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There is a particular kind of clarity that only becomes possible in conversation. Not in
any conversation, but in a specific kind: one where the other person is genuinely curious,
has no agenda to protect, and is listening not to respond but to understand. Most senior
leaders can recall a moment like that. Few would say it happens often enough.

The gap between wanting that kind of conversation and actually having access to it is
not a personal failing. It is structural, and it tends to widen with seniority.

This article explores why, what the research says about the cost, and what it actually
takes to close it.

The blind spot you cannot see from the inside

There is a particular kind of pride attached to figuring things out alone. The leader who
reflects independently, decides independently, and arrives at clarity without needing
anyone else in the room. It is a compelling image. It is also, structurally, an incomplete
one.

Blind spots are blind spots precisely because we cannot see them on our own: the
assumption that has quietly stopped serving us, the story about ourselves we have
repeated so often we no longer question it, the version of “successful” we are still
performing long after it stopped feeling true. No amount of solitary reflection reliably
surfaces these things. A blind spot, by definition, cannot be inspected from the inside. It
takes another person's vantage point to become visible at all.
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This is not to say that solitary reflection has no value. Many leaders actively rely on
introspection to maintain balance and reconnect with their deeper purpose in moments
of pressure. Some see this as strategic moments, spaces to sit quietly with the “real
guestion/s” before deciding. The problem is not reflection itself. It is reflection that has
no counterweight: thinking that loops back on itself without the friction of another
honest perspective, and that over time can quietly narrow rather than open the range of
what a leader is able to see.

When we hear that leadership can be lonely, we tend to picture isolation: the solitary
figure at the top, cut off from real human contact. Recent research published in the
Harvard Business Review (Bourgoin et al. 2024), suggests the reality is more nuanced
than that, and in some ways more instructive.

In their study of 107 senior leaders, only 25% reported frequent loneliness. A larger
group, 55%, described experiencing moderate but significant bouts of it, typically not as
a constant background condition but in specific moments of pressure: major strategic
decisions, periods of organisational turbulence, situations where the stakes were high
and the leader felt that those around them could not offer support without an agenda of
their own. One in five consistently downplayed what they experienced, which itself
reflects the pressure to appear unaffected.

The researchers are careful to distinguish this from the loneliness of social isolation.
Most senior leaders are accomplished networkers surrounded by colleagues. What
produces the feeling is something more specific: the weight of decisions that fall to you
alone, the knowledge that cannot always be shared, and the way relationships at the
top of an organisation tend to become hierarchical and instrumental over time. It is not a
shortage of contacts. It is a shortage of people positioned to offer honest challenge
without something to gain from the answer.

The instinct that sustains this is entirely understandable. Showing uncertainty can feel
like it risks destabilising the people who look to you for direction. The researchers note
that when leaders operate in this way, the whole organisation tends to feel it. A leader
without access to honest outside perspective is likely to be a less effective one.

The cost is not only personal. Without genuine outside perspective, leaders become
more prone to the cognitive patterns that isolation tends to reinforce: confirmation bias,
groupthink, a narrowing of the information that actually reaches the decision. The
further someone rises, the more often they find themselves at the centre of a room that
is full of people and short on “honest” conversation.
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Bourgoin and colleagues are clear that the antidote is not more contacts or a fuller
diary. What makes the difference is access to relationships where honest exchange is
possible without it costing either party something. Their recommendations point
consistently toward seeking support from outside the immediate system, and creating
the conditions for feedback that is not filtered by hierarchy or political consequence.
Among the leaders they interviewed, those who were part of a peer group outside their
organisation consistently described it as one of the more valuable things they had putin
place: a space to gain perspective from people who understood the situation but had no
stake in the outcome.

The coaching field has arrived at a similar conclusion from a different direction. Writing
on the evolution of workplace coaching, psychologist Anthony Grant traces a shift away
from earlier, more mechanical models (standardised scripts, prescriptive questioning
techniques, coaching as a skill applied to someone) toward what he calls a culture of
quality conversations: dialogue that is personally meaningful, genuinely two-way, and
embedded in real relationships rather than performed according to a script.

A quality conversation is not simply more conversation. It has identifiable conditions:
psychological safety, genuine curiosity rather than a hidden agenda, and enough trust
that a person can think out loud without managing how they are perceived while doing
it. Strip any of those conditions away and the exchange tends to revert to something
closer to advice-giving, or performance review by another name: useful perhaps, but not
what closes the gap.

Psychologist Barbara Fredrickson's broaden-and-build theory helps explain why those
conditions matter so much. Positive emotional states, safety, genuine curiosity, feeling
met rather than evaluated, tend to broaden the range of thoughts and possibilities a
person can access in the moment, while threat and evaluation narrow that same range.
A leader who feels judged in a conversation is likely to access less of their own thinking
than one who feels genuinely heard. The quality of the conversation is not a nicety. It
shapes what thinking becomes possible at all.

If broaden-and-build describes why the conditions of a conversation matter, the more
recent work of happiness researcher Sonja Lyubomirsky and relationship scientist Harry
Reis names the specific behaviour that tends to create them. Among the mindsets they
describe in their research on what makes people feel genuinely understood, one stands
out for leadership: listening-to-Llearn, listening with the sole intention of understanding
another person's inner world, rather than listening in order to reply, advise, or fix.
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It sounds like a small distinction. In practice, it changes the entire texture of an
exchange. Most of us, even with good intentions, are already composing our response
while the other person is still speaking, and the other person tends to feel that, even
when the advice that follows is sound. Lyubomirsky and Reis's research suggests that
when someone feels truly listened to in this way, they tend to become less defensive
and more willing to go further: to name the feeling underneath the story, rather than
just the story itself.

This is precisely what well-structured peer dialogue is designed to create, not because
participants are trained therapists, but because the structure itself (confidentiality, equal
standing, no hierarchy to protect) makes listening-to-learn possible to sustain
consistently, with people who have genuine reason to care about each other's growth
rather than each other's approval. Fredrickson describes this quality of mutual attention
as positivity resonance: a moment of shared, genuine positive emotion available
between colleagues and peers whenever both are genuinely attentive to one another's
experience, and not reserved for close personal relationships.

This is the territory inSymmetry's peer-to-peer coaching model is built for: small,
carefully matched groups of senior leaders, meeting consistently over time, outside your
own hierarchy and outside internal politics. A structure designed less to teach you
something and more to make a particular kind of conversation possible, repeatable
rather than accidental.

Not networking. Not advice-giving. The kind of dialogue that changes how you see
yourself, not only the problem currently in front of you. Inside that structure, you may
find, often with some relief, that the peers around you are quietly carrying versions of
the same questions. You experience, perhaps for the first time in years, what it is to be
genuinely heard at your own level, by people with nothing to gain from flattering you.

When was the last conversation that genuinely changed how you saw something?

And do you currently have the kind of relationships in your life that make conversations
like that possible: ones where you can think out loud, admit uncertainty without it
becoming a liability, and receive real challenge from someone with nothing to gain from
agreeing with you?
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If the honest answer is not quite “yes”, that is worth noticing. It is also, increasingly,
what the research suggests may separate leaders who keep developing from those
who plateau quietly at the top, not the rigour of their programme, but the honesty of
their relationships.

Most leaders who reach out tell us the hardest part was deciding to. If something in this
has landed, do not wait for the right moment or the right words. We would be glad to
hear from you.
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