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Introduction
What Do Leaders Struggle With When No
One Is Watching?

Most leadership reports are based on surveys, expert opinion, or structured interviews. While useful,
they often miss the raw, unfiltered reality of what leaders are actually wrestling with day to day.

This report takes a different approach.

We analyzed over 350 real, anonymized conversations between leaders and Stoic’s AI-powered
digital coaching assistant—capturing the kinds of reflections that usually stay behind closed doors:

These conversations happened in the flow of work, as part of active leadership development programs
where leaders were invited to practice, reflect, and build awareness using Stoic’s digital coach. They
weren’t performing for a manager or filling out a survey. They were speaking honestly, seeking insight,
and trying to grow.

The feedback conversations they avoid
The doubts they can’t voice in meetings
The growth they crave but can’t define
The emotional patterns that hold them back

Research Goals
Our aim with this report is twofold:

1.To surface the real mindset patterns that shape how leaders act—not just what
they know.

2.To support organizations in scaling more effective development, by addressing
the invisible blockers to leadership growth.

This isn’t about summarizing leadership theory. It’s about revealing the messy, human, courageous
process of becoming a better leader—seen through the lens of those actually doing the work.
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Conversations were categorized into key leadership topics aligned to Axialent’s Leadership
Excellence framework

Each transcript was tagged with primary and secondary subtopics

Thematic coding identified repeating language patterns, emotional tone, and cognitive
focus

Quotes were selected directly from the transcripts (unedited), ensuring insights are
grounded in real experience

Patterns were ranked based on frequency of mention and emotional intensity

Related subthemes were grouped to form the Top 5 leadership challenges presented in
this report

Methodology at a Glance

Source: 357 anonymized transcript sessions between real leaders and Stoic’s AI application coach

Data Type: Free-text reflections, questions, and practice dialogues

Timeframe: Spanning multiple months across different leadership development programs

Participants: Mid-level to senior leaders across industries, engaging voluntarily as part of their
development journey

Analysis Process:

Why This Matters
Organizations spend millions on leadership
development—but too often, they focus on learning
and training (competencies instead of consciousness),
neglecting the actual application and use of learned
behavior.

This report doesn’t just identify gaps in skill. It reveals
the inner terrain of leadership: the fears, mindsets,
and blind spots that shape behavior and determine
whether a leader thrives—or stalls.

If you want to design development that truly sticks,
you need to start where leadership actually happens:
in the space between intention and action.

That’s where Stoic operates. And that’s where this
report begins.

  - Oseas Ramirez Assad, CEO of Stoic; Partner at
Axialent.
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While technical skills remain important, the most persistent leadership challenges are not tactical. They
are emotional, relational, and identity-based.

Based on over 350 anonymized conversations with Stoic’s AI-powered coach, this report surfaces five
recurring leadership struggles. These aren’t isolated personal dilemmas—they reflect deeper human
fears that quietly shape how leaders show up, speak up, and scale impact.

When left unexamined, these fears don’t just affect individuals. They quietly erode engagement,
collaboration, and execution across organizations.

While technical challenges matter, the most persistent leadership struggles are emotional and relational. These five
patterns reflect the invisible forces—fear, uncertainty, and self-doubt—that quietly shape how leaders behave, engage,
and grow.

Executive Summary
Real Leadership Happens at the Edge of Fear

Top Leadership Challenges in
Coaching Conversations

Avoidance & Emotional Risk in
Communication

Overfunctioning,
Perfectionism & Capacity Drain

Career Growth Friction &
Identity Ambiguity

Collaboration & Escalation
Norm Confusion

Coaching Discomfort &
Accountability Gaps

Percentage of user reflections (%)

23.7%

14.2%

14.0%

6.0%

5.0%
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Five Patterns That Point to Three Core Leadership Fears

Leaders know what needs to be addressed —whether it’s
underperformance, misalignment, or broken agreements —but fear of
damaging relationships, being too harsh, or being misunderstood keeps
them silent.

This fear underlies communication avoidance and coaching hesitation,
where care overrides clarity.

Many operate in a fog—unsure what success looks like, how to grow, or
how to coordinate across unclear boundaries.

When expectations are vague, leaders hesitate to act, question their
readiness, and lose momentum.

Leaders are stretched thin. They default to doing the work themselves,
fearing that delegation or imperfection will lead to failure or lost
credibility.

This fear fuels overfunctioning, perfectionism, and burnout.

1.   Fear of Saying What Needs to Be Said

2.   Fear of Uncertainty

3.   Fear of Losing Control

The Bigger Picture
The leadership challenges uncovered in this report are not signs of personal inadequacy—they are
signals of where growth wants to happen.

They reflect the real, human experience of leading in complex systems:

Wanting to speak up, but fearing the cost
Wanting to grow, but not knowing how
Wanting to trust, but feeling the risk of letting go

Leadership isn’t a job title. It’s a daily act of inner conflict and negotiation, applied
through consistent reflection, action, and growth.
Most leadership programs teach what to do. Fewer support leaders in working through why it’s hard to
do it. And even fewer create the space to practice that work, in real time.

If organizations want to build courageous, clear, and trusting cultures, they need to support this inner
journey—at scale. That means not just frameworks and feedback, but tools that meet leaders in the
moment, help them reflect, and guide them back into action.

This report is a window into that journey—one conversation at a time.
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Detailed Findings
Inside the Conversations: What Leaders Are
Really Struggling With

The following pages explore each of the five core leadership challenges in depth. Every pattern is
grounded in direct quotes from anonymized coaching conversations, offering a candid view into the
emotional and cognitive terrain leaders navigate every day.

These are not hypothetical case studies—they’re real-time reflections from leaders in the act of learning,
leading, and stretching at their growth edge.

Each section includes:

Together, these patterns reveal the invisible forces that shape how leaders show up—and what
organizations must address to build conscious, scalable leadership at every level.

A narrative description of the pattern
Real quotes from leaders using Stoic’s AI-powered coach
Insights into what drives the challenge
The impact on individuals, teams, and business performance

Pattern #1: Perceived Risk in Leadership
Communication
Theme 
Frequency
Underlying anxiety

Feedback, Conflict & Communication
Appeared in ~24% of analyzed leadership coaching conversations
Saying what needs to be said
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One of the most common—and costly—challenges leaders face isn’t about strategy or execution. It’s
about a conversation they’re avoiding.

In nearly one in four leadership conversations, the core struggle is the same: a leader knows
something needs to be addressed—unmet expectations, performance gaps, tension between peers—
but they hold back.

Not because they don’t care.
Not because they don’t know how.
But because they fear what might happen if they speak up.

Whether the issue is giving critical feedback, holding someone accountable, or naming a pattern that’s
undermining trust, the emotional risk often feels too high.

Leaders Know What Needs to Be Said.
But They Still Don’t Say It.

What Leaders Are Really Saying
These aren’t vague complaints. They’re raw, thoughtful reflections from leaders trying to act with
integrity—without sparking conflict or harming relationships.

I want to call out the attention to one of my subordinates that didn’t show up in an
important call. The release lasted 2 hours longer because of their absence.

The previous manager might escalate this. But he’s my report now—I want to
manage it myself, but I don’t know how to bring it up.

I consistently avoid conflict until I feel frustrated. I think I’m being kind, but it ends
up hurting the team.

I don’t want to be seen as too harsh. But it’s exhausting to keep covering for
someone who isn’t meeting the bar.

I feel like I shouldn’t have to remind people about basic responsibilities… but I
keep avoiding it.

I know the feedback would help them grow, but what if it damages their
confidence—or our relationship?

These leaders aren’t avoiding accountability—they’re navigating the tension between honesty and
care, clarity and empathy. They don’t share their thoughts and ideas out loud for fear of conflict and
confrontation.
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One of the most consistent findings across these conversations is that leaders usually know what needs
to be said—and even how to say it. But they don’t feel safe or confident enough to take the first step.

“It’s all about respect, trust and growth. One of my commitments in this role was to help them grow—not
just technically, but in soft skills too.”

The issue isn’t about knowledge. It’s about internal permission.

Without the emotional readiness to navigate hard conversations, leaders retreat into silence, soften their
message, or attempt to solve issues indirectly.

This leads to:

Why These Conversations Are So Hard

It’s Not a Skill Gap. It’s a Safety Gap.

While every scenario is different, the deeper pattern is the same: it feels emotionally
unsafe to speak up.

Leaders fear they will:

And so they wait. Or soften the message. Or skip the conversation entirely, hoping things will sort
themselves out.

But they rarely do. And the emotional weight builds.

Damage trust or morale
Be perceived as aggressive or insensitive
Trigger defensiveness or conflict
Be seen as micro-managing or overreacting
Get it wrong—and hurt someone’s growth instead of helping

Frustration and guilt for the leader
Confusion or resentment on the team
A culture where performance is addressed inconsistently—and often too late

What is the Organizational Impact?
Avoiding emotionally risky conversations doesn’t just slow leadership development—it creates ripple
effects across the system.

Leaders feel misaligned with their own values
Guilt, anxiety, or self-doubt increase
Confidence in their leadership erodes over time

Trust becomes fragile
Underperformance is tolerated too long
High performers disengage when standards seem negotiable

Feedback loops break down
Tension undermines collaboration
Projects suffer from unresolved misalignment or silent conflic

Systemic
Impact

I

We

It

Individuals (I)

Team & Culture (We)

Results & Executions (It)
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Summary Insight
Most communication challenges in leadership aren’t about words—they’re about emotional
readiness.

Leaders avoid tough conversations not because they’re careless—but because they care deeply. They
want to preserve trust, morale, and psychological safety.

But without clear support and modeling from the organization, this good intention leads to silence—
when what’s really needed is courageous clarity delivered with care.

The opportunity isn’t just to teach leaders “how” to give feedback—but to help them build the inner
confidence, trust-based relationships, and cultural support to do it consistently, even when it feels
hard.

Pattern #2: Overfunctioning, Perfectionism and
Capacity Drain
Theme 
Frequency
Underlying anxiety

Empowerment & Execution
Appeared in 11–13% of coaching conversations analyzed
Fear of losing control
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One of the most persistent—and deeply rooted—leadership struggles isn’t about what leaders do. It’s
about what they feel unable to stop doing.

In over one in ten conversations, leaders describe the emotional and operational costs of trying to
carry too much. Whether it’s avoiding delegation, obsessing over details, or quietly drowning in too
many responsibilities, the pattern is clear: they are overfunctioning.

This isn’t about control for control’s sake. It’s about fear, identity, and trust.

They want to empower their teams.
They want to focus on strategic work.
But they are caught in a cycle of urgency, perfectionism, and silent overload.

If I Let Go, Will It All Fall Apart?

What Leaders Are Really Saying
These are the voices of leaders who care deeply—but feel stuck in patterns that no
longer serve them or their teams.

The tension they’re voicing isn’t just logistical. It’s deeply personal: a mix of perfectionism, responsibility,
and unclear permission to let go.

Sometimes I avoid assigning something because it feels like more work to explain
it than to just do it.

I want to let go, but I’m not sure they’ll deliver to the level needed. And if they
don’t, it reflects on me.

I tend to be the fallback. If something goes wrong, I get pulled in to fix it—even if
it wasn’t my job to begin with.

They might have caused reluctance to change and are taking more time to react
to certain things.

My style is to encourage independence—give tasks and let the team make
decisions. But I still find myself jumping in.

If I don’t do it, it won’t get done right. And that will come back to me.
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What’s Driving This Pattern

It’s Not a Time Problem. It’s an Identity Problem.
The core issue here isn’t about time management or delegation skills. It’s about identity.

Many leaders were promoted because they were reliable doers. Now, as they rise into more strategic
roles, their deepest belief still whispers:
“If I don’t do it, I’m not adding value.”

Letting go feels like letting down. Taking space feels selfish. Delegation feels like abandonment.

This mindset shift—from doing to developing, from fixing to coaching—is the heart of the transformation
needed.

Leaders are rewarded for being dependable. Over time, they become the safety net—
and stepping back feels like risking results and reputation.

Even when leaders believe in delegation, they struggle to accept anything less than
flawless. Coaching becomes correction. Trust becomes micromanagement.
“It’s easier to just do it myself than watch it get messed up and have to fix it later.”

Some leaders simply don’t know what to delegate, how to structure it, or how to
support someone’s growth while holding high standards.
“I want to help them grow, but I’m not sure what support they really need. So, I end
up overcorrecting—or doing it.”

In many organizations, empowerment is encouraged—but mistakes are penalized.
This sends a mixed message: take ownership, but don’t fail. The result? Risk-aversion,
cautious behavior, and emotional overload at the top.

1.   Overfunctioning Feels Safer than Failure

2.   Perfectionism Overrides Empowerment

3.   Lack of Delegation Structures

4.   Cultural Signals Say: Don’t Drop the Ball

What is the Organizational Impact?
When leaders overfunction, it’s not just them who suffer. The ripple effects hit culture, performance,
and growth at every level.

Chronic stress, resentment, and potential burnout
Struggle to focus on strategic work
Feel trapped in reactive mode

Teams underdevelop due to lack of challenge
Initiative shrinks—people wait to be rescued or directed
Culture overvalues execution over experimentation

Bottlenecks around senior leaders
Innovation slows due to perfectionism and fear of failure
Growth plateaus when leadership isn’t multiplied

The
Organizational
Impact

I

We

It

Individuals (I)

Team & Culture (We)

Results & Executions (It)
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Doing everything possible is necessary to
achieve results

Delegation accelerates achievement and builds capacity
for sustainable success

I can’t stop overseeing it or it won’t get
done right I have to stop overseeing because it wont get done right

To retain power, protect output To develop others, share responsibility

  TO    From

Summary Insight
Overfunctioning isn’t sustainable leadership. It’s emotional overcompensation.

Leaders don’t need time hacks. They need permission to trust, frameworks for healthy delegation, and
a culture that supports learning through imperfection.

The path to scaling leadership isn’t about getting more done. It’s about building more capacity through
others.

And that starts by releasing the belief that letting go = letting down.

Overfunction Mindset Shifts

Many leaders are stuck in a loop: doing too much, trusting too little, and burning out quietly. What
overfunctioning leaders need isn’t more efficiency — it’s a shift in identity. 

This shifts chart illustrate the mindset transformation from high-control, high-stress leadership to
scalable, trust-based development. 

It's not about doing less — it's about leading differently. 

Pattern #3: Career Growth Friction & Role
Confusion
Theme 
Frequency
Underlying anxiety

Growth, Feedback & Leadership Evolution
Appeared in ~14% of leadership conversations analyzed
Uncertainty
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What Leaders Are Really Saying

These reflections aren’t transactional. They’re deeply personal, often tinged with uncertainty, self-
doubt, and quiet ambition. Leaders want more—but the path ahead feels foggy.

From across dozens of transcripts, these reflective, vulnerable insights emerged:

What’s expected of me next?
How will I know I’m ready?
What should I be developing now to grow later?

Across roles, industries, and seniorities, one question echoes louder than most:

“Where am I going—and how do I evolve to get there?”

A striking number of leaders in the dataset aren’t struggling with performance—they’re struggling with
possibility. They’re not asking what went wrong.

They’re asking:

When Leaders Ask: “How Do I Actually Grow?”

Do you have suggestions for my growth plan?

I do like traditional approaches… but I want to embrace change more readily.

What does it mean that I’m conventional? And how do I grow out of it?

Sometimes I fall into victim behavior. How can I avoid that?

Who am I dependent on? What does addressing my dependent nature look like?

This isn’t about tactical gaps. It’s about identity, visibility, and validation.

I’m a Delivery Engagement Lead… but I want to be more strategic in how I lead.
Where do I start?

From repeated language and emotional tone, several root drivers emerge:

What’s Driving This Pattern?

Many leaders shared that feedback—if it comes at all—is often general or limited to task execution.
They’re rarely told:

“Here’s what would unlock the next level for you.”

“I’m not sure what they expect beyond hitting targets. No one’s saying: here’s what good looks
like as a leader.”

1.   Feedback Is Infrequent or Vague
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Even experienced contributors find the next level elusive. Career ladders are unclear.
Behavioral expectations are implied, not made explicit. This leaves leaders guessing
whether they’re performing or just busy.

While companies encourage self-directed learning, many leaders feel unsupported.
They want mentors, reflection partners, and space to ask questions—not just access
to courses.

“I get the job done, but I’m not sure anyone’s thinking of me when leadership roles
open up.”

“Sometimes I wonder if I’m doing something wrong—or if no one’s noticing.”

“Do I just wait and hope someone tells me what to do next?”

“I feel like I own my growth, but I don’t know what matters most.”

2.   Success Criteria Are Unspoken

3.   Development Feels Like a Solo Journey

Multiple users voiced frustration that their work isn’t enough unless it’s noticed. This
creates tension—especially for those who dislike self-promotion or operate in less
transparent systems.

“Being dependable isn’t enough. You have to be seen. And I’m not always sure how
to do that without feeling fake.”

4.   Recognition Is Tied to Visibility, Not Just Impact

Without validation or clear pathways, leaders hesitate to stretch. They delay applying
for roles or initiating conversations—not due to lack of ambition, but due to quiet self-
doubt.

“I don’t want to assume I’m ready. I just want to know what I need to work on.”

5.   Confidence Gaps Reinforce Inaction

Unclear growth paths don’t just frustrate individual leaders—they create ripple effects across morale,
culture, and business agility.

Why It Matters: What is the Organizational Impact?

Motivation turns into quiet disengagement
Potential is stifled by uncertainty or imposter syndrome
Identity becomes anchored in past success, not future
stretch

Talent is underleveraged or overlooked
Promotions skew toward the visible, not necessarily the
capable
A self-protective culture forms where people play it safe

Strategic bench strength doesn’t evolve fast enough
Execution slows when future leaders don’t emerge
Innovation suffers when risk is avoided in pursuit of
“readiness”

The
Organizational
Impact

I

We

It

Individuals (I)

Team & Culture (We)

Results & Executions (It)
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Summary Insight
These leaders aren’t waiting for promotions. They’re waiting for clarity.

They want to grow—not just in role, but in mindset. But without structured feedback, visibility, and
behavioral benchmarks, even high-potential leaders start to doubt themselves.

Career growth is not a self-help project—it’s a relational process.

Organizations must replace the “fog of advancement” with clear signals, coaching support, and
shared ownership of development.

When growth becomes visible, supported, and identity-affirming, leaders step forward not just with
readiness—but with purpose.

Pattern #4: Unclear Collaboration &
Escalation Norms
Theme 
Frequency
Underlying anxiety

Peer Collaboration & Risk Escalation
Appeared in ~6% of leadership conversations analyzed
Uncertainty

When Collaboration Becomes a Tightrope
In fast-moving organizations, cross-functional teamwork is essential—but it’s not always smooth. A
meaningful portion of leadership conversations (6%) reveal that many leaders struggle not with their
own execution, but with navigating friction and ambiguity when working with peers.

The challenge is twofold:

How do I collaborate effectively when expectations and ownership are unclear?
How do I escalate a risk—or address peer behavior—without damaging
relationships or causing political fallout?

These aren’t simple interpersonal problems. They’re symptoms of deeper structural and cultural gaps in
how collaboration and escalation are designed and modeled.
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What Leaders Are Really Saying
The following are excerpts from real Stoic coaching conversations—highlighting how emotionally and
operationally complex peer collaboration can become:

There is a colleague—technically good—but she talks a lot about herself, is
disorganized, and often challenging for many to work with.

I structured the brainstorming in a PowerPoint to follow a clear format… I guided
her through it and followed up, and the solution was excellent. But without
structure, it falls apart.

I’m more concerned about the meetings where several people are involved and
there’s no structure. Those become unproductive.

What qualifies as a gentle transition phrase when someone is talking too much or
derailing the conversation?

Sometimes I had to cut her off in meetings—she gives irrelevant or wrong
information and delays decisions. I know it’s needed, but I also know it hurts her.

She’s not a direct report, so I don’t feel like I should be coaching her—but I tried.
Nothing changed. I felt like it was a waste of time.

These reflections show that the difficulty isn’t just about managing personalities. It’s about:
Missing rules of engagement
Unclear ownership for feedback or correction
Emotional labor without authority

Based on conversation themes, we can infer several core drivers:
What’s Driving This Pattern

Leaders often hesitate to raise issues with peers—or their behavior—because there’s no clear
protocol. Without psychological permission or visible examples of healthy escalation, concerns are
buried or softened.

“I could raise it… but she’s not my direct report. It might create more problems than it solves.”

1.   Escalation Feels Politically Risky
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Conversations reveal blurred roles and overlapping responsibilities. Leaders report stepping in to
“clean up” after others or coach peers without formal authority—leading to frustration and
interpersonal strain.

Unstructured discussions—especially in cross-functional or senior forums—often spiral or stall.
Leaders feel trapped between the need to move forward and the social cost of redirecting
unproductive talk.

Even when leaders try to give peers feedback, the impact is limited—especially when authority is
ambiguous. Some attempt coaching or subtle redirection, but change doesn’t stick.

“She sometimes talks for 5 minutes… but only at the end drops a good idea. If I cut
her off, we lose that. If I don’t, we waste time.”

“I spent a lot of time trying to coach her, without blaming. But in the next meeting,
she did the same thing again.”

2.   Peer Dynamics Lack Boundaries

3.   Meeting Culture Lacks Structure

4.   Feedback Across Hierarchies Is Rare

Most of the tension in these conversations doesn’t stem from a lack of good intent. In fact, leaders
consistently emphasize that their peers “mean well” or “have good ideas.” The issue is the absence of
clear behavioral norms around:

Collaboration without norms is not collaboration—it’s coordination theater. And the costs show up fast:

When no one owns the rules of collaboration, everyone walks on eggshells—or defaults to control,
avoidance, or quiet resentment.

Communication boundaries
Ownership and accountability
When and how to redirect or escalate constructively

It’s Not About Niceness. It’s About Norms.

What is the Organizational Impact?

Leaders feel drained by emotional labor they can’t name
They invest energy in adapting or containing others instead of creating
They struggle to lead when power is informal and accountability is diffuse

Friction between peers creates undercurrents of distrust
Escalation happens too late—or too aggressively
Collaboration feels performative, not productive

Risk signals are missed due to silence
Meeting time becomes diluted or circular
Strategic alignment suffers from avoidance and ambiguity

The
Organizational
Impact

I

We

It

Individuals (I)

Team & Culture (We)

Results & Executions (It)
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Summary Insight
Effective collaboration isn’t built on good intentions—it’s built on shared norms and psychological
permission.

When escalation is stigmatized, and feedback is optional, even high-functioning teams stall.
To enable real cross-functional effectiveness, organizations must create visible standards for:

How feedback is exchanged across peer levels
When escalation is appropriate—and how to do it constructively
How to structure meetings that channel voices without losing direction

When these norms are missing, collaboration becomes conflict avoidance with extra steps.

Pattern #5: Coaching Discomfort &
Accountability Gaps
Theme 
Frequency
Underlying anxiety

Performance Management & Talent Development
Appeared in ~5% of leadership conversations analyzed
Saying what needs to be said

“They’re Not Growing, but I Don’t Know How to Help”
Many leaders know that part of their role is to coach others—but when performance dips, the
conversation gets complicated. In roughly 1 in 20 Stoic coaching conversations, leaders reflect
discomfort with how to give feedback, set higher expectations, or develop underperformers—
especially when the person involved is well-intentioned or has some strengths.

These leaders are not avoiding the issue out of neglect. They’re stuck in a tension:

How do I hold someone accountable without being demotivating, harsh, or overly critical?
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What’s Driving This Pattern
From tone and thematic consistency, we infer several root causes:

Trying to coach someone repeatedly without progress leads to subtle resentment or detachment.
Some leaders end up taking the work back—fixing, rather than coaching—just to move forward.

Leaders often equate directness with harshness. They dilute or delay feedback, hoping the issue
will self-correct. When it doesn’t, frustration builds—and the eventual feedback becomes loaded.

Some leaders express uncertainty around how to structure developmental conversations. They
want to help—but don’t have the language to combine care with clarity.

In some cases, leaders reflect that they never fully defined what success looked like—making it
harder to call out gaps later without feeling arbitrary or unfair.

“Maybe I didn’t set the bar clearly enough. So now I don’t know if I’m being
unrealistic.”

4.   Emotional Labor Fatigue

1.   Discomfort with Candor

2.   Lack of Feedback Tools

3.   Unclear Expectations from the Start

Example reflections:

These aren’t signs of laziness or blame—they’re signals that many leaders lack the emotional
frameworks and feedback skills to turn underperformance into development.

I’ve tried giving her feedback, but the same behavior keeps showing up. I’m not
sure if it’s me—or her.

He’s a nice person and means well, but I’ve had to redo his work multiple times.
How do I bring this up without crushing him?

We’ve talked about this a few times. She agrees in the moment, but nothing
changes.

What Leaders Are Really Saying
Though direct quotes are limited in formatting, key reflections across conversations include:

Struggling to initiate performance conversations without hurting morale
Feeling frustrated by lack of improvement despite coaching efforts
Wanting to be supportive, but unsure how to push for better results
Doubting whether they’re being too lenient—or too hard
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When leaders struggle to coach underperformance effectively, the ripple effects are significant:

What is the Organizational Impact?

Summary Insight

Coaching isn’t just about support—it’s about standards.

Many leaders struggle to hold the line with empathy, especially when feedback feels personal.
 But accountability isn’t the opposite of care—it’s one of its deepest expressions.

To build scalable performance cultures, organizations must equip leaders with:

Structured coaching frameworks
Language for holding “care and candor” together
Support systems that normalize performance feedback as a developmental act

Done right, coaching underperformance becomes less about confrontation—and more about growth
through truth.

It's Not Avoidance. It’s Empathic Paralysis.
Most leaders in this pattern are not conflict-avoidant. They’re empathic and committed—but
overwhelmed by the complexity of helping someone improve while maintaining motivation and
relationship quality.

They don’t want to micromanage.
They don’t want to shame.
But they also can’t keep tolerating performance that falls short.

Leaders feel torn between kindness and responsibility
They experience guilt, fatigue, or self-doubt when coaching fails
They default to fixing instead of developing

Inconsistent standards erode team trust
High performers become frustrated when others aren't held
accountable
Teams start to perceive coaching as optional or ineffective

Projects slow due to rework or unclear ownership
Talent development stalls—especially for mid-tier performers
Promotion and retention decisions become politicized instead of
merit-based

The
Organizational
Impact

I

We

It

Individuals (I)

Team & Culture (We)

Results & Executions (It)
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Implications for Organization
Turning Awareness into Action

Three Shifts to Enable Scalable, Conscious Leadership

The five patterns uncovered in this report are not isolated issues; they are systemic signals. They point
to how your organization shapes leadership from the inside out.

Leaders don’t avoid feedback, struggle with delegation, or feel unclear about growth paths in a
vacuum. These are adaptive challenges, deeply influenced by the culture, norms, and structures that
surround them.

The path forward isn't about teaching more techniques—it's about creating conditions that support the
inner work of leadership.

Create spaces where leaders can reflect, share challenges, and practice new ways of being—
without fear of judgment. Growth requires vulnerability, and vulnerability requires trust.

Clarify what great leadership looks like at every level. Surface the unspoken expectations, norms,
and success signals that guide advancement and collaboration. Don’t leave growth paths or
decision rights to guesswork.

Support your managers not just as task owners, but as evolving humans. Coaching, feedback, and
real-time reflection tools can help leaders navigate discomfort, ambiguity, and identity shifts with
more awareness and skill.

Leaders shape culture through their daily behaviors, and those behaviors are
shaped by what they believe they’re allowed to say, feel, or question.

If we want more courageous, clear, and trusting organizations, we need to help
leaders build those qualities from within –and offer safe, structured spaces to
practice them.

For queries about the research methodology or findings,
please contact Dolores at dolores.hernandez@axialent.com

For product-related questions,
please contact Rodrigo at rodrigo.garcia@axialent.com

1.   Build Developmental Safety, Not Just Psychological Safety

2.   Make the Invisible Visible

3.   Equip Leaders for the Inner Journey
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Appendix - Methodology Details
To identify the patterns and underlying emotional drivers highlighted in this report, we followed a structured, multi-step
analysis process grounded in ethical data handling and pattern recognition best practices.

Data Source

All insights are derived from over 350 anonymized coaching conversations between leaders and Stoic’s AI-powered coach.
These conversations were conducted as part of real leadership development programs, where participants used Stoic to
reflect, problem-solve, and apply new behaviors in real time.

Labeling & Categorization

Each conversation was automatically categorized by Stoic’s platform using a carefully designed set of topic and subtopic
labels, embedded directly into the AI prompts. These labels are based on Axialent’s leadership development frameworks and
help organize the dataset by theme (see Table 1).

Anonymization & Privacy

To protect individual confidentiality:

All conversations are anonymized before entering the platform dashboard.
Personal identifiers such as surnames, email addresses, and company names are removed by the system.
First names are retained for conversation continuity.
Any additional personal details (e.g., job title, team, location) only appear when the participant chooses to share them
during the coaching session.
No person involved in the creation of this report had access to external identifiers or original participant profiles.

Identify frequently occurring leadership dilemmas across labels
Cluster patterns based on thematic overlap and emotional tone
Cross-reference each pattern with multiple real quotes for validation
Group recurring struggles into broader categories (e.g., fear of saying what needs to be said)

This hybrid method allowed us to move beyond surface-level topics and uncover the deeper emotional patterns shaping real
leadership behavior.

Quote Selection

All quotes featured in this report are taken directly from anonymized AI coaching conversations. To protect participant
privacy, quotes are presented as short excerpts and may be translated in English from their original language and lightly
edited for grammar or clarity. No identifying context, metadata, or participant details are included. These fragments were
selected to illustrate representative emotional patterns and behavioral struggles while preserving confidentiality.

Pattern Recognition Process

We used both human-led and AI-assisted analysis to:

Table.1 Labels for topics and subtopics

These labels were used to categorize over 350 anonymized leadership coaching conversations, enabling structured pattern
recognition across themes. Labels align with core dimensions of organizational effectiveness, leadership behavior, and
personal development.

1. Workload & Attention Patterns

Exploring how we relate to time, priorities, and commitments—and how conscious choice can replace unconscious overload.

Subcategories:

Sense of Overload & Time Pressure. Feeling overwhelmed by volume or urgency; chronic time scarcity.
Lack of Goal Clarity & Alignment. Unclear objectives or misalignment between personal work and organizational goals.
Role & Task Clarity Gaps. Ambiguity about responsibilities, ownership, or what tasks belong to whom.
Attention Fragmentation. Constant switching between tasks, meetings, or contexts that erodes deep focus.
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Micromanagement or Perceived Lack of Autonomy. Excessive oversight or control that limits independence and decision-
making.
Clarity & Direction Gaps. Inconsistent, absent, or unclear direction from leadership.
Desire for Recognition. Need for acknowledgment, appreciation, or visibility of contributions.
Avoidance of conflict & difficult conversations. Leaders or team members avoiding necessary but uncomfortable
discussions.
Lack of Trust. Absence of trust or empowerment from leadership toward team members.

5. Organizational & Cultural Conditions

Exploring how formal structures, implicit norms, and systemic patterns influence behavior, belonging, and alignment at scale.

Lack of Role Clarity & Ownership Gaps. Unclear role definitions or gaps in ownership across the organization.
Incentive Misalignment. Rewards, metrics, or incentives that drive behavior counter to stated goals.
Hidden Agendas & Politics. Toxic culture, political maneuvering, or hidden agendas that undermine collaboration.
Lack of Psychological Safety. Fear of speaking up, taking risks, or being authentic due to judgment or retaliation.
Bureaucracy & Rigid Processes. Excessive red tape, approvals, or inflexible processes that slow progress.
Change Fatigue & Instability. Constant organizational changes creating exhaustion, uncertainty, or instability.

6. Personal & Wellbeing Experiences

Exploring how personal energy, identity, and life context influence presence, engagement, and performance.

7. Learning & Development Conditions

Exploring the systemic and individual factors that enable or hinder growth, feedback, and career evolution.

Burnout or Stress. Physical or emotional exhaustion; prolonged stress affecting wellbeing.
Work-Life Imbalance. Work demands encroaching on personal life, family, or rest.
Health or Personal Issues. Personal health challenges or life circumstances affecting work.
Low Motivation or Engagement. Feeling disengaged, unmotivated, or disconnected from work.
Imposter Syndrome / Lack of Confidence. Self-doubt, feeling inadequate, or fear of being exposed as unqualified.

Lack of Development Opportunities. Limited access to learning, training, or growth experiences.
No Clear Career Path. Unclear trajectory for advancement or career progression.
Infrequent or Unhelpful Feedback. Feedback is rare, vague, or not useful for improvement.
Skill Mismatch with Role. Current skills don't match role requirements; feeling under- or over-qualified.
Lack of Mentorship. Absence of mentors, coaches, or guides to support development.

2. Tools, Processes & Infrastructure

Exploring the relationship between systems and effectiveness.

Subcategories:

Friction in Tools & Processes. Inefficient, buggy, or poorly designed tools and workflows that slow work down.
Automation Gaps. Manual, repetitive work that should be automated but isn't.
Systemic Incoherence. Complex, broken, or contradictory processes that create confusion or waste.
Access & Enablement Blocks. Issues with permissions, IT access, accounts, or resources needed to do the work.

3. Communication & Collaboration Dynamics

Exploring how people create—or struggle to create—shared meaning, flow, and trust in interpersonal and team-based work.

Miscommunication / Lack of Clarity. Messages are unclear, incomplete, or misunderstood; lack of shared understanding.
Lack of Responsiveness & Presence. Delayed responses, unavailability, or lack of engagement from colleagues.
Cross-Team Alignment Breakdowns. Coordination failures across teams or functions; working at cross-purposes.
Feedback Flow Disruptions. Feedback is absent, delayed, unclear, or not actionable.

4. Leadership & Authority Dynamics

Exploring how power, guidance, and accountability are expressed—and how these impact trust, motivation, and team culture.
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