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A B S T R A C T   

The tendency to present authentic leadership as a set of project manager attributes (e.g., characteristics, be
haviours, competencies) limits the potential of this concept to help address the challenges of contemporary 
projects. Using the lens of self-identity and drawing on life-story interviews with Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) 
of public project-based organisations in the UK construction industry, this paper offers an enrichment of the 
authentic leadership concept that takes into account situated nuances and struggles encountered in the lived 
experiences of leaders. The findings reveal a dialogical process between more coherent narratives and person
alised stories articulated by the leaders, continued interweaving stories of self and the context, and ongoing 
efforts to cope with relational anxieties, authenticity and self-identity struggles. It is shown that these processes 
are situated in cultural values, roles, institutionalised views of leadership and the broader context, and shape the 
contextual conditions for project work.   

1. Introduction 

In line with the growing interest in authentic leadership within the 
leadership literature (e.g., Alvesson and Einola, 2019; Avolio et al., 
2004; Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Cooper et al., 2005; Gardner et al., 
2005; Crawford et al., 2020; George et al., 2015; Ilies et al., 2005; 
Ladkin and Taylor, 2010; Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2013), the concept of 
authentic leadership has made inroads to the project management 
studies (Drouin et al., 2021; Lloyd-Walker and Walker, 2011; Toor and 
Ofori, 2008). Following the debates in the leadership literature, 
authentic leadership was viewed as a ‘root construct’ (Avolio and 
Gardner, 2005; (Toor and Ofori, 2008)Toor and Ofori, 2008 in terms of 
providing positive psychological attributes that act as a basis for other 
leadership theories such as transformational leadership or servant 
leadership. Authentic leaders are anchored by their own deep sense of 
self: they are self-aware about who they are, what they believe, what 
their values are, and they can act upon these beliefs and values. Their 
positive emotions and well-meaning values such as honesty inspire trust 
and commitment in their teams (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Nyberg and 
Sveningsson, 2003). 

In the context of complex contemporary projects authentic leader
ship is seen crucial for delivering them successfully (Lloyd-Walker and 

Walker, 2011; Toor and Ofori, 2008). The deep sense of self, 
self-awareness of own and others’ identities, beliefs and values of 
authentic leaders have been recognised as important for leading pro
jects. A growing stream of project management literature has been 
drawing attention to the emotional and moral attributes of leaders that 
play a key role in dealing with complexities inherent in such projects (e. 
g., Berg and Karlsen, 2014; Todt et. al, 2019; Walker et al., 2014; Walker 
and Lloyd-Walker, 2014). However, the tendency of this stream of 
literature to conceptualise authentic leadership as a contingent set of 
project manager attributes (e.g., characteristics, behaviours, compe
tencies) has produced important blind spots that limit the potential of 
this construct to help deal with challenges of contemporary projects. 
Although some research has begun to reveal the complexities of exer
cising authentic leadership in practice (Raiden, 2016; Sankaran, 2018; 
Sergeeva and Davies, 2021), we still lack an understanding of the situ
ated nuances of practicing authentic leadership, self-identity related 
anxieties and struggles leaders encounter in constructing an authentic 
self, and how they cope with them. By identity anxieties and struggles 
we mean leaders questioning themselves, their identities, and the 
context and system within which they operate (Alvesson, 2010). This 
identity work is crucial for enhancing the effectiveness of authentic 
leadership (Ibarra, 2015). Moreover, the preoccupation with project 
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managers and understanding the role of authentic leadership in dealing 
with project complexities has meant that there has been a relative 
neglect of macro level leaders and concerns (Geraldi and Söderlund, 
2018). We do not have a sufficient understanding of the ways in which 
project-based organisations can be led authentically despite the recog
nition that authentic leadership of project-based organisations has 
positive effects on employee creativity (Mubarak and Noor, 2018). 

The aim of this paper is to address these omissions, and thereby 
enrich the concept of authentic leadership in the project management 
literature. To do this, the paper follows scholars taking a life-story 
approach to understanding authentic leadership (Nyberg and Sve
ningsson, 2013; Shamir and Eilam, 2005; Shaw, 2010). Stories play an 
important role in social construction of authentic leadership. They are 
the means by which leaders socially construct meanings to their expe
riences and life incidents, and express their thoughts and feelings. 
Stories have emotional elements that engage attention of listeners. 
Together with other rhetorical resources such as narratives and meta
phors they provide a comprehensive understanding of what makes 
leaders authentic (Sergeeva and Davies, 2021). 

Empirically, the paper draws on life-story interviews with four Chief 
Executive Officers (CEOs) of public project-based organisations in the 
UK construction industry. Public project-based organisations in the UK 
construction industry provide an intriguing context to explore self- 
identity struggles and experiences encountered in the exercise of 
authentic leadership. Multiple accountabilities of civil servants in the 
UK produce the demand for performing multiple identities – an agent of 
government delivering policy intent, an agent serving citizens, a public 
servant accountable to the bureaucratic mechanisms of the government, 
a partner that cuts through bureaucracy to get things done, and an 
organisational leader (Newman, 2004). Construction of a consistent and 
coherent self-identity is also made difficult by the ongoing efforts to 
transform the UK construction industry (Sparrowe, 2005). This industry 
is often perceived as inherently conservative with institutionalised 
practices which are slow to change; and largely male-dominant. 
Recently, however, there have been significant efforts to improve pro
ductivity that have led to the dominance of the narratives of collabo
ration, value creation (Green, 2011), and the enhancement of 
innovation capabilities for environmental sustainability and digital 
transformation (Sergeeva and Winch, 2020). 

The paper is structured as follows. The next section provides the 
theoretical background. The methodology section describes how the 
life-story interviews were conducted and analysed. The empirical sec
tion outlines how the interviewed leaders (a) constructed their 
authenticity in relation to their formal roles and accountabilities; (b) 
constructed themselves as good leaders; (c) coped with self-identity 
struggles and tensions. The empirical materials are then discussed 
against the theoretical background. The paper concludes with key 
theoretical and empirical contributions. 

2. Authentic leadership 

2.1. Authentic project leadership 

The origin of project management research on authentic leadership 
can be traced to the work of Toor and Ofori (2008), proposing authentic 
leadership as a root construct for project leadership that captures the 
positive psychological attributes of project leaders and arguing that 
authentic leadership is crucial for the dealing with the socio-political, 
cultural and economic challenges of the construction industry. Draw
ing on the multi-component conceptualisation of authenticity proposed 
by Kernis and Goldman (2005), Toor and Ofori (2008) define four 
authentic leadership behaviours: 1) self-awareness: having trust in mo
tives, feelings, desires and self-relevant cognitions, 2) unbiased pro
cessing: processing self-relevant information without bias, 3) behaviour: 
behaving in line with one’s values, preferences and needs, 4) relational 
orientation: valuing and accomplishing openness and truthfulness in 

relating to others. In this formulation, trigger events, a supportive 
organisational context and external environment is an important ante
cedent to developing these authentic leader behaviours. 

Since then, various studies have been examining authentic project 
leadership. There is a tendency of project management research to 
identify the behaviours, competencies and styles, or in other words a set 
of attributes that make leaders effective (e.g., Geoghegan and Dulewicz, 
2008; Lundy and Morin, 2013; Müller et al., 2012; Müller et al., 2017; 
Shao, 2018; Zhang et al., 2018). These studies have been largely pre
occupied with outlining authentic leader attributes that improve the 
performance of projects. They have been identifying authentic leader
ship attributes required for building trust, shared values and commit
ment in project alliances (Lloyd-Walker and Walker, 2011). These 
studies have pointed out that authentic leadership behaviours help in 
multiple respects:  

• Help respond to emotional demands of stakeholders in post-disaster 
recovery projects (Walker et al., 2014);  

• Help increase confidence and trust in the governance system with 
respect to dealing with ethical dilemmas (Walker and Lloyd-Walker, 
2014); 

• Help develop positive meaning, emotions and relationships in proj
ect teams (Berg and Carlsen, 2014); 

• Help develop followers’ positive psychological capital and perfor
mance (Tak et al., 2019);  

• Help strengthen innovator resilience potential by emotional support 
innovation setbacks by enabling leaders to provide emotional sup
port and establish a climate of learning when innovation setbacks 
occur (Todt et al., 2019). 

This stream of the project management literature has been invalu
able for demonstrating the value of the authentic leadership construct 
for project management research and articulating normative expecta
tions from project managers. Yet, despite drawing attention to the 
importance of leaders being self-aware of their own needs and suffering 
(Todt et al., 2019), it has been relatively silent on the real-life challenges 
of practicing authentic leadership. There has also been a relative neglect 
of the nuances in the situated practices of authentic leadership that are 
produced in the construction of self in relation to interactions with 
others and context. 

Arguably, these omissions can be traced to the dominance of the 
‘deficit model’ (Grint, 2007) of leadership in project management 
research, orienting research towards identifying attributes that make 
project managers effective in specific contingencies (e.g., Geoghegan 
and Dulewicz, 2008; Lundy and Morin, 2013; Müller et al., 2012; Müller 
et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). Notwithstanding the value of this 
approach in terms of articulating normative expectations, it does not 
provide the conceptual resources that sufficiently capture the com
plexities encountered by leaders in their efforts to enact these normative 
expectations (Bolden and Gosling, 2006). 

A handful of research has begun to address these omissions. Raiden 
(2016), for instance, offers a more nuanced understanding of these 
challenges by revealing situated gendered strategies employed by a 
project manager in enacting authenticity. Here, the emphasis is placed 
on context and the dynamics nature of gendered identity work. This 
study is an important stepping-stone in shifting the attention to 
context-sensitive identity work in developing the construct of authen
ticity in project organising. More recently, Sergeeva and Davies (2021) 
have argued that it is personalised, and reflective stories is what makes 
megaproject leader authentic. They have found a strong connection 
between self-identity and organisational identity. However, we still do 
not have a sufficient understanding of the situated nuances of practicing 
authentic leadership and self-identity related anxieties and struggles of 
leaders in practicing authentic leadership. 

Debates in the leadership literature suggest that these are crucial 
omissions. Whilst it is commonly understood that authentic leaders are 
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‘original’, ‘real’ and ‘true to themselves’ (e.g., Avolio et al., 2004; Avolio 
and Gardner, 2005; Ladkin and Taylor, 2010; Nyberg and Sveningsson, 
2013), it is of course tricky, if not impossible, to know what ‘true’ or 
‘real’ self is (Alvesson and Einola, 2019; Shamir and Eilam, 2005). Being 
‘true’ to oneself calls to draw on the very essence of self-identities, 
values, beliefs, principles and morals. Leaders often struggle with 
authenticity for various reasons, but it is these struggles that are vital for 
the development of effective leadership (Ibarra, 2015). They are ex
pected to construct a clear and firm sense of self to make everybody in 
the organisation to buy-in and sustain a coherent visioning narrative; 
but at the same time, self-identities are multiple, fluid and dynamic and 
often expressed through self-identity stories and storytelling of everyday 
experiences (Alvesson, 2010; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Prac
ticing authentic leadership is also made difficult by the need to construct 
the self in relation to followers and broader context – not just as exec
utives but as ordinary people with their personal interests and stories. 

Indeed, authentic leadership research has been drawing attention to 
the identity struggles leaders experience in relating to followers 
(Kempster et al., 2019; Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2013; Painter-Morland 
and Deslandes, 2017), as well as the difficulties of constructing a 
consistent and confident self in terms of the conscious efforts of leaders 
to connect their ideal-self and situated action (Shamir and Eilam, 2005; 
Shaw, 2010) and to respond to narratives of those around them and 
wider context (Sparrowe, 2005). 

Accordingly, important questions remain open in the con
ceptualisation of authentic leadership in the project management liter
ature. Principal among those are: How do leaders construct an authentic 
self in real life situations? What are the self-identity related anxieties and 
struggles leaders encounter in constructing an authentic self, and how 
do they cope with them? 

Another important omission in the conceptualisation of authentic 
leadership in the project management literature has been a macro level 
analysis that takes into account challenges encountered, for instance, at 
the level firm, project portfolios or programmes (Geraldi and Söderlund, 
2018). This can possibly be linked to the tendency to focus on the project 
manager or the project team as the unit of analysis in project manage
ment research concerned with leadership. There have been calls and 
efforts to extend study of leadership to the macro level by focusing on 
the leadership of project portfolios and programmes (e.g., Clegg et. al., 
2018; Kissi et al., 2013; Shao, 2018). Following this line, this paper turns 
its attention to the leadership of project-based organisations. Previous 
research has already suggested that authentic leadership of 
project-based organisations has positive effects on project members’ 
performance (Mubarak and Noor, 2018). Building on this work, this 
paper takes the position that there is a need to consider this macro level 
in addressing the questions the key that remain open about authentic 
leadership. 

In responding to these important omissions, this paper draws on the 
authentic leadership literature with specific reference to the role of 
narratives and stories in social construction of authentic leader self- 
identities that largely has been neglected by the project management 
literature. By providing more insightful and nuanced understanding of 
authentic leaders, their self-identities and stories we will improve our 
understanding of the construction of authentic leadership in project- 
based organisations. The next sections elaborate on the theoretical 
background offered by this literature. 

2.2. Authentic leadership and self-identity 

It is commonly accepted that authentic leaders are anchored by their 
own deep sense of self (Avolio and Gardner, 2005; Nyberg and Sve
ningsson, 2003). They are self-aware about who they are, what they 
believe, what their values are, and they can act upon these beliefs and 
values. The theoretical foundations for a number of existing studies on 
authentic leadership and followership development are grounded in the 
literature on the self and identity. Personal identity concerns the 

meanings that individuals reflexively link to their selves through pro
cesses of social interactions (Alvesson et al., 2008; Brown, 2015). This 
paper, following this stance of work, rests on the theoretical position 
that authentic leadership can be explored through individual percep
tions of leaders’ own selves and self-identities (Peterson, 2005) and in 
response to the narratives constructed by followers and wider context 
(Nicholson and Carroll, 2013; Sparrowe, 2005). 

Gardner et al. (2005) have been particular influential in proposing a 
model of the processes underlying authentic leadership that builds on 
and extends the multi-component conceptualisation of authenticity. The 
first theoretical cornerstone of this model is self-awareness, referring to 
the active efforts of an authentic leader to develop personal insights 
about their values, emotions, identity, and goals. The second theoretical 
cornerstone is self-regulation, a process consisting of four key elements: 
1) internalised regulation: refers to regulation being guided by core self, 
2) balanced processing of information: refers to the unbiased collection 
and interpretation of self-related information, 3) authentic behaviour: 
refers to actions being guided by personal values, beliefs and emotions, 
and 4) relational transparency: refers to displaying high levels of 
openness, self-disclosure, and trust in close relationships. This model 
assumes that the leader’s personal history (family influences, early 
challenges, educational and work experiences) and key trigger events 
(including crises as well as positive trigger events such as a promotion or 
stretch assignment) serve as antecedents for authentic leadership: 

“One’s personal history of life experiences are stored in memory and 
self-knowledge (self-schema) and serve to shape one’s identity as one 
seeks to answer question, ‘Who I am?’” (Gardner et al., 2005: 344) 

Michie and Gooty (2005) who conceptualise authentic leadership as 
high consistency between values and behaviours further propose that 
self-transcendent values and positive other-directed emotions are 
important elements of authentic leadership. They define 
self-transcendent values as the values of benevolence and universalism, 
and positive-other directed emotions as feelings, states, behaviours or 
experiences oriented towards gratitude, goodwill, appreciation and 
concern for others. Klenke (2007) reinforces that spirituality is at the 
core if authentic leadership. She introduces a model of authentic lead
ership that includes self-identity, leader-identity and spiritual identity 
systems. The self-identity system encompasses the intra-personal self-
defined by internal abilities, dispositions and dynamics. The leader 
identity system reflects the inter-personal self as defined by the leader’s 
relationships with others. Both of these systems are embedded in the 
spirituality identity system. 

It is commonly recognised that the leader-follower relationship is 
crucial to authentic leadership. Ladkin and Taylor (2010) argue that 
although authenticity may be defined in self-referent terms, it is the way 
in which ‘true self’ is enacted which is critical to followers’ experiences. 
Contending that authentic leadership involves balancing and resolving 
struggles and tensions, they call for empirical research in this area. 
Hinojosa et al. (2014) demonstrate the ways in which authenticity of 
leaders and followers is influenced by their personal histories. Personal 
histories include a range of previous life experiences involving family, 
childhood, culture, education, roles etc. They may be expressed through 
life stories told by leaders which can be used to help leaders develop 
greater self-awareness and thus become authentic. 

Ongoing struggles and ambiguities are seen to be central in the 
process of authentic leader self-identity construction (Alvesson et al., 
2008; Lewis, 2000; Lord and Hall, 2005). Nyberg and Sveningsson 
(2003) demonstrate an irony of authentic leadership: whilst leaders 
claim it is their natural selves that make them good leaders; at the same 
time, they must keep under control their claimed authenticity in order to 
be perceived as good leaders. This generates tensions that undermine the 
social construction of a more stable and coherent leader self-identity: 

“Authentic leaders demonstrate a passion for their purpose, practice 
their values consistently, and lead with their hearts as well as heads. 

N. Sergeeva and D. Kortantamer                                                                                                                                                                                                            



International Journal of Project Management 39 (2021) 815–825

818

They establish long-term, meaningful relationships and have the self- 
discipline to get results.” (George et al., 2015: 1) 

Authenticity can be hence seen as a continuous dialogical process of 
self-construction in relation to societal norms of the ways in which 
things have been done. Gutney and Jackson (2005) demonstrate the 
authenticity paradox of top executives and CEOs in CEO portraits. They 
highlight that CEO portraits often appear to project corporate identity, 
but they tend to be so similar that they generally lack a humanising 
effect. Emphasising that authenticity is socially and symbolically con
structed, they call for further research into how CEOs themselves make 
sense of their own portraits and identities. 

2.3. Stories of authentic leader self-identity 

People tell and share stories on the basis of their memories, present 
experiences and future expectations (Somers and Gibson, 1993). Stories 
are the means by which individuals ascribe meaning to their experience 
(Boje, 1991, Czarniawska, 1997; Gabriel, 1995). Experience is consti
tuted through individual stories about ‘self’, others and social situations 
and events. To formulate identity story about ‘self’ or others, people 
draw from their past experiences, present circumstances and future 
imaginings. Authentic leader self-identities are constituted by life stories 
that leaders construct during their lives. 

Sparrowe (2005) offers the framework of the narrative 
self-perspective on authenticity in leadership. Applying Ricoeur’s 
(1992) theory of narrative identity, the framework suggests that 
authenticity can be understood through stories of a life. This conceptual 
work stimulates reflection on identity as a narrative construction, 
capturing the constancy of the self in the context of dynamic lived events 
and the unity of the self in terms of enduring character. Shamir and 
Eilam (2005) offer a life-story approach to the authentic leader’s 
self-concept. They argue that authentic leadership rests heavily on the 
self-relevant meanings the leader attaches to his or her experiences, and 
these meanings are captured in the leader’s life-story. They demonstrate 
that leaders who are authentic possess a psychologically central leader 
identity. Hence, a life-story is at the core of authentic leadership. 
Life-stories express the storytellers’ identities which are products of life 
experiences. Shaw (2010) also focuses on the life-stories approach and 
how it functions giving leaders access to their ‘true’ stories. He clarifies 
that the life-story is a subjective construct that reveals the ‘true’ values 
and goals of the leader. Identity stories are inherently emotional in na
ture. They can be expressed with different intonations and inner 
feelings. 

Shamir and Eilam (2005) further argue that authentic leaders are 
likely to express their self-concept, shaped by life-stories, through a 
formal leadership role. This argument is consistent with the consider
ations of the concept of role in theorising about identity. An example of 
this is the work of Järventie-Thesleff and Tienari (2016). They clearly 
distinguish between formal roles of individuals associated with organ
isational positions and more informal role identities which are filled 
with meaning by actors enacting them. Drawing upon a longitudinal 
study of an organisational change they demonstrate how roles and 
identities co-evolve over time and how roles and role transitions figure 
in the identity work. 

Clifton (2013) argues that leader identities are performed through 
storytelling in organisational life. Clifton distinguishes between big 
stories which can be glossed as life stories, autobiographies or dominant 
organisational discourses and small stories of everyday workplace 
interaction. Small stories are seen as fluent, fragmented and dynamic 
constructions. Clifton (2013) argues that participants have discursive 
identities (such as teller, listener etc.) which reflexively make relevant 
situated identities (such as manager, leader, follower etc.). Empirical 
research conducted by George et al. (2015) supports this argument. 
They interviewed people with reputation for authenticity and found that 
leadership emerged from life-stories. Interviewees were constantly 

testing themselves through real-world experiences and re-framing their 
life stories to understand who they were. Their work reveals that life 
story provides a context for experiences and can be inspiring and 
engaging. 

Drawing from the above studies, it can be argued that stories are the 
primary means through which leader perceive and present themselves as 
authentic to themselves and others. Thus, identity stories can be 
considered as an important way of developing explanations about 
authentic leadership. Yet, insufficient attention has been paid to identity 
stories in theorising about authentic leadership in the project manage
ment literature. While Raiden (2016) has taken an important step in this 
direction by analysing story lines about gender and work, Sergeeva and 
Davies (2021) shared the life story told by authentic leader of High 
Speed 2 megaproject, much remains to be understood about authentic 
leader self-identities constructed through life stories. 

3. Research design 

The life-story interview method was used to explore the social con
struction of the self as an authentic leader. We followed this approach as 
suggested by authentic leadership scholars (e.g., Shamir and Eilam, 
2005; Shaw, 2010). Life-story interview enables to explore the ways 
authentic leaders are anchored by their own deep sense of self: their 
self-awareness about who they are, what they believe, what their values 
are, and they can act upon these beliefs and values (Atkinson, 2007; 
Brannen, 2013). Our study follows previous studies on authentic leader 
identity that have relied on a collected data from a very small sample (e. 
g., Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2013; Sergeeva and Davies, 2021). There 
have been previous organisation studies conducted on identity work 
using a very small sample size (e.g., Fernando et al., 2020; Rumens and 
Kerfoot, 2009; Watson, 2009). This approach is based on the argument 
that each interviewed individual, situated in a particular setting, is a 
case that requires intense engagement, and the very small sample size 
allows for focusing on self-identities and stories of individuals (Crouch 
and MacKenzie, 2006). The aim of this research study is to explore 
self-identities and stories of authentic leaders and hence our sample is 
small. Of particular interest is how authentic leaders socially construct 
personalised stories and more coherent narratives based on their expe
riences and reflections on the past, present and future. 

The life-story interview situation is viewed as a social interaction 
between the interviewee and interviewer. When interviewing CEOs 
about leadership, depending on the questions, we can expect them to 
construct personalised stories, to talk about themselves and their expe
riences, and their responses to broader contextual narratives and other 
discourses about leadership. The interview talk does not objectively 
reflect the reality beyond the interview situation. The interviewer of 
course influences which stories are mobilised (De Fina, 2009; Quasthoff, 
2013). It is important to acknowledge that a different researcher would 
inevitably elicit a different set of stories and self-identities. 

3.1. Data collection 

The empirical data is based on life-story interviews with four CEOs 
from UK construction and infrastructure public organisations. The in
terviewees were purposefully selected on the basis of their formal 
leadership roles and extensive experiences working in the sector (more 
than ten years on average). The sample represents highly publicized 
organisations appearing in the social media. In order to ensure ano
nymity, the four CEOs in this paper are given the pseudonyms of Charlie, 
Harry, Oscar and Emily. The first author has established a long-term 
relationship with the leaders interviewed by conducting interviews 
with them on various other topics in the past, regular attendance of the 
events where they performed public speeches, and other teaching- 
related work activities. The continuity of contact with these leaders 
established a certain level of familiarity and trust between the 
researcher and the executives interviewed. This provided a foundation 
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for asking CEOs to talk about themselves, their leadership and experi
ences more openly and authentically. We were also focusing on CEOs’ 
perception of followers and followership rather than followers them
selves. The total amount of audio-recorded interview data is between 2 
and 3 hours with each leader. All interviews were conducted in the 
CEOs’ offices (except the second interview with Harry was taken place in 
local café). The interviews were fully transcribed by the researcher. 

The life-story interview questions were open in nature, which are 
likely to elicit personalised identity stories and general reflections on 
leadership. The interviews were formed as conversations about leader
ship touching upon formal and informal roles of leaders and personal 
experiences. The CEOs were asked to describe themselves and their 
leadership approach. Examples of interview questions included, but 
were not limited to: Could you please tell me about your professional 
background and role? Many people recognise you as a leader. How 
would you respond to that? Do you feel as a leader? What counts as a 
‘recognised’ leader? “What challenges do you have as a leader? Identity 
stories can be accessed through questions about personal experiences 
and feelings about leadership roles. The guiding life-story interview 
questions are provided in the Appendix. The in-depth conversations 
intended to develop an understanding of how CEOs made sense of their 
formal and informal roles as leaders in relation to past, present and 
future experiences, and their self-identities. The small number of in
terviews allowed space for in-depth analysis of identity nuances and 
struggles. The set of interviews presented in this paper offers rich and 
interesting case for analytically in-depth examinations of how leader
ship narratives and stories are used in identity work. 

3.2. Data analysis 

The analytical process involved identifying identity stories through 
searching for natural linguistic expressions and words used by the in
terviewees. Personalised stories were constructed around individual 
experiences, circumstances in life histories and reflections of past, pre
sent and future. Stories were about CEOs’ self-identities, specific life 
events and general reflections on leadership. Such stories were identi
fied in the interview transcripts by searching for introductory phrases 
such as “My role is”, “I do”, “I have been for some time”, “I think I am 
one”, “Every Friday”, “I can tell you a story”, “I can find myself”, “When I 
have been in”. Authenticity of leaders was evident through phrases such 
as ‘I just relate to what I do’, ‘in all honesty’, ‘being genuine’, ‘being 
authentic’ and through self-awareness of who leaders are, their self- 
identities and what they do. More coherent narratives were also 
evident as outcomes of dominant structures, political actions, script- 
following, performance, organisational and industry identity works 
(Alvesson, 2003). The analysis required better understanding of the 
context within which interviewees operated. This involves reading in
dustry and company reports, brochures, strategies. Self-identity strug
gles and tensions were identified on the basis on interviewees’ critical 
thinking and questioning themselves and the context within which they 
operate. Self-identity struggles were identified in the interview tran
scripts by searching for phrases such as “I guess”, “the argument I had 
with myself”, “I find difficult”, “I find myself being critical”, “I think it is 
a challenge”. The self-ascribed roles and self-identities became central in 
understanding authentic leadership. The interpretative approach to the 
analysis of the life-story interviews was combined with the thematic 
analysis. The common themes across all four interviews are presented 
below as sub-headings, and within each theme we demonstrate per
sonalised stories and self-identities with nuances and struggles. 

4. Identity stories of CEOs 

4.1. Being formally accountable and authentic 

All CEOs interviewed initially referred to their formal organisational 
leadership roles and associated responsibilities. At the same time, they 

talked about more informal roles they play that reflect on their personal 
beliefs, goals and experiences. Below we present stories about each CEO. 

Charlie is the CEO of a government-owned company with main re
sponsibility of managing road network in England. Charlie has placed a 
lot of emphasis on the differences between private and public sector 
organisations. He explained that the primary purpose of the private 
business is to gain profit and earnings per se, and the secondary objec
tives are client recognition and wider reputation. In case when a private 
business loses reputation, it is not going to generate next business for 
next year or year after. Public business, on the other hand, does not have 
a return on share. Scorecard is one of the ways of measuring business 
performance of a public organisation. A sense of what really matters for 
end users is also seen crucial objective for running the public organi
sation. Charlie articulated the formal and informal roles he plays in the 
public sector organisation as: 

“I just relate to what I do. A little bit comes with a job. Part of the 
Chief Executive role, the job description, is to lead. You have de
cisions to make and they get brought to you.” 

Charlie further suggested that otherwise it is down to personality and 
communication with people. In his view, people understand what they 
need to do and what the priorities are. He believes people need mini
mum instructions in their work. Charlie saw himself as ‘empathetic’ 
leader who has genuine interest in his team members lives and feelings. 
He puts effort in understanding their situations and what they are going 
though in order to support them. Charlie also uses regular blog in being a 
role model for organisational members, in their project related problem- 
solving activities. He gave an example of a group of middle managers 
and senior staff sitting and trying to sort out a specific problem. He has 
heard them saying: “What would [Name] do?” He felt happy of the ways 
people aligned their thinking with his own in solving everyday prob
lems. Here is his story: 

“It is down to personality, talk to people, communicate. I do a blog 
every Friday and it is just setting the tone. How others think of us? 
What is good, what is not good? It is all about just getting people 
think in a same way. Hopefully, when we ask to solve a problem they 
will react as they have been told.” 

Harry is the CEO of construction member organisation, a leading 
figure in the UK construction industry, and is a passionate champion of 
change and collaborative working. He has had a hand in setting up a 
number of reform initiatives in the sector. On the basis of the privilege of 
formal CEO position, Harry has set up a vision and directions for the 
organisation and the sector as a whole. As a Chairman and Chief Exec
utive Harry’s formal job is to implement the decisions to the board: 

“Leadership is about setting a vision and getting people - leaders and 
followers. So, yes, I guess on the basis of the privilege of the orga
nisation to set up a vision and direction that must make me a leader.” 

The above story is about the importance of defining a desired future 
and getting others to engage with it. The more informal role Harry self- 
ascribed to himself is a ‘champion of change’ in the construction industry. 
He argues that there are people who work in the industry full-time 
putting an enormous amount of time. For them to be champions of 
change in addition to their formal role is recognised as remarkable. 
Harry argues that if he leaves his job, the advertisement will be the CEO 
of change and innovation. “What is not to like, and actually being paid to 
do these stuff”? “Whereas the majority of people in the industry are 
doing it because they see it as part of their formal roles” said Harry. He 
characterised his role as fascinating, privileged and rare. Harry also 
talked about his recognition overseas building upon the continuity of his 
seniority and work experience. Harry is truly passionate about his 
leadership role; he sees himself as a charismatic leader. He was seem
ingly honest in telling the interviewer that he has been given the same 
presentations thousands of times. He believes that a lot of people still do 
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not hear his message. Hence Harry has got to repeat the same narrative 
over and over again. He believes that the contexts change over time, but 
not the narrative. 

Oscar has led a number of high-profile infrastructure megaprojects 
both in the UK and overseas. As an engineer by his background, he is 
passionate about the critical role infrastructure plays in social and 
economic welfare. Oscar is personally convinced that there are only two 
things that leaders need in the infrastructure world: 

“One is to create a culture that empowers people to be the best they 
can be and genuine. Second, the theory I have been using for some 
time, I am convinced there are no more than 10 decisions. It does not 
matter what the subject is, there are no more than 10 things you need 
to get right. And the trick is knowing what they are and knowing 
when to make them right because the timing is important as well. As 
a leader my job is create a culture and to do what I can do to allow the 
team to be the best they can be which is primarily culture-based. And 
then with my experience knowing what those ten things are and you 
will not have a list when you start with, but you just know. I think 
that is when age and experience come in, something loom out.” 

As Harry, Oscar also sees himself as a charismatic leader. He uses the 
self-identity label ‘show man’ to describe his leadership style. Oscar 
places an emphasis on behaviour and its alignment with the culture he 
creates and promotes in the organisation: 

“Do you need to be a charismatic leader to lead? I think I am one. Is it 
necessary? No. I do not think you need to be a show man – it suits my 
style. But what is way more important is how you behave, and being 
constantly on your guard, constantly challenging. Am I behaving in a 
way that describes the culture that I said I want to create? Because if I 
am not, I am wasting my breath. If I am not people will not believe 
me.” 

Oscar is keen to champion a movement which recognises the inputs 
or contributions people early in their careers can have on the industry. 
The discussion Oscar has had with himself for twenty years has been: 
“Do you have to be old to lead big construction projects? Do you have to 
have a lot of experience?” It appears unusual in the construction in
dustry to see younger people in senior positions. In other industries you 
can see younger people to be promoted quickly; there are various fast- 
track schemes and high potentials for promotions. Yet it is very un
usual to see that in construction. Oscar argued that the construction 
industry is typically led by elderly people. It is typically perceived as 
quite a conservative, traditional industry, and it is not the one where 
change is necessary encouraged or welcomed, or certainly promoted. 
Oscar always thought that it was wrong. He hence invited early career 
professionals to form a collective to consider what they might like to do 
to further their progress, but also contribute to the industry. He 
explained culture and its change and the role of examples and stories: 

“The more you want to create a culture or change the culture – the 
more you can deliver your thoughts and provide examples of how we 
should behave or what ‘good’ looks like. Receiving that message in a 
form of stories, that is how we have done it for millennium. There is 
some biology and evolution in this. It is also about behaviours.” 

Emily is a CEO of a multinational construction company. Her lead
ership style can be described as self-deprecating, collaborative, hard- 
working and humble. A major aspect of her approach is that people 
are held accountable for their actions. Emily believes in a high degree of 
humanity, a sense of humour and a preparedness to speak to people on 
all levels. Throughout the interviews, Emily portrays herself as a 
‘reflective’ leader. She felt comfortable and confident to be in a senior 
position in male-dominant construction sector. She generally has found 
the construction sector to be welcoming, not just for women, but to 
anyone who has the talent and the aptitude to succeed. She is keen to 
support a movement for more women in senior positions in the 

construction sector. She has been actively engaging in organising events 
and writing reports about more women in construction. Social networks 
have been emerged around women in leadership in construction with 
the tendency of the employment rate continue to grow. Emily has re
flected on the role of storytelling and narration in her role: 

“I think storytelling is one of the things that has helped because other 
system has not been there to allow information-in-use to be trans
ferred between people. Storytelling should be interesting to make 
people remember. If it is really interesting and dramatic people will 
remember. If not people will remember because they heard it 10 
times. So, something that is quite mundane you have got to repeat. 
But something that is exciting you know people will remember 
because it is interesting story to listen to.” 

4.2. Being a ‘good’ leader 

While talk about leadership differs among the four CEOs inter
viewed, they all talked about ‘good’ leaders. Emily described a ‘good’ 
leader as following: 

“Open-minded, prepared to learn, having a nice ambition, and 
relative ego, but not to be dominant to think that it is the only thing 
that is important. I find that people who push for title or financial 
recognition quite often become disappointed because it is never 
enough. Whereas if you, every day, think “I have done everything 
that I could” that is not a bad place to be. Then you have done better 
again, you have done better again. Then you are pleased with what 
you have done other than disappointed. I am not saying it is an 
essential for leadership.” 

Charlie’s approach which he thinks works well for ‘good leadership’ 
is about building trust and a bit of empathy. He only does things which 
he really believes in, which he thinks is a bit ‘altruistic’. He just cannot 
engage with them otherwise. Charlie is really proud of the road that he 
runs and the service they give. He can really get into it. Charlie thinks 
that genuine commitment to the business comes across in all the 
communication he has with people. ‘Making it personable’ is his ego. 
Charlie explained that people realise that he is dealing with exactly the 
same things as they are. He argues that trust is important and then you 
build on your actions all the time. It is seen as a long-term process. 
Charlie also argued that leaders have to be relaxed walking and talking 
to people. If they are very shy it is difficult to do. He believes that people 
in a ‘big role’ have impatience. They want to do things, to change things. 
In Charlie’s view people want to see a leader who “gets things and does 
things”. 

Harry has a strong position that all good leaders in construction 
project-based organisations are passionate and motivating to be with. 
He found it interesting that there are generic textbooks on leadership but 
there is a scope for exploring construction industry leader. Harry be
lieves that one of the characteristics which is different is the proportion 
of leaders who come up through the construction industry who have 
done the actual work and then been promoted. This is in agreement with 
Oscar who emphasised that in construction industry practitioners often 
become promoted quite late in their careers. 

4.3. Experiences of self-identity struggles 

All interviewees recognised that they were inevitably drawn into 
situations where maintaining a positive sense of self could be chal
lenging. Portraying himself as a champion of change in the conservative 
construction sector, Harry found it very challenging to sustain positive 
emotion, especially during the economic problems the industry faced 
during the recession times: 

“Always be positive, this is a tricky one. Always be honest, but put 
positive sign on it. My face betrays me often. A lot of it is acting. A lot 
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of it is whatever the internal emotion you have to be positive. You 
have got to because you have got to keep this consistency of vision. I 
am not great actor. I am ok at it.” 

He further questioned himself about how to engage people with the 
passion and enthusiasm in such circumstances. The answer he offered is 
through storytelling as an important leadership skill: 

“How do you set the vision? How do you do it with passion that 
engages people? Answer is you have to be storytelling. Storytelling is 
a classic leadership skill. And by the way I am not necessarily great at 
it. One of the reasons I use slides is that I find it easy to keep the story 
on track. I can tell a good story using slides.” 

Harry acknowledged that he is not necessarily great at telling stories. 
He prefers to use slides as a way of telling and sustaining stories. In the 
context of the construction sector, practitioners typically use visual 
images and pictures (especially in architectural practices) as a way of 
telling stories about past projects or events. Harry adopts a critical po
sition to the industry clients, supply chain and academia. At the same 
time, he believes in continuous improvement of the industry: 

“We have equal pressure from all these different stakeholders that 
allows to find you a space in the middle to effectively find positive 
solutions: win-win. I spend some of my time criticising government. I 
spend some of my time criticising clients, industry. I can find myself 
being critical to academia as well. But always with this sense that the 
industry is got to be a better place. It is a lot of ideas here, a lot of 
legislation.” 

Oscar talked about his worries of people getting into a position of 
authority in their 40s, as they may forget some important things. They 
can become ‘blind’ to some of the things that always have been logical. 
Oscar argued that people may lose some natural ‘inquisitiveness’ that 
they have when they are younger. In relation to leadership, Oscar talked 
about the biggest nightmare of not having followers: 

“You have got to have a vision, you have got to be confident, believe 
in themselves and all of that. But we are talking about what is your 
biggest nightmare and we both concluded that it was being a leader 
and turning around and see nobody in there. They are not following 
you, they are not with you and you think they are but they are not. 
Because how you suppose to know what leadership is, how you 
suppose to know? And even if you have read every book on leader
ship how do you suppose to know if you are good at it. I think it is 
something that becomes apparent over time, and probably you are 
not the best person to judge whether that is the case.” 

Oscar’s self-ascribed identity is a ‘reflective’ leader who challenges 
and question himself. He believes that ‘good leadership’ becomes 
apparent though time and experience. 

Emily sees herself not as a charismatic leader who speaks publicly 
well, but as a person who likes to communicate ideas person to person or 
in a small group. She can influence a small group of people, and together 
as a team they have all complementary skills. Emily contrasted herself 
with other ‘great’ charismatic leaders who are good at performative 
public speeches and influencing bigger groups. She seemingly tried to 
justify herself, arguing that there are different leadership styles, and 
there is no one medium and by explaining that ‘good’ leadership as 
having complementary skills in a team: 

“A good leader tends to have in a team what they do not have. I am 
not a charismatic leader who can speak publicly really well. I am not 
that sort of leader. But I have colleagues who are good at that. I like 
communicate ideas person to person, or in a small group. Some 
people are great leaders because they can influence a big group and 
others can influence a small group, and come of their teams can in
fluence a big group. It is complementary skills. You do not have to 
have it yourself.” 

In addition, Emily stressed a shortage of talent and the strategy of 
being more structured around individuals who show real potential and 
the work experiences so that they are able to take a leadership role 
sooner in their careers. The working life of Emily can be characterised by 
the idiosyncrasies of women in the construction industry lacking con
fidence in getting to the top management of organisations: 

“There are also different agendas. Men generally think they are ready 
for next job, women generally think they are not.” 

Charlie also believes that he has changed the business to perform 
better. The business has had some significant problems. Government 
wanted to deliver the work. They had a sense of urgency in a business, 
whereas normally they have one or two years to plan then a year or two 
to deliver. During the recession times they had to really put back all 
expenditures and check everything that goes out. Over the last few 
months Charlie found it challenging to build it all up. He emphasised 
quite demanding customers. He further stressed uncertainty because 
they do not necessarily know where the next project is going to be. They 
change senior team, change people, structure. Even in a steady-state 
business is seen as quite dynamic. Charlie argues that in infrastructure 
bills are very high and if something goes wrong it is ‘very-very public’. 
He gave an example, if he works in big supermarket or retailer, and he 
orders 100 containers of wrong furniture, the worst that happens is his 
boss says: “Why do we have all these containers that we cannot sell, and 
it is going to cost some money?”. If he ordered a layout that does not 
work, or build a piece of road that is empty, his name is on the news
papers on Monday morning. He had a road-signal project few years ago. 
At weekend they did some work, on Monday morning it did not work 
properly. That was on national television news. Charlie argues that he is 
in that environment where experience really does help. He believes he 
has got enough experience around the business. He gets a sense of how 
long it takes to do something. He gets a sense when someone comes to 
him with a project financial forecast and says: “It is going to cost 
£100mln”. With probably three questions he will then have a good sense 
of whether £100mln would be the right number or inaccurate. Charlie 
thinks that that is where leadership experience comes in. “It is not 
actually knowing what to do, it gives you sense to look for vulnerability 
if you like.” Charlie talked about other challenges he and other leaders 
face: 

“We have 24 hours. When I started my career, I had to design a small 
project to manage. I do the job and go home. And now the real 
challenge is I still have 24 hours a day and I need to sleep for 7 hours. 
So, how do I prioritise for available working time? I think it is a big 
challenge for all of us. It needs to be quite dynamic; circumstances 
change, events change. Prioritising is a big challenge.” 

He further emphasised that the interactions with others appear to 
produce identity struggles and anxiety in relation to leadership 
behaviour: 

“Communicating to people is really difficult. My business is not that 
big. But I have people spread across the country with different in
terests, different ways of taking the information. Getting them all 
behind you, and actually doing the right thing for the business is 
challenging.” 

Charlie has found communicating with his project team and making 
them follow his vision challenging because of their spread across the 
country and differences in interests and ways of perceiving an infor
mation. At the end of the interview Charlie reflected on past, present and 
future generations of leaders. Charlie believes that the generation before 
him had a clear path of work and ability depends how far on the path 
you are. In his generation people have to manage own careers far more. 
For the next generation he believes it will be spotting new technologies, 
different social networks, recognising the diversity of skills and 
experiences. 
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5. Discussion 

The findings demonstrate the need for a nuanced understanding of 
the situated practices of authentic leadership that are produced in the 
construction of self in relation to interactions with others and context. 
They show the importance of authentic leaders in project-based orga
nisations, their deep sense of self, self-awareness of own and others’ 
identities, beliefs and values. This enables them to get their teams 
engaged with a vision, role model performance, and interpret and shape 
the broader environment within which they are situated. Our empirical 
findings reinforce and extend the project management literature that 
increasingly recognises the importance of authentic leaders for moti
vating the teams of complex contemporary projects and project-based 
organisations (e.g., Berg and Carlsen, 2014; Lloyd-Walker and 
Walker, 2011; Toor and Ofori, 2008). 

The findings critically confront the relative silence on relational 
experiences in the conceptualisation of authentic leadership by the 
project management literature, as well as the relative neglect of the 
context or its treatment as an antecedent or effect of authentic leader
ship (Berg and Carlsen, 2014; Lloyd-Walker and Walker, 2011; Tak 
et al., 2019; Todt et al., 2019; Toor and Ofori, 2008; Walker and 
Lloyd-Walker, 2014; Walker et al., 2014). Instead, they show a contin
uous dialogical process between more coherent often repetitive narra
tives and personalised stories articulated by the CEOs. Stories have 
essential emotional and spiritual aspect (Klenke, 2007; Michie and 
Gooty, 2005) that engages attention of audiences. Whilst the CEOs 
needed to sustain coherent narratives necessary for performing formal 
job roles, they placed an emphasis on engaging stories which bring them 
closer to their followers. For example, Emily has explicitly talked about 
storytelling and narrating and their importance in the context of 
project-based organisations, the first as more interesting and exciting 
and the latter as more repetitive and strategic. This is in alignment with 
the growing project management literature that focuses on lived expe
riences, stories and self-identities of megaproject leaders (Drouin et al., 
2021; Sankaran, 2018) and oscillation between narratives and stories 
constructed by executives (Sergeeva and Green, 2019). It is also in line 
with the recognition in the leadership literature that inter-personal self 
as defined by the leader’s relationships with others is an important 
aspect of authentic leadership (Klenke, 2007; Ladkin and Taylor, 2010). 
Of particular note is that all CEOs interviewed value a degree of hu
manity, a sense of humour, personal touch evident in personalised 
life-stories and metaphors. 

Whilst referring to their formal roles in organisations, the CEOs also 
talked about informal roles they play that are grounded in self-identities 
reflecting on their personal beliefs, experiences, critical thinking and 
actions. The formal roles of CEOs are associated with attributes con
structed as confidence, consistency and coherence. The informal roles 
are seen as mediators in identity work which are filled with meanings 
ascribed by actors enacting them. As evident, Harry saw himself as a 
‘champion of change, Oscar as a ‘show man’, Emily as a ‘reflective’ 
leader and Charlie as ‘empathetic’ leader. This observation is in keeping 
with authors such as Järventie-Thesleff and Tienari (2016) who 
conceptualise formal and informal roles in a similar way, and Sergeeva 
and Green (2019) who show the ways senior managers in the con
struction industry oscillate between performative narratives of innova
tion and personalised stories in constructing their self-identities. This 
interweaving of self-identities associated with formal and informal roles 
in which the informal roles become the primary arena for self-awareness 
and self-regulation suggests that it is the informal roles and 
self-identities that are at the core of authentic leadership. 

Interweaving of the stories of self and context can also be observed in 
the quest for authenticity – being oneself and acting accordingly (Davies 
and Sergeeva, 2021; Sparrowe, 2005). For example, it is possible to 
connect Oscar’s definition of his informal role as being a ‘champion of 
change’ to the broader industry narrative of transformation. Each CEO 
brought self-reflection upon their past, present and future experiences 

into this broader industry narrative of transformation. They authenti
cally talked about the self-discussions they have had in the past few 
years with themselves. They were self-critical, taking a critical stance in 
questioning themselves and the ways the industry operates. 

Additionally, the attributes of confidence, consistency and coherence 
explained in relation to the formal role can possibly be linked to the 
narratives about what leadership means in the UK government - 
inspiring and empowering others and being honest in communications 
(e.g., Civil Service, 2016). For example, Charlie seeks to achieve con
sistency through continuous communications with people that are based 
on trust and empathy. He makes his stories personal so that his sub
ordinates realise they deal with exactly the same problems. These are 
slightly ‘softer’ attributes than reported by Nyberg and Sveningsson 
(2013) who found that when managers talked about their managerial 
career and hierarchical status, they socially constructed themselves as 
bossy and dogmatic. 

All CEOs interviewed also talked about being a ‘good’ leader. This is 
not a surprising observation, as others have noted previously (e.g., 
Avolio et al., 2004; Avolio and Gardner, 2005). But what is noted here is 
that CEOs interviewed broadly share an undertone of altruism. This 
appears to reproduce the institutionalised value of integrity in the UK 
civil service, referring to putting the obligations of the public service 
above personal interests (e.g., Civil Service, 2015). 

It is also important to note that, although the CEOs interviewed often 
refer to heroic leadership attributes such as charismatic leadership 
styles, their interpretations of a good leadership tends to be relatively 
humble. For example, when Emily talked about ‘good’ leaders she 
described them as open-minded, prepared to learn, having a nice 
ambition and relative ego. These attributes seem to reflect a person not 
as someone who is over-confident or ambitious, but rather a humble, 
reflective and collaborative person. Arguably, this approach reconciles 
the demand for being an organisational leader with charismatic attri
butes as well as a public servant that serves the bureaucratic mecha
nisms of the government and citizens through the civil service value of 
integrity (Newman, 2004). 

Moreover, the findings reveal self-identity struggles and anxieties 
experienced in practice. Self-identity struggles were evident in stories 
mobilised by CEOs about their difficulties and anxieties in relating to 
others. For example, Harry believes he is a charismatic leader. He gives 
the same presentation thousands of times. He sees storytelling as a 
classic leadership skill. However, he demonstrates authenticity in 
acknowledging that he is not necessarily great at it. He found it useful to 
use visual storytelling (e.g., PowerPoint slides) in addition to the verbal 
form to tell stories to the audience. Another example is Emily not seeing 
herself as a charismatic leader. This indicates that she is true to herself 
and to the interviewer by saying that she prefers to communicate ideas 
person to person or in a small group. She believes ‘great’ leaders are 
charismatic and able to influence a big group; but justifies herself by 
arguing that members of a collective in organisations should have 
complementary skills. Oscar has also explained that his biggest night
mare (likely to be a nightmare for many leaders) is turning back and not 
seeing followers. Charlie has pointed out to challenges associated with 
his team being spread across the country, the diversity of his team 
members in terms of differences in interests and ways of engagement. It 
is also possible to identity self-identity struggles associated with gender. 
For example, Emily generally believes that women need more confi
dence in such a male-dominant sector. 

The stories mobilised by the CEOs also draw attention to the 
authenticity paradox that has been previously discussed by various 
scholars including Guthey and Jackson (2005), Nyberg and Sveningsson 
(2013) and Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003). This refers to the para
doxical demands on leaders in terms of expecting them to conform to 
institutional or organisational discourses, but also, sustain an authentic 
self. The difficulty Harry experienced in sustaining positive emotions in 
relating to his subordinates during periods of difficulty experienced by 
the industry resonates with the authenticity paradox grounded in the 
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tension between the need to regulate negative emotions that can have 
damaging effects and being honest about vulnerabilities and anxieties 
(Kempster et. al., 2019; Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2013). The struggles in 
Charlie’s stories also suggest an authenticity paradox grounded in con
flicting expectations associated with leader accountabilities (Painter-
Morland and Deslandes, 2017). Charlie’s stories draw attention to the 
paradoxical demands of different stakeholders – constraints to the time 
for planning and funding set by the government, and the public demands 
for keeping to plans and satisfying diverse stakeholder needs. They also 
point out the tension between the demand for achieving financial cer
tainty that is associated with public scrutiny and the need to cope with 
the uncertainty that emerges from not knowing where the next project is 
going to be. Indeed, project scholars have long highlighted that projects 
present a paradox, in terms of their promise of a robust method for 
controlling change and their messy reality - particularly when they are 
highly political and complex (e.g., Brady et al., 2012). 

Of further note, all CEOs interviewed believe in sustaining consis
tency of their messages. This is probably owing to their formal role of 
setting a strategy and organisational vision that everybody follows. It 
also reflects the need for coherent and consistent narratives in tempo
rary project environment where team members may shift and change 
over a life of projects. But at the same time, they also value personalised 
stories and activities. All CEOs interviewed found it challenging to 
sustain positive self-ascribed identities. This is consistent with previous 
work that found identity tensions and struggles in maintaining a 
coherent leader identity (Avolio et al., 2004 Lewis, 2000). This is 
especially challenging in the context of the construction sector which is 
perceived as conservative and slow in changing institutionalised prac
tices. Of further note is a way Oscar challenged conventional norms of 
the sector. For the past twenty years he asked himself: “Why it is 
appeared to be unusual in the construction industry to see younger 
people in senior positions?” He is keen to encourage younger people to 
be confident enough and to work as a collective to find ways of 
contributing to changes in the industry. This purpose of challenging 
existing norms is a key aspect of authenticity as a number of authors 
suggest (George et al., 2015). 

The indications of experiences of struggles among the interviewed 
CEOs perhaps rest of an assumption of many contemporary ideas in 
leadership. More specifically, the self-identity struggles evident in the 
data can be categorised at macro- and micro-levels and their in
teractions. The self-identity struggles at macro-level refer to the broader 
context within which CEOs operate. This refers to the specific context of 
the construction industry; tensions within an organisation and projects 
in terms of collaboration and communication between colleagues. The 
self-identity struggles at micro-level refer to individual concerns of 
prioritising time, work-life balance, behaviour and beliefs. Both macro- 
and micro-level self-identity struggles, and the dialogue between them, 
form social identity construction. 

6. Conclusion 

The paper contributes to enriching the concept of authentic leader
ship in the project management research (e.g., Berg and Carlsen, 2014; 
Lloyd-Walker and Walker, 2011; Tak et al., 2019; Todt et al., 2019; Toor 
and Ofori, 2008; Walker and Lloyd-Walker, 2014; Walker et al., 2014) 
by critically confronting assumptions underpinning this concept and 
offering conceptual resources and analytical extensions that can help 
address the current blind spots in capturing the complexities of prac
ticing authentic leadership in project-based organisations. By inquiring 
into an underexplored senior leadership position in project organising, 
the CEOs, the paper also contributes to the ongoing efforts in the liter
ature concerned with leadership in projects to extend the analysis 
beyond the analytical level of project managers (e.g., Clegg et. al., 2018; 
Kissi et al., 2013; Shao, 2018). 

The paper problematises the tendency in the project management 
literature to implicitly assume that authentic leadership is a set of 

attributes that can be easily applied in practice. The in-depth empirical 
material of this exploratory study demonstrates that authenticity is at 
the core of the social construction of self-identities through stories. The 
findings reveal the continuous process of a dialogue between formal and 
informal roles, continuous efforts to cope with relational anxieties and 
authenticity struggles as well as macro- and micro-level identity di
alogues. They demonstrate a need for a nuanced understanding of the 
situated practices of leaders that are produced in the construction of self 
in relation to the interactions with others and shared background un
derstandings. By better understanding authentic leaders and their self- 
identities we enrich our understanding of how they lead their teams 
and make sense of themselves, others and the context of project-based 
organisations. Learning from their experience can inform and guide 
future generations of leaders in project-based organisations. 

The findings show that institutional values and discourses can 
encourage the practice of authentic leadership, but also give rise to 
authenticity struggles. Understanding the role played by context in the 
social construction of identity is crucial for explaining differences in the 
practice and perception of authenticity in a specific situation (Sparrowe, 
2005). The study suggests paying particular attention to cultural values, 
institutionalised views about leadership, roles, the conditions of project 
organising and the broader context (Winch, 2014). This implies a need 
for sensitising the theory and practice of authentic leadership to the role 
of contextual conditions in pursuing authenticity. This exploratory study 
shows the lens of self-identity, a perspective that has been neglected in 
the study of leadership in projects, can be invaluable for producing such 
nuanced understandings of authentic leadership practices. 

A key implication of this for the theory and practice of authentic 
leadership is the need for shifting the emphasis from the ‘know how’ and 
‘know why’ of authentic leadership to the practical wisdom of authentic 
leadership (Grint, 2007). This is not to say that the ‘know how’ and 
‘know why’ of authentic leadership are not important, but rather that 
they alone are insufficient for realising the normative ideals promised by 
authentic leadership. 

The paper demonstrates the value of extending the scope of project 
research on authentic leadership to include macro-level concerns asso
ciated with project-based organising (Geraldi and Söderlund, 2018). The 
findings draw attention to the active efforts of CEOs to shape the 
contextual conditions for project work within their project-based orga
nisations and the broader industry in terms of, for instance, addressing 
issues of diversity, role modelling problem solving approaches, and 
empowering people to be the best they can be and genuine. It is within 
this contextual conditions that project portfolio managers, programme 
managers and project managers attempt to practice authentic leadership 
for dealing with complexities of contemporary projects. Future research 
can build on and extend investigations of macro level issues by inves
tigating how programme or portfolio managers practice authentic 
leadership and the effects of organisational and institutional level 
leaders’ authenticity on these practices. 

The paper also makes contributions to the broader literature con
cerned with leadership in projects. Importantly, the paper is an impor
tant stepping-stone towards moving beyond articulating normative 
expectations from project, programme or portfolio managers. The paper 
builds on and extends previous research on the social construction of 
leadership (e.g., Bresnen, 1995, Packendorff et al., 2014) by demon
strating that using the lens of self-identity to hold the conceptualisations 
of authentic leadership to close scrutiny can help develop more 
comprehensive understandings that can guide the theory and practice of 
project leadership. The paper highlights the importance of developing 
situated understandings of a dialogical process between coherent nar
ratives and personalised stories articulated by leaders, continued inter
weaving narratives of self and the context, and ongoing efforts to cope 
with relational anxieties, authenticity paradoxes and identity struggles. 
Future research can further develop situated dialogical understandings 
of leadership and examine their implications for leading projects, pro
grammes or portfolios. 
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Drawing on the debates on the concept of authentic leadership in the 
broader literature on leadership, the paper starts developing conceptual 
resources that can be useful for understanding and guiding the practice 
of authentic leadership in the context of project-based organisations. 
Crucially, the lens of self-identities and stories reveals leaders’ practical 
wisdom about the ways in which leaders construct authenticity in 
relating to their followers and the broader context. The paper also draws 
on the leadership literature to introduce the terms ‘authenticity 
paradox’, a powerful vocabulary for understanding the contradictory 
demands on leaders that give rise to identity struggles in the practice of 
authentic leadership. 

Finally, it is important to acknowledge some limitations. Our study is 
limited in providing insights into the ways authentic leadership in 
project organising is practiced and experienced over the period of time. 
In order to better understand the processes of change in self-identities, 
stories and narratives, more longitudinal research could further shed 
some lights into this. This could provide insights into future trends and 
strategies for practices and policies. Further study could focus on fol
lowers and followership in order to get more insights into their experi
ences of practicing authentic leadership in project organising. 

Appendix Guiding life-story interview questions 

Q1. Could you, please, introduce yourself?  

- What is your role in the organisation?  
- What is the nature of the enterprise within which you operate?  
- How many years of experience do you have?  
- What are your previous positions? 
- What are the sources of predominant workplace interactions (aca

demics, practitioners, government)? 

Q2. Do you see yourself as a ‘leader’? Could you please describe the 
way you have developed your identity as a ‘leader’? 

Q3. What is your leadership style? 
Q4. What is distinctive about ‘temporal leader’ or leader in projects 

as temporary organisations? 
Q5. What challenges do you face as a leader? 
Q6. Who do you recognise as a ‘leader’ in the industry? Do we need 

more leaders? 
Q7. Have you developed other identities in different situations 

(contexts, work environment), dealing with different people? How your 
identity has changed over time? 

Q8. To what extent retrospective thinking (looking backwards) and 
prospective thinking (looking forward) play a role in your identity 
construction? 

Q9. How does learning become transferred between generations of 
leaders and through time? 

Are there any other issues/thoughts you would like to highlight/ 
emphasise? 
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