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Abstract

Europe has always been, intrinsically, a space which expressed, showcased 
and witnessed identity as an issue away from its quest as a culture, a citizen-
ship or a nationality. As a matter of fact Identity can be defined as having 
an awareness, a fulfillment and a leadership of the Self within and beyond 
one’s diversity and affiliations; Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979) and Social Penetration Theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973) in their 
relevance can be complemented with learning one’s identity through these 
terms to construct more welcoming, inclusive and peaceful societies. Grow-
ing generations need to learn and acquire self-awareness, self-efficacy and 
self-management, a combined set of competencies leading to a process of 
self-leadership literacy. An expanded self-leadership methodology is based 
on having a developed sense of who we are and where we are going, com-
bined with a developed ownership on influencing our communication, emo-
tions and behaviors. A better understanding of one’s mechanism of influence 
empowers postures of mediation, conflict resolution and dialogue, to the 
ultimate impact of generating positive narratives. Self-leadership theory has 
been widely used in management and has brought about tangible results 
with a direct impact on cohesion and organizational inclusion. Social innova-
tion is also a field domain that started to use components of self-leadership 
as bringing about inclusive and added-value oriented citizenship awareness. 
This paper draws on concrete examples taken from the corporate world and 
a non-profit social innovation platform having applied self-leadership as part 
of their action-training programs, and last from a personal experience with 
the UNAOC Fellowship program, to build on the necessity to further explore 
and investigate self-leadership literacy as a complementary discipline to the 
UNESCO MIL core competencies that mark the framework of the education-
al systems promoting MIL as a platform for Intercultural Dialogue. 
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Introduction

The concept of Identity is changing as many paradigms of social sci-
ences are being reviewed to try to understand and model the evolution that 
characterizes current and future societies. In today’s mixed society, hav-
ing an identity and claiming a strong identity is becoming a growing need, 
to the extent of jeopardizing the benefits and richness of diversity; people 
are looking for strong identities, inside and outside of diversity. The quest 
for a strong identity is not absolutely new in human kind history and the 
varied social theories that have been nourishing the topic of Identity have 
proposed many explanations to it. In this sense this paper will explore and 
cross social and systemic theories of Identity, in its monocultural and mul-
ticultural dimensions, to build the base towards a new layer of personal 
identity; this notion being at the core of self-leadership literacy. The no-
tion of self-leadership literacy will be progressively defined and constructed 
starting from the very first components of the concept of self-leadership, 
followed by a concrete look at the power of its impact as applied in three 
different contexts, with three different purposes, but with common results 
in terms of inclusion and dialogue. The detailed unfolding of the notion 
along with the examples and cases displayed are intended to evince the per-
tinence of further exploring and investigating its application as a Media and 
Information Literacy core competency, to be included in the Unesco’s MIL 
curriculum in order to affirm its role in contributing to foster information 
literate societies and intercultural dialogue. 

The quest of identity 

Personal identity 

Back in the 50’s, Clare W. Graves, an American psychologist and 
professor from New York University, developed an epistemological model 
on human psychology under the theory of values with the aim to recon-
cile different approaches on human nature and its psychological maturity. 
His theory defined an individual’s psycho-social reality as consisting of the 
interaction of two main elements: life conditions and the mental/thought 
capacities to face up those conditions. According to him, this reality is what 
creates a system of values and visions of the world: every person is influ-
enced by these two elements to define their own perception of the world, 
which in its turn impacts the person’s system of identity. His article “Levels 
of existence: an open system theory of values” (1970) has led to further 
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research and resulted into what is commonly known as the Spiral Dynam-
ics Theory (Beck & Cowan, 1996). This theory establishes a cyclical model 
under which human evolution has gone from Stone Age, to nowadays. In 
this model, also called the “stages of human development”, it is remark-
able to see that human beings have been naturally and subsequently been 
going through “individual” and “collective” phases or ways of living; thus, 
highlighting the natural necessity of people to distinguish themselves and 
affirm a strong identity when the group takes too much significance, in what 
is called, in the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), a strong neces-
sity of self-categorization inside and outside of the group. According to the 
social identity approach, a person’s social identity is seen as the outcome of 
three processes: social categorization, social comparison and social iden-
tification; these three processes inherently operating in each human being 
result in the process of defining a personal identity. The knowledge acquired 
by implicitly operating them can be referred as the self-knowledge that each 
person acquires and associates with their own unique attributes. However, 
this idea involves a meaningful question to be asked, that is: to which extent 
do people acquire and own knowledge related to their unique attributes? 
Furthermore, are people aware that they are naturally unique and distinct, 
this distinction being the result of the unique combination that comes out 
of their affiliations, talent, intellectual property, vision of the world and 
contribution? The combination of these elements has empirically proven 
to constitute an additional layer to the concept of personal identity as an 
extension of the process of self-categorization, that is: building a personal 
identity based on criteria that are relevant to an individual’s added value 
and contribution. At this stage the processes of social identification and 
social comparison start diluting as the person gains confidence and owner-
ship of the personal identity defined in terms of an in-group and out-group 
contribution. Crossing Grave’s theory of human development together with 
Social Identity theory with the aim to understand what makes social change1 
or social mobility, shows that throughout human evolution one of the es-
sential drives of claiming a strong and distinct identity was the quest of 
exploring and taking advantage of the personal human resources and po-
tential; there was and there still is an unconscious drive for self-valorization. 
Thus, the process of social identification with the group is challenged if 
self-categorization includes a strong process of self-valorization. This con-
ception could be showcased through an example around identity threats, 

1 Social change, in sociology is the alteration of mechanisms within the social structure, characterized 
by changes in cultural symbols, rules of behavior, social organizations, or value systems.
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as named by the Social Identity Theory. The notion of threat in itself arises 
from the existence of the group and the identification that comes with it; if 
self-valorization in the terms of individual distinctiveness acts as a primary 
categorization criterion, on top of the group affiliation, then the threat has 
a diminished instance and significance. This quote from Professor Naomi 
Ellemers’ article in Encyclopedia Britannica inspires the example: 

group-status threat occurs when the perceived compe-
tence of the group is devalued. Group members may also 
experience various forms of social identity threats, one of 
which takes place when the moral behavior of their group is 
called into question […]. In addition, categorization threat 
occurs when individuals are treated as group members at 
times when they would prefer not to be, as when a woman 
who is a lawyer is addressed in court on the basis of her 
gender instead of her profession. Acceptance threat occurs 
when individuals fail to gain acceptance and inclusion in 
the groups of which they consider themselves members, 
such as when a manager of Asian descent is not invited 
to join a local Asian business club. To cope with identity 
threat, group members will respond differently depending 
on the degree to which they identify with the group.2

It is interesting to read over this analysis through self-valorization 
lenses: if the woman was to present, affirm and assert her personal identity 
based on her specific self-valorized contribution as a lawyer, people would 
cognitively associate her with those particular topics, attributes or compe-
tences, rather than focusing on the gender specificity; her in-group could be 
a professional focus group rather than a diversity or gender focus group. 
On the other hand, the Asian who considers himself implicitly welcomed 
and included into the Asian Business Club because of his ethnical affili-
ation, would have had a different experience if he had presented himself 
through a personal identity that would focus on his particular contribution 
as a person, be it in business or any other topic that would represent a 
uniqueness, an added value or a contribution. Having that valorized look 
and perception about himself puts him in a situation to either be called to 
join the Club because of his contribution, on top of his Asian affiliation, or 
either himself not being interested joining that Club; in this case the identity 
threat is not only reversed but also the emotions that could happen behind 
the threat (i.e. the emotion of feeling excluded and rejected) are null.

2 Retrieved from https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-identity-theory
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Multicultural identities

Dealing with the topic of Identity cannot be complete without cov-
ering the subject of multicultural identities. It is an increasing trend, dis-
seminating as globalism is occurring and Europe is a large example of it. 
It is interesting to look at this topic in particular where not only individuals 
have progressively multiple identities, but in addition to that, they seem to 
be asserting different identities in different circumstances and moments 
in their lives, according to the context and the people they are interacting 
with. This observation is significantly in line with the agility and resilience 
required in a world of constant and disruptive change; what was before 
conceived as intercultural adaptability and sensitivity will soon become a 
question of resilience and agility as multiculturalism is becoming an implicit 
must that triggers changes in all areas of life, resulting in identities that are 
in a permanent flux: “we are constantly adding new layers to identity and 
often without giving up our own roots” (Di Mauro & Gehrke, 2018, p. 9). 
This profound and thorough observation undoubtedly highlights the notion 
of increased diversity as a source of strength. However, the same question 
arises here about how to differentiate and identify the Self in the midst of 
this diversity, and how to make the most of this strength to induce a sense 
of inclusion rather than falling into the course of differentiation as extremely 
leading to segregation? To be able to assimilate and display agility in terms 
of identity requires having a level of awareness and consciousness beyond 
self-valorization. It is a level where the individual learns and knows how 
to articulate the different components of the own diversity and identity to 
build the necessary bridges and commonalities with counterparts without 
giving up on personal differentiation. The ability to process this mental ar-
ticulation and communication requires first self-awareness, second and not 
the least, self-fulfillment in the knowledge acquired and third, to lead the 
Self on the basis of that knowledge and awareness. Multicultural identities 
are no longer a static concept, but rather, a dynamic one that will certainly 
be in the future associated with the notion of Agile Identities. Till then, the 
main idea that is worth remembering is the relevance that comes out of the 
construction of one’s identity, be it multicultural or monocultural, and for 
that relevance to emerge it becomes visible and meaningful to define Iden-
tity in terms of who we are through a self-valorization process that defines 
our contribution to a collective dimension. 
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Self-leadership literacy

Understanding self-leadership

The self-leadership concept was first introduced in 1983 in a practitio-
ner-oriented book by Charles Manz, as an expansion of the already existing 
concept of self-management. From there the concept gained academic in-
terest and seminal work on self-leadership led to its basic theoretical foun-
dations, and was then defined as: “a process through which individuals 
control their own behavior, influencing and leading themselves through the 
use of specific sets of behavioral and cognitive strategies” (Houghton & 
Neck, 2006, p. 270). In the early 1990’s self-leadership started to be closely 
linked to the concept of psychological empowerment and how to lead oth-
ers to lead themselves. Applications of the concept to the management 
field started at that same period of time encouraging a decade of publica-
tions with the objective of expanding the field of implementation, and at the 
same time, trying to simplify its psychological and cognitive foundations to 
progressively render it more accessible as a self-development tool with im-
pacts at both personal and professional levels. A current and expanded self-
leadership definition is: “having a developed sense of who you are, what 
you can do, where you are going coupled with the ability to influence your 
communication, emotions and behaviors on the way to getting there” (Bry-
ant & Kazan, 2012).

Self-awareness

Though self-awareness is largely defined as a skill, it is an overall 
process that evolves as long as a person engages into the observation, 
reflection and tuning of feelings, behaviors and abilities with the aim to 
appropriately respond to different situations and learning from them. In 
the framework of the self-leadership approach, as it is the case in personal 
development in general, self-awareness is frequently used to answer ques-
tions related to identity in the form of who we are. There are different levels 
of self-awareness resulting in different levels of self-knowledge, hence dif-
ferent levels of answering the identity question. While this process usually 
helps in enlightening a person’s own vision and perception of the Self, it 
does also allow the person to take the freedom to question beliefs, princi-
ples and assumptions to choose and take large ownership of true personal 
values to the extent of defining a fresh new identity ready to evolve in a rec-
onciled way. One of the great benefits of self-awareness is to learn the ability 
to take a balcony-view of what’s going on in our inner and outer world to 
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give us the power to choose, in addition to behavioral flexibility. If the pro-
cess is well developed it can lead to finding the essence of the leader that 
naturally exists in each and every individual.

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is defined in psychology as the belief that we, individuals, 
are able to handle whatever comes our way. It is an individual’s prepared-
ness to take action, try new things, overcome obstacles, take feedback, build 
on it and advance towards an objective; it fosters the individual’s ability and 
capacity to become more resilient, creative and innovative. Some people 
are naturally set on this mindset, however building on self-awareness as 
a previous or complementary step includes the behavioral habit of reflex-
ively checking assumptions and be in a growing mindset, while adopting 
the required adjustments when dealing with any new situation. Self-efficacy 
should not be mingled with self-confidence: a person can have the self-con-
fidence to take an action in the present, and then build the acceptance of 
any consequences that might emerge from that action when adopting the 
self-efficacy mindset. Self-efficacy requires utilizing strategies, while tapping 
into inner personal resources, to align intentions and actions. It also re-
quires being able to influence the Self in order for that alignment to happen.

Self-management

Self-management is at the core of the self-influence process. If with 
self-awareness comes the ability to observe and read in our personal behav-
ior and thus control it when needed or wanted, self-management comes as 
the third component of the self-leadership process, comprehending one’s 
ability and capacity to not only control, but to manage emotions, inner re-
sources and impulses ensuing in a two way result: a developed ownership 
on influencing the Self, and a better understanding of one’s mechanism 
of impact. Setting goals, monitoring behavior and evaluating progress are 
considered to be critical elements of self-management. However, and alike 
self-leadership, the concept of self-management has expanded while sim-
plifying, to become nowadays a key area in the personal skills required to 
make up Emotional Intelligence. In other terms, emotional maturity does 
enhance self-influence; the influence an individual exercises on the Self to 
align intention with action in order to achieve the intended impact. The 
strategy to align intention with action can include: reflecting on one’s inten-
tion to achieve focus, being able to address an inner narrative to empower 
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the Self, communicating authentically and establishing a balanced relation-
ship, being mindful and manage emotions, or influencing through listening 
and understanding other’s intentions (Bryant & Kazan, 2012). The idea of 
adopting self-leadership strategies was part of the very first definition of the 
concept as Manz (1986) utilized it. Today the term strategy is more under-
stood and disclosed as a reflected path that draws, combines and articulates 
an individual’s inner resources and potential towards the achievement of a 
goal. Being able to guide and direct the Self throughout this path requires a 
combined set of self-awareness, self-efficacy and self-management compe-
tencies that make up self-leadership literacy.

Self-leadership development and impact

One of the first and immediate benefits of self-leadership develop-
ment is the clarity that a person acquires concerning personal identity as 
well as a positioning with regards to the personal and/or professional envi-
ronment. If the self-awareness process is done accurately it does include a 
process of self-valorization as described earlier, resulting in reconciliation 
and personal fulfillment from the mere fact of identifying and recognizing 
one’s ultimate added value, or what is called in Personal Branding seman-
tics, the unique promise of value. Through this identification and positioning 
the person feels unified with the collective dimension through his personal 
contribution. It is already a first step of feeling and being included. The sec-
ond step after clarity is gained is the social interaction and communication 
that happens as a result of the renewed identity. At this stage, it is remark-
able to look at Social Penetration theory: as Altman and Taylor (1973, p. 169) 
note, “people seem to possess very sensitive tuning mechanisms which 
enable them to program carefully their interpersonal relationships”. Then 
the self-knowledge acquired by means of the clarity of the promise of value 
renders these tuning mechanisms a powerful tool to establish social inter-
action in a way that could possibly let the person skip the first two stages 
of the Onion theory to easily engage into stage three of communication (i.e 
the affective stage) without omitting that the degree of self-disclosure is 
always culturally-dependent. The more identity is reinforced at a layer of 
added value and contribution, the more self-disclosure is facilitated. At the 
Affective stage, self-leadership can help in setting up a strategy that opens 
the venue for communication that conveys openness, curiosity, and valori-
zation, sowing the seeds of trust and understanding between counterparts, 
which in turn enhances the feeling of inclusion along with setting the scene 
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for further dialogue. Finally, if self-leadership development serves self-influ-
ence, it does also empower the capacity to influence others. Influence is un-
derstood here as the impact of one’s intention, or in other words: how and 
what to communicate in order to achieve the intended impact. Self-leaders, 
as well as good communicators, listen actively to what the others are saying 
and doing knowing that words and actions are communicating intentions: 
whatever the person says next is a belief, a value or an intention that will 
drive a future behavior. Connecting our intention to theirs, or to what is 
important to them, facilitates the impact of the intention. Self-leadership 
development is ultimately intended to serve and connect the Self to the 
social context as illustrated in the following figure.

Figure 1: Social impact of self-leadership

The basics displayed in the previous figure help in setting the founda-
tions for a truly intended dialogue. If the intention is to establish a dialogue 
to create linkages and common ground, then that dialogue can unfold with 
a higher level of understanding if each part adopts a self-leadership ap-
proach. As continuity to that notion self-leadership also empowers pos-
tures of mediation and conflict resolution. As a matter of fact, in addition 
to facilitating the take of leadership and responsibility in conflict situations, 
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connecting intentions is already a common ground for counterparts to start 
developing resolutions towards the intended impact.

Self-leadership literacy applied

Self-leadership methodologies can be implemented in a varied range 
of formats from coaching programs to combined action-trainings, to field 
education and sensitization. This chapter will describe the self-leadership 
approach adopted throughout three different contexts, with three different 
purposes, yet with a common target and drawing line: achieving a collective 
transformation through individual transformation. 

Corporate case: from lean management to inclusion 

This case is drawn from a company operating in the food indus-
try implementing a plant transformation to adopt lean management 

 along with operational productivity. To this aim an organizational transfor-
mation was targeted in order to level up the competencies and capacities 
of the operating human structure, bottom up. The following scheme shows 
the capacity-building and structural leveling offered as part of the trans-
formation project by qualifying and developing technical and managerial 
competences: operators are leveled-up and converted to conducting techni-
cians, supervisors to master-agents, and master-agents to engineers. 

Figure 2: Plant’s operating human structure
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In this framework change management consultants where hired; 
however the top management of the plant understood that in order for the 
human structure and mostly the management to completely adhere, be 
pro-active and lead the transformation, instead of just executing the steps 
and directions as obligations, they needed some more personal leadership. 
A self-leadership approach was proposed according to the following model:

Figure 3: Deployment model of the self-leadership approach

An approach supported by the message that we have to lead ourselves 
first before leading others. The program was designed as a combined indi-
vidual coaching – collective training series with the management team, with 
the objective of exemplifying through the line management the managerial 
behavior required to achieve the managerial transformation objectives. 

The first impact of self-leadership literacy

The demographics of the management team, which was the first 
target of the program, varied between 35 to 50 year old male managers, 
hence making the impact of the program – at the individual level – vary 
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accordingly. Meanwhile results could be gathered into the following trends: 
1) increased personal accountability: after a period of six months managers 
started to feel incorporated in a dynamic that included their own initiatives, 
point of views and most importantly, their own decisions. Taking their own 
decisions and knowing how to justify them, as well as thinking critically 
instead of just executing, were two major mindset transformations; 2) re-
sponsibility: managers felt more responsible about the changes required 
to be adopted in their own departments and as part of the whole organi-
zational transformation. They also took responsibility of exemplarity and 
giving the right accompaniment to their teams in order to help them imple-
ment the change and be actors of it; 3) self-innovation: the sense of being 
able to achieve more than they thought they could achieve, gave them the 
self-confidence to explore with themselves new habits, asserting new ways 
of thinking and allowing their creativity to be a force of proposition. After 
a period of nine months of implementing the program managers, on their 
own initiative, started to adopt a participatory approach with their teams 
involving from middle managers to technicians in the brainstorming about 
the best way to improve operations. This significant cultural shift which was 
neither targeted nor envisioned at the beginning of the program had the ef-
fect of generating an organizational inclusion based on the valorization of 
the operating human structure and the creation of a peer-to-peer dialogue.

The second impact of self-leadership literacy

After the achievement of the first phase, the focus was then oriented 
towards a unified leadership and how to build over the individual’s con-
tribution, a collective one. The challenge was to train the collaborators to 
look at each other in terms of one’s added-value as a person, beyond their 
functions of managers, and absolutely beyond any other interpersonal or 
cultural consideration. The mere starting point of being aware of the Other 
as having a leadership on the same equal foot changed perceptions on each 
other; there are filters that unconsciously exit from the mind allowing the 
talk between counterparts to rise to a higher level, letting go off many other 
preconceived or constructed perceptions based on personal experiences or 
cultural differences. The quality of communication changed as a result of a 
change of identity perception. The type of dialogue that occurred in order to 
resolve problems was constructed on the base of the communicated added-
value of each member, as well as a constructed underlying belief that all 
together they have the capacity to find a solution that works for all; that is 
cohesion. There are in management, many other successful methodologies 
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and approaches to resolve the kind of problematic described in this case; 
however it is worthwhile highlighting that the distinction about adopting 
self-leadership literacy is in the multitude of benefits, sometimes unexpect-
ed, that this development offers. It is like a building ground, or a starting 
block to build many other blocks of achievements. 

Social innovation case: from citizen empowerment to inclusion  

The T. Community Foundation for Human Development is a social 
innovation platform created to contribute to social transformation and 
change through community empowerment. As a co-founder of this plat-
form our motivation to act on disadvantaged communities to induce social 
change came from the belief that poverty is not a material poverty but rather 
a psychological poverty. A belief that gave ground to the foundation’s mis-
sion: to fight poverty by contributing to fight against the structural causes 
of psychological poverty. Thus, the foundation does not offer services or 
activities to beneficiaries, but creates the conditions so that members of a 
given community become actors of their own development, allowing them 
to sustainably improve their life conditions. The main action behind creat-
ing the conditions is the facilitation approach: going to the field and fa-
cilitating the awareness necessary for them to change perceptions about 
themselves, and their potential as individuals and citizens, followed by the 
empowerment of their collective action power: members of the community 
are the ones who define what they want to do and manage and self-organ-
ize their initiatives of development. There were different population targets 
each with the corresponding projects and tools of facilitation: youth, adults, 
women, kids. The three main axis of self-leadership literacy in the terms of 
self-awareness, emphasized in self-valorization, self-efficacy and self-man-
agement nourished the tools and methodologies of facilitation according 
to the target; for instance in the case of Adults self-efficacy was oriented 
towards the development of autonomy or self-reliance and self-confidence, 
in the case of Youth the focus was on self-valorization combined with emo-
tional intelligence. Once self-leadership literacy started its process, com-
munity empowerment took place by itself through the creation of self-or-
ganized group initiatives. After facilitating citizenship sensitization allowing 
them to gain awareness of their capacity to exercise fully their rights along 
with duties, the living of citizenship emerged when they first started to have 
the reflex and thinking that as citizens belonging to an organized and rec-
ognized community they could be supported in their actions by local actors, 
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government, and national institutions, as they bring value to their com-
munity, followed by the positive feedback and support they received while 
doing it. Thus the belief behind the sense of belonging begun to radiate, 
flourishing the seeds of inclusion. Members of the community are now talk-
ing about the dynamic of their quarter to their neighborhoods and proudly 
offering them to join their activities.

Intercultural exchange case: from exclusion to inclusion

In 2014 I was selected to be part of the United Nations Alliance of Civ-
ilizations fellowship program which aims at fostering intercultural exchange 
and interfaith understanding by engaging with emerging leaders and young 
professionals. It is framed around two-week exchange trips between EUNA 
and MENA countries, sending participants from each geographic area to 
their counterparts’ region. Though I was part of the MENA region fellows 
as coming from Tangier, Morocco, previous international city with a cos-
mopolitan and multicultural heritage, from which I inherited a passion and 
advocacy for cultural diversity, tolerance and mutual understanding, I knew 
this experience was going to represent, for me, a first-hand exposure to 
the cultural diversity of the MENA region. There were fellows from Algeria, 
Tunisia, Jordan, Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Palestine, with a rich diversity of pro-
fessional backgrounds, all of them speaking middle-eastern Arabic dialects; 
which was not my case. I spoke official Arabic, which sounded awkward in 
casual communications and I spoke in English with some Egyptians and it 
sounded outrageous that, as a Moroccan, I was unable to speak Egyptian. 
The language began to implicitly cause a lack of communication and from 
my part, the feeling of exclusion installed very quickly. As part of the in-
tercultural exchange experience I was curious and excitingly apprehending 
many questions, however what was just a secondary detail, raised several 
inner personal thinking about identity, commonalities and aspects we were 
supposed to share. My reflective thoughts brought about the one single 
aspect that was obviously common: we were all here together because of 
our capacity to learn and acquire from an intercultural experience, which 
unreservedly includes opening our minds to differences, accept them and 
understand them. The self-leadership strategy that I adopted after three 
days of self-observation was to explore and find connections with their ca-
pacity to welcome and enjoy differences. Hence, I started to speak Moroc-
can dialect, instead of English, triggering curiosity about what’s common 
and what’s different, and that was a turning point in the whole situation. It 
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even opened the door to some of them to speak to me in French; each one 
chose the most convenient way or path for them to establish an enjoyable 
dialogue on the basis of balanced strengths. I consider that one of the key 
criteria of the self-leadership exercise was to generate inner positive nar-
ratives thanks to self-awareness of personal abilities and capacities along 
with personal goals. In self-leadership literacy the generation of positive 
narratives does not only take off the veils that emotions most often put on 
people’s minds and vision, but does also impact the content of the new 
communication, to ultimately establish a constructive and intentioned dia-
logue. In this case the dialogue established, as a mean to be in touch with 
the richness of the group members beyond language, nationality or region; 
a dialogue that effectively conducted to inclusion. I definitely find this expe-
rience to be another example of how self-leadership helps in including the 
Self into a group dynamic without omitting one’s individuality but rather us-
ing it as a distinction that unites. In addition to the personal occurrence just 
described, the richness of the learning, eye opening and benefits acquired 
from this fellowship were incommensurable.

Exploring self-leadership literacy as an MIL core competency 

The cases covered in the previous section substantiate the benefits 
and impacts of self-leadership literacy and at the same time attest that ca-
pacity-building in the terms of acquiring competences is fully harnessed if 
the person has the ability and capacity to lead the Self. If self-leadership has 
become part of some exclusive university’s core curriculums, it is worth 
democratizing and even more, at an earlier level of education; in today’s hy-
per-connected societies having self-leadership is turning out to be increas-
ingly crucial. To this end and given the impact of media and information in 
building bridges between people, societies and systems, it is worth looking 
at self-leadership literacy as a complementary discipline to the concept of 
media and information literacy. 

Unesco media and information literacy concept

Media and information literacy has become a priority to Unesco since 
the latter took position that MIL equips citizens with the skills and com-
petencies needed to seek and enjoy the full benefits of the fundamental 
human right stated in the Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
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Rights3. Unesco’s conceptualization of Media and Information Literacy 
seeks to combine two distinct areas – media literacy and information lit-
eracy – under one umbrella. On the one hand, information literacy empha-
sizes the access of information along with the evaluation and ethical use of 
it. On the other hand media literacy emphasizes the ability to understand 
the functioning of media, to evaluate how they are performed and to use 
them for self-expression. The key elements of each notion are detailed in the 
following figure.

Figure 4: Key elements of MIL

The role of self-leadership literacy in 
fostering information literate societies

Self-leadership literacy, as explained, can simply be assimilated as 
having the knowledge, the skills and the competences to be able to lead 
the Self. Nevertheless, self-leadership literacy is also a transformational 
process through which the individual defines, communicates and radiates 
an identity and a leadership persona that is focused and centered on the 
notion of the unique promise of value. Self-valorization is fundamental in 
self-leadership literacy, that is: being literate about the Self with a valorized 
content to diffuse and communicate together with the awareness of what’s 
common and different with regards to one’s context. In this sense, edu-
cating and training individuals to know how, when and which information 

3 This article states that: “everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 
includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information 
and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers”. Retrieved from http://www.claiminghuman-
rights.org/udhr_article_19.html
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content to talk, put forward and communicate can be assimilated as one of 
the results of self-leadership literacy. The three main goals of Unesco’s MIL 
are defined as: “to empower future citizens, to impact basic skills necessary 
to critically evaluate information and media content, to foster the develop-
ment of knowledge societies and the promotion of free, independent and 
pluralistic media” (Carlsson & Culver, 2013, p. 303). Moreover, the Media 
and Information Literacy Curriculum for Teachers published by Unesco in 
2011 draws the framework to construct a program for turning out teach-
ers who are media and information literate. The self-leadership literacy ap-
proach as applied to the context of education, and particularly to educa-
tors, gives the preparedness and readiness in terms of skillset, attitudes 
and knowledge to give power and to facilitate the harmonized articulation 
of not only the goals, but also the skills in order to become media and in-
formation literate; because media and information literate people: ”make 
informed and independent decisions, learn about the world around them, 
build a sense of community, maintain public discourse, engage in lifelong 
learning, produce information, think critically, use media for self-expression 
and creativity” (Tuominen, Kotilainen & Lundvall, 2013, p. 311). Throughout 
the objective to increase the capacity of teachers “to evaluate sources and 
assess information”, and “to evaluate how students interpret media mes-
sages and information from a variety of sources” (Carlsson & Culver, 2013, 
p. 304), they also could be trained to exemplify the self-leadership expe-
rience as bringing about effective critical thinking, global and community 
mindfulness, as well as learning by doing, in addition to the behaviors and 
attitudes that promote inclusion, dialogue and the generation of positive 
narratives. MIL has been further promoted as a platform for intercultural 
dialogue when in 2012 Unesco and UNAOC joined forces to create the MIL 
Clearinghouse which also hosts the multimedia, multi-language, interactive 
web-based version of Unesco’s Media and Information Literacy Curriculum 
for Teachers. It is a participatory platform opened to user-generated con-
tent and has become since then a unique global platform for outreach and 
sharing of MIL relevant content. Including self-leadership literacy as an MIL 
core competency and throughout this platform can be a leverage to elevate 
the consciousness of people towards them and their social environment. 
While it is worth to dedicate a full paper to the investigation of a purpose-
ful incorporation of self-leadership literacy in the Unesco MIL curriculum, 
it becomes apparent that it enhances as well as fosters the development 
of information literacy and creative self-expression. Last and not least the 
Unesco constitution states that:



337

Building the foundation of inclusion through self-leadership literacy

Malak Oussidhoum

the States Parties to this Constitution, believing in full and 
equal opportunities for education for all, in the unrestricted 
pursuit of objective truth, and in the free exchange of ideas 
and knowledge, are agreed and determined to develop and 
increase the means of communication between their peo-
ples and to employ these means for the purpose of mutual 
understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge of 
each other’s lives.4

While reading over these lines through self-leadership lenses, it be-
comes understandable that self-leadership literacy can accurately contrib-
ute to the purpose of mutual understanding and more perfect knowledge 
of each other’s lives. 

Conclusions

People are adding layers to their identities sometimes taking away 
ancestral identifications and origins to adopt new ones. Among these layers 
there is one that is intrinsic to whom they are as an added value and poten-
tial that can grow as long as they continue melting, sharing and acquiring 
knowledge from each other. This last layer comes from the essence of what 
they offer, value and deliver as a person. It is a kind of identity layer that can 
be as agile as the agility required to live in nowadays world of connectivity. 
When individuals learn to value themselves at the level of identity, they also 
learn to value the Other; the fulfillment that comes out of the delivery of 
whom they are, can ultimately bring peace to the Self, a feeling that allows 
peace to radiate in the attitudes, behaviors and intentions. This identity 
layer as linked to the core of ourselves has a very strong power that re-
quires to be guided and signified as a contribution to a collective dynamic. 
Self-leadership education, and as an outcome self-leadership literacy, trains 
the mind to be curious about the Other as the individual becomes curious 
about the Self, it trains the mind to understand and empower the Other as 
it does with the Self. It trains the mind to take responsibility for the Self, in-
stead of being a victim of circumstances, and it definitely trains the mind to 
start taking the lead to achieve impact. While a self-valorized identity layer 
is at the core of the concept of self-leadership literacy as a foundation for 
inclusion, having self-leadership literacy is also having a look from individu-
ality to collective and vice versa; a dynamic and exchange that happens in 
the framework of the value contribution, where different values get together 

4 Retrieved from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000261751.page=6
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to compose a union with a larger value than the sum of all the values added, 
this result being the ultimate expression of inclusion. Implementing self-
leadership literacy as a core competency in education certainly trains indi-
viduals to adopt a self-innovation mindset resulting in constantly acquiring 
the skills and knowledge for them to reinvent themselves in their value; thus 
developing resilience and leadership with the positive mindset of bringing 
a value into action. This inquiry-based learning behavior can be considered 
as being essential to develop more literate societies, hence putting into rel-
evance the role of self-leadership literacy in empowering citizens to use me-
dia and information to exercise fully their rights. These conclusions are thus 
intended to set the base for a further investigation into how to include the 
notion and the application of self-leadership literacy in the Unesco’s MIL 
curriculum, as being a precursor of inclusion and intercultural dialogue. 
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