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In today’s dynamic world, leaders and organisations that fail to adapt will inevitably be left 
behind. The traditional narrative of the “strong, decisive leader” often implies a firm stance, 
but this guide will challenge that. We delve into intellectual humility, a concept that allows 
leaders to embrace change and new perspectives without losing face. It reframes strength 
not as rigid certainty, but as the courage to evolve. This guide will provide some tips on the 
‘how’ to take towards being a cultural humble leader.

What is Intellectual Humility (and What it Isn’t)
At its heart, intellectual humility helps us move beyond merely what we know to truly 
understand what’s possible. It’s the critical key that allows new knowledge to enter our 
understanding, enabling us to thrive in an ever-changing landscape. Rather than presenting 
us as static or stagnating, it highlights us as growing and evolving. Think of it as giving our 
roots the space to grow deeper, allowing our branches to reach further and make a far bigger 
difference.

While the concept of intellectual humility has ancient roots in philosophy, with figures 
like Socrates seen as early exemplars, its formal study as a psychological concept is more 
recent. Researchers began exploring it in the mid-2000s, coinciding with a growing societal 
awareness of power imbalances and the critical need for diverse perspectives. Significant 
initiatives have since been funded to understand this crucial trait. Simply put, intellectual 
humility is the recognition that one’s beliefs might be wrong and an openness to new ideas 
and evidence.
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Beyond Weakness: Challenging the “Flip-Flopping” Myth
The biggest misconception leaders often hold is that changing their mind signifies weakness 
or inconsistency. The “strong, decisive leader” narrative can trap individuals into rigid 
positions, fearing that any shift in stance will equate to “flip-flopping” or being a product 
of the last person they spoke to. This fear often leads to clinging to outdated strategies or 
flawed decisions, purely to maintain an illusion of unwavering certainty.

However, true intellectual humility is aligned with the growth mindset identified by 
psychologist Carol Dweck. It’s the profound understanding that we can grow, that we 
can know more, and that we can be more than we once thought. A fixed mindset, in stark 
contrast, proclaims, “This is what I have always believed, and I am not willing to change that. 
This is who I am, take me or leave me. I have always believed this, and I am not willing to hear 
new perspectives on this.” Intellectual humility empowers us to move beyond such limitations.

Consider historical figures who embodied this willingness to evolve:

George Orwell (1903 – 
1950): Educated at Eton 
and initially serving in the 
Imperial British civil service 
in Burma, Orwell later 
fundamentally opposed 

the British Empire. He reacted against 
his class privileges, embracing periods of 
poverty to experience life among the poorest 
workers and even volunteering to fight for 
the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War. His 
profound shifts in perspective illustrate a 
powerful intellectual humility.

Rosa Parks (1913–2005): 
After many years of living 
with segregated sections 
on public transport, on 
December 1, 1955, Rosa 
Parks famously refused 

to move from her seat, sparking the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott. Her individual act 
of defiance, a refusal to accept the status 
quo, marked a pivotal moment in the US civil 
rights movement and demonstrated a refusal 
to let ingrained norms define her actions in 
the face of a moral imperative. Her change 
wasn’t about wavering beliefs, but a firm 
stance based on evolving conviction.

Changing our minds is not a sign of weakness, but an essential part of personal and 
intellectual growth.

“The more you learn, the more you realise 
how much you don’t know. True wisdom lies 

in recognising the vastness of knowledge and 
approaching it with humility.”
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The Leadership Superpowers of Intellectual Humility
Intellectual humility transforms a leader from merely good to truly great by fostering growth 
and alignment with a changing world, enabling them to effectively lead those who look to 
them for guidance. It cultivates the curiosity necessary to understand how people truly feel, 
rather than relying on outdated assumptions. It opens us to hear that our experiences may 
differ vastly from others, moving us from a leadership style where colleagues feel they simply 
have to agree, to one where dissent is welcomed, and blind spots are illuminated. 

The constant questions of an intellectually humble leader are: What about this is useful? 
Where could I be wrong? What might I be missing?

•	 Fuelling Inclusive Leadership:
A leader’s intellectual humility directly contributes to building psychological safety within 
their team by creating an environment where curiosity about how people actually feel 
replaces assumptions. It cultivates an openness to hear that your experience is different from 
others. We’ve all seen leaders who perceive themselves as open, only to find that colleagues 
feel compelled to agree with them. Intellectual humility shifts this dynamic, allowing 
leaders to genuinely hear dissenters and significantly reduce their blind spots. This constant 
questioning – “What about this is useful? Where could I be wrong? What might I be missing?” 
– is fundamental to true Inclusive Leadership.

•	 Driving Entrepreneurial Leadership:
Intellectual humility compels leaders to actively seek out what we often miss because we 
wrongly assume our worldview is the worldview. It challenges the notion that our customers 
or clients must have things done a certain way, when often this perspective is purely internal, 
not based on external reality. An intellectually humble leader innovates by looking outwards, 
not inwards, realising they may not have all the answers. This outward focus and willingness 
to question internal assumptions are core drivers of Entrepreneurial Leadership, nurturing 
entrepreneurial qualities of persuasiveness, calculated risk-taking, innovation and fast 
implementation while using them internally.

•	 Humanising AI Adoption:
Intellectual humility is especially critical for leaders navigating the adoption of transformative 
technologies like AI. We’ve already seen the dangers when it’s absent, for example, in 
flawed Large Language Models, such as Chat GPT, Gemini and Co-pilot, or companies that 
prematurely decide to stop employing people in favour of AI, only to reverse course within six 
months because it simply isn’t the whole answer. The intellectually humble leader constantly 
asks: Is the AI wrong? Who is being disadvantaged by this? What legitimate reasons do 
people have for not using AI? 

We know that when we support one under represented group, we often support all – just as a 
wheeled suitcase or an electric toothbrush, initially designed for those with disabilities, ended 
up benefitting everyone. This empathetic and critical questioning is vital for Humanising AI 
Adoption and ensuring technology serves everyone’s benefit fairly.
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Cultivating Intellectual Humility: A Leader’s Action Guide
Changing your mind is a skill that can be developed with intention and practice. Here’s a 
step-by-step guide to help you approach this process thoughtfully and build your intellectual 
humility:

1. Recognise Your Biases & Blind Spots:
•	 Self-Reflection Questions: Regularly ask yourself: “What am I assuming here?” and 

“Who could challenge me on this?”
•	 Proactive Feedback: Actively invite others to share their perspectives and alternative 

experiences. Specifically ask: “How else could we look at this?” and consider, “Who 
could be disadvantaged by this idea that I haven’t considered?”

•	 Mindful Pausing: Cultivate the habit of mindful pausing before making a final deci-
sion. A simple yet powerful tool is asking, “Can I sleep on this?” This gives you space 
for reflection away from immediate pressure.

2. Actively Seek Out Diverse Perspectives:
•	 Engage Contrarians: Intentionally seek out “contrarians” or those who hold different 

views. Form a diverse advisory board or a small focus group to intentionally expose 
yourself to varied thinking. Crucially, don’t just invite them – actively act on their ide-
as where appropriate.

•	 Diversify Your Information Diet: Broaden your inputs. Read, watch, follow, and listen 
to sources that offer genuinely different perspectives from your usual.

•	 Identify Missing Voices: Before making a decision or formulating a strategy, always 
ask: “Whose voice is not in the room?” and “What might they say if they were here?”

3. Master the Art of Questioning:
•	 Powerful Inquiry: A core question to ask yourself and your team is: “Imagine you are 

[a specific stakeholder with a different perspective, e.g., ‘our most sceptical cus-
tomer’ or ‘a team member from another department’], what might they think?” This 
helps shift your viewpoint.

•	 Beyond Responding: Actively seek out new experiences that broaden your under-
standing. Practice truly listening to understand, not just to respond. Encourage oth-
ers to share by valuing their input with genuine respect.

•	 Reward Challenge: Create a culture where challenging assumptions is rewarded and 
appreciated. Make it clear that leveraging and appreciating difference is a strength, 
not a threat to authority.

4. Practice Principled Adaptability:
•	 Transparent Communication: When you change your mind, communicate it clearly. 

Explain your original thinking, what new information or perspective changed your 
mind, and how your core principles and values remain intact. For example, you might 
say: “We still believe deeply in inclusivity (your value), but we’ve learned that relying 
solely on one-off two-hour workshops (your previous strategy) is not the most effec-
tive way to achieve it anymore. Our new approach will be X, which better serves our 
long-term inclusive goals.”
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•	 Distinguish Values from Strategies: Be clear that adapting a strategy is not the same 
as abandoning a core value. Your values are your north star; your strategies are the 
routes you take to get there, and sometimes the route needs to change.

5.	 Embrace Learning and Growth:
•	 The “No Disagreement” Red Flag: Implement a weekly or monthly check-in: “Who 

disagreed with me this week?” If the answer is “no one,” then you likely have an issue 
– it means people are staying silent, and you’re missing valuable insights.

•	 Model the Behaviour: Consistently model intellectual humility yourself. Be open 
about your own learning journey and reinforce the story that changing your mind is a 
strength, not a weakness, for yourself and your team.

•	 An Ongoing Journey: The most crucial piece of advice is to remember that cultivating 
intellectual humility is not a destination, but an ongoing journey. It requires 
continuous effort, reflection, and a steadfast commitment to growth.
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The Intellectually Humble Leader’s Action Checklist
Use this checklist to regularly assess and strengthen your intellectual humility:

Recognise Your Biases & Blind Spots:
•	 [ ] Each week, I ask myself: “What am I assuming here?”
•	 [ ] I actively consider: “Who could challenge me on this?”
•	 [ ] When facing a decision, I ask: “How else could we look at this?”
•	 [ ] I consider: “Who could be disadvantaged by this idea that I haven’t considered?”
•	 [ ] I practice mindful pausing, asking: “Can I sleep on this?” before making final decisions.

Actively Seek Out Diverse Perspectives:
•	 [ ] I intentionally seek out and engage with “contrarians” or those with different views.
•	 [ ] I diversify my information diet (reading, listening, watching) to challenge my usual 

perspectives. 
•	 [ ] Before key decisions, I ask: “Whose voice is not in the room?” and “What might they 

say?”

Master the Art of Questioning:
•	 [ ] I use powerful, empathetic questions to understand others’ perspectives (e.g., “Imagine 

you are [stakeholder X], what might they think?”).
•	 [ ] I actively listen to understand, not just to respond.
•	 [ ] I reward and appreciate team members who challenge assumptions and bring different 

views.

Practice Principled Adaptability:
•	 [ ] When changing a decision, I clearly explain why my mind changed and what new 

information prompted it.
•	 [ ] I articulate how my core principles and values remain intact despite changes in strategy.

Embrace Learning and Growth:
•	 [ ] I regularly check: “Who disagreed with me this week?” (If no one, I investigate why).
•	 [ ] I consistently model intellectual humility, being open about my own learning journey. 
•	 [ ] I reinforce the message that changing our minds is a strength, not a weakness.

“Nobody stands taller than those 
willing to stand corrected.”
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Conclusion: Your Journey to Principled, Adaptive Leadership
The intellectually humble leader is not just responsive to change; they are its architects. By 
embracing the power of evolving your perspective, you not only enhance your own capabil-
ities but also foster a culture of innovation, trust, and genuine inclusivity within your organi-
sation. This guide provides a starting point for cultivating this crucial leadership superpower, 
enabling you to navigate complexity with wisdom and courage.

About Jenny Garrett OBE & Jenny Garrett Global
Jenny Garrett OBE has 20 years of experience running an award-winning, highly successful, 
and impactful global leadership, talent, and EDI consultancy. She is the author of “Equality vs 
Equity” (on tackling issues of race in the workplace) and “Rocking Your Role” (on navigating 
life and work as a female breadwinner). As a leading expert in coaching, leadership, and train-
ing, Jenny operates from a place of deep knowledge and empowerment, committed to en-
suring leadership is fair and beneficial for all. Her work focuses on three core pillars: Inclusive 
Leadership, Entrepreneurial Leadership, and Humanising AI Adoption.

Next Steps to Unlock Your Full Leadership Potential:
Ready to truly embed intellectual humility within your leadership and organisation? 

•	 Explore Our Services: Discover how Jenny Garrett Global can partner with your organi-
sation for bespoke leadership development, executive coaching, and comprehensive EDI 
strategies tailored to your unique needs. Visit https://jennygarrett.global/organisations/ 

•	 Listen to AI For Equity: Dive deeper into ethical AI adoption and its implications for leader-
ship with Jenny and Leah Garrett on their podcast, AI For Equity. Tune in wherever you get 
your podcasts. https://creators.spotify.com/pod/profile/ai--for-equity 

•	 Learn More: Visit JennyGarrettGlobal.com for additional articles, resources, and insights to 
empower your leadership journey. 

•	 Enquire about our services: enquiries@jennygarrett.global


