

But self-awareness is complex and can be a lifetime’s work. There are many things that 
influence how we behave as leaders: our skills and knowledge, our self-image, our traits, 
our motives and, of course, external factors and the context in which we are currently. 
If we want to improve our self-awareness as leaders, we need to ask ourselves a range 
of questions:

1. What knowledge, experience and skills do I have that make me an effective leader 
within my current context? What does my context need from me? What are the 
gaps?
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2. What do I think others want and expect from me as a leader? How do I know? 
Am I happy with that? Is my self-image as a leader overly influenced by the 
expectations of others?

3. How do my traits work for or against me as a leader? What are my default 
modes? When and why do I sometimes end up behaving in a way that I regret 
afterwards? What am I like when I am tired or stressed? Can I detect the 
warning signs and amend the negative aspects of my behaviour before harm is 
done or before I make myself unwell? How might I adapt or change my default 
modes to make myself more effective?  

4. What motivates me about leadership? What are my drivers and how does that 
affect my behaviour and how I feel about myself? Is my main driver making a 
difference, status and power, income/paying the mortgage, not being a failure or 
being liked? 

Being an imperfect leader means that you develop an accurate, balanced view of your-
self as a leader. You know what you do well, and you know where you have gaps in 
knowledge, weaknesses or insecurities.

Self-awareness is developed naturally over time through experience and feedback, but 
there are several ways that self-awareness can be nurtured in a more proactive and 
deliberate way. We do this through things like: 

 ■ Working with a mentor or coach. 

 ■ Recording our behaviour in meetings and watching it back, perhaps with a 
facilitator.

 ■ Inviting external critical friends into our organisation to watch how we operate.

 ■ Keeping a personal diary and using it to reflect on our leadership behaviours and 
feelings.
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 Steve 

I kept a personal diary for ten years as a leader. It wasn’t too onerous, and I only 
made occasional entries, but it definitely helped me to be more aware of the pat-
terns and habits in my leadership and to reflect on how I was developing on my 
leadership journey.

One psychological tool that can help to frame how we might expand our self-awareness 
is the Johari window (see Figure 1.1 on page 10), created by Joseph Luft and Harring-
ton Ingham in 1955. There are two dimensions to the Johari window: what you know 
or don’t know about yourself, and what others know or don’t know about you. The 
model has four quadrants. Firstly, anything you know about yourself and are willing 
to share is part of your open area (quadrant 1). You can build trust when you disclose 
information to others, which in turn allows them to share things about themselves as 
well. However, there will be areas where you have a blind spot (quadrant 2). This is 
where others around you can see things about you and your leadership of which you are 
unaware. With the help of feedback from others you can become aware of some of your 
positive and negative traits, as perceived by others. Clearly, there are also aspects about 
yourself of which you are aware but might not want others to know. This is known 
as your hidden area (quadrant 3). This leaves just one area, which is the area that is 
unknown to you and to others (quadrant 4).

The key is that it is possible to increase your open area by asking for feedback from 
other people. When feedback is given to you honestly, it can also reduce the size of your 
blind area. For example, maybe you interrupt people before they have finished speaking, 
which can cause frustration. Sometimes you don’t realise these aspects of your charac-
ter until it is pointed out to you. By working with others and asking for feedback, it is 
possible to discover aspects about your leadership that you can build on, develop and 
improve. 

The Johari window reminds us that we all have blind spots or areas where we hide 
behind a facade. The people around us have a contribution to make to our journey to 
self-awareness. How we solicit feedback is an important first step in understanding 
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how we are known and perceived by others. (At the end of this chapter there is a simple 
exercise you can do to begin this process of asking for feedback.) 

1 2

3 4

Known
by self 

Open/free
area

Blind
area

Unknown
area

Hidden
area

Known
by others

Unknown
by others

Ask

Tell

Self-disclosure/exposure
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Others’ observationShared
discovery

Unknown 
by self 

Figure 1.1. The Johari window (Luft and Ingham, 1955) 

360° feedback can be a very powerful  
way of developing self-awareness 

The National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) was introduced in 
England in 1997. This was a part-time programme for prospective head teachers, to 
be completed over one or two years, leading to a qualification awarded, from 2000 
onwards, by the National College for School Leadership on behalf of the government. 
By 2008, it had become a government requirement that all those applying for their 
first headship role had to have the qualification or to be enrolled on the programme. 
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But there was a problem: too many people had achieved the qualification but were 
either nowhere near ready for headship/principalship or else they didn’t really want to 
become heads. The reputation of the qualification had therefore been diminished; its 
brand had been tarnished.

One of the changes that was introduced to improve the situation was that all those 
applying for the NPQH programme were required to take part in a 360°-feedback 
process. For every applicant, a sample of colleagues would be asked to complete a ques-
tionnaire about their leadership. When the applicants received the feedback about their 
areas of strength and areas for improvement, if they embraced the feedback, recognised 
it and were keen to work on their weaknesses, they were more likely to be admitted 
onto the programme. Conversely, if they did not recognise the feedback, challenged it 
or were overly defensive about their areas for improvement, then they were less likely 
to be accepted. This was based on the firm belief that self-awareness is a key to effective 
leadership. Over time, this process worked well as one of the guardians of quality for 
the development of head teachers.

360° feedback can sometimes challenge us in ways that make us feel uncomfortable or 
vulnerable. It takes courage and commitment to be open, to listen and reflect; having a 
balanced attitude is an important foundation. 360° feedback represents other people’s 
perceptions of us, not necessarily the whole truth. Aim to use the feedback as a starting 
point for more in-depth conversations with a coach or mentor about how you can grow. 

Sometimes it is hard for us to accept the positive feedback we get, as too often we fix-
ate on the negative. We have a tendency as humans to overly focus on our weaknesses 
and deficits rather than be encouraged by the constructive feedback we get. There is 
an abundance of research about how strengths-based approaches to leadership and 
personal development have a positive impact on both well-being and performance 
(Buckingham and Clifton, 2001; Dubreuil et al., 2016). Consider how you can identify 
and develop further the things you do well as a leader, as well as the areas you want to 
improve. According to Miglianico et al. (2020), ‘The best opportunity for individual 
development lies in investing in people’s strengths, not in managing their weaknesses.’ 
In other words, minimising our weaknesses can prevent failure but it cannot inspire 
leadership excellence. 

There is a risk, of course, that undertaking formal 360° feedback can become just an 
event or a task on your leadership to-do list. Consider ways in which you can build in 
frequent micro-moments of feedback from leaders and colleagues in your teams.
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