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Introduction
More than thirty years working across software validation, regulatory compliance, quality systems and digital transformation have exposed me to leadership in technically complex and highly regulated environments. During that time, I progressed from specialist and technical leadership roles into positions requiring me to lead teams, influence senior stakeholders and deliver organisational change, often without relying on formal authority. These experiences shaped how I understood leadership, but many of the assumptions underpinning my approach developed through experience and instinct rather than deliberate reflection.
The Leadership in Practice module provided an opportunity to examine those assumptions critically. Through four reflective journals, I explored how different experiences shaped my leadership behaviours, values and identity, and how leadership theory could help explain both the strengths and limitations of my established approach. This portfolio draws those reflections together through analysis of a significant leadership experience, its relationship with academic theory, my evolving leadership identity and the lessons I will carry into future practice.


[bookmark: _Toc236144769]Summary Analysis
Reflective analysis requires more than recalling a leadership experience; it involves examining the assumptions, behaviours and decisions that shaped it, considering their impact on others and using subsequent insight to question how and why those actions were taken (Schön, 1983). I therefore use the following experience not simply to describe what occurred, but to examine how my reliance on technical expertise influenced my leadership, how my behaviour adapted in response to the situation, and what this revealed about my effectiveness as a leader.
This section critically examines a leadership experience at Oxford Nanopore Technologies that challenged assumptions developed through earlier technical and leadership roles. Rather than simply describing the experience, I consider the context, challenge, actions and outcomes to understand what they revealed about my leadership practice. The analysis provides the experiential foundation for the theoretical evaluation and leadership identity developed in subsequent sections.
[bookmark: _Toc236144770]Leadership Context
Throughout my career I have led software validation, regulatory compliance and digital transformation initiatives within highly regulated pharmaceutical and biotechnology organisations. These environments value technical expertise, rigorous governance and decisive problem-solving, particularly where compliance, product quality and patient safety may be affected. Consequently, much of my professional credibility, and initially my leadership identity, developed around providing technically robust answers to complex problems.
A significant challenge emerged during my work with Oxford Nanopore Technologies, where I supported the development of validation and regulatory practices as the organisation expanded from its academic and research heritage into the regulated biopharmaceutical sector. Sustainable change required me to engage specialists and stakeholders with different expertise, priorities and perspectives, often without formal authority.
This exposed a tension in my leadership. Technical expertise established credibility and helped initiate change, but relying upon it could restrict the involvement and ownership needed to sustain that change. I increasingly recognised that my contribution was more effective when others could combine their knowledge, challenge assumptions and participate in developing the solution (Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). The experience therefore challenged my assumption that leadership value was primarily demonstrated by providing the right answers.
[bookmark: _Toc236144771]Leadership Challenge
The leadership challenge at Oxford Nanopore was not resistance to regulatory compliance, but how to introduce greater structure without undermining the innovative and technically driven culture that had contributed to the organisation’s success. My initial instinct was to identify the compliance gaps, define good practice and provide a technically robust route forward. This created clarity, but I began to recognise that being correct did not necessarily make change sustainable.
The people affected brought deep scientific, technical and operational expertise of their own. If regulatory practices were perceived as externally imposed requirements, there was a risk of achieving procedural compliance without genuine ownership. I therefore needed to maintain the standards expected within a regulated environment while creating sufficient space for people to question, influence and ultimately own how those standards were embedded (Bäcklander, 2019)
This challenged my assumption that credibility and expertise naturally created influence. Expertise could open the conversation, but sustainable influence depended upon listening, understanding other perspectives and adapting how the solution was developed without compromising its regulatory intent.
[bookmark: _Toc236144772]Actions and Decision-Making
My response was to change how I used my expertise rather than reduce its importance. Instead of beginning with predetermined solutions, I listened to stakeholders, explored their concerns and used evidence to establish why change was necessary. Technical knowledge remained important, but its purpose shifted from providing the answer to creating a credible basis for discussion while keeping regulatory expectations visible.
I became more deliberate about involving people in developing the practices they would ultimately sustain. Guidance was developed collaboratively and supported by discussion and training rather than issued as a finished solution. As internal capability increased, my role progressively shifted from expert intervention towards facilitation and support, including preparing teams to demonstrate their practices during major customer audits (Denis, et al., 2012).
This required relinquishing some control over how solutions were developed. I remained accountable for ensuring the approach was appropriate for a regulated environment, but learned to distinguish between controlling the required outcome and controlling the route used to achieve it. Accepting approaches that differed from my own created greater ownership and reduced dependence upon my continued involvement.
[bookmark: _Toc236144773]Outcomes and Reflective Analysis
The most significant outcome was not simply more structured validation practices, but greater internal capability to understand, apply and explain them. Guidance and training provided a foundation, while teams became increasingly able to own the practices and demonstrate them during major customer audits. Reduced reliance on my involvement indicated that change was becoming embedded rather than remaining dependent upon external expertise (Ancona, et al., 2007).
The experience also changed my relationships with stakeholders. Moving from expert-led direction towards discussion and shared ownership created greater opportunity for challenge and contribution. This did not remove disagreement or the need for regulatory judgement, but made different perspectives part of the decision-making process rather than obstacles to it.
Reflecting on these outcomes changed how I interpreted my leadership effectiveness. I had previously judged success largely through the quality of the solution delivered, but came to recognise capability transfer as an outcome in its own right. The limitation was not technical expertise, decisiveness or accountability, but my assumption that effective leadership required me to remain central to the solution. A technically correct answer could address an immediate requirement; developing people able to understand, challenge and sustain it created longer-term value. I therefore learned that effective leadership is contextual (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010), knowing when expertise should direct the response and when it should create the conditions for others to contribute, decide and ultimately lead.


[bookmark: _Toc236144774]Connection with Academic Content
[bookmark: _Toc236144775]Leadership Beyond Expertise
The experience analysed in Section 2 challenged assumptions developed through years of professional practice, but experience alone did not explain why my leadership approach had changed. I recognised that technical expertise and decisive problem-solving were becoming insufficient in increasingly complex environments, but initially interpreted this as a practical adjustment rather than a change in how I understood leadership (Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007).
Leadership theory provided a different lens. It revealed that my reliance on expertise reflected an underlying assumption that leadership value came primarily from the individual leader's knowledge, judgement and ability to provide direction. Academic learning challenged this by presenting leadership as something that can also emerge through relationships, interaction and the combined capabilities of others (Denis, et al., 2012).
Theory therefore did not invalidate the expertise underpinning my professional credibility; it helped me understand its limitations as a leadership model. I began to see expertise as one resource within leadership rather than its defining characteristic. Two concepts particularly influenced this thinking: complexity leadership, which explained why individual expertise becomes insufficient as organisational complexity increases, and distributed leadership, which demonstrated how leadership capability can extend beyond the individual leader (Ancona, et al., 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc236144776]Complexity Leadership
As my professional responsibilities became more interconnected and knowledge-intensive, I found that approaches based primarily on expertise, authority and control could not accommodate the range of knowledge required to address complex organisational challenges. Uhl-Bien, Marion and McKelvey distinguish traditional leadership based on formal authority and control from leadership that enables adaptive responses to emerge through interaction across networks of expertise (Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). This challenged my assumption that increasing complexity required the leader to provide greater certainty. Instead, I began to understand that complexity can make reliance on any single individual's knowledge less effective.
This perspective helped me reinterpret the experience discussed in Section 2. The knowledge required to create sustainable change was distributed across people with different scientific, technical, operational and regulatory perspectives. My contribution therefore became less about resolving that complexity personally and more about creating conditions in which those perspectives could interact productively (Bäcklander, 2019). Listening, facilitating challenge and enabling shared problem-solving were not alternatives to leadership, but ways of exercising it.
However, this does not remove the need for direction or accountability. Within regulated environments, some requirements are non-negotiable and decisions may affect compliance, quality and patient safety. My learning has therefore been to distinguish between providing necessary boundaries and unnecessarily controlling how people operate within them.
Complexity Leadership refined rather than replaced my previous understanding: expertise and direction remain important, but their effective use depends upon contextual judgement (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc236144777]Distributed Leadership and the Incomplete Leader
Distributed leadership further challenged my assumption that leadership responsibility implied possessing the answers. Denis, Langley and Sergi describe leadership as potentially distributed across individuals and relationships rather than concentrated in a single formal leader (Denis, et al., 2012). Ancona’s concept of the incomplete leader developed this further by recognising that effective leaders do not need to possess every capability themselves, but can draw upon complementary strengths across others (Ancona, et al., 2007).
This resonated strongly with my experience of leading through influence rather than authority. In complex programmes, the knowledge required to make effective decisions rarely resides with one individual. I increasingly recognised that my responsibility was not to compensate for this by becoming expert in everything, but to connect people with different expertise, create conditions for constructive challenge and enable collective judgement (Raelin, 2016).
This required a different interpretation of accountability. Distributing leadership does not mean distributing accountability indiscriminately or stepping away from difficult decisions. Within regulated environments, I may remain accountable for ensuring that appropriate standards and boundaries are maintained. The distinction is that accountability does not require me to control every contribution or provide every solution.
The incomplete leader therefore provided a useful challenge to my earlier leadership identity. Acknowledging the limits of my own expertise is not a leadership weakness; it enables me to use the capabilities of others more deliberately while retaining responsibility for the environment in which decisions are made. 
[bookmark: _Toc236144778]Integrating Theory into Leadership Practice
[bookmark: _Toc235259702]Complexity and distributed leadership have not given me a replacement leadership style; they have changed how deliberately I choose how to lead. Previously, I often adapted intuitively, moving between technical direction, facilitation and influence according to circumstances. Theory has helped me understand why those approaches work differently and when each may be appropriate.
I now recognise leadership as contextual rather than fixed (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). Where risk, urgency or regulatory accountability require clear direction, expertise and decisiveness remain important. Where challenges depend upon knowledge distributed across multiple specialists, my role is more likely to involve connecting expertise, enabling challenge and creating conditions for collective problem-solving (Heifetz, et al., 2009). The development has therefore been less about changing what I do than becoming more conscious of why I do it.
This increased self-awareness also exposes a continuing risk. Under pressure, familiarity and professional credibility can draw me back towards providing answers rather than creating space for others. Applying theory to my practice therefore requires continued reflection on whether my intervention genuinely adds leadership value or simply reinforces a behaviour that has previously brought professional success (Schön, 1983).


[bookmark: _Toc236144779]Summary of Leadership Identity
[bookmark: _Toc236144780]Leadership Identity Statement
I now define myself as a leader who creates the conditions for others to contribute, develop and take ownership rather than measuring leadership through personal expertise or authority. My approach is grounded in trust, integrity, openness and respect for the capability of others, while recognising that leadership also requires accountability, judgement and direction when circumstances demand it.
Central to this identity is the belief that leadership should leave people, teams and organisations more capable and confident. I increasingly judge my effectiveness not only by what is delivered, but by the capability and ownership developed through the process. This represents an evolution from an earlier professional identity in which credibility was closely associated with having the answers; I now see expertise as something to be applied according to context rather than as the basis of leadership itself (Day & Harrison, 2007).
I do not regard this identity as fixed. Reflection has made me more conscious of both the strengths I bring and the behaviours I need to manage, particularly my tendency under pressure to revert to the technical expert. My leadership identity therefore reflects who I am now while remaining open to continued development. 
[bookmark: _Toc236144781]Core Leadership Values
Trust, integrity, openness and respect are the values against which I increasingly test my leadership decisions (Salovaara & Bathurst, 2018). Integrity requires consistency between what I expect from others and how I behave, particularly when decisions are difficult or inconvenient. Trust requires more than delegation; it means giving people meaningful ownership while remaining available to support, challenge and intervene when necessary.
Openness is reflected in my willingness to listen, acknowledge when I do not have the answer and allow my thinking to be challenged (De Haan, 2016). Earlier in my career, admitting uncertainty could feel inconsistent with the credibility expected of a technical leader. I now regard it as important in creating an environment where others can contribute their expertise without waiting for direction.
Respect connects these values to my wider leadership philosophy. If I respect the capability of others, I must give them space to exercise it, including accepting approaches that differ from mine. These values do not remove responsibility for difficult decisions; they influence how decisions are reached, communicated and owned. The challenge is maintaining them when pressure makes control, certainty or personal intervention appear easier. 
[bookmark: _Toc236144782]Strengths
One of my principal leadership strengths is the credibility developed through extensive technical and regulatory experience. It enables me to understand complex problems, communicate effectively with specialists and provide direction when required. I have learned, however, that credibility creates greater value when it enables discussion rather than closes it down. Being recognised as an expert gives my contribution weight, but I must remain conscious that this can also give my perspective disproportionate influence (Empson, 2020).
A second strength is contextual judgement. Experience across different organisations, cultures and leadership situations has made me comfortable adapting how I lead rather than relying on a preferred approach. I can move between direction, facilitation and stepping back according to circumstances, although reflection has made those choices more deliberate rather than instinctive.
My strongest capability may be influencing through relationships rather than authority. Listening, building trust and connecting technical, regulatory and organisational perspectives have enabled me to create alignment across teams where I held no formal authority. I increasingly judge this strength by whether it enables others to contribute effectively rather than making my involvement indispensable.
[bookmark: _Toc236144783]Development Areas
My principal development area arises from one of my established strengths. Technical expertise and decisiveness have contributed significantly to my professional success, but under pressure my instinct can still be to step in, provide the answer and take greater control. While this may resolve an immediate problem efficiently, repeated intervention can restrict opportunities for others to exercise judgement, build confidence and develop capability.
The challenge is not to suppress expertise or become reluctant to intervene, but to recognise when intervention is genuinely necessary (Heifetz, et al., 2009). I need to distinguish situations where risk, urgency or accountability require direction from those where stepping in reflects my own preference for certainty or pace. This requires greater tolerance of approaches that differ from mine and acceptance that developing capability may sometimes be less efficient in the short term.
A further priority is seeking challenge to my own judgement. Seniority and professional credibility may make others less likely to question my perspective, particularly when I express it confidently. I therefore need to create opportunities for constructive challenge rather than assume silence represents agreement. This requires psychological safety, where people feel able to question established views, acknowledge uncertainty and contribute without fear of interpersonal consequences (Edmondson, 1999).


[bookmark: _Toc236144784]Leadership Philosophy and Future Practice
[bookmark: _Toc236144785]Leadership Philosophy
The most significant outcome of this reflective journey has been recognising that effective leadership is not defined by a particular style, but by the judgement to understand what people, circumstances and outcomes require (Alvesson, 2019). The module has not fundamentally changed my values; rather, it has made me more conscious of how I apply them. Integrity, accountability and technical excellence remain important, but their leadership value depends upon how effectively they support the contribution and development of others.
What has challenged me most is recognising that behaviours responsible for much of my professional success can also constrain my effectiveness when applied without regard to context. Expertise and decisiveness remain strengths, but reflection has clarified that their value lies in knowing when to use them directly and when to create space for others to exercise their own judgement.
My leadership philosophy is therefore increasingly centred on enabling capability rather than demonstrating individual expertise (Ancona, et al., 2007). I want to provide clarity where it is needed, create challenge where it is valuable and establish sufficient trust for others to take meaningful ownership. Ultimately, I judge leadership not only by what is achieved, but by what remains afterwards: stronger capability, greater confidence and people better equipped to lead without depending upon my continued involvement.
[bookmark: _Toc236144786]Future Leadership Practice
Looking ahead, I intend to make reflection a deliberate part of how I lead rather than something undertaken primarily after significant experiences (Schön, 1983). I will question whether intervention is required by risk, urgency or accountability, or whether I am stepping in because providing the answer feels faster or more familiar. I also intend to seek challenge more actively, particularly from people whose expertise or perspective differs from my own, treating disagreement as an opportunity to test my judgement rather than something to resolve quickly.
These behaviours will become increasingly important as artificial intelligence, advanced digital technologies and new ways of working reshape highly regulated industries. Leading in this environment will require balancing innovation with governance, ethical judgement and regulatory responsibility (Steele & Bratton, 2023). I cannot expect to possess all the expertise these challenges require; my contribution will increasingly depend upon connecting multidisciplinary knowledge, establishing appropriate boundaries and enabling others to exercise leadership within them.
My development will therefore remain an iterative process of action, reflection and adjustment. I will judge progress not simply by my own effectiveness, but by whether my leadership creates greater capability around me: people increasingly able to challenge, decide and lead without requiring my intervention.


[bookmark: _Toc236144787]Conclusion
This portfolio has transformed a largely experience-based understanding of leadership into a more conscious and critically informed philosophy. Reflection on my practice, supported by leadership theory, has challenged the assumption that experience, expertise and accountability necessarily require the leader to remain central to decisions and solutions. Instead, I now understand effective leadership as requiring the judgement to determine when to provide direction and when to create the conditions for others to contribute, develop and lead.
The most important change is therefore not a rejection of the leadership approach developed throughout my career, but greater awareness of its strengths, limitations and appropriate application. I remain committed to integrity, accountability and professional credibility, while becoming more deliberate about creating trust, challenge and shared ownership. My continuing measure of leadership success will be both the outcomes achieved and the capability that remains: whether people and teams are stronger, more confident and better able to lead because of my contribution.
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